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This study is a mixed methods process evaluation of a middle school music curriculum 

reform in a large, Mid-Atlantic school district. The purpose of this study was to explore East 

Highland Public School District’s (a pseudonym), reform and implementation process of their 

seventh and eighth grade general music curricula. I constructed an understanding of the nature 

of the curricular reform, including structural circumstances that led to the change, the writing 

process and pilot phase, and enactment across the district. Further, I sought to investigate 

teacher perceptions of agency and conceptions of their teaching alignment with the new 

curriculum documents. Research questions guiding the study addressed the nature of the 

EHPSD curriculum reform, enactment process, and teacher perceptions. I framed this study 

through the theory of ecological teacher agency, which views agency as action with intention 

and emergent within the unique structures surrounding the individual.     



   
 
 

 

Data sources included old and new curricular documents, interviews with the EHPSD 

music supervisor and several teachers who were central to the writing process, and a 

questionnaire—Music Teacher Professional Agency Survey (MTPAS)—administered to all 

middle school general music teachers in the district. I approached data analysis using a 

multifaceted approach informed by scholarly recommendations for mixed methods process 

evaluation. First, I completed a thorough document analysis of the new general music 

curriculum—General Music I and General Music II (GMI and GMII). Next, I conducted interviews 

with the EHPSD music supervisor and three of the main curriculum writers. Finally, the 

quantitative strand of the study, included administering and analyzing data from the MTPAS 

where I sought to understand teachers’ perceptions of agency and conceptions of their teaching 

alignment with the written curriculum. I then formulated a theory of action, based mostly from 

the interview data with the music supervisor, to “test” the efficacy of the implementation process 

and uncover the underlying assumptions inherent in the enactment process. I mixed my 

qualitative and quantitative data strands by creating a data convergence matrix.     

Results indicated that based on the theory of action, the reform of EHPSD’s new middle 

school general music curriculum was carried out with relative fidelity. Instigated by a board-

approved visual arts schedule change and overseen by EHPSD’s music supervisor, the reform 

process included curriculum design and writing time, a pilot program, and full implementation for 

both GMI and GMII. Through document analysis and exploration of interview data, I identified 

that the contents and processes included in GMI and GMII reflected progressive middle school 

general music values and curricula design. Survey results indicated positive perceptions of 

teacher agency and positive conceptions of pedagogical alignment with the document. In mixed 

methods analysis, several themes overlapped between interviews and survey responses. 

Findings from this study point toward the need for localized reform efforts that leverage 

teachers as instigators of reform design and enactment, in both program design and also in 

program and policy evaluation. Additionally, process and full impact evaluation work is important 



   
 
 

 

to music education to uncover curricular instruction, content, and teaching strategies that work 

in the pk-12 and higher education music classrooms. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Trevor’s Story Yamini’s Story 
The musical finale of Hair plays quietly in the 

background while Trevor transforms his choral 

classroom to accommodate his general music 

first period class. He moves the chairs from the 

risers and positions them around the floor in a 

semi-circle figure. Trevor places his seat and 

music stand in the midst of the semi-circle. This 

year, Trevor teaches one seventh grade 

general music class and three choral sections. 

He has worked hard to build his choral 

program, completing hours of professional 

development on adolescent voice change and 

vocal pedagogy, and thoughtfully structuring his 

choirs’ many performances through the year. In 

his teaching, Trevor carefully centers his 

students and their needs. Trevor is currently 

working hard to get ready for his spring choir 

concert which features musical theater songs. 

His immediate focus this morning is on his 

general music class, where he's working on a 

ukulele unit. Making use of his choral strengths, 

Trevor is teaching uke accompaniment 

techniques by using the song Age of 

Aquarius/Let the Sunshine In, from the musical 

“Hair.” Students are singing the song while 

accompanying themselves on ukuleles,  

tambourines and egg shakers. The spring choir 

concert is Trevor’s biggest annual performance 

and this year, for the first time, his general 

music class will be performing their ukulele 

arrangement for it.      

Yamini rushes through her classroom door at 

6:45am, plugs her laptop into her smart board 

and hits shuffle on her Middle School Music 

playlist. Mos Def’s “Let the Sunshine In” begins 

to play. As Yamini grooves to the song, she 

works quickly to set up the first of three general 

music sections she will see today. Her eighth 

grade classes are starting a new unit today and 

she wants everything just right for when the 

8:05 bell rings. She begins by setting up five 

groups of five chairs each, placed in circles, 

and evenly spaced around her room. In 

preparation for this new unit, Yamini put her 

students into groups of five and challenged 

each group with agreeing on and selecting a 

song they would need to learn together. They 

picked songs ranging from Taylor Swift to Elton 

John to Mos Def, which Yamini spent the 

weekend transcribing to tab notation. Using 

their voices, ukuleles, and auxiliary percussion 

each group has been tasked with learning the 

chorus or a section of their song and creating 

an original arrangement during their next three 

class periods. They will then record their 

arrangements into Soundtrap and learn the 

basics of sound mixing. Some of Yamini’s 

students have shown early excitement in this 

project and are already talking about hosting an 

open mic performance during their lunch hour 

to showcase their song segments.  
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 The two vignettes that opened this chapter illustrate two divergent, but ultimately related 

functions of the general music classroom, reflected in the teachers’ varying uses of the song Let 

the Sunshine In. The values and circumstances presented in these teachers’ classrooms are 

just two possibilities among many. Trevor is a teacher who uses vocal music instruction to 

enrich his students’ worldviews and capacity for intercultural connection. Trevor’s classroom is 

far more typical of a traditional middle school music program, implying that his music education 

experience and his position were rooted in a more traditional view of music education. Teachers 

like Trevor work hard to develop large ensemble programs that may match their background 

experience while also securing their position with student enrollment. Such ensemble courses 

serve large populations, though arguably a select group (Elpus & Abril, 2019; Grisé, 2019). 

Yamini, on the other hand, identifies less with the structure of a traditional large ensemble, 

prioritizing instead some of the broader or more democratic content easily accessible to a 

general music classroom. She has shaped her general music classroom around creativity and 

technology while still including musicianship elements learned in more traditional large 

ensemble classrooms. To secure enrollment, she makes an effort to incorporate students’ 

musical interests with the goal of meeting her students at their level and guiding them through 

their own process of music making and learning. These two teachers, both of whom value 

student growth and development, but with seemingly different ideas and values of music 

teaching and learning, are results of the amalgamation of their professional and personal 

musical experiences and the structural constraints of their specific teaching institutions. How 

might a music teacher plan and teach a unit that includes the song Let the Sunshine In? 

Possibly as originally intended when written for the musical Hair, as a pop song from the 

billboard top hits, or deconstructed as a sample embedded within a hip hop anthem that 

emphasizes community? In considering this singular song, these two possibilities are among 

many of the ways teachers can provoke high quality teaching and learning.   
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 This study is a mixed methods process evaluation of a middle school music curriculum 

reform in the East Highland Public School District (EHPSD) of an east coast state. Leading up 

to the 2021-2022 school year, a new middle school general music curriculum was designed and 

piloted to be fully implemented in the fall of 2021. As of the writing of this study, the new 

curriculum has been fully enacted for one full school year and the current 2022-23 school year. 

The purpose of this study was to conduct a process evaluation of the curriculum reform and 

implementation to understand effects on teacher experience and professional agency in the 

classroom. Through analyses of the old and new curricular documents, informed by interviews 

with the East Highland district music supervisor, I constructed a richly descriptive account of this 

policy reform. Further, I sought to understand teachers’ perceptions of the curricular change as 

related to their self-reports of professional agency. 

Organization of Document 

The first chapter of this document functions as a description and overview of each 

chapter and schema in this paper. It presents a case for why this investigation is important to 

the field of music education, a contextual overview of standards based reform in U.S. education 

and music education, an understanding of how I evaluated my data, a brief explanation of the 

basic design elements of the study, and a framing of my personal positionality as a researcher. 

The design section of chapter one includes a description of my theoretical framework—a 

culmination of various philosophical and theoretical strands that focus primarily on an ecological 

approach to teacher agency (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Priestley et al., 2015), and a social 

perspective on development and education (Dewey, 1938; Vygotsky, 2012).   

The second chapter serves as a review of the literature that supports this study. 

Because music education has only scant program evaluation research, I have bounded my 

review with curriculum evaluation studies in general education that consider teachers 

perspectives and experiences as outcome variables. I do not include studies that consider 
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 student achievement as outcome variables. I also include studies from the international music 

education community on curriculum and standards evaluation. Then, I review the most recent 

literature on the role of the music supervisor in public school music programs. Because 

researchers in the music education field have written many position papers that theoretically 

and anecdotally explore the intersections of policy, curriculum, and teacher agency, I also 

include that work in this chapter as well. Finally, I review teacher agency research in general 

education when the theoretical framework is congruent with that of this study as well as the few 

studies that investigate music teacher agency in the music education field.  

The third chapter outlines my mixed methods research design. I begin by stating the 

purpose of the study and research questions. Then, I give an overview of mixed method design 

which includes the philosophical and epistemological underpinnings of the methodology. In the 

next section, I outline the design of this study by explaining process evaluation and its use in 

this study. I give an overview of the participants, data sources, and data collection procedures. 

The final section of chapter three outlines my data analysis procedures.  

In chapter four, I give a presentation of results, which is organized by the research 

questions and begins with an overview of the reform that includes the reform timeline, the 

reform’s theory of action, and a description of the curriculum documents. This is followed by the 

explanatory sequential mixed methods findings which include an explanation of the themes I 

determined from my interviews, and the results from the teacher survey. I end this chapter by 

combining the analysis of the results section to answer my final two research questions.    

Finally, chapter 5 includes a thorough discussion of mixed methods results and 

implications for practice at district, classroom, and preservice levels. Findings are examined 

through the lens of my theoretical framework.    
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 Need for the Study  

Program evaluation with a focus on student outcomes is nearly unheard of in music 

education scholarship, owing largely to the fact that music is not a “tested subject,” and the field 

therefore lacks reliable and valid assessment data. Process evaluation—or the systematic effort 

to understand if a given program or reform works as intended and if the target population is 

being served (Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.; Reichardt & Cook, 1979)—is 

also noticeably absent from the music education literature, despite numerous and routine 

standards initiatives and curricular changes throughout the history of the field. The result is a 

distinct lack of empirical understanding regarding policy change in music education. Although 

full scale program evaluation is a worthy long-term goal for those interested in advancing 

scholarly knowledge of music education policy, process evaluation is a more apt starting point 

for understanding the development and implementation of district level curricular change. 

Systematic exploration of the conditions precipitating a curricular change, the role of a music 

supervisor and teacher leadership in writing and implementing a new curricular framework, and 

teachers’ experiences enacting a new curriculum are all necessary to understand policy change 

in music education more thoroughly.  

Understanding the need for the EHPSD’s curriculum reform and describing the process 

the stakeholders navigated to enact the change is important to properly evaluate the reform. 

Education policy decisions and shifts are made and implemented frequently from the local to 

federal level. Oftentimes it can seem as though such changes are made simply to show that 

policy actors have accomplished something during their tenure, whether necessitated or not 

(Polikoff, 2021). Education policy researchers frequently find fatal flaws in the design, theory of 

action, or implementation of new policy initiatives (Heissel & Ladd, 2018; Malen et al., 2002; 

Polikoff & Porter, 2014). Rather than policy change for the purpose of optics, it is important that 

those in power make developmentally and contextually informed decisions that can be 

meaningfully enacted by professional educators and ultimately benefit student learning. 
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 Furthermore, inciting local school and district level officials to assess a community’s unique 

needs could help them design and tailor necessary interventions to effectively serve their 

student populations. To this end, why and how did EHPSD officials decide to make changes to 

the middle school general music curriculum?  

Evidence of effective localized interventions exists in Galindo and colleagues’ (2017) 

case study of one community school that sought to enhance school capital by providing 

students with over 20 school specific wrap-around services. While intervention challenges still 

occurred, the services the school and community were able to provide allowed students’ 

baseline needs to be met so they could focus on school tasks (Galindo et al., 2017). Examining 

the dynamics of how and why school district leaders make particular policy decisions and how 

those policy decisions ultimately affect the teaching staff required to implement them has 

important implications for future school reform efforts.  

Since the early 1980s, education reforms have largely pertained to the establishment 

and implementation of academic standards. Standards, most simply, are discipline-based 

statements of what students should know and be able to do, and state and federal policy 

makers often focus on creating standards-based curriculum documents for districts and schools. 

Proponents of standards-based curriculum claim that this approach can help ensure that all 

students receive the same quality education (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2022; 

Department of Education, 2002; Polikoff, 2021). This argument seems reasonable on the 

surface as it purports to adhere to values of equity and equality for all students but in reality, 

equity and equality arguments drive the design and implementation of uniform federal and state 

standards and curricula that belie conformity and sameness (Emdin, 2021).  

However, in even a generous read of federal and state standard mandates, one can see 

how they often conflict with myriad practical factors, such as varying student needs, teachers’ 

agency and subject expertise, school size, available resources, and neighborhood 

characteristics. For these reasons, creating curricular benchmarks that must be met and 
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 assessed becomes complicated quickly and can easily yield epiphenomenal byproducts or what 

Rothstein (2008) quotes of Kerr (1975) “the folly of rewarding A and hoping for B” (p. 80). For 

example, setting standards benchmarks that all students need to meet and then testing those 

benchmarks through large scale assessment efforts focuses on student testing outcomes rather 

than ensuring high-quality instruction (Koretz, 2017; Rothstein, 2008). Such bungled reform 

efforts are evidence that stakeholders ought to consider localized initiatives specific to school 

and district needs and conduct rigorous pilot testing and cautious evaluation prior to 

implementing new education initiatives en masse, particularly regarding policies intended to 

influence teaching and learning directly.  

Once fully implemented, education policy researchers and other stakeholders conduct 

process and impact evaluations to test the outcomes or theories of action. For example, much 

research has been done on the effectiveness of reconstitution efforts (Malen et al., 2002; Strunk 

et al., 2016), turnaround strategies (Heissel & Ladd, 2018; Zimmer et al., 2017), performance-

based pay incentives (Rice & Malen, 2017), and textbook and curriculum alignment (Blazar et 

al., 2020; Polikoff, 2015). However, arts and music education research tends to lag behind 

education policy research in both quantity and quality. Music education researchers tend to be 

fluent in understanding the social and political climate of our field (Hess, 2019; Koza, 2008; 

Talbot, 2018), music education philosophy (Allsup, 2016; Elliott & Silverman, 2015; Reimer, 

2003), music teacher pathway (Jones & Parkes, 2010; Thornton & Bergee, 2008), and the 

demographic profiles of our teachers and public-school music students (Elpus, 2015, 2022; 

Elpus & Abril, 2019; Grisé, 2019). In comparison, hardly any scholarly energy has been devoted 

to understanding local-level policy change impacting music teaching and learning in K-12 

schools.  
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 Music Education in K-12 Schools: A Brief History 

Understanding the history of K-12 curricular music offerings in the United States is 

important to the contextual framing of this study. The earliest instances of systematic, group 

music teaching and learning were associated not with public schools, but with the Protestant 

church, for the purpose of developing a congregation capable of participating in the musical 

aspects of worship. Singing schools, headed by singing “masters” were prominent in New 

England during the 18th century and, by the early part of the 19th century, had become 

commonplace in other east coast locations. One such singing school master, Lowell Mason, 

began lobbying the Boston School Committee to include music as a curricular subject. In 1838, 

Mason and colleagues were successful, and music was acknowledged as a curricular subject 

on the basis of its moral, physical, and intellectual nature (Mark & Gary, 2007). The first school 

music curriculum was, therefore, Lowell Mason’s Manual of the Boston Academy of Music, 

written for use in Mason’s work as a singing school master, and adopted by the Boston School 

Committee as the basis for vocal music instruction in public schools (Mark & Gary, 2007).  

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries as schools began offering music for high school 

credit, the role of music supervisor became more commonplace. Around the same time, string 

orchestra and wind band programs began appearing in schools across the Midwest and 

Northeast. In contrast to vocal music, which originated in the Protestant church, instrumental 

music originated in large part from community and military band tradition (Mark & Gary, 2007). 

The Music Supervisors National Conference (MSNC), established in 1907, was a professional 

organization with aims to maintain and increase working relationships with teachers and to 

organize activities that affected music teaching, music courses for school credit, and school 

music curricula (Lee, 2007). Frances Elliott Clark, a founding member of MSNC, was 

responsible both for the suggestion of a permanent professional organization and for the 

broadening and eventual rebranding to Music Educators National Conference (MENC) in the 

1920s (Lee, 2007). During this formative period for music education in the United States, the 
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 increasing number of school district music supervisors along with the establishment of a 

national professional organization laid a foundation for the lasting notion of music supervisor as 

local policy leader.  

Understanding the context of music education within the United States education 

landscape helps to uncover the structures at play for music educators. The following section 

includes a brief summary of how national standards movements have influenced both music 

education standards and music teaching and learning followed by a general overview of the 

orientation of the music education field today to give context to the EHPSD’s middle school 

general music.  

Standards Reform and Music Education  

The 1957 launch of Sputnik sparked public and legislative frenzy about the demise of the 

American education system. What followed included efforts to develop hands-on curricula in 

math and science as well as increased rigor both in and out of the classroom. In 1958, 

Congress passed the National Defense Education Act, funneling more than $1 billion into 

developing high quality teaching and learning in science, math, and world languages. In 1965, 

Lyndon B. Johnson signed into law the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as a 

part of his Great Society initiative (McLaughlin, 1975). ESEA funded primary and secondary 

education with mandates for instructional materials, professional development, various 

resources, and the promotion of parental involvement in education (Jeffrey, 1978). 

A second wave of education reform began in the early 1980s under the Reagan 

administration with a report entitled A Nation at Risk that included Cold War rhetoric surrounding 

a lack of rigor in K-12 schooling and a need for more highly qualified educators (Park, 2004). 

Goals 2000 in the 1990s was the Clinton administration legislation that set forth goals for 

standards-based education reform. Along with Goals 2000 came the birth of the National 

Standards for Arts Education, which included standards for music, dance, theatre, and visual 
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 arts (Branscome, 2012). In 2001, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was passed into law bringing 

with it severe reform to teacher accountability, standardized learning, and testing. The Race to 

the Top initiative and the subsequent Common Core State Standards perpetuated similar 

accountability measures to NCLB. During this latest era of reform, the National Core Arts 

Standards (NCAS) were designed by a consortium of professional arts organizations, resulting 

in a revised set of standards for music, visual arts, media arts, dance, and theater (National 

Core Arts Standards, 2014). While these standards are the most commonly used among arts 

subjects in the public schools and adherence is often encouraged at state or district levels, the 

NCAS remain voluntary; a set of standards intended to guide planning, teaching and assessing 

student learning in the arts. However, to date, the NCAS are the music education field’s most 

prominent policy document.    

Middle School General Music  

United States music instruction has been taught in public schools for 185 years over the 

course of which the profession has traversed extensive terrain, with modest beginnings as 

solely vocal instruction for the main purpose of hymn singing (Mark & Gary, 2007), through a 

vast landscape of varied values, reforms, social and political movements, and technologies, 

among other influences. Public school music has grown tremendously from its inception to 

current day as music advocates and stakeholders have helped maintain its place as a required 

subject in elementary schooling and expanded the music courses offered.  

Although most often compulsory for elementary grades, once students enter secondary 

school music education becomes an elective subject offered in addition to other fine arts 

courses. Most common among secondary music course offerings are large ensemble courses 

including band, choir, and orchestra. General music is commonly used as a blanket term in 

music education to signify any type of k-12 public school music class that is not a large 

ensemble band, choir, or orchestra class—most often described through what it is not, rather 



   
 

 

11 
        

 
 than what it is (Abril, 2016). Secondary general music classes have included keyboard 

experience (Burton, 2022a), creative percussion (G. D. Smith & Bersh, 2022), ukulele and 

singing (Giebelhausen, 2022), music technology (Frankel, 2022), songwriting (Adams, 2022), 

and learning to play in rock bands (Wright, 2021). In addition to students large ensemble 

coursework, Myers (1994) stresses the importance of compulsory general music through the 

eighth grade to create a more comprehensive music education for students. Myers (1994) 

defines general music principles as a) courses for all students, regardless of music background 

or general education achievement; b) instruction that integrates structure of music, the nature of 

musical learning, and developmental traits of adolescents; c) addressing the general 

educational welfare of all students; d) relevant to musical life outside the classroom; e) an 

exploratory learning approach; and f) assessment reflecting the nature of the course. Given the 

above information, general music in secondary education still remains elusive; a dearth of 

research exists on what middle school general music curricula may entail, who is responsible for 

teaching these courses, and what students elect to enroll.       

Using findings from the Arts National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP), 

Elpus (2022) reports that when compared with band, choir, and orchestra, middle school 

general music has an overrepresentation of Black and Latinx students and students of lower 

socioeconomic means. This could point to gatekeeping and retention factors within large 

ensemble middle school classrooms or could be due to Burton’s (2022b) assertion that many 

students take secondary general music simply because it fits their schedule. This finding differs 

substantially from findings indicating that students enrolled in large ensemble courses are 

disproportionately white and from households in higher socioeconomic quintiles (Elpus & Abril, 

2019). Outside of this body of demographic research, not much is known about middle school 

general music curricula or the students enrolled. However, Elpus (2022) reported that middle 

school general music students scored statistically indistinguishably on the Music NAEP from 

their non-music peers. While many indicators of student success exist, this measurement 
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 warrants further examination into why general music students tend to score lower on the Music 

NAEP than large ensemble students. Given the findings about general music specifically as 

compared to other secondary music offerings, it is clear that knowing more about the 

curriculum, teachers, and student population could have important implications for the field of 

music education. 

EHPSD’s Middle School General Music  

Situated in a sprawling suburb between two Mid-Atlantic cities, the East Highland Public 

School District (EHPSD) is one of the top 100 largest school districts in the U.S. serving more 

than 57,000 students in pre-kindergarten through high school (East Highland Public School 

System, 2022).1 Roughly 63% of adult residents in the EHPSD area hold at least one college 

degree, and within the school district, nearly 80% of teachers hold a master’s degree or above. 

EHPSD ranks notably higher than the national average in per-pupil expenditures, spending 

roughly $16,000 per student annually. Racial and ethnic composition of the EHPSD student 

body is diverse, with roughly 32% white, 25% Black or African American, and 23% Asian, with 

Latinx and students of other or multiple racial backgrounds accounting for the remaining 20%. 

Students that receive free and reduced-price meals make up 23% of the district population (East 

Highland Public School System, 2022).  

Unlike many public school districts in the country, EHPSD has a district level music 

supervisor, and dance, theater and visual arts supervisor, evidencing that the district legitimately 

values arts education. Because of the supervisor role, EHPSD was able to redesign and 

implement a more robust approach to middle school general music. They achieved this through 

enacting a new middle school general music curriculum document while also establishing a 

greater number of middle school general music classes across the district. 

 
1 Any citations associated with East Highland Public School System that use identifying 

information about the actual school district are not included in the reference list to protect district and 
participant anonymity.    
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 Before the reform enactment, the public-facing EHPSD middle school general music 

curriculum was based in four larger learning concepts that included: (a) Perceiving and 

Responding—Aesthetic Education, (b) Historical, Cultural, and Social Content, (c) Creative 

Expression and Production, and (d) Aesthetics and Criticism. These four overarching learning 

objectives were not underpinned by any state or national standards. Each broad learning 

concept included general objectives listed in three varying levels, much like a rubric. Levels 

corresponded to each middle school grade level—6th grade, 7th grade, and 8th grade. One of the 

Perceiving and Responding themes included an objective dedicated to “world music,” which was 

structured through a Euro-western classical music lens. For instance students may have 

learned about “world drumming” in absence of any cultural or ethnic context, and while reading 

Western musical notation. The seven page public-facing general music document represented 

most of what middle school general music teachers were given to teach prior to the curriculum 

reform that is central to this study. 

Design and Theoretical Framework  

In this study, I seek to evaluate EHPSD’s effort to design and implement a unifying 

curriculum document for their middle school general music classes. While student learning is 

important to measure as one indication of potential reform success, measuring teacher-level 

outcomes as an initial step in an evaluation process is important to understanding the efficacy of 

a given reform. Oftentimes, program evaluations in education singularly focus on student 

achievement outcomes and when test scores are not positively affected, stakeholders are keen 

to discard the reform and move toward the next silver bullet reform strategy. I am compelled to 

understand curriculum and instructional alignment, teachers’ perceptions of their own agency 

within their classroom, school, and district, and their beliefs about if or how they can affect 

curricular change. Understanding how teachers are situated within their districts, schools, and 

classrooms, based on their perceptions, my observations and emergent perceptions, and 
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 district-level supervisory perceptions could yield important considerations for how much change 

teachers can and are willing to make. These many layers and intersections within the general 

music public middle school classroom give a multi-faceted picture of the efficacy of this 

curriculum shift.    

Process Evaluation   

Within policy analysis, there are varied approaches to exploring change, implementation, 

and outcomes. Among such approaches are process evaluation and impact evaluation 

(Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.; Reichardt & Cook, 1979). Impact evaluations 

seek to establish causal links between interventions and their corresponding outcomes (e.g., 

evaluating turnaround strategies and their effect on achievement;(Zimmer et al., 2017). Differing 

from impact evaluation, process evaluation is defined as “describing the context and population 

of a study, discovering the extent to which the program has been implemented, providing 

immediate formative feedback…and discovering the process by which the treatment had the 

effect that it did” (Reichardt & Cook, 1979, p. 21). The purpose of a curriculum process 

evaluation is to uncover details about the curriculum and its implementation, for example, what 

problem does it solve, who is directly affected, who is responsible for enactment, what 

resources supplemented the curriculum to aid in enactment.  

This study includes a process evaluation of curricular change and implementation in 

middle school general music within a single school district. For the purposes of this study, I 

evaluate district and teacher level data in four overlapping ways to understand if EHPSD’s 

middle school general music curriculum has been implemented by the teachers as the music 

supervisor and other officials intended, and infer whether the initial goals of the curriculum are 

reflected in the documents that were designed and written. The four overlapping evaluative 

components include establishing a theory of action to assess the intention of curriculum design 

in comparison to the implementation of the curriculum, exploring the effects of teacher agency 
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 and experience, investigating teachers’ instructional alignment to the curriculum, and then 

combining the data analyses of all these nested parts.      

Establish a Theory of Action. Through the document analyses and supervisor 

interviews, I uncovered the implicit theory of action of the reform to assist in the process 

evaluation. For decades, education policy evaluators have used theories of action to understand 

program aims, activities, and impacts and employ them as evaluation tools to determine 

program efficacy (Malen et al., 2002; Patton, 1990). Of particular relevance to this study is 

Argyris and Schon’s (1982) theory of action notion of “espoused theories” to “theories in use” 

which is part of the premise of a process evaluation, making defining a theory of action 

important.  

For this study, I established the theory of action by conducting interviews with the music 

supervisor and analyzing the new curriculum documents. These data begin to uncover answers 

related to the problem the curriculum reform aims to solve and details about the implementation 

of the new curriculum. Uncovering these answers provides insight into the intention of the 

curriculum reform and the music supervisors assessment of the implementation process so far, 

or “espoused theories” to “theories in use” (Argyris & Schön, 1982).  

Teacher Agency and Experience. Understanding teachers experiences and 

perceptions of agency as an outcome of curriculum reform has unique consequences for 

curriculum enactment and instructional alignment. Teacher agency has an interconnected 

relationship to curriculum enactment, where each can affect the other. In this study, I frame 

agency ecologically, as an emergent, temporal phenomenon, moving between past, present, 

and future, and where consciousness and development are considered to be rooted in sociality 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Priestley et al., 2015). Simply put, agency is a construct that recalls 

past experiences, future imaginings, and the present co-construction of the two, where our past 

experiences and future imaginings are developed socially. An ecological view of agency is then 

structural and can interact or interrupt other structures (Giddens, 1984), human or institutional, 
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 and the complex nature of agency when considering teachers and imposing or constraining 

educational structures allows for a deep understanding of curricular enactment.  

Investigating teachers experiences with the implementation of the curriculum reform and 

measuring their agency uncovers information about the overall enactment process of the 

curriculum. I use a survey questionnaire to identify any patterns or trends among the teacher 

population regarding teacher agency and then follow up with teacher interviews to further 

illuminate and comprehend the nature of the patterns or trends identified. Revealing teachers’ 

perceptions of agency elucidates whether the curriculum reform has been enacted in its original 

vision and helps to infer if the curriculum is being implemented with fidelity.  

Curriculum and Instructional Alignment. Curriculum has many different meanings to 

the various educational stakeholders who interact with and are affected by its implementation. 

Conway (2015) lays out the struggle of defining curricula in music education since it is heavily 

context specific and informed by teachers’ experiences and school expectations. Included in 

Conway’s (2015) definition of curriculum in music education is a list of the elements that are 

needed for high-quality music curriculum which include philosophy, beliefs, goals, benchmarks 

and skills, material resources, teaching and assessment strategies, and curricular resources. 

Even with a seemingly exhaustive list of what makes a high-quality curriculum, West (2015) 

further complicates an understanding of curriculum by contemplating the various meanings it 

holds, for example, what is taught, what is learned, instructional content, instructional delivery, 

music performed, benchmarks, curricular documents or standards, sequencing, and even 

unscripted moments between students and teachers.          

Given the elusive nature of curriculum, the alignment between a pre-established 

curriculum document and a given teacher’s instruction likely varies considerably based on 

teachers’ preconceived beliefs and experiences and on varying school expectations around 

curriculum. Evaluating and measuring how teachers perceived their instruction to align with the 

new EHPSD curriculum document is important to understanding how students are being served 
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 by the curriculum reform. This alignment measurement also sheds light on whether the intended 

goals of the curriculum reform have been enacted with fidelity. 

Nested Culmination. The theory of action, teachers’ agency and experiences, and 

curriculum document and teaching alignment are then considered together, to inform each piece 

and culminate in the construction of a full picture of the curricular reform process at EHPSD. As 

part of combining the analysis of all the data strands, I consider the context, design and inputs, 

and the implementation to fully evaluate and describe the EHPSD process of enacting a 

curriculum reform. This nested approach to data analysis and interpretation informs the 

curriculum process evaluation and provides context about the intention of the reform, how it was 

enacted, and how it is being taught in the classroom.  

Theoretical Framework  

To frame this study’s design and data analysis, I draw on an ecological approach to 

human agency (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Priestley et al., 2015) and a social and 

environmental understanding of development (Dewey, 1938; Vygotsky, 2012). The intersecting 

elements of my theoretical framework help to inform the study findings by looking at the 

intersections of teacher, classroom, school, and district, providing a robust description and 

understanding of the EHPSD’s curricular change. Specifically, I seek to explore the connections 

between the larger systemic school structures, teachers’ beliefs about their identity, and 

teachers’ perceptions of agency in their classrooms. 

Theoretical Framework: Agency & Structure 

I move in, and y’all must move on  Let the sunshine  

‘Cause I move too strong  

And I know what my feet move for  

Make it go without a brand new car  Let the sunshine in  
I was fresh without a brand new song  

Don’t give a fuck what brand you are  

I’m concerned what type of man you are  The sunshine in  
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 What your principles and standards are  

You understand me y’all 

Be good to your family y’all (Mos Def, 2004) 

 

Hip hop emerged as a formation of community value and Black love; the consequence of 

systemic, structural dehumanization and the embodiment of artistic protest. The real estate 

developer and politician, Robert Moses, set the Bronx on fire when he systematically built the 

Cross Bronx Expressway connecting Queens to the city’s suburbs, decimating neighborhoods, 

ousting white families with the promise of home ownership in North Bronx and Westchester 

counties, while apartment buildings along the highway passed to slumlords who would 

eventually burn them to collect insurance money (Chang, 2005). It was this backdrop that gave 

birth to hip hop.  

Conceptually, hip hop can be considered as the musical representation of what Priestly 

and colleagues (2015) describe as an emergent agentic phenomenon, “as something that is 

achieved by individuals, through the interplay of personal capacities and the resources, 

affordances, and constraints of the environment by means of which individuals act” (p. 19). Hip 

hop artists confronted (and still confront today) the overbearing system of white supremacy by 

discarding the idea of blindly accepting the seemingly fixed and rigid structures of the world as 

truth. Instead, they used their artform to proclaim that economic and social structures were built 

to reinforce white supremacy and meant to oppress, create conformity, and complacency. The 

enduring protest of hip hop was propagated by ongoing white supremacy and systemic racism, 

large oppressive and forceful structures that ruined lives. Hip hop artists’ responses to the Cross 

Bronx Expressway was to build their own harsh and dissonantly loud freeway but instead paved 

by cultural and musical rejection of oppression. 

The establishment of education constraints and norms that often give birth to reform and 

program initiatives, such as the curriculum reform in EHPSD, does not resemble comparable 
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 struggles felt by DJ Kool Herc and other originators of hip hop. However, understanding that 

outdated and even harmful long-established structures can empower leaders to instigate 

change is important for reflecting on the need for curriculum reform in EHPSD. DJ Kool Herc 

and others weaponized deep loud bass, enormous loudspeakers, and epic loud rap battles in an 

effort to assert agency in the face of structural oppression while reminding New York City that 

the Bronx still existed and the people were not going away.   

Even on a micro level, the development of songwriting in hip hop highlights the sheer 

complexity of artists asserting their own agency. In 2004, Mos Def (2004) recorded the song 

Sunshine (the above excerpt) which he embedded with segments of The 5th Dimension’s (1969) 

recording of Let the Sunshine In—a sample. Sampling is a technique in which a section of one 

song, whether beat, rhythm, chorus, or other, is cut and embedded into another song. The 

original context of Mos Def’s version of Let the Sunshine In started with Hair, a rock musical that 

reflected the hippie, pacifist counterculture movement of the 1960’s, which was later recorded 

by the group, The 5th Dimension, as an arrangement with Age of Aquarius, another hit from the 

musical Hair. Sampling allows artists like Mos Def to entangle meaning and past contextual 

significance to construct new meaning in a type of musical collage.  

The many meanings of Let the Sunshine In are embedded in Mos Def’s Sunshine, which 

consists of newly constructed meaning based on the interplay between the beat, the Let the 

Sunshine In sample, and his verses. Sunshine can be understood as a singular example, 

bounded by time, of Mos Def’s musical agency as a hip hop artist. The same way a musical 

artist can cut and repurpose music, teachers can assert their agency through how they use 

songs or present lessons. Where Mos Def uses musical techniques to create specific meanings, 

teachers use songs in specific ways to connect with their students and teach about musical 

techniques, like in the opening vignettes. Trevor used the original version of Aquarius-Let the 

Sunshine In to teach basic singing technique and ukulele accompaniment; whereas Yamini 

used Mos Def’s version of the song to teach creativity through small group arrangement—both 
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 instances involve the same song remixed in different ways to teach performing and creating 

National Core Arts Standards.     

Songwriters and composers minimally navigate instrumentation, aesthetic perspective, 

various compositional techniques, lyrical writing, lyrical meaning, and performance practices 

when creating music. Depending on the message an artist may want to portray, different factors 

will come into play. In the case of Mos Def’s Sunshine these meanings could be to pay tribute to 

exceptional art and artists of the culture that have come before, to elicit meaning from past use 

and immerse it within current use, simply because the combining collage of sounds sound good, 

among other personal factors. Furthermore, a temporal element exists in this type of songwriting 

similar to an ecological approach to agency does. Understanding agency as evoking past 

meaning (sampling), imagining future meaning (new material), or combining the two to reflect a 

new present meaning (like Sunshine), while simultaneously acknowledging that each of these 

temporal agentic existences is in communication and flux with various structures, whether 

racism and white supremacy, federally mandated Common Core state standards or both and 

more. Conceptualizing teacher agency this way is rooted in Emirbayer and Mische (1998) and 

Priestley and colleagues (2015) ecological approach to human agency. 

Theory of Ecological Agency 

Oftentimes, agency is defined as the ability or capacity to act; however, Priestley and 

colleagues (2015) argue that this definition is too simplistic and that action should not be 

conflated with agency, but needs to account for intentionality. Therefore, they write that the most 

basic definition of agency “is seen as emerging from the interaction of individual ‘capacity’ with 

environing ‘conditions’” (p. 22), or simply, a person’s ability to act with intention in response to 

environmental structures. Using a more encompassing definition of agency is important for this 

study, in particular, because of the many factors at play in a teaching context. Furthermore, 

agency as emergent phenomenon (as mentioned above) is considered temporally and in 



   
 

 

21 
        

 
 conjunction with the understanding that human consciousness is established through sociality 

(Priestley et al., 2015; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Priestley and colleagues (2015) view agency 

not as something that humans possess or are characterized by, but rather a construct that “sees 

agency as an emergent phenomenon of the ecological conditions through which it is enacted” 

(p. 22), where folks act “by means of their environment rather than simply in their environment” 

(Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 137). Understanding agency in this multi-faceted capacity allows for 

the inevitable variation from temporal and environmental structures. 

Priestley and colleagues (2015) embed Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) temporal 

conception of agency in how they theorize ecological agency. When humans socially navigate 

their environments, they “assume different simultaneous agentic orientations” (Emirbayer & 

Mische, 1998, p. 964) relationally and temporally. Emirbayer and Mische, in their influential 

piece What Is Agency? frame agency through its temporal relational qualities, noting the 

importance…  

to reconceptualize human agency as a temporally embedded process of social 

engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), but also oriented 

toward the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward 

the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and future projects within 

the contingencies of the moment). The agentic dimension of social action can 

only be captured in its full complexity, we argue, if it is analytically situated within 

the flow of time (p. 963).  

Priestley (2015), Emirbayer, and Miche (1998) conceive of agency in a way that bears 

relationship to other constructs, including self-efficacy beliefs and self-concept. They assert, 

however, that agency informed through past experiences leads to actions that are habitual, like 

pathways humans are familiar with and comfortable taking or reflective of the ways humans go 

about their daily lives. Agency informed by future expectations is evidenced through the human 
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 capacity to imagine possibilities. This may lead to agency informed by the present, where past 

and future constructions come together to realize potentialities, regardless of actual outcomes 

or unanticipated consequences (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). They refer to these three 

dimensions as iterational (past), projective (future), and practical-evaluative (present) where all 

three come together separately, but not always amicably (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Priestley 

et al., 2015).  

What naturally precedes an ecological framing of human agency is that human cognitive 

development depends on social and environmental interactions (Vygotsky, 2012), and therefore 

the unique development of individuals partially informs how they chose to act. Additionally, 

teacher development is affected by their own experience of education (Isbell, 2008) and can be 

understood as the culmination of Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience, “where genuine 

education comes about through experience,” (p 25). What teachers’ educative experiences 

include inform part of the founding of what they believe about the classroom and will affect how 

they interact in their own teaching environment. Therefore, teachers’ professional identities and 

professional agency can be understood as unique, partly through the interplay of varying values, 

skills, and knowledge (Dewey, 1938; McClellan, 2017), but also due to their specific familial and 

cultural musical backgrounds (P. S. Campbell, 2010). While much is known about music teacher 

identity development and pathway experiences (Jones & Parkes, 2010; Thornton & Bergee, 

2008), music teachers’ background experiences and professional interactions contribute to 

continued development particularly of constructs like agency. Few, if any, theories of agency 

allow for the complexity of teacher experience, development, and history (Priestley et al., 2015).  

Teachers’ perceptions and accounts of their own agency within the music classroom can 

inform and help report on the fidelity of a reform’s implementation process. As mentioned 

above, because an ecological conception of agency deals centrally with teachers’ self-

perceptions, it has definite intersections with other latent variables. However, I chose to center 

ecological agency within this study because it deals specifically with teachers’ perceptions of 
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 their capacity to act, which are directly related to executing components of a curricular reform. 

This study specifically examines how middle school general music teachers enact a policy 

change in the form of a new curriculum, taking into account their experiences at classroom, 

school, and district levels, while also gathering understandings of their perceptions of the policy 

change and ways in which it may have affected their sense of agency. Looking at the interplay 

between music teachers’ experiences and perceptions of agency and how they navigate the 

larger structures of EHPSD forms the basis for the design and data analysis of this study.   

Structural Constraints  

The higher education and PK-12 formal learning environments that music teachers  

experience are filled with social, historical, cultural, and political narratives about music, 

education, and music education. Understanding larger narrative structures at play could help to 

categorize potential beliefs and struggles teachers come up against in response to policy 

change, specifically curricular reform. This study considers various education metanarratives as 

structures that enmesh humans in the belief of an objective reality or various realities.  

Teachers’ beliefs about music, education, and music education give teachers meaning 

and even belonging. A common example of this is when students are inculcated into 

conservatory and pseudo-conservatory higher education communities where professors, 

colleagues, and mentors espouse values of the preeminence of Euro-western classical music 

and theory giving students a sense of belonging through this unexamined sense of superiority. 

When music students buy into this narrative, they make choices, they act with intentionality, for 

example they choose classes, form attitudes toward other musics, seek specific jobs, etc. Life 

events and interactions unfold in part based on those beliefs, showing how narratives can breed 

communities based on value systems. While beliefs in these narratives are not intrinsically 

wrong or bad, they can create bias and unexamined ways of thinking and acting. Considering 

this study, when teachers are imprinted with narratives or a collection of narratives, they may 
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 begin to live by those values, form specific opinions, and make choices or decisions based on 

those narratives, which will at least partially shape their agency and their beliefs about agency. 

Acknowledging these types of beliefs music teachers may hold is potentially important to how 

they perceive curricular reform.    

This unique historical moment in our education system is fraught with parents, 

policymakers, and administrators undermining teacher authority and expertise, a general lack of 

financial and material supports for teachers, consequential teacher shortages, divisive concepts 

laws legally implicating teachers, among other things. While these varying political and social 

problems are affecting teachers far differently depending on state, district, and urbanicity, the 

stress and local school level values can severely affect teachers and their agency. The way 

teachers navigate the confrontation of their internalized development structures and their 

external school and district structures within the implementation of a curriculum reform is 

important to understanding teacher agency and reform efficacy. 

Much like the birth of hip hop, individual teachers can assert their own agency in their 

environments despite forces that may be at play. While teaching a new general music 

curriculum may not seem monumental in the same way that the birth of a new art form does, 

understanding how teachers can assert their own agency within power structures has important 

implications for other music educators and the music education community. Given newly 

enacted divisive concept laws and the renewed investment in curriculum culture wars in many 

U.S. states and schools, the idea of teacher agency in the face of educational power structures 

has particular relevance. The purpose of this theoretical framework is therefore to facilitate the 

examination of interactions between how music teachers perceive and assert their agency 

within the power structures of the EHPSD.   

Examining teacher agency from my own researcher perspective, from the music 

supervisor perspective, and from the teacher perspective will result in a dynamic and rich 

contextual understanding of how education structures inform agency. Furthermore, if we posit 
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 many artists and arts movements as being inherently counter-culture, the role of arts and music 

teachers, specifically, have an interesting position within this framework, making the way they 

assert agency potentially different from how teachers in general education assert or view 

agency. When considering all the subjects students study in school, the arts are typically the 

least standardized, particularly at the state and federal level. While music and arts education 

have a set of standards, music and arts subjects are not tested subjects. Therefore, with a 

subject matter that is inherently counter-cultural in an education system that does not (or does 

not know how to) require testing of the subject matter, do music teachers reflect a level of 

protest and confrontation as well, specifically in how they view and assert their own agency? Do 

they view their teaching and instruction as being heavily characterized by method first, music 

second (Allsup & Westerlund, 2012)? Or do they view their teacher agency in a different, more 

moderate way? What does teacher protest look like in a middle school general music reform?  

Positionality Statement 

Unsurprisingly, my own positionality, ontologically and epistemologically, reflects similar 

value structures to those outlined in my theoretical framework. Hess (2018) asks researchers to 

begin to decolonize their research practices by acknowledging their research position when 

speaking for and about others as it likely extends their own scientific and professional agenda.  

I conduct this research as a white, upper-middle class female, where upper-middle class 

refers both to the educational attainment and annual income within my immediate household. 

Ontologically, I take the position that humans perceive their individual reality as truth and that 

the collection and intersection of the many, generational human truths is what creates larger 

cultural and societal truths or (meta)narratives that can never be fully uncovered. Much like my 

theoretical framework for this study, my own understanding of human agency is ontologically 

rooted and dictated by my unique social development and experiences, which confront the 

larger cultural, social, historical, and political structures humans are subsumed within. 
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 Epistemologically, I take a similar position, that knowledge construction is pluralistic and fluid 

over time, where meaning making evolves by adapting to new experiences and understandings. 

While I believe in tested scientific theories, (e.g., gravity and vaccine efficacy), I also believe 

these truths are evolving and can change based on humans’ understandings of their world and 

environments.   

For the sake of conducting research, knowing about a researchers understanding of 

reality and knowledge construction is imperative to understanding how they uncover trends and 

patterns among specific cultural, social, historical, and political groups; therefore, knowing about 

researchers’ points of view is particularly important when scrutinizing their study design and 

data analysis. Finally, knowing that individual reality and knowledge construction is not only 

individually unique but also effected temporally, means the findings from this study are bounded 

by time, meaningful to the people and structures in place currently, but with time, these values 

and points of view are sure to shift and therefore the findings of this study are only generalizable 

to the participants in this study.     

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to conduct a process evaluation of a curriculum shift and 

implementation to understand its effects on teacher instruction and professional agency in the 

classroom. I formulated four research questions to guide this inquiry:  

1) What is the nature of EHPSD’s curriculum reform in middle school general music?  

2) How is EHPSD’s new middle school general music curriculum enacted?  

3) How do EHPSD music teachers describe their experiences, including their sense of 

agency in implementing a new middle school general music curriculum?  

4) How do EHPSD middle school general music teachers conceive of the alignment 

between the curricular documents and their classroom practice?   
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 Chapter 2: Literature 

The purpose of this study was to conduct a process evaluation of a curriculum shift and 

implementation to understand effects on teacher experience and professional agency in the 

classroom. Research questions guiding the study included inquiry into the nature and 

procedures surrounding the curriculum reform as well as district processes and teacher 

experience with enactment of the new curriculum. Furthermore, I sought to understand 

teachers’ sense of agency as they enacted the new curriculum.  

This chapter includes a summary of related literature, including historical, contextual, 

empirical, and positional accounts of scholarship influencing and supporting this study. This 

study, with methodological ties to both policy and social science research, is situated in a 

unique position within music education literature. This review of literature therefore includes 

topics related to policy, curriculum reform, and teacher agency, including multiple components 

both in and outside of music education organized by topic.      

Due to a lack of empirical studies evaluating policy change and curriculum reform in 

music education, I have widened the bounds of this literature review to include relevant 

scholarship within a) K-12 education in the United States, b) the international music education 

community, and c) music education position papers that discuss policy and curriculum. While 

widening the scope to include curriculum reform research within the greater American education 

community, I have chosen to limit that literature to studies that look at teacher instructional 

alignment and teacher agency as outcome variables, as those are most salient within this study. 

Studies that look at student achievement through test scores are beyond the scope of this study 

since the outcome variables for this study were measured at the teacher level, namely 

professional agency and instructional alignment. The literature included on teacher perceptions 

of agency includes a brief overview of empirical work in K-12 American education, as well as in-

depth examinations of the empirical work from the United States music education community.  
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 Rooted in the purpose and research questions framing this study, I have formulated 

three overarching questions guiding this review:  

1. What is the historical context of curricular reform in the United States?  

2. What evaluations of curriculum design and implementation exist in music education 

and/or general education?  

3. How have established curricular guidelines affected music teachers’ perceptions of 

agency?  

This literature review is organized into three main sections. The first section follows the 

question about curricular reform in American school systems, documenting the historical context 

of curriculum reform in the United States with special attention paid to standards reform in music 

education. Within this section I included a subheading pertaining to the role of a music 

supervisor. The second section follows the second question, pertaining to evaluations of 

curriculum design and implementation. Within this section, I have documented curriculum 

alignment models used for evaluation and reviewed the existing curricular design and 

implementation evaluation literature from both international and American music education 

communities as well as from general education within the United States. In addressing the third 

question above, pertaining to music teachers’ perceptions of agency, I organized the literature 

into three small subsections. First, I reviewed position papers written in music education that 

look specifically at curriculum policy shifts and teacher agency. Next, I explored studies on 

teacher perceptions on agency within the United States music education and general education 

communities and focused on how teacher agency is asserted in curriculum reform. I, then, 

explained my theoretical framing of teacher agency within this study by examining the 

intersections of teacher agency with overarching educational structures and how those interact 

to explain how music teachers assert agency in their classrooms and schools. The theoretical 

framework for this study incorporates tenets of sociocultural theory, pragmatism, and ecological 

teacher agency (Dewey, 1938; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Mead, 1932; Priestley et al., 2015; 



   
 

 

29 
        

 
 Vygotsky, 2012). The final section of this chapter reviews exemplar studies in mixed methods 

research. The concluding section of this chapter focuses on existing gaps in the literature 

specific to music education with a focus on the importance of this study as situated at the 

intersection of curriculum implementation and teacher agency in the implementation process.    

Historical Context of Standards Reform  

Although a systematic review of research involving national standards in music 

education is not particularly relevant to the framing of this study, it is important to understand a 

basic history of the existing standards documents in music education, what many teachers in 

our field use as their curricular document. This section gives a brief overview of United States 

standards reform and how music education standards have followed these larger political and 

social trends. An overview of United States standards movements is followed by a look at how 

the music education community answered these mainstream movements with the adoption of 

the 1994 National Standards for Arts Education (NSAE) and then again in 2014 with the 

National Core Arts Standards (NCAS). Finally, this section ends by explaining the general 

standards based reform theory of action.  

US Standards Reform and Music Education Response  

Outcome driven educational reform has been around since the frenzy stirred by United 

States government officials in response to Sputnik and the Russian space race of 1957. While 

standards looked far different at that point, they were focused primarily on student outcomes 

and sought to improve those outcomes as a necessary step to stay competitive with 

international adversaries.  

Curricular and standards reform, as is known today, is relatively new for the United 

States, even though the reasons behind them resemble ideology akin to that of the Sputnik 

scare during the Eisenhower administration. A Nation at Risk was the next government 

document meant to shake up the education community and place blame for social, economic, 
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 and political upheaval on the US education system (Cuban, 1990). A Nation at Risk accused the 

U.S. educational system of being mediocre and while much of the document was exaggerated 

(Park, 2004) some scholars suggested that student achievement was mediocre (Polikoff, 2021; 

M. S. Smith & O’Day, 1990). This document seemed to spawn a new era of standards reform 

which has been the norm for almost 40 years and have typically been redesigned, or reformed, 

every seven to ten years (Cuban, 1990; Polikoff, 2021).  

During the George HW Bush administration into the Clinton administration, the Goals 

2000 Act was established which sought to improve kindergarten readiness, high school 

graduation rates, math, science, and literacy skills, and the elimination of drug abuse and 

violence in schools (Stedman et al., 1993). The enactment of Goals 2000 was important for 

music and arts subjects, as they were recognized as compulsory school subjects for the first 

time. Additionally, Goals 2000 sought to unite curricula across all schools in the nation by 

requiring subject-specific standards to be set. Music standards were one of two subjects that 

completed a set of standards for their respective field. In his book on standards-based reform, 

Polikoff (2021) explained that in the early days of standards design, experts wrote standards in 

grade spans rather than by grade and this was the case with the Goals 2000 Act. Not until the 

writing of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act, did standards get written for each specific grade 

level. Testing and assessment followed the same trajectory. Our current national standards 

come out of the Obama era reauthorization of the Every Student Succeeds Act also known as 

the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).   

The response from the music education community to the Goals 2000 Act, through 

MENC, was formidable and required a considerable effort of advocacy and organization, which 

produced the National Standards for Arts Education (NSAE) (Branscome, 2012; P. R. Lehman, 

1994; Mark, 2021). This type of effort happened again in 2014, in response to the CCSS, the 

music education field, through the National Coalition for Core Arts Standards, wrote the National 
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 Core Arts Standards (NCAS) (Shuler et al., 2014). Below is a brief overview of some of the 

scholarship documenting the advent of these two standards documents.  

   The first acknowledgement of arts as a core, compulsory subject was an important 

political moment for arts, particularly music, subjects and was four decades in the making (Mark, 

2021). Advocates of music standards wanted music to be considered a subject of sequential 

study and not just an activity (P. R. Lehman, 1993). The Consortium of National Arts Education, 

which included MENC, was tasked with writing the NSAE curricular document, a document that 

many teachers were skeptical of in the beginning (P. R. Lehman, 1993). Articles abounded in 

the Music Educators Journal that were poised as standards advocacy papers tasked with 

convincing teachers they were worthwhile (P. R. Lehman, 1994 & 1993). Oftentimes, teachers 

can be skeptical of reform and therefore professional development, and other supplemental 

documents can help convince teachers of a reform’s efficacy or help teachers understand how 

to implement standards into their existing curriculum and align that curriculum with their 

instruction.  

In 2014, a consortium of national arts organizations joined forces and put forth a 

considerable effort to write a new set of standards for arts education, the National Core Arts 

Standards. In many ways mirroring the Music Educators Journal rollout in 1994, Shuler and 

colleagues (2014) and others took to the pages of practitioner journals to promote and explain 

the standards. Shuler (2014) wrote that if teachers had focused primarily on technical and 

notation driven curriculum, transitioning to the new NCAS may present some challenges; 

whereas teachers who had focused their curriculum on creating musically independent students 

would likely transition easily to the new standards. The NCAS are more creative in nature, 

making creating, i.e., composing, improvisation, arranging, etc., an equal quarter of the four 

main sections within the new standards, alongside performing, responding, and connecting 

(National Core Arts Standards, 2014; Shuler et al., 2014).        
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 Standards Reform Theory of Action 

The theory of action of standards-based reform, on the surface, uses expert written 

standards to increase student-level achievement through five overarching levers. Polikoff (2021) 

lays out a five-step trajectory of how standards are supposed to fix education. Experts come 

together to decide what students ought to know upon graduating and then work backwards from 

that point, deciding what they should know at the end of each grade or grade span, which is 

how content standards get written. States then need to support districts and schools to adopt 

the standards by providing resources for curriculum materials that have been verified and 

approved as high quality and aligned with the standards document. States would theoretically 

rollout a reform effort aimed at teacher professional development, while also partnering with 

preservice teaching institutions to help align future educator training. Teachers trained to teach 

the standards and subsequent curriculum would then have their students assessed to track 

progress of the content benchmarks. The final piece of the theory of action called for 

restructuring among the various education levels to help ensure all the various levels and needs 

of the standards reform are met.  

One assumption that Polikoff (2021) made in his presentation of standards reform is that 

states ought to adopt and provide curricular materials to support schools and districts. In their 

literature review, Gouëdard and colleagues (2020) nod toward local stakeholder importance 

regarding communication strategies and agency with curriculum reform. They provide 

international examples of successful curriculum reform strategies that leverage local 

stakeholder engagement to bolster curriculum reform efficacy. Content-specific standards are 

often created by various experts in the field; however, the decisions to include specific curricular 

documents or textbooks can sometimes be chosen at the district level. The scholarly literature in  

general education and music education does not have many examples of localized curriculum 

reform evaluation; however, there is evidence to suggest that large-scale adoption of standards, 

in a top-down fashion, like NCLB, do not work (Rothstein et al., 2008). Furthermore, even with 
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 the CCSS bipartisan support and the design and implementation overhaul differing greatly from 

NCLB (McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013), national curriculum and standards reform may not 

adjust for the unique localized needs of schools and districts, forcing specific curricula has 

historically not worked (Zimmerman, 2009). With this in mind, further challenges arise when 

considering standards reform as Polikoff (2021) presents it.    

Polikoff (2021) does lay out many existing assumptions that belie the efficacy of the 

theory of action. One important assumption is that teachers will be invested in teaching the 

content standards and will accept the assessment and accountability measures that accompany 

the reform. This assumption is considerable and does not account for teacher agency and 

autonomy, which could significantly disrupt this link in the chain. Despite research that 

evidences a severed theory of action, at least during the NCLB era (Dee & Jacob, 2011; 

Jennings & Lauen, 2016), research that looks at curricular alignment and teacher level 

characteristics is important to uncover other disruptions to or strengths of the theory of action.   

The Music Supervisor Role 

Although not well-documented in the research literature, the music supervisor role is of 

historical significance within the music education profession. Of the literature that does exist, 

most was written prior to the year 2000. I have reviewed a few studies between the years 1994 

and 2010 to frame the role of the music supervisor as it pertains to this study, with a district level 

supervisor participant.  

Two dissertations were published in 1994, the same year that the national arts education 

standards were established, that sought to understand the role of the music supervisor and the 

perceptions of the music supervisor regarding multi-cultural music education (Norman, 1994; B. 

E. E. Porter, 1994). While Norman’s (1994) dissertation investigations of music supervisors falls 

outside the bounds for this study, one part of her findings suggest that the music supervisors 

she interviewed disregarded their place of power and authority. While generally supporting 
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 multicultural music, the supervisors shirked any responsibility for having the ability to initiate 

multicultural music education initiatives in their school music programs. Barbara Porter’s 

dissertation (1994) used a mixed methods design to understand music supervisor tasks and 

how they relate to the needs of the students and student learning and found that both students 

and teachers felt supported through the accomplished tasks of the supervisors. This line of 

reasoning is echoed in Gardner’s (2010) paper that sought to investigate, as a means to predict, 

retention, turnover, and attrition of k-12 music teachers in the United States when he found that 

the role of a music supervisor is a positive supporting factor of teachers and could potentially 

improve retention rates. Contrarily, Pierce (2005) found that of the school districts in Northern 

New Jersey, 29% had music supervisor roles, and they typically existed in larger, urban school 

districts. Pierce’s (2005) findings indicated that music teachers and other administrators were 

often informally accomplishing tasks assigned typically to the role of music supervisors, and that 

in a decentralized model where the music supervisor role does not exist, special attention 

needed to be paid to organization and accountability factors typically undertaken by the 

supervisor.              

Curriculum Implementation & Evaluation  

For many public-school teachers, state and national standards reform comes with 

development of new curricular materials, alternative instructional approaches, and can at times 

culminate in textbooks, websites, workshops, and professional development opportunities. How 

teachers embed curriculum in their instruction, and how students’ learning is or is not affected is 

important for understanding how efficacious curriculum and standards-based reform can be. 

Oftentimes, the efficacy of standards-based reform is measured with student test scores. Some 

research, however, focuses on how standards and curriculum affect teacher instruction at the 

classroom level. Researchers have chosen to look at curriculum alignment models (Colwell & 

Beall, 1985; Polikoff et al., 2020; Polikoff & Porter, 2014; Reichardt & Cook, 1979) to better 
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 understand the effects of curriculum reform, while others have evaluated curriculum and 

instructional alignment through the comparison of math and ELA textbooks to curriculum 

documents (Blazar et al., 2020; Polikoff, 2015), evaluating whether textbooks could be a silver 

bullet intervention for increased achievement. However, to avoid the inevitable folly (Kerr, 1975; 

Rothstein, 2008) that comes from evaluating music goals, specifically related to music curricular 

reform in this case, with non-music outcomes, i.e., math and reading test scores, this literature 

review avoids studies with outcome measures that do not match my own. To this end, I report 

on the principles underlying the CIPP model, the Surveys of Enacted Curriculum (SEC), mixed 

methods literature, and the use of a theory of action to assess curricular alignment models.   

Established Curriculum Alignment Models  

A dearth of research has been done on program evaluation specific to curriculum reform 

in music education to date. Ferguson (2007) and Colwell (1985) describe the various evaluation 

models that have been used to complete program evaluations in music education. Of the 

models reviewed, some deal partly and directly with curriculum, which I include here.  

Conceived by Stufflebeam (2000), the CIPP evaluation model was developed in the 

1960’s to help U.S. schools improve their teaching and learning. The name for the CIPP model 

comes from the core concepts it embodies: context, input, process, and product evaluation. 

While the CIPP model is not a curriculum specific evaluation tool, it can easily include 

curriculum reform evaluations. This model was used by Grimmett and colleagues (2010) in 

Australia to conduct an impact evaluation of the implementation of a large-scale music program 

into a set of primary schools, by Vassiliou (2013) to evaluate an early childhood music and 

literature program in Cyprus, and by Wing (1978) to evaluate a secondary general music 

classroom (see below for a detailed summary) among few others.  

Polikoff (2015) uses Porter’s (2002) understanding of alignment between curriculum and 

instruction, and defines it as the “agreement on both topic and cognitive demand” (Polikoff, 
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 2015, p 1186). To test alignment, Polikoff (2012, 2015; 2020) used the Surveys of Enacted 

Curriculum (SEC) approach to curriculum and instruction evaluation (Center for Curriculum 

Analysis, 2022). The SEC is a teacher survey database that asks specific curriculum and 

instruction questions. Although few, the SEC has been used to assess standards reform and 

their effect on teacher instruction in general education; however, only one study exists in music 

education that employs the SEC to understand curriculum and instruction alignment (Yang, 

2022).   

Stufflebeam (2000) and Colwell (1985) describe the use of a mixed methods approach 

to evaluate program impacts in music education highlighting the survey as the quantitative 

strand and interviews as part of case study for the qualitative strand. Along qualitative work, 

mixed methods are used frequently to evaluate reforms in general education when the 

researcher is interested in exploring teacher level characteristics, like identity, agency, or self-

efficacy (Lasky, 2005; Rice et al., 2014). While a few music education researchers have 

conducted high quality mixed methods studies (Fitzpatrick, 2011; Prichard, 2017) I have found 

no mixed methods research conducted that evaluates policies or reform in music education.  

Finally, high quality impact evaluation oftentimes uncovers a theory of action and then 

tests the inputs and outputs (Malen et al., 2002). Testing the theory of action can act as a type 

of model or approach for evaluating reform. Even in the absence of a policymaker illustrating a 

theory of action for an intervention or initiative, uncovering an implied theory of action can allow 

researchers and evaluators a roadmap of the breakdown or strengths of the links of a theory of 

action.   

Curriculum Evaluation Studies   

Standards-based education reforms generally follow a logic model that claims standards 

are expected to lead to improved curriculum alignment and instructional quality, which will 

ultimately result in increased student achievement (Clune, 1993; Polikoff, 2015; M. S. Smith & 
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 O’Day, 1990). This section includes an overview of studies that consider how curriculum aligns 

with teacher instruction in general and music education, but does not focus as readily on studies 

that evaluate how curriculum and instructional alignment effect student achievement.    

General Education Curriculum Evaluation Studies. Polikoff (2012) and Polikoff and 

Porter (2014) focused two sizeable studies around understanding how curriculum and teacher 

instruction are aligned, first through assessing standard and instructional alignment during the 

NCLB era, and second, by assessing whether instructional alignment is associated with 

increased test scores during the CCSS era. For the 2012 paper, Polikoff analyzed secondary 

data from the Surveys of Enacted Curriculum (SEC) from 2003-2009 of the NCLB era and found 

that curricular changes to instructional alignment took place, largely in math, but also in ELA; 

however, these findings were small in magnitude when considering that teachers almost 

unanimously reported making substantial efforts to change their curriculum alignment. In the 

2014 paper, Polikoff & Porter gathered 324 surveys from fourth- and eighth- grade ELA and 

math teachers and found no significant associations between teacher instructional alignment 

and student achievement outcomes. While student test scores are beyond the scope of this 

literature review, Polikoff & Porter looked at how curriculum was aligned to teacher instruction, 

and they found that high alignment did not indicate higher teaching effectiveness; however, 

when instruction was aligned with value-added models a positive association existed with high 

quality pedagogy. Finally, in a study that evaluated textbook documents and their alignment to 

the Common Core standards, Polikoff (2015) found significant misalignment between content 

covered to the standards, even though publishers claimed high alignment between textbooks 

and Common Core standards. These studies are important to this study because of their 

interest in evaluating how curriculum alignment translates to teacher instruction.  

Margot and Kettler (2019) conducted a literature review that analyzed 25 articles 

focusing on teacher perceptions of STEM curricular integration into their instruction. Articles 
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 needed to be peer-reviewed and appear in a scholarly journal between 2000 and 2017. The 

following paragraphs detail the overview of pertinent studies found from that literature review. 

 This paragraph serves as an overview of two relating studies from the above literature 

review. Dare and colleagues (2014) along with James Lehman and colleagues (2014) 

conducted mixed method studies that took data from surveys, interviews, and observations. 

Dare et al. (2014) found that among his 48 surveyed participants, teachers were uncomfortable 

implementing physics and engineering aspects to their STEM curriculum and instead focused 

on soft skills, like teamwork and communication; whereas James Lehman and researchers 

(2014) found teacher and university faculty participant collaboration in the implementation of the 

STEM curriculum was successful. The contradictory results could be, in part, due to Dare and 

colleague’s participants not having professional supports in place to aid in the implementation 

process, furthermore, participants in the Dare et al. study did not receive new materials, or 

professional development to help teachers more fully integrate the physics and engineering 

curriculum, which could be a key factor in curricular reform.  

This paragraph reviews the remaining relevant studies from the Margot and Kettler 

(2019) literature review. In their descriptive case study, Herro and Quigley (2016) and Nadelson 

and colleagues (2013) found that elementary and middle school math and science teacher 

participants increased their understanding of STEAM and STEM curriculum after attending 

professional development aimed at helping teachers implement STEAM and STEM curriculum. 

Holstein and Keene (2013) analyzed data from observations and interviews of three teachers 

and found that how teachers felt about their student’s knowledge and background, and a low 

level of subject matter knowledge on behalf of the teacher, negatively affected curriculum 

alignment to teacher instruction. While this study is small and ungeneralizable, these teachers 

may have had more success with curriculum materials and professional development to help 

teachers understand how to match student understanding with the curriculum topics. Finally, in 

a yearlong study that tracked four middle school STEM teachers, Stohlmann and colleagues 
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 (2012) also found that teachers indicated positive self-efficacy with the school supports that 

were in place to help them implement successful STEM curricula. These STEM education 

studies are important to the aims of this paper because collectively they highlight the need for 

high-quality and informative professional development, supporting materials, and collaboration 

among teachers in order for successful curriculum and instruction implementation.  

Music Education Curriculum Evaluation Studies. Some curriculum reform evaluation 

studies exist in music education outside of the United States. Using qualitative research 

methods, specifically semi-structured interviews, Zandén and Thorgersen (2015) analyzed ten 

Swedish music teachers’ descriptions of a sweeping curriculum shift in 2011. In Sweden, 

education reform happens as top-down government mandates and for this curriculum reform 

specifically, all required subjects within students’ compulsory school day, this includes music, 

had changes made to their subject-specific syllabi. Zandén and Thorgersen were interested in 

teacher perceptions of their new music syllabus for grades five through seven. The shift from a 

policy perspective aligned with a more Americanized understanding of measurement and 

assessment required teachers to give out grades for the first time in over 30 years. Teachers 

overwhelmingly reported that the curriculum shift and the new assessment measurements made 

them feel less autonomous than the previous syllabus; however, some teachers reported using 

this as an opportunity to receive more support and resources from their schools, i.e. another 

teacher in their room, more instruments, and increased technology. Many of the participants 

reported negative perceptions of the reform, especially regarding the assessment changes. 

However, Swedish music educators report high levels of agency, understanding how to assert 

agency within the new syllabi in order to restructure their classrooms through setup, resources, 

and teaching aids. While these findings are not generalizable to the greater Swedish or 

American music teaching communities, the study is still important to the field of music education 

and my own study because it shows teachers asserting agency in a reform that was generally 
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 more instructionally and creatively limiting, which could provide other teachers with a pathway 

on how to navigate asserting their own agency in their schools during reform shifts.  

Bond & Russell (2019) surveyed 228 music teacher educators to understand their 

perceptions and engagement with culturally responsive education (CRE) instruction. Part of the 

study examined teachers’ comfort with implementing CRE using various instructional strategies. 

Researchers showed that participants were comfortable implementing elements of CRE that 

were likely part of previous teacher practices or beliefs that they already held, i.e., creating high 

expectations for students. Teachers reported struggles to create opportunities to practice and 

assess their students’ responsiveness, which the researchers suggest may be due to a lack of 

control over school climate and schools’ pedagogical philosophy. CRE instruction was never 

mandated as a curriculum shift in this study; however, the study focuses on how teachers have 

implemented parts of CRE being that the music education field has emphasized the importance 

in instruction that uses CRE. This study is limited because the survey response rate was 15%, 

and purposive sampling was used, making their findings ungeneralizable in a quantitative study 

meant to do the opposite. This research is still important for the field of music education and for 

my study specifically, because for the specific participants, comfort with curriculum 

implementation starts with their preconceived notions of their own competence and values. This 

could inform future studies on how teacher competency and value structures or professional 

development that emphasized competency and value structures could serve as a lever in 

curriculum reform theory of actions. For the purposes of my own study, looking at how 

competency and values inform teacher agency could be important to my data analysis.     

Other research has looked at curriculum in undergraduate music education programs, 

like with Bond & Russell’s (2019) study, to evaluate music teacher educators’ curriculum 

implementation and to assess music teachers’ curricular values of their undergraduate music 

education (Groulx, 2015; Laursen & Chesky, 2014). Using surveys to gather data on 601 music 

educators, Groulx (2015) found that overwhelmingly, survey responses indicated that 83% of 
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 participants implemented instruction that was outside of their specialization and comfort 

implying that music education undergraduates would benefit from greater specialization. While 

agency is not a construct mentioned in the Groulx study, these results imply potential high 

teacher agency among music teachers surveyed, given that they feel comfortable enough to 

teach outside their specialization if needed. However, no generalizations can be made from this 

study, especially about teacher agency, instead, this could be used as a starting point for further 

research on teacher agency as a product of teachers that teach outside their specialization. 

Unfortunately, this study is limited by the 24% survey response rate since the sample used was 

from the NAfME list serv and implies sample bias posing external validity threats. 

 Laursen & Chesky (2014) evaluated a new health and safety standard from the 

accreditation body, National Association of Schools of Music (NASM). They adopted the 

standard into their curriculum of an undergraduate brass methods course and sought to assess 

the effectiveness of the instruction related to the new standard. Through the collection of a pre- 

and post-assessment, results indicated that awareness of the standard increased. While the 

study claims that the specific instruction was the cause of this increase, significant threats to 

internal and external validity exist. While the researchers imply this study is experimental, 

random selection into a treatment and control group would have had to be established to make 

causal claims about the instructor’s health and safety instruction. While this research is still 

important to the field of music education because of the emphasis on musician’s health in 

undergraduate methods coursework, the results are not generalizable to any population outside 

of the specific course studied. This study is important for my own study only because it serves 

as a small, specific example of curriculum implementation that included an instructional shift to 

align with a NASM goal.   

In a random sample of fourth-grade music specialists and general teachers in the state 

of Florida, Byo (1999) sought to uncover perceived abilities to implement the National Standards 

for Music Education. Of the 244 teachers that were surveyed, 89 of them were music specialist 
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 teachers and 88 of them were general education teachers (the remaining surveys were not 

returned). Results showed music specialists reported a significantly higher comfort level 

implementing all nine of the music standards, implying that their comfort was due to their 

training, which likely included most of the topics present in the standards. General education 

teachers felt the opposite, that implementing music education would be difficult due to a lack of 

training. While on the surface, these findings seem obvious, the importance of this study to the 

field of music education and to my study specifically lies in the potential importance of creating 

curriculum and standard guidelines that fall within or connect to the competencies and 

specializations of the teachers who will be implementing them. A trend may be surfacing that 

points to connecting policy reform to teacher competency and specialization for successful 

agentic teaching in the classroom (Bond & Russell, 2019; Byo, 1999).     

Milner (2000) conducted a descriptive study to determine whether fifth grade music 

teachers in Texas had implemented the Texas Essential Knowledge & Skills (TEKS) standard 

about creative expression and performance in their instruction. During the Goals 2000 era of 

curriculum reform in the U.S., Texas policy makers established their own curriculum and 

standards documents akin to those of Goals 2000. Within this set of standards was a music 

standard that required students to read and write music notation for the purpose of creative 

expression and performance. Milner conducted observations of three music teachers taken from 

convenience sampling and received 31 surveys after send surveys to all elementary music 

teachers in one Texas school district. Observation data indicated that these three music 

teachers were teaching the TEKS standard, while 73% of survey responses indicated that 

teachers were aware of the standard and its implementation. Milner employed frequency counts 

to analyze survey responses. Teachers were given workshops and materials to prepare for the 

TEKS standard and used a variety of musical instruction techniques and methods to include the 

standard in their instruction. While a majority of teachers responded positively about knowing 

about and using the TEKS standard to inform their lesson planning, the standard is quite broad 
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 and knowing about if teachers changed their instruction because of the TEKS standard would 

be an insightful question to ask, especially in an attempt to triangulate data. This dissertation, 

along with Wing’s (1978) (see below), make up most of the research in music education aimed 

at evaluating standard and curriculum implementation in music teaching in K-12 schools. 

Knowing about these studies is important to this study to show the need for and importance of 

high quality curriculum implementation evaluation.    

Through case study research, Wing (1978) conducted an evaluative study of the 

secondary general music teaching and learning process, and to date, is the only music 

education researcher that has done research of this nature. Having employed the CIPP 

evaluation model (described earlier in this chapter), Wing, focused her case study on one 

teacher’s general music class. Through interviews with the teacher, she began the evaluation by 

understanding the teacher’s goals for the class, which predominantly centered singing activities, 

and learned that the teacher did not consistently write curriculum sequences or even daily 

objectives for her teaching. Wing and the classroom teacher implemented a pre- and post-test 

of the general goals being taught in the classroom. Of the students that took the pre- and post-

test, most modestly improved; however, many of the students were absent or didn’t complete 

the entire test. While this evaluation is almost 45 years old, Wing mixes pre- and post-test 

measures with case study, presenting instead a style of research more akin to mixed methods. 

However, even with the pre- and post-test music achievement measures, Wing does not use 

randomly selected treatment and control groups and additionally, not all students completed 

both parts of the pre- and post-test assessments, implying threats to both internal and external 

validity making generalizability even to the sample population problematic. Finally, evaluating 

teaching and learning with a teacher that struggles to write objectives or even work from 

objectives from a preset music curriculum provides a challenge to conduct a proper evaluation. 

How can student learning take place if the teacher struggles to express what they are teaching? 

While this study has been exemplified in the music education field (Colwell & Beall, 1985), 
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 evaluation work needs to reflect meticulous assessment of teacher curriculum to instruction to 

student learning, and each of these areas in the Wing dissertation are blurry and confused, at 

best. The summary and mention of this study is important to my own study since it seeks to 

evaluate secondary general music curriculum and instruction, which is similar to the aims of my 

own study.  

Yang (2022) sought to understand the alignment between China’s curriculum standards 

reform in music education and music teachers’ instructional practices. Using the Surveys of 

Enacted Curriculum (SEC), an established alignment model and survey data from 111 music 

teachers across all regions in China, Yang found high alignment between standards and 

instruction with indices of 0.90, 0.84, and 0.81 for each of the grade levels assessed. SEC 

studies in the United States average an alignment index of 0.27 (Polikoff et al., 2020) and Yang 

attributed the high alignment index findings to the fact that all participant teachers worked from 

the same curriculum standards and associated textbooks. Additionally, Yang mentions the 

infrequency with which curriculum reform takes place in China, citing only eight previous 

curriculum reforms since the 1950’s, which differs from the United States, insofar as frequent 

reform takes place at the local, state, and/or federal level that directly and indirectly affects 

curricula and its implementation, which could account for low average SEC indices. The setup 

and the results of Yang’s study are important to my own because it is one of very few music 

education studies that evaluate curricular reform and look at curriculum alignment to instruction 

as an outcome measure.    

Music Education Curriculum & Policy Position Papers  

While some studies exist in music education that could be considered reports on some 

type of program evaluation, a greater number of papers have been written examining the 

relationship between music education policy reform and teacher agency or autonomy. While a 

literature review typically focuses on empirical work, understanding how the music education 
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 field thinks about school policy, teacher instruction, and agency are helpful in framing parts of 

this study and future studies on this topic.     

Drawing on data from a previous study, Bylica and Schmidt (2021) situate one teacher 

and her classroom at the center of their paper which argues that placing teachers at the 

intersection of critical pedagogy and policy understanding could help advance the 

professionalization of music education (and education, in general). The researchers used the 

story of this specific general music teacher to show how she navigated top-down curricular 

mandates to create a composition unit centering open-ended inquiry while also engaging in 

school level discourse about the misalignment between greater school values and specific 

teacher instruction. This particular teacher asserted a high level of professional agency within 

her instructional choices and school structures making her case important when considering 

how teachers can navigate seemingly unidirectional policy mandates. However, the data used 

here to support Bylica and Schmidt’s argument served a different purpose when it was originally 

gathered (Bylica, 2020). Further studies exploring the intersections of policy understanding and 

instruction would be impactful for the music education field; additionally, this work is important to 

my study because of its situated in the unique place between policy, curriculum and instruction, 

and music teacher agency.  

A few music education researchers have written and given serious thought to the 

intersections of curricular reform, policy, and teacher instruction and agency within their 

classrooms and schools. Understanding curriculum documents and mandates as teaching 

prescriptions, on the surface, is thought to limit teacher agency; however, a growing idea being 

posited by researchers positions teachers as having agency and autonomy within curricular 

reform mandates if teachers are properly equipped on how to navigate policy landscapes 

(Allsup & Nicholson, 2020; Spruce et al., 2020; Stavrou & O’Connell, 2022). Stavrou and 

O’Connell (2022) dissect curricular reform and frame curriculum in three different ways: a) 

curriculum as a written document, b) curriculum as teacher instruction, and c) curriculum as 
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 student learning. This framing allows Stavrou and O’Connell to explain curriculum as planned 

versus curriculum as lived, as a means to help teachers reconsider their own voice in national, 

state, or local level curriculum mandates. Lived curriculum becomes a space that teachers can 

assert their agency and make choices. Allsup and Nicholson (2020) state that when teachers 

treat “policy as discourse” (p. 37), they can unlock dialogue with other teachers and 

administrators in their school that could grant more agency. “Policy as discourse” helps all levels 

of stakeholders to understand how policy shapes teachers and school structures, and begins to 

imagine those structures in dialogue with teacher agency, where each can affect the other 

(Allsup & Nicholson, 2020; Spruce et al., 2020). In their position paper aimed at investigating the 

connections between music teacher agency and professional development, Spruce and 

colleagues (2020) consider ways in which the music teacher voice can be marginalized in 

existing school structures. They consider how music teachers might use their agency to be in 

dialogue (Allsup & Nicholson, 2020) through professional development with their schools 

regarding curriculum reform in English and Chinese schools. They focus their suggestions for 

change on the enactment of policy reform that targets high quality professional development 

(Spruce et al., 2020). Once again, these papers are important to my study because they are 

situated between policy, curriculum, and agency; they are specifically important because of how 

they exhume various definitions and implementations of curriculum.      

Barrett (2020) gives a rich account of teacher agency, curriculum, and policy in her 

position paper that describes the work of a high school choral music educator who navigated his 

existing and obstructive school structures to implement a provocative, and ultimately successful 

music curriculum. Barrett discusses the agentic constructs that could be at play with the high 

school music educator as he struggled to implement the design of a hip hop production class. 

Barrett’s understanding of music curriculum positions it at the intersection of teacher aspiration 

and expectation for what should be taught and what students should learn. She claims that 

“when educational policies support teachers’ professional judgement and embrace their 
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 agency…educators thrive and feel a sense of satisfaction in accomplishing curricular initiatives” 

(p. 38). Barrett supports a view of curriculum that is vibrant and robust, where teachers are 

centered within curricular initiatives, and curriculum instruction is only, in part, what is written 

down or read, but also consists of the teaching process. Barrett positions the story of the high 

school choral music educator as an example of how teacher agency is enabled through robust 

and lived curriculum intersecting with an understanding of school policy structures. This paper is 

important to the field of music education and my study specifically because it provides evidence 

of a pathway that navigated school policy structures to implement an ultimately successful 

music curriculum that falls on the periphery of what is typically offered in school music 

programs.  

Teacher Agency Research   

While many studies exist that examine teacher agency in variable ways, examining 

teacher agency as an outcome measure of a policy or curriculum reform is uncommon. In music 

education, very few studies exist that evaluate education policy reform through the teacher 

agency construct, yet, many researchers have studied teacher agency, with results suggesting 

its importance as a construct for preservice, early career, and mid-late career educators. The 

following sections review teacher agency literature as it pertains to education reform in general 

education policy research where agency is an investigated construct. Additionally, special 

consideration has been given to studies that utilize ecological agency as a teacher construct 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Priestley et al., 2015), which is important to this study because of 

how I have positioned the theoretical framework.  

Teacher Agency Studies in General Education 

Using a sociocultural theoretical lens to frame the conception of their study, Lasky 

(2005) employed mixed methods to investigate the affect a providence-level secondary school 

reform had on teacher agency in Ontario, Canada. The parts of the secondary school reform 
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 that most directly affected the teachers’ daily routines were a curriculum overhaul and increased 

student and teacher testing. The primary sources of data used for the two research strands 

were a survey distributed to 10 schools with an 81% response rate (n = 59) and four semi-

structured teacher interviews conducted at one of the 10 schools. Results from the study 

showed that the secondary school reform clashed substantially with the teachers’ identity and 

agency. The political tenor of the reform and the perceived lack of administrative support 

caused many teachers who were close to retirement, to leave earlier than anticipated. Teacher 

interviews revealed a struggle the teachers had with the new reform mandates and their 

previous way of teaching. Additionally, survey data showed that newer teachers, those with 10 

years of teaching experience or less, held fewer negative beliefs about the specific curriculum 

mandates within the reform versus teachers who were more established in the field. All teachers 

interviewed for the study had more than 10 years of teaching experience, thus portraying the 

secondary school reform as a complicated and predominantly negative issue faced by teachers; 

however, given the aforementioned survey result, further interviews of newer teachers may give 

this study a more robust perspective. Socio-culturalists claim that individual beliefs are shaped 

through social, cultural, and historical structures reflected in mediating tools like art, language, 

and technology (Vygotsky, 2012; Wertsch et al., 1993). Viewing teacher agency through a 

sociocultural lens situates curricular guidelines, accountability measures, and other reform 

mandates as mediating tools, that affect the way teachers understand their own identity and 

agency (Lasky, 2005). Even though this study is outside music education and situated in 

Canada, it is salient to the present study because of the theoretical framing, the methodology, 

the study procedures, and the findings that emphasize the importance of teacher agency when 

considering reform measures.        

Using a sociocultural theoretical lens to conceive of their study, Min (2019), implemented 

a quasi-experimental design to uncover connections between school culture, teacher agency, 

and curricular reform in Korea. While the Lasky (2005) study sought to evaluate the effects of 
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 strict curriculum reform mandates on teachers that previously had more teaching autonomy, Min 

sought to evaluate curriculum reform that gave teachers more teaching autonomy who 

previously had less. Min collected 605 elementary school teacher surveys that had between two 

and 20+ years of teaching experience and were from one Korean university and five Korean 

elementary schools. Data were analyzed using a structural equation model. Additionally, Min 

conceptualized school culture as a mitigating factor between teacher agency and curriculum 

reform, and found that relationships between teachers and principals was significantly 

correlated with teachers exercising more school-level curricular autonomy. Similarly, Min found 

that relationships between teachers were significantly correlated with teachers exercising more 

classroom-level curricular autonomy. The sample of the 605 elementary school teachers survey 

came from two distinct locations, a graduate school and five elementary schools from a 

metropolitan city in South Korea, that were chosen conveniently and non-randomly. Sample 

bias does exists meaning this study has threats to internal and external validity; additionally, the 

population is taken from the Korean elementary education system, far different than the 

American system. Even so, Min’s study is important to this research because they are looking at 

the connections between teacher agency and curricular reform. Uncovering teacher 

understandings about school culture as a mitigating factor between reform and agency could 

have an impact on my own data analysis and discussion. While curriculum reform in the United 

States typically refers to less teaching autonomy for classroom teachers, future research could 

look at how school culture can help the aims of curriculum reform and its implementation in the 

classroom. 

I review Leijen and colleagues (2021) study on student teacher professional agency 

because of its methodological importance to this study; however, their study lacks serious 

methodological scrutiny making their results irrelevant to this review of literature. The 

researchers sought to evaluate student teachers’ beliefs about agency by administering a 

questionnaire they developed using Priestley and colleagues (2015) ecological agency 
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 framework. Data from 168 student teachers were collected and analyzed to understand student 

teachers’ planning of teaching and learning activities, teaching diverse student populations 

within the same class, and students use of technology. Students were sampled from one 

university cohort of 233 students who enrolled in a particular teacher education course and to 

encourage student survey participation, the researchers offered students 4% extra points 

toward their grade in the course, making any results of this study highly compromised because 

of the serious threat to internal validity. To the best of my knowledge, their use of ecological 

agency as the framework for their survey tool is the only adaptation that exists and for my 

purposes. I have further adapted their tool to fit the measurement I seek with music teachers. I 

sought to bolster the integrity of the results from this work by expanding upon the survey 

instrument used and apply it in a more rigorously executed investigation.    

Teacher Agency Studies in Music Education  

In a qualitative instrumental case study of high stakes music performance environments, 

Tucker (2022) examined four teachers’ conceptions of agency. Tucker had two major findings 

from this study. She first found that teacher agency was enabled through work with larger music 

association structures that helped music teachers sustain their high performance and 

subsequently highly competitive music programs. Secondly, Tucker posited that teacher agency 

is uniquely situated within music reform and that for the participants in her study, music teachers 

had no drive to expand and diversify their curriculum and instruction, placing the responsibility of 

diversifying curriculum on the powerful structures that sustained these teachers’ teaching 

practices. She concludes that agency ought to be considered as a spectrum that ranges from 

reproductive to generative and should be highly contextual. Tucker’s study is important to this 

one because she frames teacher agency using Emirbayer & Mische’s (1998) and Priestley and 

colleagues’ ecological theory, which is also used in my own theoretical framing. 
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 Tucker and Powell (2021) conducted an intrinsic case study to investigate music 

education course values. Data collection included observations, interviews, and syllabi analysis 

from four instructor and five undergraduate participants, and results indicated five important 

values of the participants: critical thinking, agency, student centeredness, relationships, and 

skills and knowledge. Agency, a value of particular importance to the instructor participants, was 

framed as the decisions and actions music teachers and music teacher educators take and was 

found to relate to critical thought, a prerequisite to agency, regarding curriculum, instruction, 

repertoire selection, and performance. However, researchers found that agentic identity 

development lacked among participants and Tucker and Powell stressed the importance of 

music teacher agency development as crucial for social justice teaching. 

Through conducting a case study of three novice teacher participants, Powell (2019) 

examined conceptions of structure and agency and how they affect teachers through their 

student teaching internship and into their first year of teaching. Using structuration theory 

(Giddens, 1984, p. 2) as a theoretical framework for the interplay of agency and structure, 

Powell found that student teachers struggled with the constraining structures of their 

cooperating teachers and reported that those structures impeded their teacher agency. Once in 

their first year of teaching, participants found that while constraining structures still existed, they 

changed, and that fitting their own teaching goals into those structures was a reported 

challenge. Powell posits that the teacher participants may have reinforced the structures they 

originally struggled against.        

Exemplar Mixed Methods Studies  

As mixed methods research is a newer and lesser-utilized research paradigm, the body 

of mixed methods scholarship in music education is relatively small. A mixed methods approach 

for the purpose of exploring policy reform in music education is even rarer. Exemplar studies do 

exist, however, and are discussed below.  



   
 

 

52 
        

 
 Bond and colleagues (2022) used a concurrent nested mixed methods approach to 

examine the music teacher educators’ perceptions of and experiences with mentoring graduate 

students. A phenomenological mixed methods design was employed, and data were collected in 

two sequential phases where surveys on mentoring were used to inform the qualitative interview 

questions. The research team framed the design as concurrent because data analysis took 

place separately and simultaneously. Phenomenology was used for the qualitative phase of 

data collection and analysis for its deemphasis on the researcher as a way to get at the essence 

of participants’ experiences.      

Gerrity and colleagues (2013) implemented a two-phase explanatory sequential mixed 

methods design to identify and define the experiences that facilitate music learning among 

students with special needs. For strand one, the researchers constructed a measurement tool to 

assess students’ musical ability in a pretest-posttest quantitative design among their 

convenience-sampled population. Strand two included semi-structured interviews with the 

student participants and their parent or caregiver. Results from strand two were used to explain 

quantitative results and data analysis from both strands were interpreted to evidence high-

quality teaching and learning practices for this specific special needs population.           

Fitzpatrick (2011) conducted a three-phase triangulation convergence mixed methods 

study to understand how inner-city instrumental music teachers navigate their environments 

through the contextual knowledge they hold, specialized skills they rely on, the attitudes and 

beliefs they hold, and their perceptions of the challenges and rewards of their unique position. 

Using both sequential and concurrent components, phase one of Fitzpatrick’s (2011) study was 

a focus group that included data collection, analysis, and interpretation to inform her survey 

instrument for phase two. Phase two included the collection, analysis, and results from a 

quantitative survey which ran concurrently with phase three—data collection, analysis, and 

results from qualitative interviews and observations. Results from both the qualitative and 

quantitative phases were then mixed and interpreted.   
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 An early example of mixed methods research in music education is Bazan’s (2011) 

study that sought to describe the teaching and learning strategies of student directed instruction 

among middle school band teachers utilizing an explanatory sequential design. Strand one 

employed data collection and analysis of a survey that were used to determine teaching styles 

of middle school band teachers. Strand two included qualitative data, specifically observations, 

field notes, and interviews of three of the most student-directed teachers determined from 

strand one.  

Matthews (2017) conducted a convergent parallel mixed methods study to investigate 

the intragroup beliefs of a university marching band during the football season. Quantitative and 

qualitative data strands were employed simultaneously throughout the season, where the 

quantitative thread included three separate surveys throughout the data collection period and 

the qualitative thread included three separate focus group interviews that happened within a day 

of the survey being distributed. 

Explanatory Mixed Methods Designs 

Although the present study is a mixed methods process evaluation. Interviews with 

stakeholders as well as quantitative data collection from teachers enacting the new curriculum 

served an explanatory function following initial curricular document analysis. The following is 

therefore an overview of explanatory (or explanatory sequential) mixed methods designs in 

music education, some of which informed the design process for this study.  

Looking at doctoral persistence among students participating in an online learning 

program, Ivankova and colleagues (2006) used a two-phase explanatory sequential mixed 

methods design. Data analysis from the first strand sought to understand persistence factors 

among the students enrolled in the online learning program. The second qualitative strand 

included a rich contextual understanding from four of the survey participants who were 

purposively sampled and represented four distinct categories in the data. Qualitative and 
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 quantitative phases were mixed during the experiment design, then again in between the two 

data strands and again at the end of the study.   

In their study aimed at investigating adolescent beliefs about climate change, 

McCrudden and McTigue (2019) implemented an explanatory sequential mixed methods 

design. Strand one data collection included a survey tool asking participants to rank climate 

change arguments, supported by fictionalized evidence base, that were consistent or 

inconsistent with their own beliefs. Extreme case sampling was conducted from the survey data 

analysis to find participants for strand two interviews that exhibited low belief bias and high 

belief bias. Quantitative and qualitative interpretation integration was done during the method 

design and again during final analysis. 

Prichard (2017) employed an explanatory sequential mixed methods design to 

investigate preservice music teachers’ beliefs about music teacher efficacy and commitment to 

teaching. The first strand in the explanatory sequential design included quantitative survey data 

(N = 684), sent out to undergraduate music students enrolled in an introductory music education 

course. Strand two included qualitative data from a nested sample of 24 interviews with 

preservice music teachers. Both data strands were taken into equal account during final 

analysis, even though qualitative data did serve to explain trends in the quantitative data 

analysis.  

To develop an unprecedented assessment tool for band performance, Bergee & Rossin 

(2019) used a three-phase explanatory sequential mixed method design where each phases’ 

outcomes informed the subsequent phase. The first phase of data collection included an open 

response survey of ten middle school band directors which was compared to a preexisting 

concert band rubric resulting in the development of the Midlevel Band Performance Rating 

Scale (MBPRS). Phase two included the data collection and analysis of 151 university level 

ensemble members using the established MBPRS to assess two different recorded middle 
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 school band performances. Phase three was used to analyze the construct validity of the 

MBPRS based off the data analysis and interpretation from phase two.       

Mixed Methods Study Conclusions 

While mixed method designs offer many and variable uses to conduct research when 

monoistic research methods are limiting, specific design frames and tenets still exist (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017; Fitzpatrick, 2020). As seen in the examples of explanatory designs above, they 

typically involve two main phases, a quantitative strand followed by a qualitative strand, where 

the qualitative data serve to explain trends and patterns found in the quantitative data. The 

advantages to using an explanatory design include straightforward design and an in-depth look 

at quantitative findings (Ivankova et al., 2006).     

Literature Conclusion and Implications  

This literature review has considered curriculum evaluation studies in music education 

and general education contexts; studies that consider the role of the music supervisor, position 

papers in music education that examine policy, curriculum, and teacher agency; and teacher 

agency studies in both music and general education. While the position papers include empirical 

support, logical action steps and intuitive conclusions for teachers, music education researchers 

need to conduct empirical studies that support the type of reform and policy that the position 

pieces disseminate. While many agency studies exist in music education, ones that view music 

teacher agency as an outcome measure of educational reform are nonexistent. Furthermore, 

empirical curricular evaluation in music education is scant, and where it does exist problems 

abound in its method design, data analysis, or presentation of findings, leaving significant gaps 

in the literature and a need for high quality curriculum evaluation, whether qualitative, 

quantitative, or mixed methods.  

As illustrated in chapter one, I laid out my theoretical framework, which I conceived in 

response to examining the construct of teacher agency in this study. Ecological agency and 
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 sociocultural theory enmesh to create and frame the theoretical position of my method design, 

data analysis, and discussion section. The topics studied in this literature review and my 

theoretical framework have dictated the design of this study and clearly shown a need for the 

type of research I conducted. This study is uniquely situated between a process evaluation that 

aims to evaluate a curriculum implementation by looking at teacher and district level data—

empirical work that centers policy, curriculum, and teacher agency.   

 

  



   
 

 

57 
        

 
 Chapter 3: Method  

This chapter includes an overview and explanation of the design and procedures 

involved in this study. I begin with an overview of the research purpose and questions that 

guided the study followed by a description of the setting for the study. The next section includes 

a brief historical overview of mixed methods research and addresses pragmatism as an 

epistemological and philosophical stance in mixed methods research followed by a description 

of my rationale for the mixed method design within this study. Next, I present a detailed account 

of the study design as well as an overview of my data collection process and analysis 

procedures.   

Purpose and Research Questions  

The purpose of this study was to conduct a process evaluation of the design and 

implementation of a curriculum reform, to understand effects on teacher experience and 

professional agency in the classroom. Four research questions guided this inquiry:  

1) What is the nature of EHPSD’s curriculum reform in middle school general music?  

2) How is EHPSD’s new middle school general music curriculum enacted?  

3) How do EHPSD music teachers describe their experiences, including their sense of 

agency in implementing a new middle school general music curriculum?  

4) How do EHPSD middle school general music teachers conceive of the alignment 

between the curricular documents and their classroom practice?   

Mixed Methods Research  

In social science research it is important to consider the philosophical assumptions 

guiding researcher actions, methodological designs, and analyses. Beginning with a 

paradigmatic understanding of research procedures allows a researcher to frame their own 

worldview and acknowledge the philosophical grounding of their study.  
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 Mixed methods research is often called the “third paradigm,” complementing and 

combining quantitative and qualitative methodologies (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). Positioned 

between quantitative and qualitative inquiry, mixed methods research is an approach that 

attempts to consider a topic from multiple perspectives, with the goal of building a richer 

understanding than may have been accomplished with quantitative or qualitative methods 

alone.  

The first definition of mixed methods research appeared in the first issue of the Journal 

of Mixed Methods Research and explained mixed methods “as research in which the 

investigator collects and analyzes data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both 

qualitative and quantitative approaches” (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007, p. 4). Also relevant to 

the understanding of this method, is Johnson and colleagues’ (2007) definition, synthesized 

from 19 previous definitions and broadly stating that mixed methods research is the combination 

of “qualitative and quantitative research approaches for the purposes of breadth and depth of 

understanding and corroboration” (p.123). This second, broader definition subsumes the 

understanding that larger patterns and trends will be explained by the multiple perspectives and 

worldviews held by the persons within the research project, which is important to the purpose 

and research questions in this study. 

Historical Perspective     

Multiple definitions of mixed methods research have arisen over the brief history of its 

lifespan and attempt to capture the pragmatic underpinnings of mixed methods research. 

Understanding the historical context of mixed methods research can uncover the pragmatic 

emphasis on multiple perspectives, worldviews, and stances. The history of mixed methods 

research, albeit rather expansive, has only been systematically labeled and defined as such 

since the early part of the 2000’s, whereas the mixing of both qualitative and quantitative data 
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 and analysis has been documented since the beginning of the 20th century in the work of 

cultural anthropologists and fieldwork sociologists (Johnson et al., 2007).  

Johnson and colleagues (2007) give a historical overview of the evolution of mixed 

methods research as it is defined and understood today. Mixed methods work first emerged in 

the mid 20th century, first called “mixed research,” utilized as a validation technique to 

corroborate findings (D. T. Campbell & Fiske, 1959). Approximately twenty years later, mixed 

methods research had evolved to be used as a triangulation tool within many parts of the 

research design—theory, data, methodological, investigator (Denzin, 1978). Researchers and 

methodologists published work detailing how mixing qualitative and quantitative paradigms can 

support or deepen various understandings through triangulation.  

Reichardt and Cook (1979) impelled program evaluators, specifically, to use a multiple 

method approach—employing both quantitative and qualitative methods over the course of two 

or more related studies—in their research claiming that both paradigms give a more robust 

perspective of the success and function of a program. They argued that high quality program 

evaluation requires an emphasis on process evaluation and outcome evaluation, a 

recommendation which is germane to the purpose of this study. Still other researchers have 

argued the need for mixed methods research as a common ground between the “paradigm 

wars” or the battle between qualitative versus quantitative (Schwandt, 2006). The many uses 

and evolutions of mixed methods research have accumulated over the years to construct the 

emergent design that it is known today.   

Pragmatism in Mixed Methods Research 

Mixed methods research is rooted in the pragmatic paradigm because it endeavors to 

consider multiple worldviews, perspectives, and positions, which are conceptualizations for the 

enmeshment of the two paradigms underpinning quantitative and qualitative research strands 

(Johnson et al., 2007; Reichardt & Cook, 1979; Schwandt, 2006). Whereas quantitative 
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 research is often associated with post-positivism and a focus on generalizability and 

replicability, qualitative work is often framed through a constructivist lens with greater emphasis 

placed on participants’ views or meaning making. Mixed methods research, however, aligns 

most closely with pragmatism, a philosophical worldview that rejects the dualism of objectivity 

and subjectivity, instead embodying the notion that although knowledge and meaning are based 

on individual experiences, much of a person’s knowledge is created through shared social 

interaction (Morgan, 2014).  

One of the ontological tenets of pragmatism is that multiple realities exist because 

knowledge is accumulated socially through experience. Morgan (2014) explains that because 

knowledge is social, human action ought to be contextualized since it is never devoid of past 

experiences or beliefs based on past experiences. Pragmatists believe that reality is evolving, 

that human actions cannot be separated from contexts, actions can elicit consequences, and 

actions are connected with our worldview (Morgan, 2014).  

Dewey (1910), a noted pragmatist, posited that for humans, inquiry is a means to 

resolve uncertainty. When we have questions or problems, we reflect, we imagine a 

hypothetical solution and how it could potentially resolve our problem, we make adjustments 

and then enact our solution. With reflection, the process we seek to resolve our problem will 

include the proper tools, for example, we would avoid a handheld electric mixer to stir 

ingredients together when cooking a pot of soup. Therefore, when researchers enact a method 

to solve their research questions, they need to choose the correct tools. Morgan (2014) expands 

on this idea and writes, “research consists of a tentative research design, generated as you 

evaluate the belief that if you use a given set of methods, you will produce results that directly 

address your research questions” (p. 31). Furthermore, the process of researchers thinking and 

constructing their method and analysis in response to their questions will inevitably be highly 

contextualized, and their worldview, whether acknowledged or not, is incorporated into each 

aspect of their research solution. 
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 Rationale for Mixed Methods in this Study 

This study a process evaluation of a curriculum reform within the implementation of the 

new general music middle school curriculum. Within the process of curricular reform I am also 

interested in understanding the effects the reform had on teachers and their subsequent 

enactment of the curriculum. This dual purpose requires two structural levels of data and data 

analysis, the first is at the district level and the second is the teacher level, as reflected in my 

research questions. The first two questions, addressing the nature of the curriculum reform and 

enactment of a new curriculum, probe predominantly at the district level with impacts at the 

teacher level. The second two questions, aimed at teachers’ experiences, their sense of 

agency, and their perceptions of how classroom practice aligned with the new curriculum.  

Portions of the process evaluation required systematic, qualitative procedures, while the 

latent construct of teacher agency and reports of curriculum-instruction alignment are most 

efficiently measured quantitatively. My purpose and research questions therefore require the 

complementarity of both quantitative and qualitative methods (Fitzpatrick, 2020; Reichardt & 

Cook, 1979). Combining quantitative and qualitative strands in a mixed methods design in the 

ways mentioned above is also rationalized through recommendations from policy research, 

including Reichardt and Cook’s (1979) call for the use of multiple paradigms in program 

evaluation.   

The theoretical framework for this study is another important aspect of the mixed 

methods design and the most effective set of tools for this study relies on my theoretical 

framework. The construct of teacher agency is filtered through multiple theoretical and 

philosophical constructs including socio-culturalism (Vygotsky, 2012), pragmatism (Dewey, 

1910, 1938), and an ecological approach (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Priestley et al., 2015). 

Denzin (1978) asserted that mixed methods research can be a way to incorporate multiple 

understandings of reality. Agency, or in its most basic understanding, the ability for human 

action, cannot be considered without investigating human experience and human interaction 
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 across multiple levels of personal, professional, and educational structures. This notion adds to 

the compelling argument for the use of mixed methods design.  

Embedded Design  

In the case of EHPSD’s curriculum reform, the music supervisor managed the design 

and implementation. Teachers who served as curriculum writers served in both design and 

implementation roles, while other middle school general music teachers were positioned as 

enacting agents of the curriculum. For most teachers, the new curriculum document served as a 

mediating tool affecting their instruction, making professional agency an interesting and 

potentially instructive construct to explore. Part of the interpretation and analysis of the results 

weighs these interconnected factors and employs the theoretical framework to guide that 

interpretation. Data analysis and interpretation includes specific framing of the interacting 

structures; institutional structures, professional teacher structures, and personal agentic belief 

structures. Nesting the data sources at their respective structural levels allows for the results to 

include the aforementioned structural interplay and therefore should be reflected in the research 

design process. This design is closely reflective of what Ivankova and Creswell (2009) label an 

embedded mixed methods design where, “one type of data collection and analysis is embedded 

or nested within the design associated with another type of data” (p. 143). In the case of this 

study, the quantitative MTPAS data are nested within a qualitative exoskeleton of interview data 

from leaders and curriculum writers. Embedded mixed methods designs predominantly feature 

either qualitative or quantitative methods to guide the research (Ivankova & Creswell, 2009). In 

this study, I weighted qualitative findings more heavily, while quantitative data provided more in-

depth context of the curriculum reform.    

While the embedded mixed methods design (Ivankova & Creswell, 2009) is similar to the 

structure of this study, it fails to fully account for the document analysis and construction of a 

theory of action to guide the data analysis. However, the philosophical underpinnings of mixed 
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 methods work center multiple stances and worldviews and with an emphasis paid to the unique 

nature of this design, so comes with it the flexibility required of acknowledging multiple 

viewpoints. Further, mixed methods research design is recommended when undertaking policy 

or process evaluation work where tightly integrating qualitative and quantitative components can 

increase validity and lead to more robust findings (Burch & Heinrich, 2020). Figure 3.1 is a 

representation of the mixed methods process evaluation design for this study.  

Figure 3.1 

Mixed Methods Design Display 

 

EHPSD Process Evaluation  

Because of the multiple strands of data collection, which include document analysis and 

the embedded nature of the data strands, I consider this study a mixed methods process 

evaluation. Document analysis served as the first phase of the larger process evaluation. 

Document analysis can serve an important and central role in process evaluations, which are 

often used to evaluate program or intervention implementation processes across varied 

domains (Carroll et al., 2007; Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.; Hulscher & 

Wensing, 2020; Moore et al., 2015). The purpose of a process evaluation is to assess how 

closely a program is operating to its original conception. Reichardt and Cook (1979) discuss the 
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 importance of comprehensive evaluation needing process evaluation and go on to define 

process evaluation as part monitoring, or “describing the context and population of the study, 

discovering the extent to which the treatment or program has been implemented, providing 

immediate formative feedback” (p. 21) and as part causal explanation, or “discovering or 

confirming the process by which the treatment had the effect that it did” (p. 21). While Reichardt 

and Cook (1979) refer to causal explanation, they are careful to not refer to impact or measuring 

the overall effect of a program, which refers to impact evaluation. Process evaluations can be 

conducted at many points along the implementation and operation timeline of a program or 

reform, and are helpful in understanding when or if an impact evaluation is needed and if an 

impact evaluation has been conducted how to interpret the results. Process evaluations ask 

who, what, when, and where and seek to assess whether the implementation was faithful to the 

design of the program.  

The process evaluation design for this study included district level data: curricular 

documents and interviews with policy leaders. The portion of the study included interviews with 

the EHPSD music supervisor, the person most responsible for initiating the design and 

implementation process of the curricular reform. This portion of the study also involved analysis 

of the current and previous curriculum documents—I cataloged, analyzed, and made 

comparisons between the two documents in order to develop an understanding of the 

procedures, content, and values espoused in the two. The document analysis guided the 

interview portion of the process evaluation. Research questions that fell under the document 

analysis and interview portion of the process evaluation were:  

1) What is the nature of a curriculum reform in middle school general music?  

2) How is a new middle school general music curriculum enacted? 

Collection of survey data facilitated deeper and more nuanced understanding of 

teachers’ experiences with curricular change. The research questions I sought to answer with 

the quantitative strand of this study were the third and fourth questions:  
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 3) How do teachers describe their experiences, including their sense of agency in 

implementing a new general music middle school curriculum?  

4) How do teachers conceive of the alignment between the curricular document and their 

classroom practice?  

To answer these questions, I conducted a survey of middle school general music teachers in 

the EHPSD, the purpose of which was to identify patterns or trends among teachers’ 

perceptions of agency and curriculum implementation processes. I created the survey 

instrument—Music Teacher Professional Agency Survey (MTPAS)—to reflect the ecological 

teacher agency framework, specifically the iterative, practical-evaluative, and the projective 

aspects of agency. I constructed three blocks of multiple questions each for teachers to explain 

their teaching experiences regarding each dimension of ecological teacher agency. First, the 

iterative dimension of the new curriculum included questions centered around teachers’ prior 

experiences as they relate to the new curriculum; the practical-evaluative dimension of the new 

curriculum included questions centered around teachers’ day-to-day work environment; the 

projective dimension of the curriculum included questions centered around teachers’ beliefs 

about their abilities to enact short and long term goals. Following preliminary analysis of each 

type of data, I used quantitative findings to inform and refine the qualitative strand.  

These questions reflect two nested levels of inquiry, the district level and the teacher 

level. The design and development of the new curriculum at the district level informed the 

implementation process at the classroom level and likely effected teacher agency and therefore 

the enactment of the curriculum implementation.  

Setting 

The setting of this study was East Highland public school district (EHPSD), a large, 

suburban, Mid-Atlantic district comprised of 77 schools (42 elementary schools, 20 middle 

schools, 12 high schools, and 3 alternative education centers). At the time of data collection, 
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 EHPSD enrolled more than 57,000 pupils and employed over 4,700 teachers. EHPSD is truly 

diverse (see Figure 3.2), with just under one-fourth of students qualifying for free or reduced-

price meals. Worth noting is that while district race/ethnicity generally falls within four equal 

groupings, 31% white, 24% Black, 22% Asian, and 24% comprised of Latino, multi-race, and 

other groups, the individual schools do not generally reflect this same breakdown. Because of 

school boundary lines, the demography of each school building varies widely, where school 

populations are not  representative of the larger district. Grade-level proficiency in mathematics 

and English language arts is over 60%, on average, and there is a 94% graduation rate across 

the district (East Highland Public School System, 2022).  

Figure 3.2  

Race/Ethnicity Data for Student Enrollment in EHPSD 

 

In elementary grades (PK-5), EHPSD students receive general music instruction once 

every five-days lasting for a quarter of the school year before rotating to another arts course. 

Beginning in sixth grade, all students are required to enroll in at least one fine arts class per 

year, selected from a course catalog including offerings in visual art, dance, theatre, and music. 

Middle school music offerings include multiple levels of ability-based large ensembles (wind 
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 bands, choirs, and string orchestras) as well as grade level offerings in general music. Middle 

school general music is advertised as providing opportunities for students to explore music 

making on keyboard instruments, guitar, drums, and through music technology. Sixth grade 

general music is offered for a single academic quarter while seventh and eighth grade general 

music are offered as yearlong courses (Board of Education of East Highland Public School 

District, 2022). 

EHPSD Middle School General Music  

The term general music is an ambiguous blanket label typically used to describe prek-12 

music classes that are not large ensembles, like band, choir, or orchestra (Abril, 2016). Abril 

(2016) refers to how the term general is applied in the term general population or general 

public—as being open to all students and not a closed system that requires performance 

experience or an audition. Although colloquially, the profession often discusses general music 

as a K-5 or elementary course. This understanding of general music tends to fit with the findings 

from Elpus’s (2022) description of the middle school general music population that identified, 

among other things, general music students to be a more racially and ethnically diverse group 

(i.e., less white) and less economically affluent than the body of students enrolled in large 

ensemble classes.  

In 2017, the EHPSD school board approved a measure to provide yearlong middle 

school visual arts courses, as opposed to the quarter length they had been previously. Visual 

arts educators wanted to provide students with the opportunity to take yearlong visual arts 

courses if they chose. This policy shift affected the duration of the seventh and eighth grade 

middle school general music courses as well, and the district’s music supervisor used the 

schedule change to instigate a general music curriculum overhaul. The music supervisor 

recruited a group of four middle school general music teachers, that only taught general music, 

to brainstorm the design of the curriculum documents. The goal was to create two sequential 
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 yearlong general music courses: General Music I and General Music II. Ultimately, many 

general music teachers had a role in writing the curricular documents and gathering resources; 

however, two were foundational in the formation of the GMI document and two different 

teachers were foundational in the writing of the GMII document. The resulting documents 

included a flexible day-to-day music curriculum that is oriented toward a project-inquiry based 

approach to learning.   

Prior to 2018, middle school music course offerings in EHPSD were focused primarily on 

performance ensembles. General music was offered, but as a quarter long class included in an 

arts rotation with other fine arts courses, all of which were governed by content-specific 

classroom curriculum instruction. Yet, following the 2018 curricular revision, EHPSD began 

offering yearlong general music classes more consistently across the seventh and eighth grade 

levels in each of their 20 middle schools. 

Participant Profiles  

 As part of the district-level data collection process, I conducted four semi-structured 

interviews, the first with the East Highland music supervisor and the other three with lead 

curriculum writers for both the first and second year general music curriculum documents. Using 

critical case sampling, which yields “the most information and…the greatest impact on the 

development of knowledge” (Patton, 1990, p. 236), I selected participants because of their 

unique positions in the curriculum reform process. Listed in Table 3.1, the following four profiles 

document each participant’s music and music education background and their role during the 

curriculum reform. Although I have preserved pertinent details of participants’ musical and 

professional profiles, all participant and school names are pseudonyms.  
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 Table 3.1 

Pseudonyms of the Interview Participants and the Schools Where They Teach 

Note. * indicates a school that participated in the pilot program.  

Theo Duffield. In 2014, Theo was hired as the music supervisor for EHPSD. In this 

supervisory role, Theo oversees all the elementary, middle, and high school music departments 

in the EHPSD. He does all the music teacher hiring, professional development organization, and 

mediates between the music teachers and administrators. Theo’s musical background is in 

voice, opera, and choral music education. He earned a degree in vocal performance with a 

minor in music education and went on to major in opera for his master’s degree at a small 

prestigious conservatory in the Midwest. After finishing his education, Theo served as a writer 

and developer of the National Core Arts Standards (NCAS), meeting virtually with music and 

other fine arts folks from across the country. Before becoming the music supervisor, Theo 

taught choir in East Highland for nine years and prior to that, he taught music in a neighboring 

district of EHPSD. While Theo has a mostly traditional musical background, having studied 

classical voice and opera, his experience teaching showed him the importance of connecting 

with students through the means in which they make and listen to music outside of school. 

Theo’s challenges in the classroom resulted in a more open approach to teaching that featured 

his students’ musical perspectives more prominently. Theo’s teaching experience significantly 

informed his role as the EHPSD’s music supervisor. 

Kendall Park. Kendall is a middle school band and general music teacher at York 

middle school in EHPSD and has taught within the district for almost six years. Kendall went to 

 
Pseudonym 

 

 
Position  

 
School  

Theo Duffield  EHPSD music supervisor  EHPSD 

Kendall Park  Band & General Music  York Middle School* 

Leo Greene  General Music  Washington Park Middle School 

Russ Clermont  Band & General Music  Lafayette Middle School* 
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 two prestigious music conservatories for her masters and undergraduate degree where she 

studied the bassoon. She began her degree in music education and then decided halfway 

through that she preferred performing and abandoned the education part of her music degree. 

Kendall spent a few years developing a bassoon performance career before she got a job at a 

boarding school and started teaching to supplement her income. During her initial foray in 

teaching, she was impressed by the connections she made with her students. For this, the 

stability of teaching, and other personal reasons, Kendall decided to pursue certification to teach 

music in the public school system in EHPSD—the same school district she grew up attending. 

Kendall started teaching general music during the 2017-2018 school year split between 

Meserole Hills and York middle schools. Because Kendall was teaching only general music 

classes, she was offered the opportunity to collaborate on the writing of the new secondary 

general music curriculum. York Middle School opted into the pilot phase of the curriculum 

reform and thus Kendall’s general music classes became the site of significant curricular 

development through the gathering of materials and resources. Along with Leo Greene, Kendall 

was one of the main curriculum writers for the General Music I curriculum.   

Leo Greene. Leo is a middle school general music teacher at Washington Park Middle 

School in EHPSD and has been teaching in public schools for over ten years. Leo has a degree 

in music education from an East coast public research institution where he studied percussion 

as his main instrument. Leo is Orff-certified and originally taught band in his first teaching 

placement, a district located about 50 miles from EHPSD. Leo was hired by EHPSD to teach 

secondary general music at Washington Park Middle School. At the time of data collection, Leo 

was still teaching secondary general music at Washington Park and was one few teachers in 

the district teaching only general music courses. Theo invited Leo to collaborate on the 

curriculum writing for the General Music I course because he teaches only general music, but 

also because he has demonstrated competency with using music technology resources and has 

a reputation for making strong connections with his students. Even though Leo was one of the 
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 main curriculum writers for the General Music I course, his school was not a part of the pilot 

program. 

Russ Clermont. Russ Clermont attended a large, public R1 institution in the Midwest 

United States for both his undergraduate and his master’s degree. Like Leo, Russ completed a 

music education degree in trombone for his undergraduate degree. He went on to do a master’s 

degree the following two years at the same university in trombone performance. Russ has 

worked as a public school band and general music teacher for over ten years, first in a nearby 

district and then was hired by the EHPSD in 2014, where he taught for a brief time before 

moving to Lafayette Middle School. In addition to trombone, Russ has spent a substantial 

portion of his career learning and using technology as a tool to facilitate music education 

concepts. He collaborates as a guest on many YouTube channels and podcasts, has created 

his own presentations for various state-level music education associations, hosts a podcast 

about music education technology, and has published numerous articles as well as a book 

about how to integrate technology in the music classroom. Because of the emphasis on 

technology in the general music curriculum, Russ was offered the opportunity to work on the 

General Music II course and became one of the main writers for the document. Lafayette Middle 

School served as one of the schools included in the pilot phase for the General Music II 

curriculum. 

Teacher Survey Participants  

To answer the third research question regarding teachers’ experiences and teacher 

agency with the new curricular documents, I created and distributed the MTPAS to all 22 of the 

EHPSD teachers that taught either seventh and/or eighth grade general music classes at the 

time of the survey. Part of the survey purpose was to gather demographic data about the 

teacher survey respondents. Twenty teachers fully completed the survey and Table 3.2 details 

the demographic information of the 20 teachers who responded. Over half of the general music 
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 teachers identified as female (65%) and the remainder identified as male (35%). The general 

music teaching cohort does not reflect the same district wide diversity summarized above; 

however, 15% of teachers are Black, 80% are white, and 5% identified as more than one race. 

Within that racial breakdown, one teacher identified as being Hispanic.  

Table 3.2 

Teacher Demographics and Teaching Characteristics  
 
Teaching Characteristics Mean Range 

Years of public school teaching experience  11.10 1-30+ 

Years of general music teaching experience  5.35 1-18 

Gender* n(%)   
 Female Male   
 13 (65%) 7 (35%)   

Race/Ethnicity** n(%)   
 African American White  Multi-race Hispanic 

 3 (15%) 16 (80%) 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 

* Open-ended gender identity item; no participants identified outside the male/female binary 
** Totals do not add up to n = 20 (100%) because race and ethnicity are conflated here but were 

not conflated on the MTPAS  
  

Qualitative Data Collection 

 The time-ordered nature of mixed methods work is such that nuances of the design and 

analysis unfolded in an emergent way. Because of the nested nature of this design, I began by 

organizing and analyzing the General Music I and General Music II curriculum documents. 

Understanding a general overview of the curriculum documents was important during my 

interview process with the EHPSD music supervisor and curriculum writers to have a general 

context of the curriculum documents and units within them. I reached out to the music 

supervisor via email to conduct his interview first. During this time, I constructed the MTPAS 

from my readings of the theoretical framework and sent out the survey concurrently with 

collecting interview data from the curriculum writers, but after interviewing the music supervisor. 
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 I included interviews from the three curriculum writers who were predominantly responsible for 

the writing of the GMI and GMII documents.  

 Because I had no intention to observe teachers in their classrooms, collect or reveal any 

identifying information about the district or its schools, or collect any student-level data, this 

study fell outside of the EHPSD definition of research and was therefore not subject to school 

district IRB. After obtaining approval for the study from the University of Maryland Institutional 

Review Board (see Appendix A) and EHPSD approval and signatures on a memorandum of 

understanding (see Appendix B), I established contact with the EHPSD music supervisor who 

shared previous and current middle school general music curriculum documents. Following an 

initial review of both documents, during which I engaged in open and descriptive coding and 

created a series of analytic memos related to curricular content and progression (Saldaña, 

2021), I scheduled a one-hour interview with the music supervisor. I developed interview 

protocols for the process evaluation portion of the study based on a priori codes rooted in the 

theoretical framework and upon findings from first cycle coding of curricular documents. 

Additionally, interview protocols for the administrative staff responsible for the curriculum 

change include different questions than the middle school general music teachers. Appendix C 

contains the questions for both the music supervisor and the curriculum writers.    

Document Analysis   

 To analyze the GMI and GMII curricular documents, I was granted access to the 

Learning Management System through a series of EHPSD administrator permissions. Once I 

had access, I created a Microsoft Word document meant to house all pertinent information from 

each unit. I combed through each of the units from both the GMI and GMII documents and 

copied information into the document or synthesized information from the document. Because 

the individual years of the courses were created by different writers and with different 

messaging about how each are to be taught, the two courses included different information. 
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 Therefore, I organized each course into units and included uniformed topics for each unit. For 

the GMI course, I included the amount of time each unit lasts, the listed performing, creating, 

and responding NCAS standards, objectives, the assessment standards, and the number of 

tasks included with each unit. For the GMII course, I included the amount of time each unit lasts, 

an overview of the lessons and projects, the essential questions, the goals, and the assessment 

standards. The GMII curriculum includes the NCAS standards at the beginning of the document 

instead of listing them for each unit.     

Interviews  

For all four interviews, with both the music supervisor and the curriculum writer teachers, 

I recorded video and audio using Zoom and the Voice Memos application on my iPhone. I 

received consent to record from each participant beforehand. I took brief notes inconsistently 

throughout all four interviews in a notebook. Interviews lasted for 45-75 minutes each. I then 

transcribed interviews using the online transcription service Temi, which I followed up by 

reviewing and cleaning each transcription.  

I started thinking about my themes and codes during the data cleaning process. While 

initially going through the transcriptions, I highlighted sections of the interviews that stuck out 

based on my interview questions and theoretical framework. Once I completed the cleaning 

process, I uploaded the transcriptions into the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti to 

assist in my coding process. Using the text search feature in ATLAS.ti, I operationalized my a 

priori coding scheme and searched all interviews using keywords related to each of the terms in 

my scheme. Table 3.3 shows the list of search terms I used for each of the codes in the three 

theme groups comprising the a priori code scheme. Following the text search, I took a third pass 

through my interviews operationalizing my research questions and my theoretical framework. I 

included a few codes along the way that were not captured in the a priori scheme, the research 
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 question themes, or the theoretical framework themes. In total, I determined 23 codes and 10 in 

vivo codes that were used to determine my studies themes, detailed in the results section. 

Table 3.3 

Keywords Used in the Text Search of Each of the A Priori Codes 
  

A Priori Coding Scheme Keywords 

Teacher Expertise 

Music background teacher, teacher background, music background, music 
degree, degree, background 

Content knowledge knowledge, choir, orchestra, general music, band, 
technology   

Beliefs about music education  belief, music education (gleaned from other keywords)  

Enactment  

Professional development/training professional development, PD, training, teacher training 

Resources resources, materials  

Mentorship  mentor, teacher mentor, mentorship   

Pilot program pilot program, pilot  

Current 
Constraints/Easements 

Enrollment  enrollment(s), enroll, student enrollment   

Schedule  schedule, scheduling, day, visual arts 

Recruitment  recruit, recruitment  

Student learning  student learning, learn, knowledge, graders, kids 

 

Based on the themes determined from the interviews with the music supervisor and the 

curriculum writers, I determined a theory of action for the curriculum reform. The theory of action 

is formatted in the image of Blazar’s (2022) conception of a theory of action, which is based on 

his understanding of process and impact evaluation research. Figure 3.3 shows the basic 

outline he presents as the formula for developing a theory of action for a program reform or 

initiative.  
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 Figure 3.3 

Blazar’s (2022) Model for Constructing a Theory of Action for Program Evaluation  
 

 

Quantitative Data Collection  

 The purpose of the quantitative portion of this study was to explore teachers’ 

experiences with the middle school general music curriculum and to understand their sense of 

agency in interpreting the curriculum, planning, and enacting instruction. The quantitative strand 

of data collection included a questionnaire, titled Music Teacher Professional Agency Scale 

(MTPAS), administered to N = 22 middle school general music teachers in EHPSD.  

Music Teacher Professional Agency Survey 

I created the MTPAS for use in this study, adapted primarily from prior studies using the 

ecological model of teacher agency (Leijen et al., 2021). The MTPAS included items addressing 

the iterative, projective, and practical-evaluative dimensions of professional agency, as well as 

items related to teacher demographics and perceived student engagement. Teachers rated their 

experience using a five-point Likert scale that ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree, 

with neutral in the middle. Teacher participants also had open field items in which they could 

choose to elaborate on their perceptions of the curriculum, experiences with planning and/or 

teaching, and any other impressions they felt were relevant. Table 3.4 includes sample items 

from each professional agency subscale. For the full MTPAS, see Appendix D.  
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 Table 3.4 

Sample Agency Items from the MTPAS  
 
Agency Dimension Sample Item 

Iterative 
I find that planning teaching and learning activities from the general 
music curriculum is valuable. 

Projective 
I have clear long-term purposes for planning teaching and learning 
activities from the general music curriculum. 

Practical-evaluative 
I experience good support from colleagues in my district for 
planning teaching and learning activities for my general music 
class(es). 

 

Communication and Data Collection  

I created and distributed the survey in Qualtrics. The initial email invitation, timed to be 

sent approximately one hour prior to the start of the school day, explained voluntary 

participation and consent as well as procedures for anonymity. The email ended with the offer of 

a $10 Amazon gift card to teachers that completed the survey (see Appendix E). Nine teachers 

completed the survey from my first email notification. One week later, I sent out a reminder 

email to all teachers who had not yet submitted a survey; this time with new individualized links 

for any teacher that had started the survey but not finished it. I timed the reminder email to 

coincide with the end of the school day in order ot maximize response rate. Eleven teachers 

completed the survey in the week following my email reminder. My total sample population 

includes 20 of 22 teachers, giving me a 91% survey response rate. 

Combined Analysis 

Following the conclusion of quantitative data collection and initial descriptive analysis, I 

began to compare findings from the qualitative and quantitative strands. Mixed methods 

analysis of the data, including comparison of qualitative codes with quantitative data as well as 
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 creation of a mixed methods data matrix took place following qualitative data collection. I 

integrate findings from the teacher data within the process evaluation in the following ways: 

1) I compare the coding scheme from music supervisor interviews with findings from the 

document analysis portion of the process evaluation. 

2) I compare teacher writer interviews with both document analysis findings and MTPAS 

results. 

3) I compare descriptive analysis of MTPAS with the data and coding scheme from writer 

teacher and music supervisor interviews.  

All results will be presented both in text and through extensive use of data displays. Using the 

theoretical framework as a guide, the discussion section of this document will situate results 

within existing scholarship. 

Chapter Conclusion 

Using the mixed methods design outlined above in conjunction with my theoretical 

framework will help to illuminate effects and structures at play in the East Highland Public 

School District’s 2021 curriculum reform. A mixed methods approach to process evaluation is 

imperative to understand the complex and multi-leveled existing structures that are apparent in 

an educational reform (Reichardt & Cook, 1979), and the subsequent data collection and 

analysis needs to be framed in a similar multi-level way to capture the distinct nature of a music 

education reform such as this. The design of this study, particularly the emphasis on process 

evaluation, will hopefully serve as a departure point for other music education researchers that 

seek to uncover the efficacy of music initiatives and programs that affect teaching and learning.     
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   Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this study was to conduct a process evaluation of the enactment and 

implementation of a curriculum reform to understand its effects on teacher instruction and 

professional agency in the classroom. I began the process evaluation with an in-depth structural 

exploration and content analysis of the two-year general music course sequence. Next, I 

conducted semi-structured interviews with the East Highland Public Schools music supervisor 

as well as the three teachers who served as the core of the curriculum-writing team. Finally, I 

distributed a questionnaire to all 22 middle school general music teachers in EHPSD for the 

purpose of gathering additional data about their experiences with the curricular revision and 

perceptions of agency throughout.  

Four research questions guide this inquiry, and subsequently form the organizational 

structure for this presentation of findings. I begin and end this chapter discussing my first 

research question, which asks about the nature of a general music curriculum reform for 

EHPSD middle schools. In the first portion of this chapter, I present a timeline, followed by a 

look at the reform’s theory of action, both of which provide necessary context for the curricular 

revision. Following the timeline and theory of action, I present an overview and analysis of the 

curriculum documents.  

My second research question concerns the enactment and implementation process of 

the reform and details the mainly qualitative section of my data analysis process. In this section, 

I describe themes from interviews with the curriculum writers and EHPSD’s music supervisor. I 

identified six themes: two within-case themes from Theo’s (supervisor) interview and four cross-

case themes, from the curriculum writer interviews. 

In addressing my third research question, I present quantitative descriptive analysis of 

music teacher agency in connection to the new curricular documents. I have organized this 
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 section around Priestley and colleagues (2015) ecological approach to teacher agency, 

specifically the iterational, practical-evaluative, and projective dimensions of ecological agency.  

The final sections of this chapter include mixed methods analysis of interviews, survey 

results, and document analysis to address my fourth research question—how teachers conceive 

of the alignment between the curricular documents and their classroom practice—as well as the 

recapitulation of my first research question. While the fourth research question examines 

teachers’ perceptions of alignment between instruction and the established curriculum 

documents, the revisit of the first research question details an overview of the larger process 

evaluation and then describes whether the theory of action was implemented with fidelity.             

Curriculum Reform Timeline (RQ1)  

 The preparation, design, and implementation of the General Music I and General Music 

II curriculum documents and courses has taken approximately five years. During the 2017-2018 

school year, district leadership actors came together to discuss the expansion of elective 

options for middle school students in EHPSD. This group included members of the EHPSD 

school board, the executive director for curriculum, instruction, and assessment, and the music 

supervisor. The impetus for this discussion came from the district’s visual arts educators, who, 

like their large ensemble music colleagues, wanted to be able to offer a yearlong, multi-level 

visual art course sequence for their students. While a variety of other, smaller factors affected 

stakeholders’ decisions to design and implement a district wide curriculum reform, the EHPSD 

school board approval of a yearlong visual arts sequence was the strongest instigator for the 

middle school general music curriculum reform. Because middle school general music is 

included in the EHPSD catalog of arts electives for seventh and eighth grade students alongside 

visual art, the decision was made to expand general music classes from semester (two 

academic quarters) to full year courses. As music supervisor, Theo was in support of this 

change, in part, because it would provide general music (as well as visual art) opportunities 
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 mirroring other middle school level yearlong music ensemble courses—band, choir, and 

orchestra. Once the school board voted to approve a yearlong middle school visual arts course 

sequence, Theo assembled a group of four middle school general music teachers and informed 

them of the need for a revamped middle school general music program. He invited these 

teachers to contribute the substantive portion of the new curriculum and charged them with 

developing unit areas of focus, contents, goals, and assessments with the desired outcome 

being two yearlong sequential general music courses, I and II, offered to seventh and eighth 

grade students. Although the final goal was the development of two yearlong courses, the 

writers’ initial task was to create and then pilot the General Music I (first year) course. 

During the summer of 2018 and in preparation for a pilot program of the new general 

music curriculum, a group of ten teachers was assembled to begin writing the curriculum for the 

General Music I course. According to the curriculum writer teachers, Theo and other 

administrators expected the curriculum to be day-by-day and to reflect project-based inquiry, but 

little other guidance was given. According to both Leo and Kendall, Theo gave very little 

guidance about what he wanted included in the curriculum document. Kendall described the 

initial curriculum writing process: “We were given very little guidance as far as the scope and 

sequence of what this program was supposed to be…with the instructions of, it's what you want 

it to be, but we want it to be project based.” During that summer teachers were paid for 25 hours 

of curriculum writing time. Teachers generally worked independently to collect resources and 

develop units for the curriculum and, by their account, came together as a full group for only a 

few hours. Regarding the amount of time given to design and develop the curriculum, all three 

participant writers reported struggles completing the curriculum.   

Middle school principals were given the option to participate in the pilot phase or not, 

and a total of five schools opted into the pilot phase of the curriculum design process for the 

2018-2019 school year. Although summer curriculum writing took place for the General Music I 

course, the writers were only able to compile enough resources for about half of the full course 
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 year. Because the curriculum was not fully complete at the start of the 2018-2019 school year, 

the pilot phase of this curriculum reform doubled as design and development time as the 

curriculum writers continued to work. General music teachers teaching at the pilot schools were 

tasked with simultaneously writing and teaching the General Music I course. These curriculum 

writer teachers were developing the curricular units, compiling resources into the district’s 

Learning Management System (LMS), and teaching the material all at the same time.  

The pilot continued to run during the 2019-2020 school year, the year the COVID-19 

pandemic forced people into quarantine and schools to run completely online. In early spring 

2020, at the time of the move to fully online instruction, Kendall and others requested that Theo 

pause the pilot program due to a lack of instruments, resources, and other general 

complications of teaching online; however, the teachers’ requests were denied and the pilot 

phase continued in its same form virtually (both synchronously and asynchronously) through the 

end of the 2019-2020 school year. During 2020-2021, the pilot phase continued at the same five 

schools, starting the year online and continuing as a hybrid course through the conclusion of the 

2020-2021 school year. In total, the General Music I pilot phase lasted three full school years.   

The summer before the 2020-2021 school year, Theo organized another group of 

curriculum writer teachers to begin the pilot phase of the General Music II course. While he 

requested that some of the lead curriculum writers from the General Music I course participate 

in also writing the General Music II curriculum, the main authors of the first year course turned 

down the opportunity, due to reasons of burn out and stress. For the level two writing, Kendall 

explained, “at that point I just said, I'm out, I'm done. Like I'll maybe give you like the stuff that I 

have, but it's no longer organized because I was burned out.” Curriculum writing for General 

Music II began in the summer with pilot implementation in fall 2020. The pilot phase served a 

similar purpose for the General Music II course—as a time for the design and development of 

the curricular document. Writer teachers compiled resources, imported them into an LMS, and 

continued the process of teaching the units and materials they were developing. While district 
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 level administrators, including Theo, provided summer curriculum writing days for the group of 

curriculum writer teachers tasked with creating the curriculum for General Music II, teachers 

indicated that a majority of the materials for this second course were compiled during the 

General Music II pilot phase. In my interviews with him, Theo recalled and relayed crystalized 

details of the curricular change process, but lacked clarity when articulating the goals of the pilot 

phase for the general music yearlong courses. Typically, with education reform, a pilot program 

serves as practice for the implementation of a new program or initiative and not predominantly 

as a place for the design and development of the reform. For EHPSD, however, the pilot rollout 

served primarily as a time for the curriculum documents and the subsequent materials to be 

designed and developed. 

The official district-wide rollout of the middle school General Music I course took place 

during the 2021-2022 school year. During teacher professional development days prior to, and 

shortly after the start of the school year, the General Music I curriculum document was 

unpacked in two sessions: the first session explained what the new curriculum was, including 

goals and content, and the second session gave a brief overview of how to interpret and 

implement the curriculum. At the start of the 2021-2022 school year, all EHPSD middle school 

general music teachers were then responsible for implementing the General Music I curriculum 

document. Because General Music I and II are yearlong courses (an increase from the previous 

semester course offering), more teachers were needed to teach seventh and eighth grade 

general music courses. The result was some General Music I courses were allocated to and 

taught by music teachers who had not previously taught general music, namely those who had 

previously taught large ensemble music courses such as band, choir, and orchestra.   

At the start of the full implementation for General Music I in 2021, Theo adamantly 

insisted that the teachers implement the new curriculum with relative fidelity, adhering to the unit 

structure, content, and sequence outlined in their shared LMS pages. According to Theo, this 

insistence was met with strong teacher resistance. Music teachers who, by Theo’s account, had 
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 been accustomed to more pedagogical freedom in their other courses, were unhappy with the 

charge to teach the General Music I curriculum in accordance with the mandated order and 

procedure. This disagreement ultimately led to a meeting between Theo (music supervisor), 

middle school general music teachers, representatives from the teachers’ union, and the 

Executive Director for Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment. Due to teachers’ collective 

bargaining agreements, teachers who met the state standards of a subject area (defined within 

the new curriculum as the National Core Arts Standards), could not be obligated to teach a 

curriculum in a specific way. Teachers action to call a meeting with their union representatives 

in opposition to Theo’s communication about how the curricular documents were to be used is a 

substantial example of teachers’ exercising agency in the face of power structures. With the 

option for added teacher flexibility, and ultimately greater variation in student experience, this 

policy affected the General Music I implementation process, the General Music II rollout, and 

ultimately how teachers understood, adopted, and taught the curriculum.   

The General Music II course was officially rolled out one year after the General Music I 

curriculum, during the 2022-2023 school year. Because General Music I is a prerequisite for 

General Music II, the development and implementation of the General Music II course was one 

year behind General Music I, and it was not until the start of the 2022-2023 school year that 

eighth grade students had the opportunity to take General Music II. All EHPSD middle school 

general music teachers were given access to the year two curriculum document and were 

expected to implement the standards underpinning the objectives, making use of the provided 

materials and resources. Figure 4.1 shows a basic timeline overview of the curriculum design, 

development, and implementation. 
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 Figure 4.1 

Basic Overview of the Curriculum Design Timeline  
 

 

At the time of data collection, the implementation process for the General Music II 

course was still in its infancy and had not been fully implemented for an entire school year. For 

this reason, a full impact evaluation of the curriculum is outside the scope of this project. 

Instead, my focus is on the following: a) describing and exploring the policy process associated 

with the curricular change, including EHPSD leadership roles, curriculum writer roles, and 

curriculum implementation; b) the aims and contents of the new curriculum, including goals, 

standards, materials, and student musicianship roles; c) teachers’ perceptions of the curricular 

change and implementation process and impacts on their professional agency.  

Theory of Action (RQ 1)  

The analysis of curriculum documents in combination with the music supervisor and 

curriculum writers’ interviews allowed me to construct a theory of action outlining the 

overarching goals of the reform. This theory of action includes the full vision of the reform—the 

planned work or the process aspects and the intended results or the outcome and impact 

aspects. The scope of this work is only concerned with the process aspects even though I will 

tangentially discuss parts of the reform’s outcomes. 

Figure 4.2 below reflects my specific construction of the theory of action for the EHPSD 

curriculum reform. Because this is not a full impact evaluation, I have decreased the opacity to 
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 keep the focus on the process. Understanding whether Theo, the teachers of EHPSD, and the 

other administrators involved were able to implement the General Music I and General Music II 

curricular documents with relative fidelity is important to the evaluation of the reform process.  

Figure 4.2 

EHPSD Curriculum Reform Theory of Action 
  

 

Once district administrators and the school board moved forward with a yearlong 

curricular format for visual arts and consequently seventh and eighth grade general music, a 

moderate amount of resources were put in place to support the design and development 

process of the general music curricular writing. The inputs in this process included financial 

resources to compensate the curriculum writers and provide them time and space, albeit limited, 

to meet to spur the curriculum writing process. Although intermittently throughout the design and 

pilot phase of the reform, financial inputs were also made to purchase instruments, technology, 

and materials needed to successfully implement the new general music curriculum.  

The resources that were allocated to the curriculum writers and for purchasing 

instruments, materials, and technology gave way to the pilot program. As stated above, typically 

a pilot phase is a trial run of a program or initiative; however, the pilot phase for the EHPSD 

curricular reform served primarily as a continuation of the design and development phase that 

had been started in the previous summer. Because the pilot program ran during the school year 
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 and required the writers to teach their classes while continuing to develop the curricular 

documents, no serious financial commitments were needed for the pilot phase of the reform. 

The pilot phase produced the General Music I and II curriculum documents which were 

imperative to the district-wide rollout and implementation process; although the process was 

reported as being stressful by the curricular writers since the documents were being written 

during the pilot phase. Leo described the curricular document against the messiness of the pilot 

phase: “So there’re massive advantages. It’s just, our county loves to build the plane while it’s 

flying.” An apt description for the pilot phase of the implementation process.   

In addition to the curricular documents, Theo provided two professional development 

sessions for teachers in preparation for the rollout. The goal of these sessions was 

predominantly to introduce teachers to the curriculum and show them how to navigate the 

documents, but not necessarily give them training on how to teach the units. The curriculum 

was distributed to teachers through their LMS and General Music I was implemented in the 

2021-2022 school year.  

Because of the visual arts schedule change, the initial outputs of the theory of action 

include two sequential yearlong general music courses for seventh and eighth grade students. 

Once established for a bit of time, an increase in student enrollment could potentially occur due 

to the focus of skills and knowledge content that differ from those offered in the traditional large 

ensembles—band, choir, and orchestra. Theo explained that typical successful outcome 

markers would be general music classrooms that feed the high school subject specific courses, 

such as music technology. Other impacts would include increased student enrollment trends, 

specifically of students from more representative backgrounds, multiple general music sections 

in each middle school music program.  

Each of the steps in this theory of action are important to the long-term success of the 

curriculum reform. While measuring impact markers is beyond the scope of this project, 
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 evaluating the fidelity with which the curricular reform was implemented is important to 

understanding the reform’s success, which will inform the impact of the reform.  

Content Analysis of General Music I and General Music II (RQ 1)  

 The curriculum writers created two-year, sequential, in-depth curriculum documents, 

housed within a Learning Management System (LMS) that all EHPSD middle school music 

teachers could access. The documents each pertain to a single course—General Music I or 

General Music II (GMI/GMII)—and are sequential, meaning that the contents of GMII build upon 

the skills and knowledge outlined in GMI. From a student perspective, GMI is a prerequisite for 

GMII. According to Kendall, borrowing from other secondary general music curricula was 

difficult as she struggled to find many that existed that reflected similar learning concepts and 

values to what they were writing for the GMI and GMII documents. While contents and structure 

vary slightly between the two documents, they generally include standards, learning goals, 

objectives, tasks, supporting activities and materials, assessments, quizzes, tests, links to 

external resources, and daily slide decks. The  inconsistencies between the two documents are 

likely due to the shift in teacher messaging that occurred between the implementation of the first 

course and the second. The lack of specificity in the initial curriculum-writing charge, and/or a 

product of being written by two different teacher-writer groups could have also affected the 

document outcome. In interviews, Kendall explained that Theo’s guidelines for curriculum 

writing were broad and required writers to use a project-based approach to teaching. 

Regardless of the variation between GMI and GMII, however, the documents were written to be 

“plug and play” (easy to implement) for general music teachers and were set up with day-by-day 

instructional guidance for how to incorporate and teach both the standards and learning goals 

established for each unit.  

Both new curricular documents are undergirded by the National Core Arts Standards 

(NCAS) and reference the applicable performing, creating, and responding standards in each 
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 unit. While the GMI and GMII documents embed the NCAS standards differently (as described 

below), the basis of both documents is rooted in the NCAS standards and the assessment 

standards. The assessments included within the documents correspond to the NCAS 

assessment standards and generally reflect a formative assessment approach. No overarching 

summative assessment tools were developed for this document.  

I identified that the performing, creating, and responding standards were present in the 

documents, but noticed that the connecting standard was not explicitly present, even though 

material reflective of the connecting standard was apparent, which I asked about during Theo’s 

interview. Theo explained that when he helped to develop the NCAS, he, along with the others, 

felt strongly about the need for a connecting standards strand, but discussed whether or not to 

overtly include it as a fourth anchor standard. After much deliberation, the architects of the 

NCAS elected to keep the connecting strand to make clear the connections between music and 

the arts to culture, history, performance, and creativity. Within the context of drafting the EHPSD 

general music curriculum, Theo explained that “good teaching” would automatically include 

connection to other contexts, but also articulated his belief that the connecting strand exists for 

teachers who may not value it as much as the performing strand, for instance. For the EHPSD 

curriculum document specifically, Theo felt including the connecting strand was unnecessary 

because teachers in the district already naturally included this type of context and connection 

around performing, creating, and responding. As outlined below, the EHPSD curricular 

document standards and objectives reflect obvious connections to broader contexts.  

General Music I  

The GMI curriculum document generally includes consistent information across each of 

the units. With a few exceptions, outlined below, the structure includes an approximate length of 

time for each unit, unit-specific NCAS performing, creating, and responding standards, 

objectives, NCAS-derived assessment standards, unit tasks, and day-to-day lesson outlines, 
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 detailed in the unit’s slide deck. Housed in an online LMS and organized into modules, each unit 

can be accessed by an EHPSD teacher’s unique login. While formats differ very slightly 

between units, each unit has a unit-specific “for teachers only” section or a Google Drive folder 

with an overview of the standards, objectives, and lessons of the unit. Some units also include 

sections like important notes, tutorials and sample assessments, example projects, and a list of 

resources. The first three units seem to follow one general format and the last five units follow 

one, slightly different, format.  

The units included in the General Music I curriculum document are often meant as 

introductory concepts and are listed as the following:  

1) Introduction to rhythm and drumming  

2) Introduction to Digital Audio Workstations (DAW)  

3) Introduction to Guitar and ukulele 

4) Keyboard and musical expression 

5) Music and culture 

6) Blues and Appalachian music 

7) Through the decades 

8) Chords, accompaniment, and covers  

An overview of the units for the General Music I curriculum document can be seen in Figure 4.3. 

I identified three larger music learning concepts embedded within the curriculum, with each unit 

centering one or more of these ideas. First, the curriculum emphasizes instruction and activities 

involving instruments, specifically instruments found in popular style music setups—drums, 

guitar, uke, and keyboard. Kendall and Leo prioritized a popular music method book to help 

teachers learn how to teach those instruments if they lacked the necessary background 

knowledge.  
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 Figure 4.3 

Overview of the units from General Music I 
 

 

Second, the curriculum writers placed a strong emphasis on using technology as a tool 

in service to music making and remaking often rooted in hip hop techniques. Students are 

introduced to digital audio workstations (DAW) in unit 2. This unit was conceived as an 

introduction to DAW and many of the activities included in this unit are techniques that 

originated from hip hop. Some examples include techniques such as sampling, looping, 

beatboxing, and DJ’ing (Chang, 2005). Students have opportunities to listen and explore hip 

hop across several decades. They explore structure, layering, and aspects of production. With 

guidance from teachers, students work individually or collaboratively to experiment with 

mastering and mixing. The emphasis on production allows students to take on significant 

musical roles other than “performer.”  

Soundtrap is the predominant technology platform or DAW featured in the curriculum, 

which is a tool for making and collaborating on music. Soundtrap is a web-based music 

recording studio that records instruments and voice, and makes beats, loops, and samples to 

produce music independently or collaboratively. This technology resource was approved by 

Theo and purchased by the district for all the secondary general music teachers teaching GMI 

and GMII.  

Finally, the curriculum emphasizes music of various cultures and ethnicities of origin. 

Unit five and six deal directly with specific cultural musics. For example, unit five teaches 

students about music and dance traditions originating in West African, South African, and South 

American cultures. One lesson included gives an overview of South African Gumboot dancing, 
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 while another lesson teaches students how to play a South American salsa using matrix 

notation to read patterns for the guiro, claves, maracas, and cowbell. The emphasis on culture 

is prevalent throughout the units and the writers sought to provide authentic transmission of 

specific musics, including specific methods for reading and listening, and resources to help 

teachers without any prior knowledge of the genre. 

For each of the units, the writers included tasks or activities to support the written 

learning goals and objectives. With the exception of unit eight where no tasks are listed in the 

LMS for teachers, each unit comes with a variety of accompanying tasks (range = 9-58). These 

tasks cover a variety of content and duration, from longer-form projects designed to stretch over 

multiple weeks, to practice sheets to reinforce specific music literacy skills, to song lists for 

specific instruments, to formative assessments addressing specific objectives, and beyond. For 

example, in unit 6: Blues and Appalachian music, Half Step 1 and Half Step 2 practice 

worksheets are listed to help students understand scale degrees of blues scales. Another 

example is in unit 4: keyboard and musical expression where students log on to Kahoot, a game 

based learning platform, to take a musical vocabulary quiz. The first question reads, “What does 

allegro mean?” with multiple choice responses that include (a) getting faster, (b) happy, (c) fast, 

and (d) walking speed. If teachers choose, students can login as a class and play the game 

(take the quiz) together and compare answers. While teachers are able to use the tasks in 

whatever ways best suit their classroom needs, the tasks show the day-to-day specificity of the 

curriculum document.  

General Music II.  

The GMII curriculum document is formatted a bit differently from the GMI document and 

includes ten units instead of eight. One of the main differences between the formats and 

ultimately between the structural organization of the documents is how the standards are 

displayed. Within the GMI document units are clearly labeled with applicable standards, the 
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 GMII document includes NCAS artistic processes (performing, creating, and responding) for the 

entire course as a framework at the beginning and then lists the objectives and learning goals 

within each unit. In addition to standards, the GMII document also starts with a broad course 

overview that states that units are structured to “foster music literacy skills, develop critical and 

creative thinking skills, and strengthen communication and collaboration between students,” and 

to “appreciate cultural differences through active involvement with diverse styles and genres of 

music” (EHPSD, 2021). Also included in the GMII course outline is an overview of all the units 

and a link to the professional development slide deck used for the district-wide rollout of the 

course. Finally, while this curriculum document also has a day-to-day lesson structure, each unit 

begins with an Important Notes section that states “all assignments and activities are 

SUGGESTIONS [emphasis in original]– use as much or as little as you like” (EHPSD, 2021). 

This reminder refers to the accommodation Theo made to teachers because of the union and 

because the teachers adamantly objected to strictly teaching the GMI document as it was 

originally intended. 

The GMII document has a different organizational structure as well, likely due to Theo’s 

accommodation, detailed above. The manner in which materials and activities were collected 

during the writing process seems to be different. The amount of tasks that appear in the LMS 

seem to be far less in GMII compared to GMI. In the GMII curriculum document however, the 

writers created longer lasting projects making it appear to have less materials and resources, 

when really the projects still create a full yearlong course.   

The units included in the General Music II curriculum document are meant as sequential units 

and lessons to follow the first year course. The units are as follows: 

1) Social-Emotional Learning and community building  

2) DAW/Soundtrap writing and composition 

3) Continuation of world drumming and introduction to drum set 

4) Music as a means of social change 
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 5) Ukulele level 2 

6) Continuation of keyboard  

7) Continuation of guitar—acoustic, electric, and bass 

8) Digital music application  

9) Composing and arranging  

10) Collaboration and group performance      

An overview of the units for the GMII curriculum document can be seen in Figure 4.4. Due to 

the sequential nature of the two courses, the GMII document reflects the same three, large 

learning ideas—performing on popular music style instruments, using technology as a tool for 

music making and remaking, and providing exposure to larger cultural contexts of specific 

musical genres—as the GMI course.  

Figure 4.4 

Overview of the units from General Music II 
 

 

First, this curricular document continues to build on instrument skill development. For 

example, during unit five, ukulele level two, students review the basics of ukulele and then are 

quickly pushed to learning new chords specific to GMII and work through strum-alongs as a 

group or independently. New instruments are included in this document as well, like the drum 

set and the bass.  

Second, the writers built a GMII technology unit to expand on the unit from GMI.  

Additionally, the technology projects in the GMII curriculum are consistently peppered 

throughout all the units, a difference from the GMI document. According to Russ, some of the 
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 technology projects in this curriculum are considered to be advanced—advanced for teachers 

without substantial music technology backgrounds and advanced for Soundtrap, stretching the 

bounds of the DAW program. For example, in unit eight, Digital Music Application, Russ built a 

nine to ten class project titled Lo-Fi Hip Hop or Vaporwave Project. Vaporwave and Lo-Fi hip 

hop are similar genres defined by a slow-tempo and beats that are broken-up samples from hip-

hop, jazz, R&B, and 80’s or 90’s lounge music. For this project, students learn about the cultural 

context of Lo-Fi and Vaporwave music to then use Soundtrap as a tool to create a new song 

from old Lo-Fi and Vaporwave song samples. The technical skills students develop using 

Soundtrap are extended sampling, pitch and time shifting, sidechain gates, and compression. 

While this project is an example of an advanced music technology learning goal, it is in service 

to creating new music and understanding the greater music context of Lo-Fi and Vaporwave 

genres.   

Third, the GMII document also includes cultural musics with an emphasis on specificity. 

For example, unit three is a continuation of world drumming and introduction to drum set, where 

students learn about specific Japanese and Chinese drumming styles—Taiko, Chinese Lion and 

Dragon drumming. To differentiate between these musical styles, an introductory worksheet is 

provided for students to take notes about each technique. The worksheet includes facts I 

already knew, questions I have, things I learned, connections I made, opinions I have, and 

vocabulary words. Presumably, teachers use this note-taking sheet for each of the various 

Asian drumming and dance styles students encounter throughout this unit before they learn to 

play specific rhythms associated with the drumming techniques.   

In addition to learning about culture-specific musics, the curriculum includes units that 

highlight music created in response to current and historic, social, and cultural movements. Unit 

4, Music as a Means of Social Change, highlights how music has currently and historically 

played a role in cultural and social movements. Students are asked about how music can effect 

change. Students are prompted to review a recent song that was written in response to the 
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 devastations of the pandemic and murder of George Floyd. A few lessons later, students 

connect what they learned about the Black Lives Matter movement back to the type of 

commentary Jazz and Blues artists were making through their music in the early 20th century. 

Toward the end of this unit, students focus on the birth of hip hop and listen to The Message by 

Grandmaster Flash while talking about the social platform that hip hop and rap music embodied 

in its early days and through the modern era. This unit and other activities embedded within the 

GMI and GMII units give the complex historical and cultural context of a lot of American music.           

Enactment and Implementation of General Music Curriculum (RQ 2)  

This section details the perspectives and the consequent themes of my interview with 

Theo, the EHPSD music supervisor and the curriculum writer teachers. My themes were 

determined from the various strands of the reform process.   

My coding process began with an a priori coding scheme built to reflect the many facets 

of the implementation process. While exploring the a priori scheme deductively, I also allowed 

for inductive codes within subsequent passes (Saldaña, 2021). My first coding pass included an 

Atlas.ti text search of each of the codes included in my a priori coding scheme. While the text 

search helped me to uncover a clear picture of the process, I went back through the interview 

data to ensure that I captured themes existing outside the a priori coding scheme. For this pass 

through the interview transcript data, I operationalized my research questions since they helped 

inform my interview questions. As I continued through the data, I started to notice participants 

emphasize larger visionary ideas around the reform. I also noticed that the curriculum writers 

spent much time describing the writing and planning process and therefore, I created a code 

cluster that represented their experiences around writing and planning. My final code clusters 

included (a) process codes (a priori scheme), (b) a timeline code, (c) research question codes, 

(d) writing and planning process codes, and (e) reform vision codes.  
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 As I began to memo about the prominent codes for each participant, I was able to 

determine larger themes. I determined two within-case themes from Theo’s interview, which 

frame the reform from the district level and allow for details to emerge with clarity from the 

curriculum writer cross-case themes. Those themes are (a) Rationale for Change and (b) 

Nature of the Reform. Four of the themes were cross-case themes, particularly dealing with the 

curriculum writer participants. Two of the four cross-case themes apply to all four interviewed 

participants, while the other two themes apply solely to the curriculum writers. Those themes 

are (a) Beliefs about Music Education, (b) Writing and Planning Process, (c) Implementation 

and (d) Student Learning  

Within-Case Themes: Music Supervisor   

Theo, as EHPSD’s music supervisor, eagerly spoke about the need for the curriculum 

change and openly spoke about what he perceived to be the failures of the implementation 

process. Theo’s background as a choir teacher and NCAS writer gave him a unique position as 

a music supervisor overseeing a curriculum reform implementation—he is personally aware of 

the challenges that teachers face in the classroom and he also has experience helping to 

design and write music education’s most influential teaching document. His position mixed with 

his perspective on EHPSD’s reform signaled multiple layers of experience and understanding to 

the challenges the writers and teachers faced with this implementation. To this end, the two 

within-case themes I determined from Theo’s interview were Rationale for Change and Nature 

of Reform. 

Rationale for Reform. As soon as our introductions were made, Theo launched into the 

big-picture rationale for EHPSD’s curriculum reform before I could even ask my first interview 

question. As I finished explaining the context of my study to him, without missing a beat he 

stated,   
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 I think our rationale for the change was very student driven and just really 

thinking about the fact that, that we are not getting every kid…every kid isn’t 

interested in the big three, right? How do we catch those other kids that are 

clearly mix-taping or, you know, doing something that, that was completely 

outside of the scope of what happens in those choir, band, and orchestra 

classes?  

Theo’s student driven attitude underpinning his decision making process for the reform came up 

repeatedly throughout our interview, sometimes for equity-driven reasons and sometimes for 

student learning purposes, but always with student learning and well-being in mind. Theo 

continually brought up these rationale throughout our interview even though subthemes 

supporting this larger narrative centered other school board approved necessities—subthemes 

contributing to this category include schedule, challenges, and goals of the curriculum.      

Schedule. Theo explained that EHPSD was failing the fine arts portion of their state 

education regulations, which state that students must be able to specialize in one of five fine 

arts courses which, in addition to music, includes visual arts, theater, and dance. Theo 

explained that “the goal of it [state education regulations] was to provide all the arts for students 

from K through eight…that shift started the conversations and then we go to work on building 

[the curriculum].” Middle school visual arts teachers were adamantly beseeching the district’s 

school board for a schedule shift that would reflect yearlong coursework for visual arts classes. 

Upon approval of this yearlong shift, Theo began the work to build the yearlong long sequential 

general music curricula.  

Challenges. While the visual arts schedule change is the predominant instigator of this 

reform, Theo viewed the yearlong schedule shift as an opportunity to address problems in music 

education he had recognized far earlier. He understood and named his county’s race 

discrepancies between large ensemble classrooms and the greater school populations in 
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 EHPSD and stated his goal in using the General Music I and General Music II courses to 

capture students that do not see themselves in the large ensemble classroom.  

While Theo spoke about the value of large ensemble classrooms especially as a former 

choir teacher, he spoke about their homogeneity and posited that the nature of those 

classrooms does not meet the musical needs of all students. For Theo, general music ought to 

be taught from a holistic perspective where “everything that we learn is gonna come together to 

culminate with us creating something for a purpose,” and he juxtaposed that vision for general 

music against a more narrowly focused music classroom where a teacher’s approach may be, 

“here’s a piece of music and let’s learn all the skills to be able to play that piece of music.” Theo 

explained that for him, teaching to learn music skills in service to a piece of music is only one 

way to teach. 

Theo’s vision for EHPSD’s curriculum reform was far more expansive than simply 

fulfilling the need for a yearlong schedule. Theo considered the schedule change as an 

opportunity to address the challenges he saw in music education. His role was to construct a 

curricular document for General Music I and II and implement the classes as a way to make 

changes that affect the students and their music learning. 

Nature of Reform: Theo’s Story. The nature of EHPSD’s curriculum reform, like many 

reforms, was messy and complex. Unforeseen challenges caused complications with the pilot 

program, with the district-wide rollout of the curriculum, and with union leaders about teaching 

expectations for teachers. I have categorized these obstacles as being part of the nature of 

reform and the following subthemes as the nature of EHPSD reform specifically. I determined 

two subthemes that I thought defined the specific nature of the EHPSD reform: goals of the 

curricular documents and enactment.  

Goals of the Curricular Documents. Theo’s reasons for this curriculum reform became 

realized in the curriculum written by the curriculum writers for the new general music courses. 

Theo had a vision for the curricular document to be a day-to-day instructional guide for teachers 
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 to be able to “plug and play.” Theo wanted to be able to support teachers that potentially did not 

feel as comfortable with the material. Supporting teachers by providing a daily instructional 

guide with tutorials, assessments, slide decks, and worksheets could potentially cut down 

professional development sessions and trainings, easing district financial barriers, time 

constraints, and teacher attendance problems. Furthermore, having a daily curriculum guide 

that all teachers would theoretically follow would ensure that the challenges Theo sought to 

address in music education (listed above)—the rationale for the reform—could be actualized. 

Theo described his communication during the rollout,  

I came in pretty heavy handed with the curriculum. I was like, listen, this is really 

good and if you, if you can get your kids to do this, we have really done 

something and we have allowed them to really have an experience with music.  

Ultimately, as detailed in the timeline of reform events, due to teachers’ collective bargaining 

agreements, Theo had to change how he communicated teaching expectations of the 

curriculum to the teachers, he explained, “we relaxed a little bit…they [teachers] have to get to 

the objectives that are in the curricular document…the eight units are how you can get there.” 

This shift between how the General Music I and General Music II curricula were designed and 

implemented is a defining part of the nature of this curricular form.  

Most importantly he wanted a project-based approach to music learning where students 

work on projects that are purposeful. He was introduced to the International Baccalaureate 

concept of Theory of Knowledge, and talked about how he was compelled by how “kids were 

taking knowledge from all the subjects that they were in and telling these stories.” Theo wanted 

to apply this concept to middle school general music. He said, “…we set out to kind of build a 

way that kids could use all of their musical knowledge to solve problems.” This was Theo’s 

holistic general music approach being put to action.  
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 Finally, Theo wanted this new curriculum to lead students into the music strands found in 

EHPSD’s high schools. From Theo’s point of view, this mostly included music technology; but 

also, piano and guitar as well. Not only did Theo want students to have access to music and 

music learning outside of what existed in EHPSD’s middle school, he also wanted to build 

students’ knowledge necessary to succeed in the high school music technology classes. This is 

evidenced in his comment about student learning when he stated, “…we wanted the kids to be 

able to go through General Music I and General Music II, be able to get to that place where 

they can actually, um, be in Music Technology I [high school music tech class].”  

Enactment. While the COVID-19 pandemic proved to be a challenge for the curriculum 

writers, Theo treated it as a silver lining where the teacher writers could focus on getting the 

writing completed for the district-wide rollout. He claimed that “Covid just allowed us to rip the 

l, you know, we're not doing anything anyway, so let's, let's go all Aid and say, okay, wel-Band

19 quarantine initially happened during the pilot phase of the General Music I -in.” The COVID

curriculum and likely stalled the curricular document development due to a lack of available 

instruments as well as the many natural constraints from teaching online. Additionally, teaching 

from home during quarantine placed significant reliance on the need for technology and this 

s in the curricular documents. reliance likely solidified the substantial music technology emphasi

The Soundtrap platform was approved for use and purchased for all the middle school general 

19 pandemic likely due to the need for technology to teach -music programs during the COVID

during quarantine.  

When I asked Theo about the teacher supports put in place at the time of the district 

wide implementation, he responded with, “this is where we failed.” The positive nature of our 

interview quickly faded away in this response as he launched into what he would change if he 

could go back. He spoke about the dual nature of the implementation:  
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 On the one hand, teachers were very excited because we hadn’t traditionally 

written a curriculum like for general music…so on the one hand, those teachers 

that hadn’t, that weren’t the general music enthusiasts, they were really excited 

because they could just pull the lesson…On the other hand, anybody that didn’t 

feel great about technology, didn’t feel great about electric guitar or any of the 

new instruments of ukulele or any of those things, they were really overwhelmed 

because they weren’t being trained. 

Theo held two professional development sessions for the middle school general music teachers 

and described them as, “Here it is, let’s unbox it and two, here’s how you use it. And that wasn’t 

enough, that wasn’t enough for them.” The day-to-day nature of the curriculum document was 

not able to replace hands-on training sessions that could help make teachers feel more capable 

with the curriculum. Further into our interview, Theo spoke to how the middle school general 

music teachers were capable of figuring out the concepts in the curriculum document when he 

said: 

I felt like they wouldn't be stressed because the things that they were being 

they could figure out with their asked to do were basic enough that they could, 

level of musicianship and they probably could have, they just were afraid of it.  

The lack of teacher training on the new general music curriculum mixed with teacher fears and 

overwhelm affected the fidelity of the implementation. These specific rollout issues are part of 

what defines the nature of the EHPSD curriculum reform. 

Cross-Case Themes: Curriculum Writers   

I determined four cross-case themes that ran throughout all interviews, mostly interviews 

with only the curriculum writers, but two themes that also involved Theo. Each of the four 

themes were built from four or five common codes and code clusters that I found throughout my 
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 interview passes. While the curriculum writers experiences writing the documents varied, they 

each shared commonalities in their process and the specific details related to the writing or 

timeline were corroborated with the details of the other writers. Understanding the perspectives 

of the curriculum writers in conjunction with Theo’s goals and rationale for the curriculum reform 

are important for assessing the fidelity of the implementation process. To this end, I determined 

the following themes: (a) Beliefs about Music Education, (b) Writing and Planning Process, (c) 

Implementation, and (d) Student Learning.  

Beliefs about Music Education. Curriculum writer beliefs about music education 

seemed to somewhat underpin participant interviews. These beliefs seemed to be built from a 

combination of participant’s musical background, teaching experiences, and their content 

knowledge. While my interview questions never specifically targeted writer’s music education 

beliefs, Kendall and Russ spent time espousing their music education values as they related to 

their students and their classroom practice. Theo’s interviews also dealt with his beliefs about 

music education; however, because of his unique position within the reform, he was able to take 

those beliefs and interject them into the reform, which is why I have positioned his values and 

beliefs through the theme Rationale for Reform. The theme, Beliefs about Music Education and 

the following subthemes, technology and curriculum and document alignment include only the 

voices of the curriculum writers, particularly of Kendall and Russ.  

Technology. Russ’s music background is in percussion; however, his interest in music 

technology seemed more vast and more important to him in our interview. Regarding Theo’s 

initial decision to work with teachers that only taught general music, including Russ, 

predominantly a band teacher, in the writing process helped to establish the music technology 

strand within the curriculum. Even though music technology has been written as units in the 

curriculum documents, Russ felt strongly about using technology as a tool to facilitate music 

education and this belief came through when he was talking about his background and role in 

the reform, he stated, “…we kind of all agreed that technology needs to be as much as possible, 
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 treated like a tool, not a subject. So, we sort of distributed it like back into some of the other 

aspects of the curriculum, like songwriting and rhythm and some other things.” When asked 

about who was responsible for the decision to use Soundtrap as the technology workstation for 

the district, Russ said it was ultimately up to Theo, but that he “had his ear” and had been using 

Soundtrap already in his classroom. He continued by describing the budgetary concerns that 

the district had, but emphasized the importance of a tool like Soundtrap for the general music 

classroom by saying, ”General music… is a lot easier to teach when you're actually using the 

rap was much like, like I wouldn't try to teach tappropriate tools. I've often felt like getting Sound

band and then not provide tubas for my program.”  

Although not to the same extent, Leo also felt the technology part of the curriculum was 

important. He talked about how in the early days of the design and pilot phases of the reform, 

he was considered “tech savvy,” and so his colleagues would come to him with technology 

questions. When Theo and other district officials started to think more seriously about buying 

Soundtrap for the entire EHPSD, Leo was originally tasked with piloting it with a small group of 

his kids. g at Soundtrap. Theo actually had me start at some Leo explained, “We started lookin

trap with kids. Um, and I like had made a variety of different projects and I oundSpoint, [to] pilot 

fell in love with it.” Leo’s students also really appreciated using it, which is part of the appeal for 

the Soundtrap program. While really liking the technology aspect of the curriculum building, he 

19 quarantine -said the district was very tentative about buying the program until the COVID

happened.      

Teaching and Document Alignment. Kendall spent time after her undergraduate and 

during her Master’s degree building a performance career, which she decided to abandon 

because of burnout and then move to teaching music. While she seems to be keen on teaching 

her students how to play the insturments featured in the general music curriculum, she cautions 

the difficulty of playing instruments by saying:  
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 You're talking about playing instruments and as you and I both know, playing 

instruments at a level where you can kind of play what you want, takes several 

years. While I think that I'm really good at motivating them, my experience for the 

last four or five years now teaching them has been that, you know, learning guitar 

is hard. 

Kendall’s background as a bassoon performer may be informing how she views 

instrument playing in her classroom. While she clearly wrote a curriculum document that 

emphasized learning to play piano, guitar, bass, ukulele, and drums, she stated a philosophical 

difference between her and Theo’s views of what middle school general music should look like.  

Theo's all about, you know, the kids should be playing every single day and I 

don't necessarily disagree with that, but at a point when they don't have the skills, 

it's just frustrating for them. And so, I don't necessarily agree with that. I think that 

it should be as much an appreciation class as it is like a playing and performing 

type of thing. That's in my experience, they're not in my class cuz they want to 

perform. 

Both Leo and Russ touted Kendall’s teaching excellence and her ability to get student buy-in. 

Russ and Kendall frequently exchange videos of their students performing and unprompted 

talked about how impressed he was with her teaching. Even so, Kendall’s beliefs about teaching 

the general music instruments and potentially how she teaches may be misaligned with the 

general music document that she wrote. She again recalled Theo’s expectation of students 

needing to play daily and how her colleague and main co-writer, Leo, also believed students 

should be playing. She talked about her process of teaching alignment when she said: 

I think when I started teaching it was more that way. And I think now that I'm 

further on, it's really interesting as I give more and more music tech stuff, as I 
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 give more like little research projects into musicians and genres that they're 

interested in, I've found that…they don't necessarily always want to play the 

instruments all the time. 

If Kendall’s teaching is misaligned with the curricular documents, she does seem to have 

a strong sense of agency over her day-to-day general music teaching. She spoke about how the 

document has not changed her teaching much, since she “wrote it.” She elaborated on her daily 

teaching practice, “I wind up changing stuff around just to suit my classes. I'll throw extra units in 

here or there. Like they're really into one thing here or there. So, I change stuff all the time.” 

Kendall’s teacher agency seems to come at the expense of the teaching and document 

alignment.    

Curriculum Writing and Planning Process. Each of the curriculum writers discussed 

their unique experience with the writing process in detail; they described different facets of the 

process. This section begins with challenges faced by Kendall, Leo, and Russ, specifically 

regarding how Theo and other district administrators allocated resources that were necessary to 

support the new curriculum documents. I then look at how the writers experienced 

misunderstandings of what their role as curriculum writer was and how that posed problems for 

them, but ultimately allowed for the goals of the curriculum document to be realized. Kendall 

and Leo were the two main authors of the General Music I curriculum document, while Russ 

predominantly wrote curriculum for the General Music II document. 

Challenges and Resources. As documented above, one point of frustration brought up 

by both Leo and Kendall, was the restricted writing time allotted during the first summer of 

curriculum writing. The initial group of curriculum writers were given 25 hours of writing time in 

the summer. Kendall explained how they “wound up with a lot of resources from it, but it was 

extremely time intensive.”  However, the amount of curriculum from the summer only got 

Kendall halfway through the pilot school year. Leo explained: 
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 We basically ended up dumping a lot of our resources that like we had made on 

the side from teaching a quarterly course and expanded it. My understanding 

from talking to people who piloted the materials we made, maybe got them 

through half a year.  

Leo and Kendall continued to create new resources and repurpose old ones. Because of the 

intense resource and material gathering process, particularly during the pilot program, Leo 

problematized even being called a curriculum writer when he said, “every year we’re called 

curriculum writers, but we’re making supporting materials.” This calls into question the role of a 

curriculum writer and the definition of curriculum.    

Kendall talked about the disconnect between being allowed to write a curriculum to 

include any classroom, teacher, or student resources and then not being able to access those 

resources. Kendall recalled Theo saying, “well just compile a list of things that you wanna do,” 

but Kendall claimed that was an empty promise because there was “…no money to provide 

those resources and every school [had] different resources. And that was really frustrating 

because I specifically remember thinking, I don't have access to any technology…in my school.” 

Kendall expressed frustration with the lack of guarantee around resource allocation for all the 

middle school general music programs in the district. She stated, “We were being asked to 

spend all this time and I was like, but if, if you're not making any sort of guarantee about what 

we're gonna have and what we're not, how can we write?” Theo acknowledged this 

were being ordered and delivered to  shortcoming of the rollout, how instruments specifically

schools in spurts.  

Leo echoed Kendall’s sentiments about the supporting resources for the document and 

the sporadic rollout of the instruments, when he said:  
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 the books we asked for.  When we wrote level one the second time, we never got

We didn't get drum pads that we asked for. There was, um, we got an electric 

guitar, an electric bass, an electric drum set. 

The lack of resources made piloting and running the newly written curriculum exceptionally 

difficult. 

Russ reflectively discussed his experience with the curriculum writing process. He 

described the difficulty of writing a document like this and talked about what he would change 

moving forward:  

But I think what I've learned is a limitation of curriculum writing is the level of 

collaboration that I want is not really feasible in the amount of time we're getting 

paid for. So having, so this time around, have this been my second maybe or 

third time doing it, I, I, um, changed my expectations so that I like, knew what the 

level of collaboration was and then I kind of adapted. I tried to like lean into my 

strengths differently so that like what I had could more easily fit into wherever.  

This challenge of not having adequate amount of time came up often with all the other 

participants, including Theo. Curriculum writers being given the luxury of time for designing and 

writing curricular documents of this nature while being adequately compensated posed 

problems for EHPSD.   

Defining the Role of the Curriculum Writer. Because of the shift Theo had to make in 

his messaging to teachers on how to incorporate the new curriculum, the way the first and 

second course curricula are written look different. As outlined above, the first document has 

more specificity throughout and more day-by-day course resources; whereas the second 

document includes larger projects that could be specific to a few class periods or more 

sprawling through a few weeks. The second document reads as ideas teachers can use if they 

choose. Russ commented on district officials’ framing with the second document:  
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 I don't think anyone is being told at any level of leadership that they're expected 

to go through every single [unit], I mean, we made purposefully like too many 

ic projects just for the purpose of having them weeks worth of electronic mus

 available.  

Because of the difference between how the two curricular documents were rolled out, 

Leo’s consideration of whether the writers could be considered curriculum writers is important to 

the understanding of what the role of a curriculum writer is and what constitutes curriculum. 

Because of the union meeting and the specificity around what teachers were being made to 

teach, Leo’s frustration mounted and he was not convinced that the curriculum was even “truly 

revamped.” Leo stated that “we got told that we had to make a day by day curriculum, which 

later we were then told was really just the guide and that it's not a curriculum, it's materials.” 

Kendall also shared frustrations with the shift that happened during the rollout of the first 

curriculum document. Within the writing and planning process, the role of the curriculum writer 

changed and the understanding of what curriculum writing entailed was not adequately detailed. 

However, the writing process of the second document seemed to be more clearly established as 

Russ’s expectations of his role as a curriculum writer seemed to be more aligned with the new 

goals of the document. y just like a Russ explained, “I see it more like as a resource, basicall

giant warehouse of resources to pull into what I’m doing.” The clarity around teaching 

established from the meeting with the union and the Executive Director of Curriculum, 

Instruction, and Assessment potentially allowed for fewer challenges with the writing of the 

second document.   

The curriculum writers experienced a large difference from writing the first document to 

writing the second document, which likely was a product of the union meeting and the need to 

recalibrate the framing of how teachers approached teaching the new general music curriculum. 

Not only did the goals of the documents shift because of this meeting, but the roles of the 
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 curriculum writers and what part of the curriculum they were producing also shifted, and it 

seems that while the goals of the curriculum document were clear from the beginning, the 

expectations of the writers was not clarified until the union meeting. 

Implementation. Much organization, design, and planning went into implementing a 

reform of this nature, two yearlong sequential courses built from a quarter-long course by and 

for middle school general music teachers. While an enactment process includes the design and 

approval for a reform, the implementation process includes the act of realizing a plan or idea, 

from paper to actuality. The implementation of the EHPSD’s curriculum reform included a pilot 

phase and two official rollouts to all the district’s middle school general music teachers plus the 

planned supports to aid teachers with the new curricular documents. Challenges and successes 

of the implementation process were well documented in each participant’s interview. This 

section focuses on the pilot phase, professional development and training for the 

implementation, and the curriculum writer teachers perceptions of student enrollment.   

Pilot Phase. Pilot programs are typically the step between the design process and the 

full rollout of a program. Pilot phases are designed to test a program on a small scale for mainly 

feasibility, challenges, and cost. In some ways, the pilot phase of the EHPSD’s curricular reform 

was a typical pilot program, but in other ways it served as an extension of the design process, 

which makes it less like a traditional pilot program. The pilot phase occurred in five EHPSD 

schools and the general music teachers were to test out the curriculum that had been built from 

the previous summer. While that sounds like a typical pilot, the curriculum writer teachers knew 

they did not have a full General Music I curriculum established. In this way, the pilot phase was 

also for designing the documents.  

Kendall described the pilot program to me:  
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 So, when we ran the first year of it, a lot of time was spent at least on my part, 

nit and I would be planning while we were going, like we would finish a u

planning the next one.  

B: Had you laid out what the units were? 

K: No. 

B Yeah. Okay. Were you all doing the same units?  

K: Nope.     

The understanding that not all teachers were teaching the same activities, let alone units, 

compromises the intent of a pilot program and creates challenges for the implementation  

process that cannot be adjusted to a district-wide rollout. Based on Kendall and Leo’s accounts, 

the nature of the pilot phase was far less linear and far more iterative where teachers would 

teach what they wrote, reflect on it and then move onto another unit or continue creating 

activities within a unit that felt comfortable to them. Kendall continued to describe the pilot 

phases:  

In my experience, it is very much you're gonna run this, go. Now we have 

another year, can you offer up anything [resources, activities] that you have and 

then we'll maybe use that. And then everybody's just kind of on their own and 

there's no revisiting of materials, there's no revising of materials, there's no like 

proper plan put forth. 

When considering this aspect of the implementation process, the pilot phase served as a place 

for designing the curriculum more so than testing the curriculum.  

Professional Development and Training. In order to clearly communicate the ideas of 

the work in the curriculum, Kendall explained the importance of needing middle school general 

music teachers to be required to attend professional development sessions or trainings about 
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 the new documents. Kendall described her effort to get Theo to approve a required professional 

learning day for the new curriculum:  

fessional learning day in We begged Theo, please just put, you know, for the pro

the fall, please just make a note that if you're teaching the course, you have to 

go to this session instead of whatever the choir session is or the band session or 

ere there who, whatever. And they didn't. And so it was like half the teachers w

who were doing this program, which was really frustrating. 

She later recounted how teachers would come find her and ask her to explain parts of the 

teaching from the document, and she said she suggested they attend her professional learning 

session on it, which they then did not join. While providing learning opportunities for teachers 

can help alleviate music skills and content knowledge that may seem daunting, teachers ought 

to take advantage of these opportunities in order to reap the benefit.  

Perceptions of Student Enrollment. As detailed in the theory of action above, 

evaluating enrollment data crosses the boundary from a process evaluation to an impact 

evaluation. The new curriculum has only been fully implemented for one and a half full school 

years, making enrollment data not completely useful for evaluation purposes yet. Even so, all 

the participants talked about their perceptions of student enrollment in their placements. The 

discussion of enrollment as it pertains to this process evaluation, requires a contextual 

understanding and an acknowledgement of the many confounding factors at play.  

First, the move to a yearlong schedule naturally created fine arts recruitment issues. Not 

only do students get to choose classes from all the fine arts classes, but they also choose from 

foreign language and computer science classes. The foreign language courses allow students 

to get high school credits during their middle school experience. Kendall, Leo, and Russ all 

spoke about the issue with foreign language. Leo brought up the yearlong scheduling as an 

inhibitor to student choice because in order to take general music “…they have to give up…a 
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 foreign language which they get high school credit for…” While seventh and eighth grade 

students are not forced into a quarter of general music anymore, their choice has been reduced 

to two classes, choices between all fine arts courses, foreign languages, and computer science 

classes. All three writers documented this as a recruitment issue and a potential hinderance to 

the enrollment in the General Music I and II courses. Kendall explained that “there's a lot of 

things that they can choose from. So, it, I mean, it becomes a recruitment issue.”  

 If the goal of the curriculum is to appeal to students that are not already in the large 

ensemble classroom, seeing an influx of student enrollment may not provide enough context to 

judge the reform as successful or not. For example, moving to the yearlong schedule stops 

students from being forced into the general music quarter classes. Therefore, the nature of the 

schedule shift alone decreases your general music class enrollment. If a school does succeed 

with the newly written curriculum and is able to capture students not normally in music classes, 

the newly enrolled students would potentially offset the students not forced to attend the class. 

Regardless, discussions of enrollment shifts need to be laced with heavy contextualization for 

these aforementioned reasons. Russ comments on the delicate nature of student enrollment:     

As much as I think that this is a more engaging and a more holistic approach to 

teaching general music, we, Lafayette Middle School, does not reflect higher 

degrees of interest in general music due to this pilot. Like we, our General Music 

II classes [are] about 6 or 7 kids consistently for the past, I don't know. I mean, I 

think, I can't remember the last year I didn't teach it, and it's been less than 10 

kids for a long time now.   

Understanding the context and nature of enrollment in this reform is important to the process of 

evaluating its success. While I find this important to understanding the success of this reform’s 

implementation process, Theo wants to see increased enrollments in these general music 
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 classes because as he explained “enrollment numbers drive my program.” But he also seems to 

have realistic expectations on how soon he could expect to see increased enrollments:  

B: Do you think you've seen an uptick in enrollment?  

T: No, not yet.  

B: Yeah?  

T: No, not yet for sure…That’s okay. I’m okay with that because I feel like we’ll 

get the kids that really wanna be there 

Student Learning. By far, my most frequently used code throughout all my participant 

interviews as I passed through my data had to do with students and student learning. Even if a 

visual arts schedule change is the instigator of this policy enactment, Theo turned it into an 

opportunity for reform, reform that could potentially improve student music learning outcomes, 

increase music course access, and provide ways to learn music. Kendall, Leo, and Russ also 

focused a lot of their interviews on students and student learning as well when they spoke about 

using the curriculum documents in their classes to best suit the needs of their students. The 

code and code cluster that I used to determine this final theme was (a) rationale for change and 

participation, and (b) expansion of EHPSD music education through the new general music 

curriculum.       

Rationale for Change and Participation. Theo’s deep consideration for the students of 

EHPSD is rooted in his early teaching experiences when he answered a question about why he 

supported a curriculum that involved popular music styles and non-traditional literacy:  

ins of the conservatory training I found myself immediately, um, loosening the re 

that I came from and recognizing that in order to inspire and empower kids, I had 

to meet them where they were…so that forced me into using the popular music 
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 n I could teach that I listened to, to kind of get kids. And once I got them, the

them about classical technique or I could teach them about techniques to sing 

t of the ethe music that they wanna sing better. So, that just always became a ten

work that I did, um, in my own teaching. And, you know, I felt like one of the 

things that I did well in my career was, um, getting kids to buy in and getting kids 

to believe in, um, the program. And that only comes from knowing them and 

allowing them to see you. So, I think it started with all of that. 

Kendall explained how her beliefs about general music were informed by what she 

believed her students needed from general music and admits that writing the curriculum and 

teaching general music students has helped her adapt this value to her teaching:      

I think the other problem is just exposure and how music is taught. You know, we 

rely on traditionally Western European, this Anglo-centric way of teaching music, 

and the goal with something like general music is to start pulling kids away from 

that and give them other ways of accessing it [music]. Um, I have done way more 

of that in the last couple years after we completed the writing of that year of 

curriculum.  

Throughout Leo’s interview, students were coming in and out of his classroom to check-

in and chat with him. Leo holds his students in high regard and enjoys teaching them. At one 

point, he told me, “We have fun. We're laughing. We're joking. Like, so there's a definite 

welcome environment that I feel. Like with the previous curriculum it was okay, ready, done, 

ready, next, done.” As part of the yearlong schedule shift, Leo seized the extra time to connect 

with his students on a deeper level.  

Russ consistently reflected on ways that his beliefs about what students should know in 

music education were represented in how he approached the curriculum writing. For instance, 

he explained:  
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 For me, I know that we need to have a more…holistic music experience in 

general music. And I know that while there are a lot of things I think that kids 

need to know that are not necessarily like, already a part of their worldview or a 

part of our popular culture, um, I know that it can be very effective to start where 

they are.  

At one point in Russ’s interview, it almost seems as if his interest in music technology was 

based in a desire to better meet the needs of his students when he explained, “I'm not afraid to 

like do more with technology if it makes the student experience better, but makes it a little bit 

more work for myself.” 

These beliefs and values connected to the curriculum writing process for Kendall, Leo, 

and Russ and can be seen in the units, the tasks, the variation, the genres, and the types of 

learning represented in the curricular documents. Despite challenges and a pandemic, all four 

participants held their students’ learning needs in high regard and created a curriculum 

document that reflected those beliefs and values.    

Expansion of EHPSD music education through GMI and II. Between Theo and the 

curriculum writers, many comments were made about wanting to expand the musical offerings 

of EHPSD music courses and how this general music curriculum could do that. Participants 

emphasized how the new curriculum documents expanded on creativity, the types of genres 

taught, and how those genres were taught. Russ talked a lot about needing to meet the needs 

of students while simultaneously needing to include repertoire outside of what’s typical of the 

large ensemble classrooms in the curriculum document:  

We have examples of more recent music scattered throughout the curriculum, 

but, um, we're just trying to grow our, our set of skills in teaching students to 

actually make this music, which is not something that we've always had the 

curriculum and the tools to do.  
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 Russ’s perspective points to the curriculum documents as being more inclusive of other 

musics and modes of musical transmission. Later on in his interview he discussed the various 

ways students learn music literacy in the curriculum and how it differs from standard notation, 

but leads into standard notation. He spoke about ”what's trickier for them is like they, it's, 

in for the musical styles that are in the book, but at a certain -there's like a much quicker buy

that, it becomes technical again.” point in the book, the riffs, the patterns  

Again, to Kendall’s quote from above where she described exposure to new ways of 

learning musical literacy when she said, “we rely on traditionally Western European, this Anglo-

centric way of teaching music, and the goal with something like general music is to start pulling 

kids away from that and give them other ways of accessing it.” Since the writing of the 

curriculum document, Kendall admitted to teaching this way far more often.  

Finally, Leo discussed the creativity facets of the curricular documents. I asked him if he 

focuses a lot on the songwriting and composing parts of the curriculum. Initially he told me that 

“it really depends on the class,” but that oftentimes, his students are not as interested in the 

creating their own songs and pieces of music. But he elaborated on creativity in his classroom 

by saying that “a lot of times it ends up being, help me make an arrangement of this. What 

enters first, what enters second, what strong pattern are we using, um, what comping pattern 

are we using? Um, so they get their creativity that way.” Even though the general music 

classroom may not be predominantly focused on creating new music material, a lot of creativity 

goes into song arrangement projects and music technology projects that teach sampling and 

beat creation. The curricular emphasis on creativity and the creating NCAS standard shifts the 

emphasis from more typical large ensemble classrooms.  

Participant Interview Conclusions  

Theo’s within case themes give a large, overarching picture of the reform, showing the 

role of the EHPSD music supervisor as an instigator of change, even if that change was 
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 predetermined by the school board regarding a shift in the visual arts scheduling. Understanding 

Theo’s beliefs and values of teaching and student learning defined his rationale for the reform, 

and his goals for the curriculum based off of his rationale set the tone for the reform and shaped 

the nature of the entire enactment and implementation process.  

The cross-case themes I developed reflect the intimate details of the enactment and 

implementation process. The three curriculum writer participants’ beliefs and values about 

music teaching and learning seemed to be aligned with Theo’s, which led to a writing and 

planning process that grappled with how to fully realize those beliefs and values. Taking the 

vision that was translated into the curriculum documents and extending it to the EHPSD middle 

school general music teachers to implement was fraught with challenges, some that resulted in 

a union dispute with Theo, showing strong teacher agency in the face of adversity. However, 

feedback was given, changes were made, and the teachers, Theo, and the district officials 

persisted with the reform. Finally, all the participants continued returning to their students—

student learning needs and their well-being. While Theo’s rationale for the reform centered 

students, the curriculum writers also had student learning and student well-being at the front of 

their designing and writing process. These six themes detail the reform process and start to 

uncover if the implementation was accomplished with fidelity. 

 Figure 4.5 below gives an overview of the six within-case and across-case themes that I 

documented above. Because of the complex nature of the curriculum reform, I chose to 

represent the themes as a rhizome, capturing the interconnected nature of this particular design 

and implementation process. The bottom part of the display illustrates the socio-cultural 

connections between all the actors that contributed to the spiral-like design and enactment 

process, with Theo, the music supervisor, and Kendall, Leo, and Russ, the curriculum writers, 

highlighted due to their pivotal roles. The plum-colored circles specifically represent the other 

curriculum writers that contributed in various ways to the design process and the plum-colored 

diamonds represent the various district level folks and resources that were involved in the 
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 enactment process. The interdependent web is meant to illustrate a generally democratic 

process.  

Figure 4.5 

Music Supervisor and Curriculum Writers Within-case and Across-case Theme Presentation 

 

The top part of the display illustrates the themes that sprouted from the reform process 

as understood by Theo and the writers. The larger peach-colored diamonds represent Theo’s 

within-case themes and the larger, pink-colored diamonds represent across-case themes that 

included overlap with Theo’s themes. The pink-colored circles represent the across-case 

themes that I predominantly determined from the curriculum writers interviews. On each of the 

theme stems, more diamonds and circles represent the subthemes that made up the 

overarching six themes, again diamonds representing district level influence and the circles 

representing teacher level influences. For example, under the theme Implementation, the 

experiences from the curriculum writers regarding the pilot phase and professional development 

and training were strictly understood through their insights; however, Theo’s insights alongside 

the writers insights certainly contributed to the sub-theme perceptions of enrollment. The 
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 general overview of the theme depiction alludes to the messy, yet organic nature of the design 

and enactment process.       

Teachers’ Perceptions of Agency Implementing a General Music Curriculum (RQ 3) 

When asked to indicate their perceived level of support and communication from district 

leadership, many participants reported a general lack of communication and/or professional 

development leading up to the curricular change, with “a little bit” being the modal frequency 

item. Further, when asked how much teacher opinions were considered during the curricular 

revision, participants indicated, almost unanimously, that their opinions were not considered or 

only considered in “a little bit.” In contrast, more teachers reported receiving “a moderate 

amount” of professional development since the curricular change. Table 4.1 includes measures 

of central tendency for teachers’ perceptions of communication and professional development 

support during the curricular change.  

Table 4.1 

Teachers’ Perceptions of Communication from Leadership and Professional Development 
Support in Preparation for and Following the Middle School General Music Curriculum Change 
 

Questionnaire item text 
 

Teacher Responses (n = 9) 

 Mean Mode 

How much communication did you receive from district 
leadership in preparation for the move to yearlong middle school 
general music? 

3 2*  

How much professional development support did you receive 
from district leadership in preparation for the move to yearlong 
middle school general music? 

2.33 2* 

How much professional development support have you received 
from district leadership since the move to yearlong middle school 
general music? 

2.33 
Bimodal: 

2*  
3*  

How much were teacher opinions considered during the move to 
yearlong middle school general music and associate curricular 
change? 

2.11 2*  

*Responses measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = none to 5 = a great deal 
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 I measured teachers’ agency using an ecological conception of teacher agency, which 

includes three dimensions: iterational, projective, and practical-evaluative (Priestly, Biesta, & 

Robinson, 2016). Participants self-report perceptions of agency were generally strong, 

particularly in the iterational dimension which dealt primarily with teachers’ conceptions of if and 

how they value the curriculum, whether they had the knowledge and skills to teach the 

curriculum, whether they felt they did their best to teach the curriculum, and if they had control 

over what they teach within the curriculum. Teachers’ perceptions in the projective dimension—

whether teachers felt confidence in planning activities, if planning activities from the curriculum 

was valuable, and whether they could enact short and/or long term student learning goals—

were more consistent, with a mode of “agree” across all items. Within the practical-evaluative 

dimension, which dealt with whether teachers had the space and equipment to be successful, 

whether teachers had support from colleagues and administration, and whether they felt they 

had the abilities to make the best decisions, participants reported a strong sense of agency 

related to their classroom setup and individual decision-making. Regarding support from 

colleagues, participants’ responses were bimodal, with some indicating strong agreement and 

others remaining neutral. This is perhaps due to differing experiences with collegial relationships 

in their individual school communities. On average, participants did not indicate feeling 

supported by administration (mode = 2; “disagree”). Table 4.2 includes all items within the three 

dimensions of ecological agency as well as measures of central tendency for teachers’ 

responses.  
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 Table 4.2 

Teachers’ Self-Report Perceptions of Agency Across Three Dimensions (n = 20) 
 
 Teacher ratings 

 Mean Mode* 

Iterational dimension   
 I do my best to teach the content of the general music curriculum 4.40 5  
The content of the general music curriculum is valuable 4.25 4  
 I have control over what I teach and how I teach it 3.85 5  
 I have the knowledge and skills to effectively teach the general music 
curriculum 3.55 3  

Projective dimension   
Planning teaching and learning activities based on the general music 
curriculum is valuable to me as a teacher 3.90 5  

I am able to enact short-term student learning goals outlined in the general 
music curriculum  4.15 4  

I am able to enact long-term student learning goals outlined in the general 
music curriculum 3.85 4  

I am confident planning activities based on the general music curriculum 3.55 4  
Practical-evaluative dimension   
I have the materials (e.g., instruments, documents) I need to teach the 
general music curriculum 4.20 4  

I have the classroom space and technology I need to teach the general 
music curriculum  3.65 4 

I experience support from colleagues in my district for planning and teaching 
learning activities for my general music class(es) 3.70 

Bimodal: 
3 
5  

I am able to make decisions about what works best for my students while 
teaching the general music curriculum 4.10 5  

I experience administrative support (e.g., scheduling, workload, size of 
class) for planning teaching and learning activities for my general music 
class(es) 

2.40 2  

*Responses measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 
strongly agree 
 

To test the reliability of the agency items included on the MTPAS I ran a Cronbach a 

measurement in Stata. Internal reliability for the MTPAS agency items was strong (a = 0.869). 

Since the sample was small (N = 20), reliability should be interpreted with caution. Additionally, 

because of the highly-contextualized nature of the study, survey results are only generalizable 

to the EHPSD community. With careful interpretation, however, it is possible that results from 

this study could be instructive to similar school districts implementing a curricular reform in 

music. 
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 Teachers’ Conceptions of the Alignment Between Curriculum and Practice (RQ 4) 

Most teachers indicated that their personal teaching philosophy aligned with the content 

of the general music curriculum (n = 13 selected “agree” or “strongly agree”), and many also 

reported that they felt that their teaching style aligned with the content of the curriculum (n = 12 

selected “agree” or “strongly agree”). In interviews, Leo and Russ both described interactions 

with colleagues who approached the new curriculum in a “plug and play” manner, implementing 

activities in the exact format and order indicated in the shared LMS modules. Overall, it seems 

that a) the objectives and learning goals of the curriculum were valued by the teachers, and b) 

the versatility of the documents allowed for teachers to use the curriculum how they chose. This 

was likely particularly useful for those teachers that preferred to teach other music areas outside 

of general music (n = 14). Russ detailed this in his interview when he compared his experience 

with the curriculum to his fellow band directors experience:  

“ ike, she's a great example of someone who just we l ,the other band director

plugs in what the curriculum writers write and then has a lot of success with 

Cuz for me, I helped write it, but I also like, am much more willing to adapt on …it

” the fly. Do my own thing.  

Her music education experiences as a band teacher may have centered building the skills 

required to teach band over general music, especially secondary general music.    

While many teachers reported personally aligning with the content of the new curriculum, it 

is worth noting that some disagreed with the notion of their philosophy (n = 5) or teaching style 

(n = 4) aligning with the new curricular content. When asked about students’ interests and 

developmental needs, the distribution of responses was more varied:  

My students’ interests align with the content of the general music curriculum (n = 

4 disagree; n = 8 neutral; n = 8 agree)  
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 My students’ developmental needs are supported by the content of the general 

music curriculum (n = 3 disagree; n = 7 neutral; n = 10 agree). 

The scattered findings from the student interest and development questions were 

addressed in Kendall’s interview when she said:  

Between me and Theo in particular, Theo’s all about, you know, the kids should 

be playing every single day and I don't necessarily disagree with that, but at a 

point when they don't have the skills, it's just frustrating for them and so I don't 

necessarily agree with that. I think that it should be as much an appreciation 

class as it is like a playing and performing type of thing. That's in my experience, 

they're not in my class cuz they want to perform. 

B: From what I've seen in the writing of the first year, though, that's not what you 

wrote. 

K: I know…because the expectation was, again, and I've heard it time and time 

again, those kids need to be playing every day, every day. 

While she did not dwell on this point for long, Kendall discussed the discord between her and 

Theo’s understanding of what middle school students need in their general music class. Kendall 

saw students as being uninterested in some of the performing materials covered by the 

curriculum.     

I conducted an exploratory analysis to uncover any possible associations across 

participants’ years of teaching experience and preferred content area. Using Stata, I collapsed 

the survey question that asked about the number of years teachers had been teaching public 

school into a binary variable, dividing the sample by early and middle/later career teachers: 

taught five or fewer year (n = 7); taught six or more years (n = 13). I collapsed this variable at 

the five year teaching mark because in certain states, including the one in this study, 
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 certification requirements necessitate a specific amount of professional development or 

education hours to be accrued by the first five years in the profession. The survey question 

regarding teachers’ teaching preference was a categorical variable that I also collapsed into a 

binary variable; teachers preferred general music as their primary content area (n = 6); teachers 

preferred a content area other than general music (n = 14). Items from this section of the 

MTPAS are presented in Table 4.3:  

Table 4.3 

Comparison of Teacher Perceptions Across Years of Experience and Preferred Content Area 
 

Note. * p < .05 

I ran 18 total χ2 statistical tests with nine teacher agency variables tabulated with both 

years of teaching experience and general music preference. While several items approached 

significance, I found one significant association between teachers’ teaching experience with 

having the skills to teach the new curriculum. Veteran teachers (6+ years of teaching) had more 

Question stem 
 Veteran teachers 

(6+ years) and new 
teachers (5- years) 

 Teachers that do 
and do not prefer 

teaching GM  
  

X2 df p  X2 df p 

The content of the general music curriculum is valuable 
 

3.263 2 .196 
 

1.868 2 .393 

I have the necessary knowledge & skills to teach the 
general music curriculum 

 
7.912* 3 .048 

 
2.381 3 .497 

I do my best to teach the content of the general music 
curriculum 

 
1.001 2 .606 

 
3.862 2 .145 

I have control over what I teach & how I teach it 
 

2.564 4 .633 
 

3.492 4 .479 

My personal teaching philosophy aligns with the middle 
school general music curriculum 

 
1.221 3 .748 

 
3.333 3 .343 

My teaching style aligns with the middle school general 
music curriculum 

 
4.005 4 .405 

 
6.243 4 .182 

My students’ interests are aligned with the middle school 
general music curriculum 

 
1.633 3 .652 

 
4.269 3 .234 

My students’ developmental needs are supported by the 
content of the middle school general music curriculum 

 
1.293 3 .731 

 
2.313 3 .51 

Planning teaching and learning activities based on the 
general music curriculum is valuable to me as a teacher 

 
4.223 4 .377 

 
3.674 4 .452 
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 polarizing responses about whether they felt they had the skills to teach the new curriculum 

(strongly agree = 5, disagree = 3), while newer teachers had responses that clumped in the 

middle (neutral to agree responses) about having the skills to teach the new curriculum. The 

veteran teacher responses could be due to a few different factors. The veteran teachers, who 

responded strongly agree to having the skills to teach, may have contributed in some capacity 

to the curriculum writing. Another possibility is that veteran teachers are more calcified in their 

beliefs about their skills whether that includes the concepts covered in the curriculum or not. A 

third possibility could be that these teachers preferred teaching other music classes and 

therefore felt their training had not adequately prepared them or that they preferred general 

music and therefore felt like they had these skills. I found no statistically significant associations 

between teachers that preferred general music to having increased perceptions of agency with 

the curriculum documents.  

Within this process evaluation, nonsignificant associations are, in and of themselves, a 

finding. As detailed in the document analysis, as well as in participant interviews, the versatile  

nature of the documents has potentially allowed for the flexibility in how teachers teach—using it 

and adapting it to their classes and goals or using it in a day-to-day way. Thus, it could be 

assumed that teachers would have varied experience and perceptions such that responses 

would not cluster by other latent variables.   

Mixed Methods Analysis 

In the opening of this chapter, I reported findings describing the many aspects of the 

nature of the EHPSD curriculum reform. Following separate qualitative and quantitative 

analysis, I mixed the data for the purpose of comparing and triangulating results across the 

totality of the process evaluation. In this section, I begin with a brief overview of all the 

participant actors’ perceptions of enrollment shifts since the implementation of GMI and GMII. I 

then discuss an intertwining matrix of my data points. I conclude the chapter by synthesizing the 
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 strengths and weaknesses of the theory of action and evaluate if the process part of the reform 

was ultimately implemented with fidelity. This will serve as the mixed analysis of data and give a 

bird’s eye view of the EHPSD reform overall.      

Perceptions of Enrollment  

Six of the nine teachers that taught prior to the curriculum change perceived fewer 

(answering many fewer or fewer) students to be enrolled in their general music courses. Theo 

and the curriculum writers corroborated this finding. As reported above, when I asked Theo if he 

had seen an uptick in enrollment, he replied, that he had not yet, but alluded to carefully tracking 

enrollment data each semester and said that he has been sharing that data with the general 

music teachers. Leo echoed this sentiment, saying that he has generally seen a decline in his 

general music enrollment numbers; however, Leo perceived an overall shift in his student 

population because his classes no longer included band, choir, or orchestra kids as they did on 

the exploratory quarter schedule. Leo suggested that the decrease in enrollment has far more to 

do with potentially losing students to world language classes, where students earn high school 

credit, than with anything related to the new curriculum or the schedule being yearlong. 

Regarding enrollment, Leo said: “I don't know if with more time it'll shift, cuz like I'm trying to 

ing that he actively tried to ,” showpresent my kids more publicly, um, to get community interest

recruit students into general music.  

Open-ended responses from the MTPAS present contradictory messages about 

enrollment. One teacher, a choir specialist, explained that their choir classes had far fewer 

students enrolled since the district-wide yearlong general music implementation, and that their 

seventh and eighth grade general music classes had increased enrollment; however, another 

teacher, another curriculum writer, explained they had far fewer students enrolled in their 

general music classes. 
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 Because general music was previously offered as part of the compulsory arts wheel, a 

natural ebb in enrollment was likely an outcome based on the schedule change alone. 

Enrollment as an outcome measure has many confounding factors, not the least of which is the 

history threat of the COVID-19 pandemic. Enrollment should be tracked over time beginning 

from the first year of the district-wide implementation of GMI. Giving teachers more time to get 

comfortable teaching the curriculum and allowing for natural teacher recruitment opportunities 

as Leo mentioned above, could potentially grow enrollment. Considering Theo’s additional goal 

of seeing different student populations in the general music classroom could also be used as an 

outcome measure. Building musical skills and knowledge, outside of the methods used in the 

large ensemble classrooms, could capture increased student enrollment. More time will tell.  

Data Matrix  

To illustrate points of confirmation and contradiction between the multiple strands of 

qualitative and quantitative data in this study, I created a data convergence matrix (Fitzpatrick, 

2016). This matrix, Figure 4.6 below, catalogues the interview participants on the left of the table 

and the overlapping themes on the top of the table—main and subthemes are presented. The 

themes found between both Theo and the writers are (a) Rationale for change, (b) Beliefs, (c) 

Challenges, (d) Goals of the document, and (e) Perceptions of student enrollment. The 

horizontal dotted line in between the writers row and Theo’s row represents the commonality 

between the two groups of participants. The peach and plum colors represent the predominant 

MTPAS response themes overlapping with the interview themes. The peach color represents a 

general counter finding to the theme and the plum color represents a general affirming finding to 

the theme. The larger the circle, the greater alignment between the survey and the interview 

findings. The affirming nested themes corroborate the experiences and perceptions of each of 

the data strands. The counter themes that arose from the MTPAS responses are in concurrence 

with the affirming responses showing that the survey results were mixed.   
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 Figure 4.6  

Mixed Methods Data Convergence Matrix (Fitzpatrick, 2016)  
 

                   

Evaluating the Theory of Action  

My analysis is, in part, an empirical test of the theory of action I developed from the data 

collected from EHPSD’s curriculum reform. My analysis of the theory of action is based strictly 

on the unique details related to EHPSD and their specific reform, and not based in how this 

theory of action compares across districts. While limited, this analysis includes insight into the 

efficacy of EHPSD’s curriculum reform, necessary for considerations of future research and 

potential models for future general music curriculum reform. My overall analysis shows that 

while not without struggles, the reform was implemented mostly with fidelity.         

Even though the reform was generally implemented with fidelity, the process was messy 

due to lack of detailed communication and professional development regarding how teachers 

were to use the documents. First, a breakdown occurred between Theo, the executive director 

for Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment, and the teacher’s union. Upfront communication 
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 between these groups may have facilitated a more straightforward process with clear 

expectations of what can and cannot be asked of teachers potentially resulting in more unified 

documents between GMI and GMII and a clearer definition of the role of the curriculum writers. 

Second, curriculum writers were not given enough time prior to the pilot phase to create a full 

yearlong curriculum, resulting in curriculum writers feeling that the pilot phase was disorganized 

and stressful. Additionally, more time for curriculum writers to complete the full year of 

curriculum before the pilot phase would have allowed for a more typical pilot program where all 

pilot teachers would have taught the same material and would have reported on scalability to 

the rest of the district. Finally, the nine teachers that taught general music both before and after 

the reform overwhelmingly reported (Table 4.1) negative experiences with administrative 

support and resources given. Teacher survey participants reported similar responses regarding 

administrative support with 65% of teachers claiming they disagreed or strongly disagreed about 

having support. Classroom resources included in the curriculum documents were distributed in 

spurts and support and professional development opportunities lacked. Making parts of this 

curriculum reform more explicit from the beginning is important to enacting a more efficient 

process.   

Even with the obstacles presented above, two yearlong curriculum documents were 

successfully written. Materials, technology, and space were generally distributed to middle 

school general music teachers to successfully implement this curriculum. The tools needed for 

district-wide implementation were in place at the time of data collection, allowing teachers to be 

able to carry out the curriculum as presented. For these two main reasons, the theory of action 

holds and the implementation was enacted with fidelity.  

Chapter Conclusions  

Taken together, the four strands of analysis presented in this chapter confirm the 

complex nature of a process evaluation. The localized nature of the reform, and in particular, the 
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 music supervisor overseeing the enactment and implementation process facilitated a process 

which, overall, centered student learning and teacher strengths. EHPSD teachers acting as the 

curriculum writers was key in creating a flexible document that ultimately allowed all middle 

school general music teachers to adapt and implement content for their students. The burdens 

and stress put on teachers due to the COVID-19 pandemic drew out the pilot phase of the 

enactment process and is not to be underestimated; however, the move to online learning also 

acted as a necessary catalyst to secure the technology resources needed to teach GMI and 

GMII. While this is a process evaluation of a reform specific to EHPSD and the theory of action 

would likely not hold up in another district, the process described here can act as a model for 

how to build district specific curriculum reform theories of action.  
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 Chapter 5: Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to conduct a process evaluation of the enactment and 

implementation of a curriculum reform to understand its effects on teacher instruction and 

professional agency in the classroom. I formulated four research questions to guide this inquiry. 

The first and second research questions sought to illuminate the process of a curriculum reform, 

first through uncovering the nature of a curriculum reform and second to detail the enactment of 

a middle school general music curriculum. The third and fourth research questions focus on 

teachers’ experiences with the curriculum reform, as it specifically relates to their perceptions of 

agency and alignment between the curriculum document and their teaching.  

I frame this chapter through the various lyrics of Mos Def’s Sunshine and The 5th 

Dimension’s Age of Aquarius (Let the Sunshine In) to reiterate the importance of what Priestley 

and colleagues (2015) refer to as an emergent agentic phenomenon in constructing localized 

reform efforts: “achieved by individuals, through the interplay of personal capacities, resources, 

affordances, and constraints of the environment” (2015, p. 19). This serves as an important 

representation of the many emergent strands that came together in this reform to enact change 

despite adversity and risk.  

I begin this chapter with a brief overview of my research findings, particularly as they 

relate to the subsequent discussion and implications for the field of music education. This 

includes a comprehensive look at the process evaluation—curricular document analysis 

findings, interview themes, survey results—framed by the theory of action. In the second 

section, I discuss results relating to existing research and scholarship about curriculum design 

in music education. This section ends with an overview of curricular implications for music 

education.  

In the third section, I situate my study among previous education and music education 

policy and/or program evaluations. The relevant aspects of evaluations that I discuss include 
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 teacher effectiveness, professional development, enrollment, theory of action, curricular 

document and teaching alignment and how it relates to teacher agency, and the need for local 

control. I conclude this section with a list of implications for the music education field. Finally, I 

conclude this chapter with suggestions for future research in music education in regard to 

curriculum reform.     

Overview of Findings  

The nature of the EHPSD general music curriculum process was multi-faceted, messy, 

and localized—specific to the needs of this district. The reform was interrupted by the COVID-19 

pandemic, an unprecedented set of circumstances which simultaneously created unaccounted 

for stress and fear in students and teachers and created a unique climate that facilitated access 

to the necessary technology resources for implementation of much of the curriculum. The 

document analysis showed that an emphasis was placed on using technology as a tool to teach 

music skills and knowledge relating to creating, producing, and arranging music; teaching 

cultural musics of China, Japan, Latin American, and South and West Africa; and learning to 

play popular music style instruments, specifically guitar, bass, keyboard, drums, and ukulele. 

The curriculum documents also showed a difference in how the curricular resources were 

constructed, where GMI is more obviously a specific day-to-day curriculum and GMII is based in 

projects that can result in a day-to-day curriculum, but that give more room for flexibility.  

The pilot phase of the enactment process served as an extension to the curriculum 

writing phase and was messy and unclear for the writers. This combined with the COVID-19 

pandemic made teaching the pilot program challenging. As the pilot program came to a close, 

the district-wide implementation plan came to fruition; however, teachers, the curriculum writers, 

and the music supervisor all reported a failing of the lack of professional development and 

training for teachers, particularly those that did not have a hand in writing the documents.  
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 Concerning teachers, I found that, overall, EHPSD middle school general music 

teachers had a strong sense of agency in almost every dimension of the ecological agency 

scale (iterational, projective, and practical-evaluative agency items). One notable exception to 

this finding was participants’ negative responses to the item about adequate administrative 

support. I found one statistically significant association between teachers teaching experience, 

and their sense of whether or not they had skills to teach the new curriculum: newer teacher 

responses clumped around the middle neutral and agree levels while veteran teachers’ 

responses were more polarized.  Teachers indicated a belief in the value of the curriculum 

content and reported they felt overall philosophically aligned with both contents and method, a 

finding that was corroborated through curriculum writer interviews. Based on my analysis of the 

structure of the curriculum as well as interviews with the writers, it seems that at least some of 

teachers’ agreeability with the reform had to do with the versatility of the documents allowing for 

flexibility of use within their own teaching style. Additionally, Theo and the curriculum writers 

independently indicated a student-driven rationale for the reform and content.  

Taken altogether, a review of the theory of action shows that the reform was 

implemented with relative fidelity despite some links being weak. The curriculum writers would 

have perhaps benefitted from additional clarity and detail regarding the nature of their charge 

and/or guidance with structure during the writing process. Because the pilot phase also moonlit 

as a continuation of the writing and design process, some obstacles arose for the pilot program 

schools and teacher writers in those schools. The linking phase between the construction of the 

curriculum documents and the district-wide implementation needed to include more professional 

development, support, and training in order to belie teachers’ agitations with teaching GMI and 

GMII. Despite these weaknesses in the theory of action, the reform process came to fruition with 

implementation of the second general music class during the 2022-23 school year: two yearlong 

curriculum documents were created, resources for the curriculum were distributed, more 

general music classes were added, and the classes ran as planned.  
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 Curriculum Design Process  

Harmony and understanding                                                                                              

Sympathy and trust abounding  

No more falsehoods or derisions  

Gold living dreams of visions  

Mystic crystal revelation  

And the mind’s true liberation  

Aquarius  

Aquarius (The 5th Dimension, 1969)  

 
The curriculum document findings can be situated within current music education 

literature and have implications for the field of music education. It makes sense to begin this 

curricular discussion by reviewing prominent philosophical documents written about music 

education curriculum to show how these documents and the details surrounding their 

construction fit within previous conceptions of music education curriculum. Findings from this 

study can also be situated within the scholarly literature related to learning to play popular music 

style instruments, revamping the multi-cultural aspects of the previous curriculum to be more 

aligned with culturally relevant pedagogical practice, and using technology as a tool to teach 

music skills and knowledge. I conclude this section with implications for secondary general 

music and music curriculum reform generally.  

Curriculum Design in Music Education  

Jorgensen (2008) describes a process for design and instruction for teaching music by 

outlining seven principles in which she finds value. While many of Jorgensen’s guiding positions 

are beyond the scope of this study, her first principle centers students as the purpose for 

instruction which aligns directly with Theo and the curriculum writers’ rationale for the reform 

and writing of the documents. Jorgensen warns about centering music or the performance 

product over the student. Another of Jorgensen’s principles concerns the teacher as artist. She 

suggests that the music being taught needs to follow its authentic musical tradition and that the 
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 teacher needs to be intimately aware of that tradition. The EHPSD curriculum documents align 

the popular music style instruments with non-Western notional practices. This is also supported 

by Green’s work with learning popular music (2002). In these ways, the EHPSD curriculum 

documents algin with Jorgensen’s notions of curriculum design and consequent instruction.   

Reimer (2003) presents a model of comprehensive general music curriculum that sets 

out to answer why, what, when, and how regarding contents and pedagogy. According to 

Reimer, the design of curriculum should move through seven phases, which include: values, 

conceptualized, systematized, interpreted, operational, experienced, and expectational phases. 

The values and conceptualized phases document the underpinning philosophy, psychology, and 

child development aspects of a curriculum. The systematized and interpreted phases are the 

stages of skill sequencing and professional understandings of a curriculum. The operational and 

experienced phases are the teaching and learning between teachers and students with the 

expectational phase including what the larger education field and society want from the 

curriculum.  

The curriculum writers’ process creating the EHPSD curriculum documents follow a 

similar pattern to Reimer’s seven curriculum phases. A primary catalyst for the reform was 

Theo’s dual belief in student-focused curriculum and the expertise of EHPSD teachers. The 

writers’ beliefs were at the forefront of the document writing process and informed by their 

personal music teaching philosophies as well as experiences working with middle school age 

students. The collective nature of teachers’ experiences and beliefs seems to have served the 

district well. However, formally, the documents were not informed by any one underlying 

philosophy or learning theory. Based on Reimer’s recommendations, the documents may have 

been better organized if a single mission or theory had undergirded the documents. The most 

focused phases of the EHPSD writing process were the systematized and interpreted phases 

that included the sequencing and the district-wide distribution to the teachers. Reimer’s 

operational and experienced phases align with the EHPSD implementation process and the 
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 expectational phase can be seen as the enactment and planning process leading up to the 

curriculum writing and pilot program. Reimer’s conception of general music curriculum is a clear 

model for developing and implementing curriculum and ought to be used by future districts 

wanting to enact similar changes.  

Overarching Learning Concepts of the GMI and GMII documents  

EHPSD’s curriculum can be seen as a model of the many progressive tenets 

researchers espouse in the higher education music education field. The curriculum documents, 

mirrored on the creating, performing, and responding artistic processes of the National Core 

Arts Standards (NCAS), emphasize the use of performing and creating music on popular music 

instruments individually and in small groups; learning to manipulate music technology tools in 

service to creating and producing music; and finally understanding small aspects of culture 

through music and dance. Knowing that the blueprint for a document of this nature is available 

to general music teachers is important to establishing school and district education values. 

While written curricula and pedagogical approaches are certainly not guaranteed to be aligned, 

these documents signify to teachers what is important to the music supervisor and to the district, 

and likely informs Theo’s hiring and managing duties and practices.      

Learning Popular Music Style Instruments. The EHPSD general music curriculum 

outlines the teaching of popular music style instruments using transmission practices authentic 

to learning popular music genres. These are practices and instruments that have been well 

documented in music education literature (Allsup, 2003, 2011; Green, 2002). 

Allsup (2003) explores mutual music learning communities of young people who create 

music in ways not often found in school music learning communities. He documented ways in 

which peer learning benefited students, not through transmission of skill building, but through 

the process of discovery. While small group learning is not mandated in the EHPSD curriculum 
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 documents, it was definitely a value of Theo and the curriculum writers and exists as an option 

throughout several of the units.  

Perhaps more importantly, the instruments and the types of music being learned on the 

instruments in the EHPSD curriculum signaled a shift in values from the large ensemble 

classrooms. Green (2002, 2006) writes about the prominent investment in popular music among 

secondary students and documents the need to include it in the music education classroom. 

She frames these practices through an informal music learning lens due to the nature of 

learning music outside the Western classical frame. However, the implementation of learning 

popular music style instruments to play non-Western classical music using popular music style 

transmission practices in the EHPSD curriculum signals the investment in broadening what 

secondary music education can be. This investment makes the informal, in Green’s words, 

formal, but in a way that redefines how music educators think about formal music making and 

how it can be more expansive than conductor-centered large ensembles learning Western 

classical music using primarily standard notation. While the EHPSD is a tiny sliver of the much 

larger United States public school music education system, it is a potential pathway for how a 

district might expand their curriculum to encompass these more expansive learning 

opportunities.   

 Culturally Relevant Pedagogy over Music Multi-culturalism. Created in response to 

the early 20th century investment in eugenics the multi-culturalism movements do not suffice as 

an in-depth understanding of culture and the peoples representing those cultures (Burkholder, 

2011). Multi-culturalism tends to minimize and stereotype culture, likely due to cultural outsiders 

being the progenitors of multiculturalism and the subjects included (Burkholder, 2011). Ladson-

Billings (2009, 2014) warns that multi-cultural education focuses on culture as static images of 

tradition, histories, and customs when in actuality, culture is fluid and changing. According to 

Theo’s descriptions as well as snapshots provided in the curriculum writers’ interviews, the older 

EHPSD curriculum represented a far less nuanced approach to multicultural practices in music 
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 education. The EHPSD curriculum reform represents a necessary shift among the thinking of 

how culture and cultural musics are framed in the secondary general music classroom.  

EHPSD’s curriculum includes multiple units about music and culture, some that include 

topics that resemble a more world music (musics outside the Western classical canon) 

orientation and others attuned to youth culture, popular culture, and political and cultural 

movements of our time and of US history. All of these units are first framed with class 

discussions about how to respectfully engage in Socratic dialogue when talking about cultures 

and movements that may be unfamiliar to students in the class. The units that reflect world 

music learning outcomes frame the music or dance objectives in a specific and nuanced way, 

for example, West African drumming includes Ghanaian drum ensembles and materials sourced 

from culture bearers instead of white perceptions of Ghanaian culture. Ladson-Billings (2009, 

2014) explains the importance of representing more than one culture in the classroom and this 

aspect of the EHPSD curriculum seems to adhere to that principal.  

The units that touch on youth and popular culture and political and cultural movements 

are again heavily framed through norms of respectful Socratic discourse and then launch into 

rich historical and social context sometimes using local district examples of musicians and their 

music. Referring back to the GMII unit four, Music as a Means of Social Change, students start 

the unit by watching a popular music video of a former EHPSD student singing about the 

tragedies of both the murder of George Floyd and the hundreds of thousands of pandemic-

related deaths from 2020. This unit continues by connecting back to how jazz and blues were 

modes used by artists to subversively comment on racism and white supremacy with the 

examples of Strange Fruit and Mississippi Goddamn. This second way that the EHPSD 

curricular documents include music and culture together directly aligns with Ladson-Billings’ 

(2014) consideration of culturally relevant pedagogy and culturally sustaining or revitalizing 

pedagogy, which seeks to “ensure that those who have been previously disadvantaged by 

schooling receive quality education” and that “those in the mainstream develop the kinds of 
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 skills that will allow them to critique the very basis of their privilege and advantage” (2014, p. 

83). This type of learning requires all students to critically engage in their subject matter and 

asks that students be centered as the subject in the learning environment rather than the object 

(Ladson-Billings, 2014).    

The mere mention of the Black Lives Matter movement and the history of the Bronx-born 

hip hop movement in the EHPSD curriculum indicates district commitment to inclusive and 

historically accurate musical content. For music educators and researchers, this type of 

inclusion ought to be a given; however, in our current educational climate, it is often considered 

an act of defiance to give a historically accurate representation of American music, whether hip 

hop, jazz and blues, Appalachian music, or rock and roll. The EHPSD middle school general 

music teachers, curriculum writers, and to a lesser extent, Theo, demonstrated agency in the 

writing and consequent teaching of these units and activities. However, the writing of this 

curriculum did happen before conservatives began framing the teaching of any part of U.S. 

history through a defaming and inaccurate lens of Critical Race Theory. EHPSD is located 

within a state that had not seen state-level divisive concepts laws proposed at the time of the 

study. However, the current teaching of these EHPSD curricular units and activities, I posit, 

could be viewed as an act of protest against a broader, national movement toward hate-based, 

speech-restricting education laws. Much like the progenitors of hip hop raging against the racist 

policies and laws endorsed by Robert Moses and the creation of the Cross Bronx Expressway 

(Chang, 2005), our current political system has become so contentious and in some places 

committed to preservation of white supremacy that the act of teaching can be seen as a form of 

protest.  

Technology. Many scholars have written about how to use technology in their 

classroom; Mantie (2017) gives the philosophical underpinnings to why music educators should 

or should not include it in their teaching practice. Mantie (2017) warned about technology and 

music teaching when he explained that many music teachers have embraced technology in their 
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 teaching not because of “any real benefit for students but out of occupational preservation” (p. 

24). In extreme uses of technology in the music classroom, music becomes the vehicle to 

achieve technology driven goals and objectives—music in service to technology. However, 

Mantie (2017) acknowledged the “explosive growth in DIY amateuring in music” (p. 25) and 

considered it a phenomenon that rebalances who the knowledge keepers are. Mantie’s 

argument about including technology for the sake of democratizing the classroom embraces an 

element of student centeredness where teachers look to students for cues on music making 

techniques in the classroom.   

The rationale of the EHPSD reform centers students and student learning, and the DIY 

amateuring landscape Mantie (2017) alludes to is likely part of the reasoning for including music 

technology in the curriculum. One curriculum writer, Russ, in particular, was very motivated to 

write technology into the curriculum documents. Russ’s perspective on using technology in the 

music education classroom comes from a belief that technology should be in service to musical 

goals (Hunt & Kirk, 1997; Williams & Webster, 1996), and not the other way. Russ believed his 

students were invested in various technology platforms and stated that he was more than willing 

to include extra technology in his classroom to better meet the needs of his students.       

Bauer (2020) interprets Shulman’s (1986) work on pedagogical content knowledge 

through a technology lens claiming that if teachers are going to successfully integrate 

technology into their classrooms, then they need to have the pedagogical content knowledge in 

order to do it. He lays out a model for understanding called the Technological Pedagogical and 

Content Knowledge (TPACK). Bauer’s model relates to the EHPSD teacher survey responses 

and participant interviews. Many EHPSD teachers began teaching the GMI curriculum before 

feeling like they were fully prepared to enact the curriculum. Much of their self-identified lack of 

preparation came from what they perceived to be inadequate professional development and/or 

training on new technologies. While Russ claimed that the technology projects for GMII were 

well-designed with teacher tutorials and supporting materials, he also felt that he himself was 



   
 

 

142 
        

 
 more comfortable with the idea of “breaking technology” and figuring things out as he went, 

whereas his colleagues were more hesitant about proceeding before feeling fully prepared. 

Some EHPSD teachers that potentially felt overwhelmed with the technology demands of the 

curriculum may have benefitted from training or professional development, informed by Bauer’s 

TPACK model.      

Curricular Design Implications for Music Education  

Calls for progressive curriculum shifts in music at the pk-12 public school and higher 

education level have been around for decades (P. S. Campbell et al., 2016; Choate, 1968; 

Hinckley, 2000). The Tanglewood Symposium (1968) asked for eight renewed music curricular 

goals in the music classroom that represented the changing values of the time. The goals set 

forth in the Tanglewood Declaration echo the three aforementioned learning concepts from the 

EHPSD curriculum. While nearly 56 years have passed since the Tanglewood symposium, our 

music curricula at the pk-12 and higher education level have generally stayed rooted in the 

Euro-centric classical music tradition. The curriculum shift seen in the EHPSD reform generally 

reflects the progressive musical values of Tanglewood, even though the document did not serve 

as any type of template for the EHPSD writers.   

The music education field as a whole has invested in the Euro-centric classical music 

tradition so much that in 2016 (50 years after Tanglewood), Campbell and colleagues wrote a 

document titled Transforming Music Study from its Foundations, a charge for progressive 

curricular change at the higher education level, again espousing similar progressive education 

values. They reimagined the definition of a 21st century musician and 21st century 

postsecondary musical education. The writers of the so-called “manifesto” (2016) criticized 

stakeholders of the European model for creating a divide at the academic level between what 

kind of music can and ought to be studied and real world music making, i.e., folk music, popular 

music, world musics, etc. While this document was rooted in change at the higher education 
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 level, there are clearly extrapolatable elements that map onto the musical traditions present in 

pk-12 schools. Further, the writers focus on higher education with the logical conclusion that 

change will then trickle down to the public school level. They advocate for three core pillars of 

reform: creativity, diversity, and integration. These core pillars echo similar values to those 

found in the EHPSD curricular documents. 

The music education beliefs espoused by Theo and the curriculum writers could be a 

sign that progressive music education values are filtering into the zeitgeist of teaching and 

learning narratives and identities in EHPSD. While most higher education institutions have yet to 

make substantive change to their curricula as advocated by Campbell and colleagues (2016), it 

is plausible that Theo and the curriculum writers’ beliefs about music education have been 

influenced over time in their teaching, mentoring experiences, or field experiences as they came 

into the profession (Prichard, 2017). Another more likely scenario for this shift could be the 

recent redoubling of efforts to center students and student learning. If teachers believe that 

connecting with and forming relationships to their students is foundational to good teaching then 

centering students music making interests would be a likely instigator of this nuanced shift. In 

this way, the EHPSD reform process could serve as a model for other policy leaders or school 

districts who undertake a localized curricular shift.   

The EHPSD curriculum documents themselves could serve the music education field 

more broadly as a model for how to distill ideas from the Tanglewood Symposium (Choate, 

1968) and College Music Society (CMS) Manifesto (P. S. Campbell et al., 2016) into a public 

school general music curriculum. Based on the findings from this policy evaluation, progressive 

ideas may take hold more readily if they are generated locally and developed based on shared 

ideals and teacher expertise. I offer this insight cautiously however, because as documented in 

Chapter 1, school reforms are typically harbingers of school chaos and sometimes even closure 

typically affecting those students that need the most educational support. While the likelihood of 

a music reform closing down a school is very small, it is still a non-zero chance when 
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 considering a program like the Turnaround Arts initiative (Wright, 2022). Design and enactment 

of reforms that directly affect student learning should be undertaken with much care, 

forethought, and intricate knowledge of the context in question.         

 The nature of the general music classroom allows for rich teaching and learning 

opportunities that are different from band, choir, orchestra large ensemble curricula. The open 

format nature of the general music classroom (Abril, 2016) may more readily accommodate 

more progressive teaching and learning values, like those espoused above (P. S. Campbell et 

al., 2016; Choate, 1968; Hinckley, 2000). Whereas large ensembles have an understandable 

summative expectation of performance, general music classrooms offer more flexibility when it 

comes to objectives, content, and learning outcomes.    

General music classes may, at times, be viewed as a recruitment space for ensemble 

classes, or worse yet, a “dumping ground” for students without the requisite background 

experience to enter a large ensemble. An alternative, student-centered view of secondary 

general music is one in which students are afforded opportunities to make choices for 

themselves regarding what they want to pursue in school regardless of the pathway they 

navigate. Using the general music classroom solely as a recruiting mechanism for a teacher’s 

large ensemble or treating it as a less desirable “other” misses the opportunities for varied  

learning and music making that can arise from a general music classroom. Student enrollment 

data is outside the bounds of this study due to the timing of data collection—post-COVID and 

too early in the process to measure a demonstrable difference. However, findings from recent 

research suggest that middle school general music classrooms are more representative of 

communities in which they exist. In contract, large ensembles tend to be overrepresented with 

white students from higher SES households (Elpus, 2022). If this scenario is also true in 

EHPSD, students from historically underrepresented populations and those from lower SES 

households may already be present in general music classes in more representative proportions 

than the large ensemble classes in the same schools. This enrollment possibility alone fulfills 
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 one of Theo’s stated goals of the reform. As Ladson-Billings (2009, 2014) discusses, educators, 

particularly those of marginalized students, carry the serious responsibility of creating 

classrooms with high quality teaching and learning opportunities. The EHPSD curriculum is a 

high-quality document that has the potential to be transformative in the hands of dedicated and 

innovative teachers, which is important when considering a balanced approach to middle school 

music course offerings wherein students have a variety of opportunities to meet their learning 

needs.         

Ecological Agency and Structural Constraints 

I don't hate players, I don't love the game 

I'm the shot clock, way above the game 

To be point blank with you motherfuck the game 

I got all this work on me, I ain't come for play 

You can show the little shorties how you pump and fake 

But dog, Not to def, I'm not impressed 

I'm not amused, I'm not confused, I'm not the dude       

This is grown man business, I am not in school (Mos Def, 2004) 

 

This unique historical moment in our education system has seen the undermining of 

teacher authority and expertise, serious teacher shortages, and divisive concept laws legally 

implicating teachers for what and how they teach. Music educators are not safe from this 

deprofessionalization. EHPSD has made strides toward counteracting the devaluing of teachers 

in a few ways, evidenced by teachers being entrusted with the curriculum design and 

development and through the teachers’ collective bargaining contract. The EHPSD collective 

bargaining agreement states that teacher academic freedom is guaranteed. Based on my 

exploration of collective bargaining agreements in surrounding districts, it seems that this 

guarantee may be unique. When moving toward full implantation of the new curriculum, EHPSD 

teachers felt that Theo’s approach to teaching the GMI document violated their academic 

freedom agreement and the board found that he was in violation and therefore, Theo changed 
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 his messaging. One surprising finding from the data is that current teachers conveyed elevated 

levels of teacher agency based on the survey instrument, potentially due to the distinct 

difference in messaging about the GMI and GMII curriculum. Even so, the MTPAS data seems 

to portray that teachers’ philosophy and teaching styles align with the curriculum documents and 

I posit that Theo’s messaging would not affect that alignment. Considering that teachers felt a 

lack of support around the rollout of the GMI document, I question whether their discontentment 

was with teaching the document or with a lack of support around teaching the document. Would 

they have been more agreeable to teach the document as written if stronger professional 

development and material supports were put in place prior to Theo’s messaging?  

Despite considering increased professional development and material supports as a 

strong facilitator of the curriculum implementation, the fact that teachers organized and called a 

meeting with their union representatives, the school board, and the executive director of 

curriculum, instruction, and assessment evidenced a strong agentic action among EHPSD 

teachers. The teachers’ decision to defy Theo’s instructions regarding the GMI curriculum falls 

under the umbrella definition of Priestley and colleagues (2015) emergent agentic phenomenon: 

“achieved by individuals, through the interplay of personal capacities, resources, affordances, 

and constraints of the environment” (2015, p. 19). EHPSD teachers felt constrained by their 

environment during the implementation of the GMI curriculum document and therefore felt the 

need to act, likely due to their union contract affording them academic freedom entitlements.  

In the early 2000’s, teacher education reform was positioned between teacher 

professionalization emboldened by the standards movement and the deregulation of teacher 

preparation programs or the advent of programs like Teach for America (Cochran-Smith & Fries, 

2001). However, as standards based reform has moved from the state level to the federal level, 

teachers have felt increased deprofessionalization and demoralization at the school level 

(Wronowski & Urick, 2019). The school level environment has been shown in Wronowski and 

Urick’s study as being critical to teachers’ sense of well-being. EHPSD shows this same 
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 importance when district level officials empowered teachers to create music curriculum to 

support their middle school students. Creating supportive school level environments for 

teachers will affect students’ learning, rebalance teacher authority in classrooms, and 

strengthen school communities and neighborhoods.     

The overarching trend of teacher deprofessionalization, whether through parent or 

administrator overreach or through district and state level officials enacting policies and laws, 

denigrates teachers’ expertise and undercuts schools’ educational authority (Will, 2019). Like 

with the early progenitors of hip hop, the simple act of choosing music to teach can be an act of 

protest when considering divisive concept laws. Now more than ever, teachers are 

understanding the constraining power structures at play within state-specific education systems.  

Intentional demonstrations of agency in even small ways becomes an act of subversion and 

defiance. Through union support and collective bargaining agreements, agentic affordances and 

environmental constraints, teachers could likely feel more empowered to act agentically despite 

overbearing laws and policies. Unfortunately, many states enacting strict policies regarding what 

and how teachers teach are right-to-work states likely thwarting the extent to which teachers’ 

senses of agency can develop. Without a union-type organization for support, teachers risk their 

jobs and even potentially ostracize themselves from their professional communities. The 

guarantee of academic freedom that EHPSD teachers have embedded in their union contracts 

seems to be a novelty and, in my opinion, rightly positions their expertise and authority within a 

district and school.  

Process Evaluations 

Let the sun shine  
Yeah yeah it’s a brand new day y’all  Let the sun shine in  

Turn me up in the top a little bit dog  Let the sun shine in  

Little do you know, y’all gonna hear this one  The sun shine in  

Loud and clear, bright and early  

Listen (Mos Def, 2004) 
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For the music education field, this process evaluation, to the best of my knowledge and 

at the time of this writing, is the first to be conducted using a theory of action to guide the 

evaluation and analysis, which, in part, reflects the standards for evaluation used by education 

policy researchers. Knowing how this reform sits within related music education literature and 

education policy literature is important to understanding the efficacy of this type of evaluation for 

music education policy reform. Using the tools and standards of education policy researchers in 

subsequent research can allow music and arts education reform to be enacted and studied 

empirically from within our discipline rather than risking being misguided by researchers outside 

our discipline (Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011; Stoelinga et al., 2015). The EHPSD reform, in 

particular, reflects topics of professional development, alignment of curricula and teaching, 

teachers’ sense of agency, and the importance of a theory of action. In addition to clarifying this 

study with previous research on these topics, I also discuss the benefit of localized reform 

efforts and implications for the field of music education.  

Professional Development  

Much research has been done to show the importance of teacher professional 

development (PD) and how it relates directly to teaching and curriculum alignment. For 

example, Herro and Quigley (2016) studied math and science teachers’ perceptions and 

practices of a STEAM PD. This study is particularly relevant to the EHPSD curriculum reform 

because the PD used project-based learning and digital tools to integrate STEAM into math and 

science curricula, a scenario with similarities to how the EHPSD curriculum was written and 

what was included. Herro and Quigley (2016) found that teaching was positively impacted by 

this PD. The implementation of the EHPSD curriculum would almost certainly have gone 

smoother had the district provided project-based learning PDs that emphasized the technology, 

instrument learning, and cultural music aspects of the curriculum rather than only an overview of 
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 what the curriculum was and how to access the materials in the LMS. Overall, PD in STEM and 

STEAM classrooms is seen as an initiative that can strengthen teaching strategies and help 

teachers better align their curricula and teaching (Nadelson et al., 2013).  

Teachers perceived that PD offered as part of the EHPSD reform were insufficient to 

support their implementation of the new general music curriculum. Yet, when voluntary PD 

sessions were offered, teachers opted out of attending. While this could be for myriad reasons, 

both the quality of a PD session and the tone with which it is recommended to teachers are 

worthwhile considerations. Developing relevant, high-quality PD can be challenging, but is 

necessary for a curriculum implementation of this nature.   

Music PD can empower teachers as change agents in their teaching environments, 

particularly if they are incentivized by their school organizations to attend and grow their 

pedagogical knowledge (Conway, 2022; Schmidt & Robbins, 2011). For the original enactment 

and continued rollout of the EHPSD curriculum, one significant purpose of PD could be to help 

strengthen teachers’ knowledge and skills outside their specialty area—for example, how to play 

popular music style guitar, how to use Soundtrap, ways of implementing culturally relevant 

pedagogies when teaching cultural musics outside a teachers culture and specialty. Music is a 

unique subject where teachers are broadly certified pk-12, yet most dedicate their precollegiate 

and postsecondary study to one main track or area. Once hired in a school, music teachers 

could be tasked with teaching multiple music areas outside of their specialty. Not only can PD 

strength teacher skills and content knowledge, but also has the potential to create dialogue 

between teachers and assert agency (Conway, 2001, 2022). To meet the needs of large school 

districts, like EHPSD, PD opportunities can help teachers hone musical skills they may not have 

had the time to focus on during their education experience. 
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 Document and Teaching Alignment  

Part of the scholarly importance of this study is the exploration of music teacher agency 

and teacher alignment with the curriculum. Teachers reported positive perceptions of agency 

despite struggling with the implementation, particularly support from administration, while also 

reporting high levels of curricular alignment. These two findings taken together help inform the 

implementation process. The connection between teachers teaching and curriculum alignment, 

implies that implementation was made with some fidelity, while strong perceptions of agency 

indicate that most teachers feel comfortable to teach how they want and act with empowerment. 

The following section shows how this study fits within previous alignment and agency literature.   

Teacher Effectiveness. Drawing a connection between general education teacher 

curricular alignment and effectiveness seems logical; however, the supporting evidence is 

inconclusive (Polikoff, 2015; Polikoff & Porter, 2014). In music education however, one Chinese 

study showed high teacher alignment indices, particularly in comparison to the U.S (2022).  

Yang (2022) attributed this finding to all teacher participants teaching the same curriculum 

standards from the same associated textbooks. However, the nature of schooling in the U.S. is 

such that rules about what and how to teach vary state to state or district to district, or are 

perhaps non-existent past broad subject standards. Regardless of curricula and textbooks, then, 

U.S. teachers would score lower on curriculum alignment than those in countries with a 

standardized curriculum. Theo originally approached the EHPSD curriculum reform in a strict 

manner, strongly suggesting that the EHPSD teachers teach the curriculum as written. He did 

this because he believed that the curriculum was well written and when taught well would create 

a positive experience for students. Despite the introduction of more teacher freedoms in the 

implementation, this sentiment reveals that Theo assumes high instructional alignment could 

result in some positive general music outcomes, whether teacher effectiveness or one of many 

possible student outcome measures. 



   
 

 

151 
        

 
 Impact of Teacher Agency & Curricular Alignment. Lasky’s (2005) study reviewed 

teacher agency and identity in a Canadian secondary level education reform and found that the 

enacted curriculum overhaul was met with strong teacher apprehension and decreased reports 

of teacher agency. Tucker (2022) reported similar findings on band teachers who felt increased 

agency with their member associations yet never asserted agency to broaden their curricular 

instruction past teaching predominantly performance. While these two studies show how agency 

can be thwarted by curricular reform (Lasky, 2005) or remain stagnant (Tucker, 2022) teachers’ 

sense of agency in EHPSD reform remained relatively high. This unique finding may be due to a 

number of circumstances. First, the culture of the district existing in EHPSD could play a role. 

After Theo tried to enact the teaching of the curriculum with as much fidelity as possible, 

teachers disagreed and were empowered enough to force a meeting between Theo, the 

curriculum writers, the union, and the Executive Director of Curriculum, Instruction, and 

Assessment. A second, related circumstance is the nature of teachers’ professional 

relationships and Theo’s trust in their professional competencies. The teacher writers were 

empowered to create, innovate, and structure the new curriculum based on their own expertise. 

Colleagues who were part of the full implementation were aware of who was primarily 

responsible for writing the documents and therefore trusted the sources of the new curriculum. 

The full process of EHPSD’s curriculum reform required intentionality and a contextual 

understanding of the structures at play within the district  (Priestley et al., 2015) which looks 

vastly different between contexts, like in Canada with the curriculum reform (Lasky, 2005) and 

with the Texas band teachers (Tucker, 2022).  

Enrollment and Other Possible Outcome Measures  

The discussion of enrollment as it pertains to this process evaluation is highly nuanced 

and requires a contextual understanding and an acknowledgement of the many confounding 

factors at play, as I have laid out in my results section. Two, related factors led to my delimiting 
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 this study without including student enrollment data. First, the COVID-19 pandemic presents an 

unavoidable and very real history threat to the collection of any enrollment data. Teaching and 

learning were fundamentally and necessarily altered during the height of the pandemic and what 

it means for EHPSD to either “bounce back” or find a “new normal” is yet to be determined. 

Second, the enactment process of the new EHPSD curriculum is still relatively young and 

therefore an evaluation of enrollment, at this point, would be fraught, at best. Enrollment data 

could not contribute reliably to the process valuation without a multi-year, longitudinal picture. It 

is possible that multiple years of enrollment data will, as Theo hoped, indicate greater and more 

diverse student enrollment. However, even after collecting years of enrollment data points to 

compare it is possible that findings could be inconclusive or that additional data points could be 

necessary.  

In considering student-level outcomes of this particular reform, one possibility would be 

increased student enrollment attributable to new curricular content and instructional 

approaches, potentially for reasons such as student-centeredness or relevancy. Theo, as the 

music supervisor whose program is driven by enrollment, stated his motivation of this outcome 

measure as well as plans to monitor enrollment data over the course of several years. Another 

possibility, however, is that student enrollment stays the same or decreases, a likely scenario 

for this reform due to the restricted schedules of students as a product of the visual arts 

schedule shift and other middle school arts elective options. Enrollment is not the only possible 

measure of success however, and it is worth considering how else to define success. 

No one change is ever a silver bullet. My discussion with Theo centered enrollment as 

his measure of success; however, I echo Miksza’s (2013) sentiment that many confounding 

factors exist for an enrollment outcome, beyond curriculum instruction. Music teacher training 

and PD are one potential example of how to affect enrollment through renewed teaching 

practices. Varied teacher personalities, values or preferences within certain school 

communities, and the presence or absence of competing elective options could also impact 
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 enrollment trends. Recruitment and enrollment are surely worth exploring within the EHPSD 

curriculum reform, however, when it comes to recommendations for Theo and other leaders, 

understanding how to support teachers that may struggle with instructional materials could, in 

part, help the teaching be the strongest it could be.  

“Testing” the Theory of Action  

The purpose of a policy’s theory of action is to discuss how a program or reform is set to 

alleviate the problem. Malen and colleagues (2002), in their evaluation of reconstitution, further 

explicates the notion of evaluating reforms using theories of action as a “clearly provisional ‘test’ 

of an action (a district’s decision to reconstitute schools) and a theory (a set of assumptions 

regarding the relationship between the action taken and the aims sought)” (2002, p. 126). While 

the findings of this study establish a theory of action, imperative to the evaluation is uncovering 

the assumptions baked into the reform actions. While I have previously established that the 

curriculum, as a stand-alone document, is a reflection of the many calls for progressive music 

education reform (P. S. Campbell et al., 2016; Choate, 1968) and ought to be extolled as such, 

Theo also assumed that this type of document would appeal to students that were not 

previously interested in middle school music classes or students that did not see themselves 

reflected in any previously offered music course. Future enrollment data could, in part, ascertain 

this assumption.  

Before the union clarification regarding teacher autonomy in EHPSD, Theo’s motivation 

to have the teachers teach the new curriculum as written in its original day-to-day manner 

illustrated that he saw the link between teaching and curricular alignment with increased teacher 

effectiveness. Theo thought that if teachers taught the curriculum in a similar way, they would 

see positive student learning outcomes across school contexts. This assumption, as well as the 

assumption of increased enrollment based on new curricular content are unfounded and as yet  

unexamined in music education research.          
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 Finally, a consideration missing from EHPSD’s curriculum reform, and subsequently, 

from the theory of action is a measure of evaluation for student growth and learning. While one 

of the themes I determined centered students and student learning, student growth or student 

measures were not established. Theo and the curriculum writers seemed to define “student 

learning” as qualitatively observable student engagement and enjoyment in general music 

classes. Both GMI and GMII documents include a variety of formative assessments for each 

unit and EHPSD teachers are beholden to the NCAS and therefore the NCAS assessment 

standards. Aside from enrollment data, however, Theo failed to identify (or guide curriculum 

writers to identify) any other summative measures of student growth in this curriculum.  

 Despite these assumptions, I cautiously recommend that this process evaluation was 

implemented with fidelity and that the process part of the evaluation was completed with relative 

success. Due to a visual art instigated schedule change, Theo wanted two, yearlong sequential 

middle school general music courses that resembled project-based learning, and he intended 

for all the middle school general music classes to reflect this newly designed curriculum. Actions 

taken to reform general music curricula, yielded new documents—the GMI and GMII courses— 

to which all EHPSD middle school general music teachers had access. While the COVID-19 

pandemic served as a substantial history threat to the success of this reform, it also allowed for 

the technology resources needed to implement that part of the curriculum. In addition to and, in 

some instances, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, parts of the implementation process were 

enacted akimbo and with greater planning and organization the implementation process may 

have been smoother. While a full impact evaluation could yet elucidate results that show the 

reform was not ultimately successful, the implementation enactment would not come to bare on 

those results; however, the set of assumptions underlying the theory of action may.  
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 Localized Control  

The success of the implementation of this process evaluation lies in the localized nature 

of this reform. Of the 22 middle school general music teachers in the EHPSD, curriculum writers 

reported that up to 10 of them were working on writing small pieces of the curriculum, gathering 

resources, piloting the program, and consulting on the unit themes and content. While far fewer 

shouldered the primary responsibility for the completion of the documents (i.e. Kendall, Leo, and 

Russ), these writers were, at least minimally, influenced by their peers expertise and 

suggestions. Another community school initiative that had relative success leveraged the social 

capital of schools in low-income communities in order to provide services to the students 

(Galindo et al., 2017).  

The services used in the schools were established by the school administrators and 

community stakeholders, making it a highly localized reform effort. District leaders, teachers, 

and community parents knew their nuanced contexts and environments better than outside 

stakeholders, particularly federal and state level policy makers and politicians. The people and 

services within the many community microcosms of our diverse country also prioritize their own 

well-being far more than cultural outsiders. This type of localized reform is what appears to be 

the key in the relative success of the EHPSD curriculum change. The curriculum document 

created by the EHPSD teachers for the EHPSD teachers aligned teaching philosophies, styles, 

and content agreements of the district. Additionally, the shift in Theo’s messaging of the rollout 

of the documents allowed for school-level autonomy and thus the positive agreements regarding 

teacher perceptions of agency. These two factors point toward localized reform as being, at 

least, part of the success of the implementation process. 

Additionally, as reported in chapter 2, there is little evidence to suggest that top-down 

approaches to standards and curriculum reform result in successful enactment. I posit that the 

EHPSD process evaluation outcomes would have looked far different had Theo spent the 

district money allocated for the teacher curriculum writers on a pre-packaged music curriculum 
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 to be distributed through the district’s middle schools. While responses to the practical-

evaluative dimension of agency may have stayed the same, the iterational and projective 

dimensions would have likely been affected for all teachers. Teaching alignment measures 

would also likely be negatively impacted. Since EHPSD’s curriculum was designed by the 

teachers for the teachers, the generally positive results from the survey potentially indicated that 

teachers see their teacher values and skills reflected in the curriculum documents. While 

McDonnell and Weatherford (2013) emphasize the success of local stakeholder engagement 

particularly for reform communication and organization strategies, I further that logic by 

suggesting that the design process needs to not only involve district stakeholders, but also 

teachers. A move toward grass-roots, locally designed reform efforts is certainly worth further 

consideration in program development as well as evaluation.  

Implications for Music Education Process Evaluations  

Although music teachers would likely agree that music and arts education are important 

parts of students’ education, the music education field tends to disagree about how best to go 

about structuring student learning experience. Due in part to a lack of professional agreement 

and in part to a lack of systematic, experimental research, we tend not to know what teaching 

strategies and instructional content work and why. This study is the first part of a potentially 

larger inquiry that can begin to explore whether a progressive curricular model is an effective 

and successful music learning model for the EHPSD community. Because of the nature of this 

reform and study, generalizability is not the goal—this reform is not a model that can be 

replicated to other districts; however, it can be evaluated for the sake of EHPSD and it can 

serve as a model for other districts’ music education reforms. Completing a full impact 

evaluation of this reform would start to scratch the surface of evaluating curricular based middle 

school music instruction. This study and hopefully more studies to come are important for 
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 uncovering successful instructional practices, describing district policies and procedures, and 

illuminating potential pathways for how to make change in our school communities.  

Using a theory of action to “test” music education reforms while uncovering the 

assumptions the actions hold is a critical way to review reforms, programs, policies, and 

initiatives. The field of music education would benefit from the construction of action models as 

a means to interrogate their efficacy. Using action models to create programs, initiatives, 

policies, or reforms, would allow for assumptions to come to the surface, and planning and 

organization to be more intentional and thorough. Using action models in research would also 

serve to clarify the purpose, measure, and goal of a study or evaluation. Evaluation work in 

music education, whether process oriented (describing enactment) or impact driven (measuring 

success) is important to uncover implementations and rollouts, to successfully measure 

predetermined indicators of successful music learning, and to fully understand the efficacy of 

what our teachers, educators, and other stakeholders are doing well and what needs help. 

Beyond the classroom, if the music education field does more of this work, we strengthen our 

policy decisions, our advocacy arguments, and potentially our funding streams.    

Future Research  

Researchers interested in curricular initiatives and policy should continue to look at local 

music education reform efforts and program initiatives. However, if and when full impact 

evaluations are conducted, establishing measurements of successful music learning will be 

absolutely necessary. I begin my discussion of future research with considering measures of 

successful music learning. I then talk through the unique contribution mixed methods research 

allows when conducting evaluations of music and arts education reforms. I finish by offering 

more questions about local reform, teacher agency, and curricular alignment.         
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 Measures of Successful Music Learning  

Historically, measures of successful learning have squarely focused on achievement 

tests, which have been perpetuated as the only way to measure success in the classroom—an 

umbrageous assumption given the unfounded claims that achievement tests are good 

measures of learning (Koretz, 2017; Rothstein et al., 2008). While this regards standardized 

testing in general education and is not specific to music testing, we still know little about the 

effectiveness of our most commonly used achievement tests—namely the National Assessment 

of Educational Progress (NAEP) in the Arts and the many Gordon tests of music achievement, 

among some other lesser known tests. Continued efforts to measure music learning in valid and 

reliable ways are warranted; however, acknowledging the complex outcomes of music teaching 

and learning is necessary and broadening our notion of what success looks like in music 

classrooms is important to music education researchers and teachers, as well as other various 

stakeholders, like our school administrators. Measurement of student “achievement” through 

standardized, quantitative measures, will likely never provide a nuanced, equitable snapshot of 

learning in the arts.    

Neither the GMI nor GMII curriculum documents include a companion summative 

assessment tool making it difficult to evaluate the efficacy of the curriculum at the student level. 

The teachers’ pushback on Theo’s initial expectations of how the documents would be used 

poses an additional potential challenge to assessing the efficacy of the curriculum. Given that 

the curriculum document is a teaching tool that is loosely goverened implies that an assessment 

measure may be measuring the success of the teaching practices used by the individual 

teachers and not the curriculum or student musical outcome measures, harkening back to the 

“the folly of rewarding A and hoping for B” (Rothstein, 2008, p. 80) To evaluate the efficacy of 

the documents and the consequential learning outcomes, perhaps, revisiting the idea of 

delivering the curriculum as written with the units taught in order and the activities and 

assessments used accordingly might be a necessary first step.       
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 While enrollment is undoubtedly one outcome measure that can be quantifiably 

calculated, the music education field has little research that connects teacher instruction or 

curriculum to enrollment outcomes. We know who takes music and how many students are 

enrolled on a national level (Elpus, 2014, 2022; Elpus & Abril, 2019); but we know very little, if 

anything, about what instructional practices, curricula, teacher factors, etc. appeal to music 

students to affect music enrollment. Also missing from the literature are clear conclusions about 

teacher approach and student enrollment. Without advocating for all students to take music 

courses, one strand of future research related to this study could be exploring reasons why 

students choose to enroll in various music classes. Understanding student preferences and 

motivation has important implications for building future programs and policies.   

Beyond enrollment, music education researchers ought to establish other robust sets of 

outcome measures for the sake of evaluating music concepts and curricula, giving a holistic 

view of the far-reaching and many effects of a particular music curricula. These markers of 

success could include local student assessment data; longitudinal data over time, capturing the 

ebb and flow of enrollment, student assessments, or musical engagement for instance; musical 

self-concept measures that could include personal acts of self-expression, becoming patrons of  

music or art shows, or simply measuring feelings of belonging to a music or arts community. 

Music and arts education researchers could lead the way in moving the needle beyond 

achievement tests as measures of success by ascribing meaning and importance to these other 

aforementioned outcomes.     

Mixed Methods Research for Evaluation  

Mixed methods approaches should be more often considered when conducting music 

education evaluations of reforms, policies, initiatives, and programs, particularly those that are 

created locally. This process evaluation was able to get at reform enactment from the district 

and classroom level using quantitative and qualitative techniques. Bringing together multiple 
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 types of data can more fully uncover trends and lived experiences to give a holistic picture of 

future reform, program, initiative, or policy efforts (Burch & Heinrich, 2020; Reichardt & Cook, 

1979). To conduct a full impact evaluation of the EHPSD reform specifically, mixed methods 

design would continue to be helpful to get at student outcome data as well as the lived 

experiences pertaining to student agency, music engagement, autonomy, or myriad other 

themes emerging from the data collection and analysis process.     

Local Reform & Teacher Agency   

Evaluating policies being enacted from all levels (i.e. state and federal) is important to 

determine the efficacy of a reform; however, less research has been done on localized reforms. 

Each school district in the country is unique and the problems and challenges they face are also 

unique. While successful local reforms will likely not be replicable, failing to become the silver 

bullet that school superintendents often seek, local reform design and enactment may have an 

actual chance at fixing local education ills. Writing localized policies, whether curricular or other, 

is important. Enacting localized reforms is beneficial for both the actors and the school 

communities involved, and evaluating these reforms empirically is central to understanding how 

policy changes work in service of student learning. Establishing models to base local reforms 

and programs may be the start of actualizing change that effects teachers and students. 

Darling-Hammond has written extensively about teacher preparation and support (2006, 

2007) and laid out a model for teacher preparation as a way to maintain professionalism—a 

Venn diagram that includes intersections between knowledge of learners, knowledge of subject, 

and knowledge of teaching. Considering localized communities, this model, framed through the 

idea that as teachers develop competence and confidence in their subject matter, they may 

strengthen their own teacher agency. Empowering teachers through their agency and high 

standards of teaching will strengthen local music and general education programs. The 

specialness of EHPSD lies in the culture of trust Theo has for the teachers, where they had the 
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 agency to be able to push back when their choice of what to teach outweighed subservience. 

Future research ought to investigate and uncover ways to strengthen and empower teacher 

agency, potentially starting with the higher education level, as noted by Darling-Hammond 

(2006).  

Final Thoughts  

Understanding school reform requires concerted scholarly exploration of the various 

processes and circumstances that create change. In the case of localized reform like the 

EHPSD middle school general music curricular revision, it is necessary to consider teachers, 

students, and school context in addition to updated standards or content. Based on the results 

of this study, we can begin to understand the nature of school district-based curricular reform in 

music as a process that requires thoughtful leadership and local expertise. Specifically, a vision 

from policy actors with leadership power that bears awareness to both structural aspects of the 

school district system and simultaneously facilitates teachers’ involvement in the reform process 

through capitalizing on their expertise. In the case of EHPSD, teachers’ central role in the 

development and enactment of the reform positioned them to invest in the changes being made 

while also engaging their prior knowledge of the students and school culture. It seems possible 

that this grassroots-up approach may produce circumstances in which teachers enacting the 

reform are able to act with greater agency than they might have given a different set of 

circumstances. Leveraging teacher agency in an effort to create stronger schools and education 

programs allows for grassroots reform efforts that potentially thrive. Repositioning the teacher 

role in school reform could be seen as an act of subversion in the current education landscape 

of the U.S.; however, teachers have knowledge and authority in the classroom that educational 

outsiders do not. Involving teachers in local reform efforts could be an important step in creating 

renewed sense of professionalization of teaching one small district at a time.  
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 In music education, both process evaluations and full impact evaluations of music 

programs, initiatives, and reforms are important to know what music teaching and learning 

practices work and why. Building a nuanced understanding of the reform process as I have 

done in this study can help to establish awareness of the possibilities and pitfalls of design and 

enactment phases. In order to truly tell the whole story, however, establishing outcome 

measures beyond musical achievement tests is imperative. Creating a collection of outcome 

measures that range from achievement to engagement, to belonging, to patronizing the arts, to 

enrollment, to student self-expression and beyond ought to be our field’s next steps in 

conducting evaluations. Music and arts education are in the unique position to redefine success 

beyond achievement and potentially move the needle past society’s obsession with test scores 

as the only measure of students’ and schools’ successes. Children deserve schools that focus 

holistically on children.  

Yasiin Bey, formerly Mos Def, was born and raised in Brooklyn, New York. He attended 

middle school in the Bushwick neighborhood during the height of the 80’s and early 90’s crack 

epidemic where he was witness to swaths of gang violence and various accounts of poverty—

repeated musical and lyrical themes found throughout his discography (Aaron, 2009). Despite 

the structural fractures swirling around his upbringing, his lyrics also allude to higher principles 

and values that he saw around him and that he defined himself by (as seen in the lyrics woven 

throughout this paper). Historically, outsiders looking in at an upbringing like his, would likely not 

frame Bey’s experience through a lens of empowerment and value, despite his middle school 

being a safe haven for young “Black brilliance” (Aaron, 2009). This outsider disconnect between 

understanding where the sunshine comes in and where more light is needed is, in part, the 

continued failure of federal (and even state level) educational reform efforts, rooted in an often 

unrecognized commitment to racism and white supremacy. However, a move to empowering 

local school, community, and district stakeholders to make the choices they see as necessary to 
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 reform their schools and districts is, in my view, the strongest argument for positive educational 

change—the most salient outcome of this study.  

To uncover the unique characteristics of local communities and neighborhoods, to know 

how people function and thrive, to know what cultures are represented, to understand the 

unique supports and resources needed is how education change agents need to approach 

reform. Providing adaptable and well-researched models for education reform and uncovering 

the lived experiences within the school or district being targeted is a start, but it is secondary to 

listening to what local education stakeholders—administrators and teachers—see as the needs 

of their school populations. Local education stakeholders are the ones who know their students 

and their students’ learning needs best and if reform truly seeks to elevate students, in whatever 

capacity, then it starts at the classroom and school level.               
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Ms. Wright (UMD P.I.) and Mr. Eberhardt (HCPSS Administrative Contact), to be audio 
recorded, transcribed, and fully verified prior to use in the project.  
 
Intended Use of the Data 
Documents will be used as the central focus of a scholarly report on the process of drafting and 
enacting a middle school general music curriculum.  
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocols—Music Supervisor & Curriculum Writers 

 
Music Supervisor  
 
A. Questions about the design of the curriculum and reason for the change   
 
1. Explain a general timeline of the rollout and implementation of the curricular document.  

 
2. What policy decisions led to the need for this curriculum?  
3. Define the problem or issue you were seeking to address in developing this new curriculum.  

 
4. Describe your process for developing this new curriculum.  
5. From my brief overview, it seems like the national core arts standards played a role in the 

curriculum development. IF NOT MENTIONED, why not connecting?  
6. Did you use the old curriculum document in any way to inform the development of the new 

document?  
 
7. What types of scaffolds or aids did you include with the roll out of the curriculum document 

outside of what is already apparent in the document?   
 
B. Questions about teachers and their role  
 
1. Did you request teacher feedback regarding the curriculum development process? 
2. How did you consider the role of the teacher in the development of the new curriculum?  
 
3. How did teachers react to the curriculum change?  
4. What types of teachers were teaching when this curriculum was enacted? And what types of 

teachers are teaching now?   
 
 
D. Questions about the current implementation process   ASK BOTH OF THESE 
 

1. Do you think the curriculum has been fully enacted? Why or why not?  
 

2. Have you seen the implementation of the curriculum fix the problem you sought to address?  
 
 
C. [Questions about students if not mentioned in previous questions] Pick one of the 
following… 
 
1. How did you consider students in the development and implementation of the new curriculum?  
2. In your perspective, describe the role students played in the development and design of the 

new curriculum.  
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Curriculum Writers Interview Protocol– 
 
 
A. Questions about the design of the curriculum and reason for the change   
 
1. Explain a general timeline of the rollout and implementation of the curricular document.  

 
2. In your view, what policy decisions led to the need for this curriculum shift?  
3. Define the problem or issue you were seeking to address in developing this new curriculum.  

 
3. Describe your process for developing this new curriculum. Did you help design both years? Did 

the old curriculum document inform the new one at all?  
 
4. What is your ultimate goal with this curriculum document? What’s your ideal image of general 

music in HCPSS?    
 
5. Did you have any input or responsibility for the rollout of this document?   
6. How do you think the rollout went?   
 
 
B. Questions about teacher role & teacher agency   
 
7. Did you request teacher feedback regarding the curriculum development process? 
 
8. How did you consider the role of the teacher in the development of the new curriculum?  
 
9. What was your perception of teachers reaction to the curriculum change?  
 
10. In your experience teaching the curriculum in your classroom, how has this document affected 

your own teacher agency?  
 
 
C. [Questions about students if not mentioned in previous questions]  
 
11. How were students considered in the development and design of the new curriculum?  
 
12. In your own classes, have you seen increases in your general music enrollment?  
13.  
 
D. Questions about the current implementation process   ASK BOTH 
 

1. Do you think the curriculum has been fully enacted? Why or why not?  
 

2. Have you seen the implementation of the curriculum fix the problem you sought to address?  
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Appendix D 

MTPAS 

Notes: 
Text highlighted in yellow is for reference only and will not be included in the online 
questionnaire. 
Text highlighted in green indicated skip logic.  

 
 
Section 1 
Teacher experience items:  

(1) Did you teach in your district prior to the 2019 curriculum revision? 
Yes 
No -skip to section 2- 

 
The following items are based on a 4-point Likert scale: 

None A little bit A moderate amount A lot 
1 2 3 4 

 
(1) How much communication did you receive from district leadership in preparation for the 

2019 middle school general music curriculum change?  
(2) How much professional development support did you receive from district leadership in 

preparation for the 2019 middle school general music curriculum change?  
(3) How much professional development support have you received from district leadership 

in since the 2019 middle school general music curriculum change? 
(4) How much professional development did you receive from district leadership in 

preparation for the 2019 middle school general music curriculum change?  
(5) How much were teacher opinions considered during the 2019 middle school general 

music curriculum change? 
 
 

(6) By your estimate, how has enrollment in middle school general music at your school 
changed since implementation of the revised curriculum? 
Many more students are enrolled 
More students are enrolled 
Fewer students are enrolled 
Many fewer students are enrolled 
No change 
 

(7) Is there anything else you would like to share about the 2019 middle school general 
music curriculum change?  
[Open response] 

 
 
 
 
Section 2 
Items in the following section are based on a 5-point Likert scale: 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 
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1 2 3 4 5 

 
Iterative dimension: 

(1) The content of the general music curriculum is valuable.  
(2) I have the necessary knowledge and skills to effectively teach the general music 

curriculum.  
(3) I do my best to teach the content of the general music curriculum.  
(4) I have control over what I teach and how I teach it.  

Projective dimension: 
(5) I feel confident in planning activities based on the general music curriculum.  
(6) I am able to enact short-term student learning goals outlined in the general music 

curriculum. 
(7) I am able to enact long-term student learning goals outlined in the general music 

curriculum.  
(8) Planning teaching and learning activities based on the general music curriculum is 

valuable to me as a teacher.  
Practical-evaluative dimension: 

(9) I have the materials (i.e. instruments, documents) I need to teach the general music 
curriculum.  

(10) I have the classroom space and the technology I need to teach the general music 
curriculum.  

(11) I am able to make decisions about what works best for my students while 
teaching the general music curriculum.  

(12) I experience support from colleagues in my district for planning teaching and 
learning activities for my general music classrooms. 

(13) I experience administrative support (e.g. timetable, workload, size of class) for 
planning teaching and learning activities for my general music class(es). 

 
 
Section 3 
Items in the following section are based on a 5-point Likert scale: 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher perception items: 

(8) My personal teaching philosophy aligns with the middle school general music curriculum. 
(9) My teaching style aligns with the middle school general music curriculum. 
(10) My students' interests are aligned with the middle school general music 

curriculum.  
(11) My students' developmental needs are supported by the content of the middle 

school general music curriculum.  
 
 

(12) Is there anything else you would like to share about the 2019 middle school 
general music curriculum change?  
 
[Open response] 
 

 
Teacher demographic items: 
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(13) Including the current school year, how many years have you taught music? 

Dropdown 1-30 
(14) Including the current school year, how many years have you taught middle 

school general music? 
Dropdown 1-30 

(15) What do you consider to be your preferred content area? 
 Band 

Choir 
Orchestra 
General Music 
Guitar 
Piano 
Other music content 
Other academic content 

(16) What do you consider to be your preferred teaching level? 
Elementary School 
Middle School 
High School 
Other 

(17) In addition to middle school general music, do you teach any other content 
areas?  
Yes 
No -skip next item- 

 
(18) What other content areas are you currently teaching? (select all that apply) 

Band 
Choir 
Orchestra 
Other academic subject 

(19) What is your race? 
Hispanic/Latino 
Not Hispanic/Latino 

(20) What is your ethnicity? 
Asian or Pacific Islander 
Black or African American 
Native American or Alaska Native 
White or Caucasian  
Two or more races 

(21) What is your gender identity? 
Female 
Male 
Non-binary 
Other 
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Appendix E 

Invitation to Survey Script 

 

 
Survey email  
 
Email for recruitment to potential survey participants: 
 
 
 
 
Dear Kendall,   
  
Hi! My name is Bri’Ann Wright and I am the principal investigator of a research project aimed at 
exploring the EHPSD middle school general music curriculum. I am interested in understanding 
your experience with preparing for and teaching this new curriculum. If you are not teaching 
general music and would be willing to let me know who is responsible for teaching general 
music at your school I would be most appreciative.  
 
Please find the survey link below, which will ask you to detail your experience with the district’s 
curriculum shift and implementation. All survey results will be anonymized and no identifiable 
information will be used at any point in my research process. After completing the survey, you’ll 
be able to enter your email address to receive a $10 Amazon gift card. The survey should only 
take about 10 minutes of your time.  
 
Thanks so much for your time and consideration and please feel free to contact me with any 
questions. 
 
  
Bri’Ann Wright 
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