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Recent sources in music education have suggested that many pertinent research questions might best be explored through the use of action research or teacher research (Conway & Borst, 2001; Leglar & Collay, 2002; Regelski, 1994). Leglar and Collay define the terms: "Action research may be the most familiar term for classroom research by teachers (Schmuck, 1997; Sprinthall, Reiman, & Thies-Sprinthall, 1996). Clandinin and Connelly (1995) referred to the processes of teacher researchers as 'personal experience methods,' and S. Hollingsworth (1992) and colleagues participated in 'collaborative conversations' (p. 260)." Music education sources also suggest that the action research model has been under-represented in music education as a design for research (Bresler, 1995; Rideout & Feldman, 2002).

In his recent discussion of philosophical issues and music education research Elliott (2002) discusses the rise of postmodern thinking and its connection to the use of action research in general educational research:

In parallel with the gradual decline of modernity and the rise of postmodern thinking, educational research between (roughly) 1945 and 1970 became less dominated by empiricist-positivist approaches... Coincidentally, humanistic and postmodern scholars argued persuasively for more inclusive and socially sensitive ways of investigating educational issues. Indeed, the strict "cognitive" focus of much of the research in the 1960s and 1970s caused scholars (aware of postmodern thinking) to emphasize the paucity of research on human subjectivity, personal identity formation and gender issues. As part of this emphasis on the "whole person," educational research broadened to include Action Research, Ethnography, Narrative Inquiry, Critical Theory, Feminist Inquiry, and Postmodernism. (p. 87)

Nieto (2003) suggests:

All good teachers, whether they consciously carry out research or not, are researchers in the broadest sense of the word. This is because good teachers are also learners, and they recognize that they need to keep learning throughout their careers if they are to improve. They probe their subject matter, constantly searching for material that will excite and motivate their students; they explore pedagogy to create a learning environment that is both rigorous and supportive; they talk with their colleagues about difficult situations. Above all, they value the intellectual work that is at the core of teaching. (p. 76-77)

The purpose of this paper is to describe the collaborative action research (Conway & Borst, 2001; Erikson, 1995; Henson, 1996) process used in an examination of assessment procedures in beginning instrumental music. It is hoped that a discussion of the "how" of action research used in this study may provide information to other music teachers interested in doing research in their own classrooms. Based on our collaborative interaction we will also discuss the possible implications of the teacher as researcher for teacher professional development and music education research.

Formation of Research Relationship/Goals for the Project 
Conway and Borst (2001) define collaborative action research as a relationship between a group of teachers or between teachers and a university researcher. They suggest: "It may be difficult for K-12 music teachers to find time to design and implement research. However, collaboration with the university professor, for whom research is part of the job expectation, makes equal-partner action research a possibility" (p. 3). Tom Jeffers (public school-based researcher) and I (Colleen Conway, university-based researcher) met in the summer of 2001 when he was a participant in a summer instrumental music workshop at my university. At the conclusion of the two-week workshop I presented a short lecture on action research or teacher research and encouraged all the workshop participants to consider doing research in their classrooms as a way of documenting their work with the workshop content. Several weeks later Tom contacted me and expressed his interest in doing a collaborative project in his classroom. He had been teaching beginning instrumental music for 33 years in the same elementary school in Montivlle, CT. As Nieto (2003) suggests, as a reflective teacher, Tom had been doing the sorts of thinking required for action research for years. I had taught beginning instrumental music for seven years, was now teaching beginning instrumental music methods courses in teacher education, and had conducted action research in the past. We brought varied expertise to the project.

Tom and I spent the latter part of the summer of 2001 making decisions regarding just what to study in his school. Late in August, Tom decided that he would like to develop and examine various assessment procedures that would support the teaching techniques he had learned in the summer workshop. We decided that it would be useful not only to develop assessment tools but also to examine our perceptions of the tools as he used them over two years of teaching. We were also interested in students' and parents' perceptions of the assessment tools. Tom had already decided to retire two years from the time we started the study, so we designed a two-year longitudinal study to take place during his last two years of teaching. In the fall of 2001, Tom started a collaborative research notebook to document our research interactions as well as his perceptions of the usefulness of the assessment tools. At the opening of 2001-2002 school year, Tom discussed this research project with his building principal in Montville, CT, and they decided to have Tom use the collaborative action research project as the primary goal for his "Montville Public Schools Professional Growth Plan." Figure 1 outlines the objective/plan of action and data collection for the project as stated on September 19, 2001.

As the collaborative researcher, I began to search for past literature on the topic of assessment in beginning instrumental music (Asmus, 1999; Blocher, 1997; MENC, 2001). As there was little mention in music education assessment literature of research on parents', students', and teachers' perceptions of assessment, I also searched the general education literature and found studies of parent perceptions of grading procedures (Culbertson & Jalongo, 1999; Munk & Bursuck, 2001; Pollio, Humphreys, & Eison, 1991; Shepard & Bliem, 1995); student perceptions of grading procedures (Bursuck, Munk, & Olson, 1999; Zeidner, 1987); and various perceptions of assessment and grading (Carlton, 1993; Colangelo, 1981; Donegan & Trepanier-Street, 1998; Viadero, 1994) and report card reform (Allison & Friedman, 1995a, 1995b; Pardini, 1997). Most of these studies examined perceptions at the secondary level and none reported perceptions of assessment in music courses. However, these studies did provide methodological models for examining parent, student, and teacher perceptions as well as baseline information for the creation of parent and student interview protocols. I sent copies of all research articles to Tom.

Tom and I discussed issues of data collection and design. Early in September 2001, we decided on the following research questions for the study: (a) How did parents describe the assessment tools used in beginning instrumental music? What was valuable about the achievement report provided to parents? What would parents change about the assessment process? (b) How did beginning instrumental students describe their interaction with assessment procedures? What was helpful to these students? What would they change? (c) How did the teacher-researcher describe the process of using these assessment tools over the two-year period? What suggestions for change or improvement did he provide throughout the two years? and (d) What were the collaborative researcher's perceptions of the assessment procedures used?

Tom's Development of Assessment Procedures and Tools 
Tom. The development of assessment procedures and tools began without a model. Many of the descriptions of assessment practices that Colleen sent and that I located in the literature did not reflect the areas of beginning instrumental music education that I felt were important to report to students and parents. My first step was to list the areas that I hoped would represent significant information to parents and students about students' musical achievement and instrumental executive skill development. While struggling with the beginning aspects of putting those ideas down on paper, I sought assistance from other music educators who I knew had similar goals for instrumental music. During the process of piecing all these ideas together and developing the assessment format, I would send my ideas to Colleen for comment. In this way we could discuss the progress of our project by e-mail or over the telephone. Her feedback was invaluable to the development of the assessment piece.

The primary assessment task asked students to provide a videotape of musical activities for assessment including movement to macro and micro beats in duple and triple meter, repeating back rhythm patterns with and without syllables performed by the teacher (Tom) on a CD given to each student; repeating back tonic and dominanat tonal patterns in major tonality as performed by the teacher on the CD; and performing several folk songs by ear. I scored tapes using rating scales developed for the study in the following areas: executive skills (posture, hand position, embouchure, etc.); musical expression (phrasing, dynamics, tone, articulation); sense of tonality; and sense of rhythm. For the student assessment part of the project I developed the following: instructions to parents about the assessment; instructions to students; all of the rating scales; a report card to send to parents based on the data; an "optional" parent assessment activity; a study self-assessment; and the CD of rhythm and tonal patterns.

The Process of Data Collection 
Data for the study included Tom's log of interactions with the assessment tools; a mid-study reflective interview with Tom (January 2002); a student instrumental music attitude survey (collected in spring 2002 and spring 2003); a parent evaluation of the assessment tool (collected in spring 2002 and spring 2003); telephone interviews with parents (spring 2002 and spring 2003); and focus group interviews with students (spring 2003 only). Tom collected all data that was done on-site. He developed the student and parent questionnaires, and I (Colleen) commented on them before they were used. I conducted the phone interviews with parents. I developed an interview protocol, and Tom commented on it before it was used. We chose parents to interview based on the responses on the parent evaluation of the assessment procedures questionnaire.

For the student interviews, I developed the interview protocol and gave it to Tom for feedback. We asked another teacher in Tom's building to hold the student interviews in the spring of 2003. We felt that we might get more honest answers from students regarding their perceptions if someone other than their teacher was conducting the interviews, and I (Colleen) was unable to go to Connecticut at this time.

Tom developed a videotape of his teaching for a presentation we did in March 2003, and this served as observational data for me as the collaborative researcher. For the first time, I had an opportunity to see Tom with his students doing the things we had been studying. Tom made another video recording of his teaching and sent it to me in late spring of 2003 so I had another opportunity to view Tom and his students in context.

The Process of Analysis 
In their "Guidelines for Action Research," Conway and Borst (2001) suggest:

Throughout the research process, the teacher researcher must assess when enough data has been gathered. The data collection phase of an action research project melds together with the analysis phase so that thoughts regarding the meaning of the data begin to emerge during the process, not just after it. The action researcher must search for meaning by coding the collected data and developing categories to describe and organize themes presented in observations, diary notes, interviews, and other materials. In collaborative action research projects, teachers and university researchers may analyze data together. Such interaction adds another important dimension of reflection to the research process. (p. 4)

Colleen. The most exciting part of this project for both of us has been the conversations via e-mail and the phone regarding what has been happening in Tom's classroom. As part of the analysis, I had the parent phone interview tapes transcribed. In addition, we both listened to the student interview tape. I listened several times to Tom's tape from the middle of the study and viewed his videotapes. We both examined the student and parent questionnaire data as well. All data were viewed with the research questions regarding student, parent, and teacher perceptions in mind. In terms of the coding and categorizing itself, I think the biggest challenge has been in trying to draw from this data what might be useful for other teachers. Since Tom has now retired, I think we both feel that we want to find a way to use this information to assist other teachers with their classroom assessment.

Tom. This research project has been one of, if not the most, beneficial activity I have pursued in my 35 years as an instrumental music teacher. I have attempted to construct assessment tools and procedures a few times prior to this research project. Each prior attempt met with partial success at best and most times with outright failure. One of the most important reasons for the successful completion of the present project was having a collaborator. Just having to prepare my work for Colleen forced me to be disciplined and complete each step along the way. Having a partner to critique my work made it much easier to see the progress. Sharing each step along the way made me feel secure about the work I was doing and the direction the project was taking. The results of this project are directly linked to the experience, expertise, and enthusiasm Colleen brought to the project. Being able to share ideas, listen to suggestions, and talk about problems and frustrations made this project exciting and manageable. Our correspondence by e-mail (the majority), telephone (usually after a number of e-mails), and in person led to the creation of useful documents to record and communicate to parents their children's progress in beginning instrumental music.

The Collaborative Process 
Tom. We did not always agree. For example, I developed a "Parent Evaluation of the Instrumental Music Progress Report" (figure 2). When I presented the idea of this survey being part of the packet, Colleen was very unenthusiastic. She tried to discourage me from including it, feeling that we would receive little or no response. However, I did include it and it turned out to be very successful, with the returns leading to many data-filled telephone interviews conducted by Colleen. This is just one example of the value of the collaboration between a teacher and a researcher. As the teacher of the students in this setting, I had a better sense than Colleen of what might provide valuable information for the study.

Colleen. The process of writing with a coauthor is always more interesting than trying to write alone. In this particular case, the research represents a "teacher-generated" inquiry. Leglar and Collay (2002) suggest:

Teacher-generated research is distinguished by the nature of the research questions, the methods of inquiry, and the cogency of the findings. Teacher researchers explore problems that are important to teachers. They recognize that the classroom is not a laboratory where experiments can be conducted under controlled conditions. They often work in collaborative teams, discussing methodology along with the topic of study. In fact, the changing conditions of the teaching/learning setting require innovation and boundary-blurring methodologies for anyone who chooses to study learning, whether teachers or outsiders. (p. 859-860)

I have found our discussions regarding the problems that are important to teachers to be helpful in my own work with teacher education students. It is easy to lose focus of the daily lives of teachers, and collaborative action research helps a researcher to keep that focus.

Implications for Teacher Professional Development 
Hookey (2002) suggests:

Research carried out by teachers or other practictioners represents a significant opportunity for professional development. This could include various individual strategies and approaches such as action research or self-study, self-evaluation or writing, working in mentoring or coaching pairs and diverse group strategies. (p. 890)

Tom. This research project presented a significant opportunity for my professional development. All of the previous professional development that I had experienced in my teaching career was dictated by administrators. They would choose what we would be studying or learning about. They would set up when we would do it, where we would do it, how long it would be for, and what the proposed outcome(s) would or should be. When I contrast traditional professional development with the possibilities offered by collaborative action research, I find a wide range of opportunities for investigating areas that are interesting or problematic to teachers. The teacher can have the opportunity to learn about or improve some aspect of teaching that pertains directly to his or her teaching and classroom environment. If research is something a teacher is not familiar or comfortable with (and most classroom teachers are not), then collaboration with a university professor is a way to initiate professional development that will be applicable to his or her teaching and classroom situation. Results from the classroom inquiry may also prove to be applicable and beneficial to other teachers in similar or possibly very different teaching situations.

Implications for Teacher Preparation 
In discussing the development of reflective music education practitioners at the undergraduate level, Rideout and Feldman (2002) suggest:

Action research (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993) can be thought of as an extension of the reflective practitioner movement. It, too, has become a common part of teacher education programs. For the purposes of this discussion, we define action research as systematic inquiry by practitioners to improve teaching and learning ... Clearly, action research has had little impact on research in music education and music student teaching even though its potential contributions were expounded 30 years ago (Colwell, 1972) and were reiterated in 1995 (Erikson, 1995; Ross, 1995). (p. 881)

I have suggested elsewhere (Conway, 2000) that "As we prepare for continued work with undergraduate methods students and student teachers, we must help these students discover the potential for research in their world and develop them into music education teacher-researchers" (p. 29). As I now reflect on my work with Tom Jeffers in this collaborative action research project, I am again reminded that if we want music teachers to care about research and to be curious about their own teaching practice, then we must educate them in preservice and in-service programs to realize that research in the classroom is possible and gratifying.

Implications for Music Education Research 
In their recent examination of research in music teacher education, Leglar and Collay (2002) discuss the implications of action research:

Regelski (1994) contended that the positivist research paradigm "has had little success in professionalizing educationists," partly because researchers, working in isolation are pursuing their own narrow agendas and because research based on these agendas has not produced much useful information. Researchers' distance from the school context--their status as "outsiders"--has prevented them from identifying and exploring issues that are important to practitioners. Regelski, writing from the viewpoint of critical theory, argued that "the major reason for the irrelevance of this research for teachers is its 'elsewhereness'" (p. 65). "Most research done in music education," he went on to say, "fails to have any impact simply because the problems selected are not seen as problems by those who presumably would benefit from their solution" (p. 79)....

University researchers now have a near-monopoly on research activities, and the questions they ask are not the same as those that interest P-12 practitioners. If the theory-practice chasm is to be bridged, practitioners' questions need to be fully addressed within a culture of inquiry that permeates the profession. (p. 867, 869)

We have found our experiences in what Regelski calls a "culture of inquiry" to be professionally valuable for both the higher education collaborator and the K-12 practitioner. We encourage others to explore the action research/teacher researcher model and to submit results from such collaborations to local and national conferences and journals for dissemination. This is the key to the theory and practice connection.

Figure 1. Montville Public Schools Professional Growth Plan 
Name: Thomas Jeffers

Date: September 19, 2001

Goal (expression of purpose and direction): To research and formulate an assessment tool for instrumental music.

Objective

Statement of specific, measurable, and observable behaviors which outlines what you expect to accomplish in order to achieve your goal.

I will create an assessment tool that will be used to evaluate, measure, and report student progress in instrumental music two times each year (January and June). It will be the goals of this assessment tool to: 1. Measure and evaluate student progress toward the curriculum goals. 2. Give teachers, parents, and students meaningful feedback.

Plan of Action
What step-by-step learning activities, action, and timeline will you use to accomplish this objective? What can the evaluator do to assist or support your attainment of this objective?

This is action research which will be a collaborative project with an elementary instrumental music teacher (Tom Jeffers) and University of Michigan Assistant Professor of Music Education (Dr. Colleen Conway). It will include research of existing literature on assessment at this and other levels and original/adaptive work in designing the assessment tool. It will also include a student and parent questionnaire on the effectiveness of this assessment tool.

Data Collection

What data, information, or evidence will you collect to show progress toward your objective? How will you collect it (e.g., survey)?

There will be a review by the two principal researchers and a questionnaire sent to selected students and parents asking them to indicate the level of helpfulness and understanding this assessment tool/report brings to them.

We have mutually agreed upon the above goal(s) and objective(s).

Thomas Jeffers Signature of Staff Member

September 21, 2001 Date

Signature of Evaluator

Figure 2. Parent Evaluation of the Instrumental Music Progress Report 
Dear Parents: Please take a few minutes to fill this evaluation out and return it with the Progress Report envelope. Your input is greatly appreciated and will be very helpful. Please include comments where they are applicable. If necessary, please go to the back side for comments. Thank you. Mr. Jeffers.

5 = Strongly Agree 4 = Agree 3 = Unsure 2 = Disagree 1 = Strongly Disagree

A. I find the Progress Report easy to understand. Please circle one: 5 4 3 2 1 Comments:

B. The terms used in the assessment code are easy to understand. Please circle one: 5 4 3 2 1 Comments:

C. This Progress Report gives me more information than a single letter grade would. Please circle one: 5 4 3 2 1 Comments:

D. This Progress Report adequately covers many of the important issues in the study of beginning instrumental music. Please circle one: 5 4 3 2 1 Comments:

E. This Progress Report gives me "musical" information about my child's approach to making music. Please circle one: 5 4 3 2 1 Comments:

F. I feel this Progress Report gives my child important feedback about playing his/her instrument. Please circle one: 5 4 3 2 1 Comments:

Print Student's Name ( )

School: (circle one) Mohegan Dr. C. E. Murphy Oakdale

Print Parent's Name ( )

Would you consider answering some questions in an interview for a research project (most likely spring 2003) concerning this and future Progress Reports? YES NO
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By Colleen Conway and Tom Jeffers

Colleen Conway is assistant professor of music education in the School of Music at the University of Michigan, and Tom Jeffers is a retired music teacher from the Montville Public Schools in Montville, CT.
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