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Abstract

Sing Out: Encouraging Middle School Chorus Students to Perform and Participate
Adolescent students are inhibited by their concerns, fears and social image.  Their participation in performing arts classes is compromised by an unwillingness to take risks.  In the choral classroom, a teacher must understand this mindset and take steps to create an environment that encourages full participation and performance from all students.  The use of data collection tools such as guided discussion, staff and student surveys and journal writing to investigate this phenomenon and subsequent application of data analysis and findings will allow the teacher to implement changes and plans which will work to overcome the internal factors within the students that compromise their participation and performance.  The research questions are as follows:

1. What are the concerns that hold students back from participating fully?

2. What makes a classroom feel more “safe” and thus encourages participation?

3. What are the social concerns at each grade level that affect the chorus class?

Introduction
The title of this research paper, “Sing Out”, reflects my basic frustration as a middle school chorus teacher.  Countless times each day, I throw these words out to my students, pleading them to sing loud enough to be heard.  No matter how often I say it, no matter what tone, “sing out!” does not elicit the full participation and response I hope to get from my students.  These students are somehow held back in their willingness to fully participate with a strong and confident voice in my chorus class.  The classes are elective, so they choose chorus and singing over the other music class offerings.  The groups are grade-specific, so they are with their peers and friends.  They seem to be having a wonderful time… so why aren’t they singing out?

My objective is to examine the concerns, inhibitions, behaviors and mindsets of my adolescent chorus students and to try to improve the elements of chorus that I can control to encourage more participation and confidence in them.  In this way, I hope to eliminate the need to constantly push them to be louder just to be heard on stage and instead focus on shaping their abilities as performers. 

This action research project was started at the very end of the school year with a limited amount of time remaining with my students. Therefore, the time limit prohibited me from conducting more than minimal action research thus far.  Through structured group conversation, student survey, informal conversations and professional reading on the subject, I conducted what research I could in the few days of school that I had with my students.  My intention is to implement the plan for further action research in the coming school year, which will also be bringing a restructuring of the choral program.  

This action research seeks to answer the following questions:

1. What are the concerns that hold students back from participating fully?

2. What makes a classroom feel more “safe” and thus encourages participation?

3. What are the social concerns at each grade level that affect the chorus class?

Rationale for the Study
Middle school students are in a period of rapid transition, growth and development.  Their social development has a major impact on the willingness and ability of some students to put themselves “at risk” and therefore affects their performance and participation in a performing arts classroom.  I wish to discover the reasons for this as well as some solutions to minimizing this negative effect and encouraging greater levels of participation from all students.

Observation of the four middle school grade levels reveals a change in students from the fifth to the eighth grade.  In the fifth grade, there is almost no hesitation to fully participate in all activities, from the most simple and “safe” of singing well-known songs to the most ridiculous and “risky” of solo singing and expressive improvisational dancing, without regard to gender or musical ability.  Over the next four years, many students become more and more reluctant to do these activities, even when they are musically talented and confident. (Though there are, of course, exceptions for the particularly shy or the natural-born performer types.)  Therefore, activities must be shaped to keep the students in their safe zones, sometimes to the point of neglecting, waiving and adapting curriculum objectives.

Possible critical factors affecting the problem:

-Gender of student

-Age of student

-Self-confidence

-Experience in performing arts

-Gender balance in class

-Size of class

-Past experiences in chorus class

-Personality type (outgoing, withdrawn, social, Myers-Briggs type)

Primary Research Questions
1. What are the concerns of the less-motivated/less-participatory students that hold them back?

2. What makes a chorus class feel more “safe” and therefore increases participation?

3. What are the social/self-consciousness concerns at each grade level?

Hypothesis
Increased social awareness and self-consciousness inhibit student performance in chorus as their concern for the perceptions of others decreases their willingness to take risks and be exposed.

In general, at each grade level, there are more incidences of these behaviors than in the previous grade level due to the growth and development process of adolescent students.

Students are reserved and less inclined to full participation when they are concerned about being judged by their peers.

Creation of an environment of universal respect, “safety” and encouragement from all parties to all parties will increase student participation and improve student perception of what is required to achieve choral success.

Review of the Literature
The following review addresses the articles selected, but the Bibliography on page __ also includes books that I have found relevant.

To locate the appropriate research articles, I conducted various ERIC searches on phrases containing keywords, including “adolescent”, “social”, “performance”, “success”, “motivation”, “middle school”, “chorus” and combinations thereof.  Article titles were initially scanned for seemingly relevant material and narrowed down from there by reading the full abstracts available.  Some of the articles were available in full text online through ERIC and others were obtained through the other online resources available through the University of New England Library, such as JSTOR and EBSCO.  I was also fortunate to find that the January 2000 issue of Music Educators Journal had a special focus on middle school chorus, with multiple relevant articles.  The texts were relevant texts that were obtained during this school year with the intention of reading them for self-improvement toward the same goals of this action research project (without knowing this would coincide).  Our school has been learning about and participating in the process towards becoming a Turning Points school, therefore some of the material was suggested to the staff as enrichment.

Emily Crocker is a choral director as well as a composer and arranger of choral music.  In “Choosing Music for Middle School Choirs”, she provides the middle school choral director with some helpful advice and guidelines for selecting music that will suit the voices within their groups.  She addresses the physiological issues of adolescent voices and the types of choral groupings found with middle school aged students, such as treble-only choirs, mixed-voice choirs and other combinations of soprano, alto, tenor and baritone voices.  Crocker ends the article with a motivational piece of encouragement: “Be sensitive, pay attention, listen, and learn from your students, and, by all means, don’t get tired – the profession needs you!” (p. 37).


This article is relevant because part of encouraging more participation is selecting music for the students that will give them confidence in their performance.  Music specifically suited to their voices will provide them with a more fulfilling learning experience as they will find the process of learning and performing the pieces to be easier, and the sound they produce will be suited to the intention of the piece.  She also gives tips for working with students of this age, as there are specific needs and demands inherent in working with adolescent students.

The issue of Music Educators Journal mentioned above features this short article, “The Challenge of the Middle School Chorus”.  In this piece, Steven M. Demorest simply states, as the title says, the challenge of teaching middle school chorus.  It is not a thorough article, but is a guide to the articles in the special focus issue of Music Educators Journal.  In listing the articles present in the journal issue, he relates some of the concerns of a middle school chorus teacher.


The relevance of this piece that it helped my research by pointing me to the resource of the other articles in the journal that month.  

The second item from Demorest, “Encouraging Male Participation in Chorus” addresses one of the biggest concerns of a middle school chorus teacher, which is, encouraging male students to participate, after getting them to in roll in chorus classes at all.  Demorest explains some of the things that hold back the male students such as the social perceptions of chorus participation and the “masculinity” therein.  He proposes a workshop for the male students that allows them to work with older groups, see role models, hear experienced male choruses perform and learn about the importance of male singing in chorus.  Demorest provides information about one such workshop that he has successfully conducted at the University of Washington in Seattle.


There are two groups of concern with regard to hesitant participation in my research focus – the male students and the altos.  This article provides some helpful advice and ideas as to ways the choral director can strengthen male singers.  It also provides strategies for encouraging an increase in enrollment in chorus, which is the biggest hurdle of all – almost all middle- and high-school choruses are made up mostly of female students.  Some of the ideas in this article will be helpful in shaping my strategies.

Englund, Levy, Hyson and Sroufe present an overview of the social interactions and competencies of adolescent females in this study, “Adolescent Social Competence: Effectiveness in a Group Setting”.  They examine “effective functioning” (p. 1050) of the individuals within their peer groups, having followed these young women from a very young age.  The various measures of social competence such as comfort and anxiety, cooperation with others and problem-solving skills are addressed.


Though this article focuses on a group of low-income children born mostly to single mothers, which is not a group type that is present in my teaching population, the ideas of interaction between adolescent females are of interest.  The middle school chorus being mostly female, their ways of interacting are crucial to the success of the group.

In “Adolescents’ Social Goals, Beliefs about the Causes of Social Success, and Satisfaction in Peer Relations”, Jarvinen and Nicholls examine some of the most basic ideas of social development and functioning in adolescents.  They address the increasing value of peer relationships over family relationships and how self-esteem plays into these relationships.  Also, as stated in the title, they examine the social goals, beliefs and also perceptions of the adolescents of their social standing, development, relationships and interactions.  The authors used questionnaires and a series of measures to examine these ideas in a group of high school freshmen.


This article provides some insight into the functioning of the adolescent mind.  I looked at this specific article particularly regarding my seventh and eighth grade students, as they are closer to the population used in the study for the article.  The results presented in the article help me to better understand the mindset of the older middle school student.

As stated in the title, this first article by McElhaney and Allen addresses “Autonomy and the Adolescent Social Functioning: The Moderating Effect of Risk”, specifically the ways parenting and the sense of autonomy affect adolescent social functioning.  The article considers the effect of low-risk and high-risk social contexts on these adolescents.  They discovered that low-risk students are more likely to have higher self-esteem, confidence and appropriate senses of autonomy.  This is noted to be related to the parenting styles typical to the middle-class family.


The population with which I work is a predominantly white middle-class and mostly low-risk population.  The ideas that the authors present relate to the ways in which my students function.  It is worth noting that I do not always see the authoritarian parenting mentioned but rather a more indulgent parenting style with many of my students.  However, their sense of autonomy is very well developed and this is one focus for change in my classroom – empowerment of the students within appropriate boundaries.

This second study by McElhaney and Allen (joined by Antonishak) provides more insight into the value of peer relationships and social perception in the adolescent population.  Entitled “They Like Me, They Like Me Not: Popularity and Adolescents’ Perceptions of Acceptance Predicting Social Functioning Over Time”, this study shows how peer relationships and social perception affect all aspects of their basic functioning and seems to govern all actions of the adolescent.  The authors address the importance of social acceptance and popularity in how the adolescent functions in developing their long-term identity.


This article is perhaps the most useful and relevant one for my focus in this action research project.  The preliminary observations I have made reveal that one of the biggest factors in student performance and willingness to “sing out” is the perception of their peers.  This article puts this social perception into a more formal and organized psychological study.  Observations of my students (or of any middle school population) reveal the high value they place on their peers’ perception of them and this can be the most important controlling element of their environment.
Comprehensive Research Plan
Respondent groups:

For the abbreviated action research conducted during June 2009, the respondent groups were two classes of seventh grade chorus students at Groton-Dunstable Middle School in Groton, Massachusetts.

For further action research in the 2009-2010 school year, the respondent groups will be all chorus classes in grades five, six, seven and eight at Groton-Dunstable Middle School.

Additional respondents will be the guidance, administration and Integrated Arts staff of Groton-Dunstable Middle School as willing to participate and contribute.

Methods of obtaining data:

For the abbreviated action research during June 2009, the methods of obtaining data were discussion/focus groups with the seventh grade chorus students. Additional data will be drawn from observation.

For further action research in the 2009-2010 school year, methods will include various data collection methods of direct student input: survey, journal writing, discussion with focus groups of chorus students, as well as methods of observation: teacher observation and anecdotal evidence obtained through discussion with guidance staff and other Integrated Arts staff.

Analysis of results:

This is a quantitative-descriptive form of action research, with the intention of examining student responses to the data collection methods, organizing the data collected to form answers to the questions and using an intuitive approach to see where changes and improvements can be made in teaching methods, classroom environment, program structure and/or overall social norms expected within the school.

For the abbreviated action research, since the only form of data collection used was guided discussion, the notes taken during the discussions were organized, aligned into logical lists and interpreted to find ways to begin to apply that information for the coming school year. As the new school year is bringing a restructuring of the program, I will use the information gleaned from this abbreviated study to guide the new structure.

For the further action research to be conducted over the first semester of the 2009-2010 school year, all forms of data collection will be used and results will be sorted into logical patterns, interpreted and also shared with colleagues in order to better understand our students and to inform, assist and guide each other in making changes that will benefit them.

Timeline:

The abbreviated action research took place with discussion and focus groups occurring during the last three weeks of school.

The further action research will take place over the first semester of the 2009-2010 school year, allowing results to be implemented and changes to be made for the second semester of the school year.

Figure 1: Data Collection Matrix
Primary Research Questions:

1. What are the concerns of the students that hold them back?

2. What makes a chorus class feel more “safe” and therefore increases participation?

3. What are the social/self-consciousness concerns at each grade level?

	Research Questions
	Data Source

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1. Concerns that hold them back?
	Student surveys
	Guided discussion
	Journal
	Existing literature
	

	2. “Safety” factors?
	Student surveys
	Guided discussion
	Journal
	Existing literature
	

	3. General social concerns?
	Student surveys
	Guided discussion
	Journal
	Existing literature
	Staff surveys


Data Collection Tools – Overview
As this action research project was conducted in both an abbreviated format for the remaining three weeks of the 2008-2009 school year and will be continued as a full action research project to be administered and studied during the 2009-2010 school year, there are two sets of data collection tools.  The guided discussion questions (appendix A) are being used for the June 2009 abbreviated action research.  They may be used again in the fall semester or for discussions in future semesters as a continual assessment tool for assessing and seeking to tailor teaching to new groups of students in coming years.  All other tools (appendices A, B, C & D) will be used during the coming 2009-2010 school year for the fall semester.

Questions used on the survey, guided discussion and journal prompts overlap and cover similar territory.  This is due to the need for using different tools with different classes of students, dependent upon student population, structure of the class, and other possible factors.  Tools may be altered, rewritten, questions re-ordered or modified as needed for particular populations of students depending on age, relevance, cognitive abilities, chorus experience, and other factors.  Students might answer a survey to get their thought process started, then share answers in a guided discussion.  Alternatively, the student journal writing process may be used in a similar manner.

Results and Analysis

As noted previously, the results presented and interpreted here are a result of the abbreviated action research undertaken during the last three weeks of the 2008-2009 school year.  The contributing groups to the guided discussions were two classes of seventh grade chorus students.  The populations of these classes were 29 females and 8 males in one class, 29 females and 0 males in the other class.  Notes taken during the guided discussions of the abbreviated action research are presented in appendix E.  A note from a student, prompted by the guided discussions, has been included as appendix F.


The problem statement set forth postulates that the participation level of the middle school chorus student is affected by social factors.  The results of the guided discussions appear to support this theory.  Discussions focused on this concept and students were encouraged to speak freely and openly about the subjects at hand with some guidance from the teacher and following basic guidelines of respect.  The two main ideas which arose from the guided discussions were that students are self-conscious and concerned about judgment by their peers as well as lacking confidence in their own ability.  These ideas support the hypothesis given in the research plan, though further action research is needed with varied groups of students in each of the four grades.

As proposed in the hypothesis, this action research shows that increased social awareness and self-consciousness in the maturing adolescent student inhibits their performance in chorus as their concern for the perceptions of others decreases their willingness to take risks and be exposed.  Social value is a key motivating factor in the daily function of the middle school student and a tendency towards negative perception of personal ability in this age group places a high risk value on chorus class participation.  Self-awareness increases from the fifth to the eighth grade and thus more activities in the performing arts classroom take on this risk value as the adolescent mind becomes increasingly judgmental of each action, assessing the way that it will be perceived by their peers.  It must be stated that the degree to which this affects the students is a variable across the student population as some students are more outgoing or less self-conscious than others.  Variation can also occur for any one student based on individual factors on any given day.


To summarize the results of the guided discussions conducted during the limited period of time available for the action research during this school year with regard to the primary research questions:

1. The concerns that hold students back from full participation are a lack of confidence in their own ability, the potential for a negative reputation due to judgment by their peers, and an unwillingness to stand out from the crowd.

2. Our chorus classes feel “safe” because they have known the teacher for their entire middle school career, there is a balance of structure and leniency, the room is set up comfortably, and there are friendship groups within the population of each class.

3. The social/self-consciousness concerns in the seventh grade are the tendencies to think of the possibility of negative social effects of most actions taken during a school day and the huge impact that the adolescent student’s social image has on their self-image.

Further action research will focus on these ideas, build upon them and compare them to the results of data collection tools used with the same population as eighth grade students as well as the results obtained from the fifth, sixth and seventh grade in the 2009-2010 school year.  In order for a definitive analysis to be made and for reliable conclusions to be drawn, data collection from a variety of sample populations must still be conducted.

Action Plan

Part One:


The first part of my action plan regards application of the data collected in the abbreviated action research conducted during June 2009.  It is not possible to consider the results of the abbreviated action research as definitive indicators of the general middle school choral population as the sample size was small, exclusive to one grade/age group, using only one data collection tool and over a very short period of time.


However, the results gathered do shed some light on improvements that could be made in September 2009 to create an ideal environment for student performance.  Below are listed key points that the students made during our guided discussions and how they will be applied in the fall:

“feeling like the classroom is isolated from the rest of the school”

“room is set up without chairs” (choral setup)

“sitting with friends” “friendship in the classroom” “knowing each other”

These items all pertain to the physical setup of the classroom.  Establishing the chorus room as its own environment, to set it apart from other “normal” classrooms, helps to make it feel like a special place.  The use of a choral setup (using risers instead of desks and chairs), posters, and other physical markers of a music-centered classroom will contribute to this idea.  Students will be divided into their appropriate voice part sections but, unless adjustments are needed for behavioral modification, students will be allowed to choose their own spot within those sections.  Students will be guided in team-building and getting-to-know-you activities at the beginning of the year to build upon existing friendships and to establish new ones with special attention to students who are new to the school or who do not have established friendships in that chorus class.

“knowing the teacher”

“when the teacher balances being strict with being lenient”

“how the teacher talks to the group”

“’When I 100% know what I’m supposed to be doing, that’s safe.’ – Jessica W.”

“offer more sectionals/extra help”

These points pertain to the way the teacher conducts the class and how she presents herself to the students.  Students in the upper grades already know the teacher.  The teacher will be sure to introduce herself to the younger or new students in a way that helps them understand her personality and makes her a friendly figure.  Classroom guidelines will be established at the beginning of the school year and students will contribute to these guidelines through guided discussion in order to nurture motivation through a sense of control and ownership of their environment.  The teacher will also mention the availability of extra help and present students with these dates and opportunities each week to encourage them to take advantage of this availability.

Lack of confidence in ability, social/self-consciousness concerns (problem statements #1 and #3 as in the interpretation/analysis)

These ideas form an obstacle that is far more difficult to overcome, as it is part of the basic makeup of an adolescent mind.  However, the teacher will make every effort possible to stress that the chorus classroom is a safe environment with a basic rule of mutual respect.  Students will be encouraged and praised for all contributions in an appropriate manner and positive language will be emphasized at all times.  The teacher will seek out materials and texts that will continue to help her understand this phenomenon and how to address it in the classroom.  (One such text is “Choice Words” by P.H. Johnston.)  The teacher will also find age-relevant materials that best suit the developing middle school voice.  (For example, “Sing 6-7-8!” by R. Emerson.)  The teacher will also use trust-building exercises with all grades of students.

Part Two:


During the first semester of the 2009-2010 school year, the data collection tools will be applied in a more thorough manner with all four grades of students in order to gather more data for better action research.  At this point, comparisons can be made to the results of the June 2009 abbreviated action research and the teacher will seek colleagues (including guidance counselors and administrators) who are willing to look over the results and to discuss them in order to enrich the teacher’s understanding of these findings.  In this way, the teacher can begin to work with colleagues in sharing the findings and, working with administration, consider what form would be most useful to share and further investigate the problem statements and action research results with the general teaching staff of the middle school.  Particular attention may be given to this action research project by the other performing arts staff of the middle school who may observe similar environments and student actions with a different group of students, as students are given a choice of chorus, band, general music or drama.  In this way, interactions within the various disciplines can be compared and used to enhance or to alter the ways that each teacher conducts their performing arts classroom.

Bibliography
Brown, D.F., & Knowles, T. (2007). What Every Middle School Teacher Should Know (2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Crocker, E. (2000, January 1). Choosing Music for Middle School Chorus. Music Educators Journal, 86(4), 33-37. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ628632) Retrieved May 23, 2009, from ERIC database.

Dehning, W. (2003). Chorus Confidential: Decoding the Secrets of the Choral Art. San Pedro, CA: Pavane Publishing.

Demorest, S. (2000, January 1). The Challenge of the Middle School Chorus. Music Educators Journal, 86(4), 21-22. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ628629) Retrieved May 23, 2009, from ERIC database.

Demorest, S. (2000, January 1). Encouraging Male Participation in Chorus. Music Educators Journal, 86(4), 38-41. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ628633) Retrieved May 23, 2009, from ERIC database.

Emerson, R. (2008). Sing 6-7-8! 50 Ways To Improve Your Elementary Or Middle School Choir. Milwaukee: Hal Leonard.

Englund, M., Levy, A., Hyson, D., & Sroufe, L. (2000, July 1). Adolescent Social Competence: Effectiveness in a Group Setting. Child Development, 71(4), 1049-60. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ620378) Retrieved June 8, 2009, from ERIC database.

Jackson, A.W., & Davis, G.A. (2000). Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century. New York: Teachers College Press.

Jarvinen, D., & Nicholls, J. (1996, May 1). Adolescents' Social Goals, Beliefs about the Causes of Social Success, and Satisfaction in Peer Relations. Developmental Psychology, 32(3), 435-41. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ526410) Retrieved June 8, 2009, from ERIC database.

Johnston, P.H. (2004). Choice Words: How Our Language Affects Children’s Learning. Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

McElhaney, K., & Allen, J. (2001, January 1). Autonomy and Adolescent Social Functioning: The Moderating Effect of Risk. Child Development, 72(1), 220-35. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ626964) Retrieved June 8, 2009, from ERIC database.

McElhaney, K., Antonishak, J., & Allen, J. (2008, May 1). They Like Me, They Like Me Not: Popularity and Adolescents' Perceptions of Acceptance Predicting Social Functioning Over Time. Child Development, 79(3), 720-731. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ794586) Retrieved June 8, 2009, from ERIC database.

McGill, S., & Volk, E. (2007). Beyond Singing: Blueprint for the Exceptional Choral Program. Milwaukee: Hal Leonard.

Williamson, S. (2000, January 1). Positively Adolescent!. Music Educators Journal, 86(4), 29-32. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. EJ628631) Retrieved May 23, 2009, from ERIC database.

Appendix A
Guided Discussion Questions
for use by teacher or small group leader

General questions:

1. What are your favorite things about chorus?

2. What could we change to make this class more fun?

3. Do you have any ideas of ways I can check your learning along the way?

4. What are some myths about chorus that you’ve heard from non-chorus students? 

5. How can we help the rest of the school understand us better?

Environment:

1. What makes a classroom a “safe” environment?

2. What is there about chorus class that is either “safe” or “risky” to you?

3. How can we change the environment in chorus classes to make it feel more “safe”?

4. How can we change the school itself to make all classrooms feel more “safe” to you?

Social Development:

1. What is different about chorus from 5th grade until now? (NOTE: This is not used with 5th grade.)

2. How have you changed since 5th grade? Do you participate more or less?

Participation:

1. What are your worries and concerns about participating?

2. Why are the altos usually quieter than the sopranos?

3. Why are the male students usually quieter than the altos and sopranos?

4. Why are there so few male students in chorus?

5. Why did you choose to take chorus?

Appendix B
Staff Survey: Understanding Our Students

In order to gain a greater understanding of how our students see our classrooms and how it influences their comfort and participation level, I would greatly appreciate if you would answer these questions.

What grade do you teach?

What subject do you teach?

What do you do in order to create a “safe” environment in your classroom that encourages all students to feel respected and to encourage participation?

What are the biggest social concerns in your grade level in terms of inter-personal relationships between students?

Using basic attributes based on a composite of past and current students…

-Describe the general type of student whom you find to be the most willing to participate in class discussions. 

-Describe the type of student whom you find to be the least willing to participate in class discussions.

-Describe the changes you observe in your students over the course of a school year, particularly with regard to social development.

Appendix C
All about Chorus Class

Why did you choose to take chorus?

What are your favorite things about chorus?

What could we change to make this a better class?

What are some of your worries or concerns in chorus class?

If you had to “sell” chorus to other students, what would you say or do to convince them that it’s a good class to take?

All about the Chorus Classroom

What do you like about the chorus classroom?

Do you feel comfortable performing in the chorus classroom?

Do you feel safe in the chorus classroom?

Is there anything you would change about the chorus classroom to make performing more comfortable?

Is there anything you would change to make the school feel more safe to you?

Friends in the Chorus Room!

What have you heard about chorus class?

What made you choose to take chorus class?

Do you find it easy to sing in front of your close friends?

Why do you think there are so few male students in chorus?

How have things changed in chorus since 5th grade?

How have you changed since 5th grade?

Participating in Chorus Class?

What percent do you participate in chorus?

Do you have any worries or concerns about participating?

What would you do if you saw classmates not participating?

Can you think of any games or activities that would help to get everyone to participate more often? 

Is there anything that would make you sing louder?

Appendix D
Journal Prompts
Thinking about Chorus

What are your favorite things about chorus?

What could we change to make this class more fun?

Do you have any ideas of ways I can check your learning along the way?

What are some myths about chorus that you’ve heard from non-chorus students? 

How can we help the rest of the school understand us better?

What is a “Safe” Environment?

What makes a classroom a “safe” environment?

What is there about chorus class that is either “safe” or “risky” to you?

How can we change the environment in chorus classes to make it feel more “safe”?

How can we change the school itself to make all classrooms feel more “safe” to you?

Over the Years

What is different about chorus from 5th grade to now? (NOTE: This is not used with 5th grade.)

How have you changed since 5th grade? Do you participate more or less?

Class Participation

What are your worries and concerns about participating?

Why are the altos usually quieter than the sopranos?

Why are the male students usually quieter than the altos and sopranos?

Why are there so few male students in chorus?

Why do you choose to take chorus?

Appendix E
Notes Taken During Guided Discussions

NOTE: Not all questions were used during the abbreviated action research conducted in June 2009.  The questions are organized with the notes taken during the guided discussion following them. 

General questions:

1. What are your favorite things about chorus?

2. What could we change to make this class more fun?

3. Do you have any ideas of ways I can check your learning along the way?

· assume students are truthful and don’t collect/grade practice charts

· collect one a month but check once a week

4. What are some myths about chorus that you’ve heard from non-chorus students? 

5. How can we help the rest of the school understand us better?

Environment:

1. What makes a classroom a “safe” environment?

· friendship in the classroom

· feeling like the classroom is isolated from the rest of the school

· knowing the teacher

· “When I 100% know what I’m supposed to be doing, that’s safe.” Jessica W.

· when the teacher balances being strict with being lenient

· sitting with friends

· room is set up without chairs

· knowing each other

· how the teacher talks to each group

2. What is there about chorus class that is either “safe” or “risky” to you?

· quizzing alone is intimidating

· often stressed about grading

3. How can we change the environment in chorus classes to make it feel more “safe”?

· give students song choice

· give more note-finding cues

· alternate which voice part goes first

· offer more sectionals/extra help

4. How can we change the school itself to make all classrooms feel more “safe” to you?

· AS A SCHOOL we need to improve our school community because we worry that we will be teased or made fun of.

Social Development:

1. What is different about chorus from 5th grade to now? 

2. How have you changed since 5th grade? Do you participate more or less?

· little kid voice in 5th grade

· it’s typical to start feeling unsure of self

· don’t care what people think when younger

· social image affects self-image

· when you’re new it’s less scary

· younger kids are more willing to please teachers and friends

· less social impact on thinking of self when younger

Participation:

1. What are your worries and concerns about participating?

· afraid to “look like an idiot”

· if you make a mistake “people stare at you like you’re a freak” (last time it happened was “last week”)

· always think of worst-case scenario

· someone will tell the whole grade you’re not good

· people may start rumors about how you sing

2. Why are the altos usually quieter than the sopranos?

· notes are weird, funky

· unsure

· some like being in a bigger group

· safety in numbers

· want to do what everyone else is doing

· sing just enough to pass

· feel like an outsider

· sopranos are naturally louder due to pitch

· sopranos are “supposed” to have better voices

· singing higher is “better” in our society

· more to do – harder – more to remember – harder job being an alto

3. Why are the men usually quieter than the altos and sopranos?

4. Why are there so few men in chorus?

· men want deeper “more manly” music

5. Why do you choose to take chorus?

· allows us to show our different selves

· “Chorus class made me more confident about myself.” – Hannah B.

Appendix F
Note from Kayla B.

NOTE: This note was received from Kayla B., a female seventh grade chorus student in one of the groups that participated in the abbreviated action research.  This student chose to write this short reflection completely of her own volition as she saw me taking notes and wanted to be helpful in contributing to my action research paper.  Formatting, spelling and grammar are as typed in the original note.

I think that there are many reasons why kids in 5th grade sing with more confidence than 7th graders. When you are in 5th grade you aren’t really getting judged at all. The older you get in middle school the more drama and stupid things happen. People are more likely to judge you and give you a reputation. But in 5th grade everyone is just happy to be in middle school and they aren’t teenagers yet and their hormones haven’t kicked in. As kids grow up from 5th graders they get more self conscious and care more and more what people think of them. I actually have had someone come up to me and say “Did you hear _______, she sings horrible!” I think it’s really immature for people to say that but, I’m still not as “daring” (I guess is the word) than I was in 5th grade. Even though I didn’t do chorus in 5th grade I still would sing in front of people all the time and not care all, or even think about the fact of someone judging me. I remember when I was in 5th grade, and I lived in Westford I would sing karaoke revolution loud and proud in front of friends and even people that were at parties that I wasn’t close with. It didn’t matter and I wasn’t even the least bit scared. Now I don’t know how I even did that. Yeah maybe I would in front of VERY close friends but hardly anyone. Overall I guess the whole thing is about caring what other people think. As you grow older a lot of people tend to care more than they used to.
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