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ABSTRACT 
 

This research continued a line of inquiry previously established at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School, a play-based, Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschool in Elkins Park, 

Pennsylvania, the purpose of which was to explore what can happen when young children 

and adults co-construct music in a social, relationship- and play-based environment. 

Three questions initially guided this study: 1) How does musical content emerge? 2) How 

is music play developed in this setting? 3) How do children and their teachers story their 

music experiences? Using narrative and heuristic approaches to inquiry, I, along with my 

co-researchers, highlighted ways to make children’s musical learning audible and visible. 

Having been a member of this community in the dual role of musical play partner 

and researcher since fall of 2012, I framed this dissertation study to encompass the weeks 

of September 16 through December 18, 2014. During that time frame, I increased my 

visits from once to twice weekly, with fourteen children aged 2.5 through 5 years old, 

five of whom I knew from the previous year, and five other adults. As both a play partner 

and researcher, I continued my role as music facilitator who views young children as 

competent and capable co-music researchers. Amidst other stories, I increased focus as I 

continued a pedagogy of close listening to children as music co-researchers. Living 

alongside each other at Project P.L.A.Y. School, children and adults generated and 

collected shared musical stories. Data sources for this study included audio and video 

recordings, photographs, artifacts such as artwork and musical notation, and my research 

notes and journal. 

I continued using narrative and heuristic approaches to inquiry, and restoried 

narrative vignettes highlighting children and adults as music co-researchers. From the 
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resulting grand narrative, I found that shifting lenses and all adults mindfully viewing 

these young children as competent music researchers facilitated and supported children’s 

creative, multimodal expressions of their research interests. Viewing children’s and 

adults’ interactions through the lens of co-music researchers lead to abundant, creative 

musical expression from children and adults alike. Musical content emerged when adults 

and children interacted as music co-researchers and protagonists in their shared stories. 

This inquiry generated the following additional questions: 1) How can adults best 

facilitate young children’s musical research interests? 2) How can adults and young 

children make their collaborative research audible and visible? Implications from this 

study include encouraging all adults to adopt a pedagogy of listening, to notice and value 

children’s creative musical expressions, and to value children’s musical lines of inquiry 

as researchers.  

 

This dissertation also includes the following supplemental video files: 

1) Musical Movies	  

2) The Show is On!	  

3) “Can I Record Something?”	  

4) Sylvie’s Song	  
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PROLOGUE: A BEAUTIFUL MESS 
 

Before we begin, I ask you, the reader, to consider what constitutes scholarship 

and research, and to reflect on whose scholarly voices are frequently highlighted and 

whose are silenced. I ask you to join me on a beautiful and messy journey of lived 

musical stories. 

Each week for two years prior to this dissertation study, I visited Project P.L.A.Y. 

School. From the start, I noticed the adults and children at Project P.L.A.Y. School create 

a beautiful mess of musical interactions. From the start, I fully immersed myself as a 

musical play-partner alongside young children in our co-constructed community. As I 

learned more about narrative inquiry, rather than attempting to remove my own voice 

from our research, I fully embraced the narrative approach utilized in prior research at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School. As I embarked on the study that represents my dissertation, 

those tenets remained constant. Beginning fall 2014, though, two important tenets were 

new. First, confronting the responsibility of writing comprehensively about the research 

and second, increasing focus on the children as co-researchers. 

All the usual research pieces are here but some appear in forms befitting a 

narrative approach. That is, my own stories, thoughts and reflections are a critical 

component of the overall narrative, even as I share children’s voices. As the stories 

unfold, I will situate them within broader contexts of narrative, heuristic inquiry as well 

as within the play-based and co-constructed musical interactions with young children at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School. I will explain why this particular research approach is ideally 

suited to play-based interactions with young children, and how a narrative lens ideally 

focuses on young children as musical co-researchers. By highlighting the vibrant, lived 
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musical stories of young children and adults as musical co-researchers and play partners, 

I invite you, the reader, to consider values in these narratives that resonate with you. And 

now we begin with a story to set the stage . . . 

December 18, 2014. It is sunny but quite cold. During my fifteen-minute walk 

from the train station through the quiet Philadelphia suburb of Elkins Park, I contemplate 

the morning ahead of me. Today is the last time I will visit before the school’s winter 

break. I will continue to visit Project P.L.A.Y. School after the winter break, but today is 

my last to officially collect data for my dissertation. As I walk, I mentally catalogue the 

contents in my backpack: my laptop loaded with videos and pictures of children 

musicking, a soprano recorder, a flute, one cordless recording microphone, a video 

camera, my iPhone, and another camera that takes better quality photographs. I have 

folders containing pictures of children that I have printed out on paper, blank paper 

books, and a book containing the sheet music for songs from the movie Frozen. Did I 

bring enough? Did I bring in the “correct” provocations? I wonder if I should have 

brought my ukulele today as well, since last week, Olivia really enjoyed listening to me 

playing it. When all the music bursts forth from the children there are always so many 

possibilities. I cannot possibly keep up with every musical moment. I am constantly 

aware that I may have somehow missed some important clue to children’s musical 

interests. Am I responding correctly? What must I remember to do (or not to do) today? I 

make a mental note: Follow up with Olivia’s interest after the break, and remember to let 

her know that I’ll bring my ukulele next time. 

I walk through the parking lot of the beautiful stone church, and head through the 

back yard to the entrance of Project P.L.A.Y. School. I pass the metallophone bars and 
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colorful pots and pans that are suspended with string from an old swing set frame. They 

are silent today, but will jingle musically on windier days. It occurs to me, than in many 

preschool environments, children would not be allowed to hang metallophone bars in this 

manner, but would instead be required to leave them inside, on the metallophone, and in 

the correct order—from lowest pitch to highest. 

 

Figure 1: Approaching the entrance of Project P.L.A.Y. School 

 

 

Figure 2: Suspended pots, pans, and metallophone bars hanging in the yard 
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Figure 3: The doorbell to Project P.L.A.Y. School 

 

I ring the doorbell to be “buzzed in,” and enter the red double doors, heading up 

the stairs lined with very small rain boots in every color. The walls in the entrance are 

covered with pictures of children, their artwork, and descriptions of their projects. I pass 

by a Thanksgiving display with handprints of all different colors and sizes. From my own 

childhood I remember making “handprint turkeys” for Thanksgiving. I recall how my 

handprint turkey looked remarkably similar to all the other handprint turkeys—the same 

color, same vertical alignment, same use of materials, same label. I recognize the 

differences in this Thanksgiving display immediately—the handprints are different colors 

and sizes. Some are facing up, others down. Some are made from paint. Others are 

outlined in marker. As with the metallophone bars, I imagine that the children who 

created this display were not required to adhere to strict criteria as to what their handprint 

could look like.  
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Figure 4:  Thanksgiving artwork in the hallway at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

 

I open the main door upstairs, and step inside, where I am immediately greeted by 

a chorus of “Hi, Heather!” from Karen, Fran, and Olivia. As I walk down the hallway, I 

notice something new—there is tape on the walls. Not just pieces of tape, but entire rolls 

of tape. I don’t know the story behind this display, but again I am struck by the thought 

that in many preschool settings, this might not be allowed. Colored tape, if it could be 

afforded in the first place, would be rationed and used in small amounts in prescribed 

ways. The colorful display is yet another representation of the freedom children have to 

investigate and explore their own lines of inquiry here at Project P.L.A.Y. School. 
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Figure 5: A tape project in the hallway at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

 

As I head to the back room to leave my coat and backpack, Olivia calls out, “Do 

you want to come with me to the music room?” Of course I do. I place my belongings in 

the back quickly, and join her, carrying most of the contents of my backpack with me. 

Olivia begins playing a drum, and I follow her lead. We improvise together, responding 

to each other’s sounds. One by one, more children arrive. Some join Olivia and me in the 

music room, others head to the studio or other spaces in the school, already pursuing their 

playful activities with an obvious sense of purpose and intention. For now, Olivia and I 

continue our duet, listening to each other and engaging in a musical call-and-response on 

our drums.  

“Do you want to have a show?” Olivia asks me. Absolutely! I ask her what music 

is in this show, and she describes the part I will play: I am to accompany her singing on 

the drum. Temporarily, Olivia leaves to recruit more players for the show. Whew! 

Another moment to ponder the morning ahead. I have been at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

for only five minutes or so, but the wheels are already set in motion. I expect that today, 
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as every day, our morning will be filled with joyful, creative and spontaneous musical 

expressions. I await our morning musical adventures with great anticipation—my eyes 

and ears wide open to the possibilities of shared musical inquiry and collaboration. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter 1, I situate adults and children’s musical interactions as play-partners 

and co-researchers within a broader context of play research, musical play research, and 

Reggio Emilia literature. Project P.L.A.Y. School, the site of this dissertation study, is 

both a play-based and Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschool. A detailed understanding of 

these approaches will help to illuminate and characterize our identities as adults and 

children in this setting. Contrasting this play-based learning environment with traditional 

preschools foregrounds the differences between the educational approaches espoused at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School and traditional early childhood environments. Although 

narrative inquiry may “minimize the use of literature and focus on the experiences of the 

individual(s)” (Creswell, 2008, p. 516), I share the review of the literature as part of my 

journey, framing collaborative approaches to teaching and learning, and defining adults’ 

and children’s roles as co-researchers. This literature became part of our stories, and 

shaped our interactions. Our interactions subsequently shaped the stories that I chose to 

feature.  
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Traditional Early Childhood Music Environments 

Frequently, children’s early school-based musical experiences occur in traditional 

preschools, and as such, frequently are highly structured. During teacher-led music circle 

time, students often sing in groups, imitate movements based on lyrics, play rhythm 

instruments and act out finger-plays (Daniels, 1992; Nardo, 1995; Nardo, Custodero, 

Persellin, & Fox, 2006; Tarnowski & Barrett, 1997). Non-music-certified early childhood 

teachers or caregivers often are responsible for leading those kinds of music activities. 

Although they may choose activities to support children’s enjoyment of music, or guide 

children’s achievement of music skills, more typically they choose music activities to 

support academic or social skills. Their selection of activities to foster children’s musical 

creativity can be rare (Nardo, Custodero, Persellin, & Fox, 2006). Often, learning is 

measured through formal assessments according to prescribed standards and pre-

determined criteria. Such top-down approaches characterize a standards-based approach 

to teaching, learning and psychometric assessments in the United States to the point that, 

as a nation, “We seem to have forgotten there could be any other way to hold ourselves 

accountable” (Seidel, 2008, p. 14). 
  

Play-based Learning Environments 

In contrast to traditional standards-based preschool environments, play-based 

learning environments espouse a different view of teachers and learners. In most cases, 

children’s musical experiences in play-based preschool learning environments may be 

less structured. In many cases, early childhood teachers or caregivers in play-based 

environments consider themselves to be co-learners, and view children as capable co-

teachers and co-researchers (Chayot & Goldenberg, 2010; Reynolds & Filsinger, 2013; 

Reynolds & Waters, 2014a, 2014b). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989) acknowledged that children possess special rights—to thrive, learn, grow, 
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and make their voices heard. Children began to be viewed as human beings in their own 

right. Following this convention, teachers began to expand their views of children as 

active research participants and co-researchers (Kellett, 2005). When viewing children as 

co-researchers, teachers prioritize children’s voices and how they choose to share their 

musicianship with others.  

Rather than studying children from an outside perspective, researchers can 

collaborate with children as play partners in play-based environments, respecting 

children’s learning and learning styles while allowing children opportunities to make 

decisions about what is musically relevant to them, and worth sharing: “Children observe 

with different eyes, ask different questions—they ask questions that adults do not even 

think of . . .” (Kellett, 2005, p. 8). Throughout our interactions, I have found children’s 

musical competencies and interests differ from adults’ with musical training. However, 

children are the experts on their own lived musical lives. Children deserve a voice and an 

active role in research focused on valuing, collecting, and sharing their musical narratives 

and lived musical experiences.  

In both structured and less-structured learning environments, young children use 

expressive movements and musical vocalizations when adults sing in a variety of 

tonalities and meters, chant in varied meters, move expressively, and provide silent times 

during music interactions (Gordon, 2013; Hornbach, 2011; Valerio, 2009). I have 

adopted Small’s (1998) definition of musicking: “To music is to take part, in any 

capacity, in a musical performance, whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or 

practicing, by providing material for performance (what is called composing), or by 

dancing” (p. 9). In addition, Small described how musicking may extend to include the 
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ticket takers, piano movers, venue cleaners and other persons that also contribute in 

varied ways to a musical performance. By acknowledging and recognizing musicking 

broadly, I viewed any and all musical behaviors as contributing to musical learning made 

audible and visible. 

When preschool music environments and activity are less structured, adults are 

able to learn more about children’s initiations of musicking during play. When teachers 

hear musicking, instead of halting children’s initiated play and focusing attention on 

themselves, they can integrate unstructured informal music activities into children’s play 

that adapts to the children’s activity. Early childhood music researchers have labeled such 

interactions as play-based (Berger & Cooper, 2003; Hsee, 2007; Koops, 2011; Matthews, 

2000; Reese, 2011; Young, 2002, 2004) and socially based (Reynolds, Long, & Valerio, 

2007). During play-based, social music interactions, children and adults have 

opportunities to converse musically, similarly to conversing in language, as 

conversational partners moving fluidly in and out of the roles of expert and novice 

(Rogoff, 1990; Wells, 1999).  

Reggio-Emilia-Inspired Preschools 

Reggio-Emilio-inspired preschools espouse a play-based approach to teaching and 

learning. Although many traditional preschools do allow some limited free playtime, 

Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools emphasize primarily play-based learning. In Reggio-

Emilia-inspired preschools, teachers prepare learning environments to invite children to 

construct knowledge through original learning processes. Pedagogues, or atelieristas, 

interact with young children based on children’s responses to provocations adults offer, 

or based on children’s interests. Adults listen, notice, and support children’s expression 
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of The Hundred Languages of Children (Chayot & Goldenberg, 2010; Greeno, Collins, & 

Resnick, 1996) which refers to the many multimodal ways children have of expressing 

themselves.1 

Music Research in Reggio-Emilia-Inspired Preschools 

Music is included as one of The Hundred Languages of Children. However, 

researchers rarely have studied musical moments in Reggio-Emilia-inspired settings.   

From the limited studies on music in Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschools (Bond, 2012; 

Crisp, 2007; Crisp & Caldwell, 2007; Reynolds, 2012; Reynolds & Filsinger, 2013; 

Reynolds & Waters, 2014a, 2014b; Smith, 2011), we have learned that play-based 

interactions in Reggio-Emilia-inspired settings contribute to children’s agency. Teachers 

facilitate children’s creative discoveries by carefully and intentionally crafting the 

environment to promote children’s further exploration. Rather than a “music teacher” 

leading young children through a set of predetermined songs, in Reggio-Emilia-inspired 

preschools, musicking emerges naturally from children’s play.  

Project P.L.A.Y. School 

Project P.L.A.Y. School, the site of this dissertation study, has a mission to 

“create a setting where the promise of each child can be realized” (Chayot & Goldenberg, 

2010, p. 2). “P.L.A.Y.” stands for “Partners in Learning About You,” referring to the 

importance of personal relationships (p. 2). “P.L.A.Y.” also refers to “play,” and founders 

Karen Chayot and Kathy Goldenberg prioritize play as “the most appropriate way for 

children to learn” (p. 2). In addition to being play-based, Project P.L.A.Y. School is also 

a Reggio-Emilia-inspired school:  

                                                
1	  The Hundred Languages of Children will be described in more detail in the Reggio Emilia portion of this 
chapter.	  
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Our environment is inspired by the work of the schools of Reggio Emilia, 
Italy where beauty, light, color and nature are the guiding principles. 
Children are viewed as competent, valuable and deserving of respect. The 
tone, look and practices of our school reflect that. (Chayot & Goldenberg, 
2010, p. 3) 

 
Research and Researchers 

Before continuing, I pause momentarily to clarify that, in this study, I have 

applied the term research as “a process of steps used to collect and analyze information 

to increase our understanding of a topic or issue” (Creswell, 2008, p. 3). In a general 

sense, research involves posing a question, collecting data to answer the question, and 

presenting an answer to the question. The inquiry cycle in the classroom may consist of 

asking a question or identifying a researchable problem, developing a plan and taking 

action, gathering resources and analyzing the information, drawing conclusions, and 

reflecting on the inquiry process (Audet, 2005). That process manifests at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School. 

Similarly, I pause to ask you to reflect on the question, “Who can be a 

researcher?” Although children may not be able to publish (yet!) in scholarly journals or 

write dissertations, I have found that children readily engage in their own personally 

relevant lines of inquiry if the environment supports their interests. The narratives in this 

dissertation illustrate young children’s capacities as fully capable researchers and co-

researchers. Children, alone and with others, pose questions, gather information to help 

answer their questions, synthesize information, and present answers. Reynolds (2014) 

called for adults to adopt “expanding notions of adults’ and young children’s roles in the 

research processes and honoring young children’s capacities to collaborate as both music-

makers and researchers” (p. 340). Perhaps to some readers, viewing children’s inquiries 
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as research is too broad a use of the term, but the components of research that Creswell 

described are indeed present in our play-based collaborations. Given the opportunity, 

children express their lines of inquiry in diverse and multimodal ways. If adults are 

receptive and responsive to these cues, they can interact to help sustain children’s lines of 

inquiry by providing material or verbal provocations. Drawing on our roles as partners in 

learning at Project P.L.A.Y. School, I viewed adults and children as a community of co-

researchers. Children’s and adults’ leadership roles fluidly shifted throughout processes 

of inquiry, depending on contextual and situational needs. 

In Chapter 2, I will explore play, musical play, and the Reggio Emilia approach in 

more depth, in order to contextualize our musical interactions at Project P.L.A.Y. School. 

As a play-based and Reggio-Emilia-inspired school, Project P.L.A.Y. School is an ideal 

environment in which to view young children as researchers. In Chapter 3, I will describe 

the most salient research to this current study. In Chapter 4, I will describe the research 

methodology, including the setting, the protagonists, data collection, and narrative and 

heuristic approaches to inquiry. In Chapter 5, I share the narratives—snapshots of our 

collaborations as co-researchers and play partners. In Chapter 6, I offer conclusions, 

implications, and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 Project P.L.A.Y. School is a play-based and Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschool. 

To contextualize this school within a broader educational picture, I reviewed literature 

about play, musical play, and the Reggio Emilia approach. Describing the characteristics 

of play and the Reggio Emilia approach contributed to my understanding of children’s 

and adults’ roles as musical co-researchers in this setting. 

Play-based Learning Environments 

Ancient pictures and texts suggest that play is as old as humankind (Cohen, 

2006). Although children have played throughout history, the first written text about play 

emerged in 1759 when the philosopher Rousseau argued that ideally, a young man would 

be allowed to roam freely, to imagine and explore (Rousseau, in Cohen, 2006). The 

scientific study of play began in the middle of the 19th century (Cohen, 2006), shortly 

before the Victorian era. Play was viewed as activity that worked off excess energy and 

helped children learn how to master skills (Cohen, 2006). In contrast to Rousseau’s 

assertions, members of Victorian society defined play and leisure as somewhat abnormal 

and rare—the opposite of that normal activity—work. The Victorian view of play 

research lingers into the twenty-first century. From 1870 onward, psychologists 

researched cognitive, emotional and social values of play, rather than play as an activity 

with value for its own sake (Cohen, 2006). Psychologists viewed play as serving some 

biological purpose such as honing necessary survival skills. As represented in likely the 

first books devoted entirely to play, The Play of Animals (1896) and The Play of Man 
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(1901), Groos described play as functional—suggesting it as a chance for animals and 

humans to practice their survival skills.  

Maria Kraus-Bolte, founder of the kindergarten movement in the 1870s in the 

United States, declared that play was too important for children to be left to their own 

devices—thus, adults should intervene and teach children how to play (Kraus-Bolte, in 

Mergen, 1982). In general, researchers during the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

focused on how children’s intelligence developed, virtually ignoring play as essential or 

integral to children’s development. Simultaneously, the United States government spent 

millions of dollars on American playgrounds (Cohen, 2006). Designers created 

playgrounds assuming that play could be harnessed as a kind of social medicine—

protection from the idleness of the street (Curtis, 1921). Since the 1950s, researchers have 

sought to uncover the underlying purposes of play (Chudacoff, 2011; Cohen, 2006), or 

focused on the cognitive and social skills children develop through play (Cohen, 2006). 

Since the early 20th century, play has been viewed as serious business (Chudacoff, 2011), 

and adults have tried to direct children’s play. 

Through the history of the United States as a nation, children’s play environments 

increasingly have shifted from the natural and informal to the supervised and formal 

(Chudacoff, 2011). Now, in the United States, adults frequently structure and supervise 

children’s play, and opportunities for free play have diminished. Since the 1980s, adults 

have sought to both protect and enrich children’s play (Chudacoff, 2011). Adults may 

attempt to protect children from supposedly dangerous uncontrolled play environments, 

and as a result, children are increasingly engaging in solitary, sedentary, media-related 

play (Chudacoff, 2011). 
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Play is an important part of the everyday lives of children around the world 

(Roopnarine, 2011; Tudge, Brown, & Freitas, 2011). Although children universally 

engage in play, adults lack agreement on a clear and concise definition of play (Johnson, 

Christie, & Yawkey, 1999). Despite divergent views of play and differing approaches to 

play research, researchers do refer to common characteristics across studies. Play is 

voluntary, meaningful, symbolic, rule-governed, pleasurable, and episodic (Fromberg, 

2002). Some researchers view play as a process that is freely chosen, personally directed, 

and valued for its own sake: “Playing children choose the content and purpose of their 

actions, following their own instincts, ideas and interests, in their own way for their own 

reasons” (Else, 2009, p. 11). Developmental psychologists described play as “self chosen 

and self directed . . . intrinsically motivated . . . structured by mental rules . . . 

imaginative . . . [and] produced in an active, alert, but unstressed frame of mind” (Gray, 

2009, p. 480). Play has been even more concisely characterized as “non-obligatory 

activity” (Chudacoff, 2011, p. 101).  

The National Association for the Education of Young Children’s position 

statement on Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) linked play with capacities 

such as social skills, school success, memory, self-regulation, and oral language abilities 

(2009). The DAP position statement included play as an “important vehicle for 

developing self-regulation as well as for promoting language, cognition, and social 

competence” (p. 14) Furthermore, play appeared to support abilities that contributed to 

school success. 

Playful learning promotes cognitive, socio-emotional, and academic development, 

and fosters skills needed for success in the twenty-first century (Burts, Hart, 
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Charlesworth, & Kirk, 1990; Burts, Hart, Charlesworth, Fleege, Mosley & Thomasson, 

1992; Fisher, Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Singer, & Berk 2011). Compared to direct 

instruction in which the learner is a passive recipient, free play promotes better physical 

and mental health and better outcomes in academic and social ability (Hirsh-Pasek, 

Golinkoff, Berk & Singer, 2009; Reed, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2012). Sixth grade 

children who experienced guided play learning environments in preschool demonstrated 

social skills and academic achievement superior to social and academic achievement of 

children who received direct instruction (Marcon, 2002). By adulthood (age 23), children 

who attended play-based (versus direct instruction) preschools were much less likely to 

have been arrested for a felony or need treatment for emotional disturbances 

(Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997). Perhaps that is because, as researchers have reported, 

play strengthens the connections between two centers in the brain, the amygdala, which 

is primarily an emotional center, and the neocortex, which is primarily a thinking center 

(Fromberg, 2002). Also, playing strengthens the brain connections and interrelated 

capacities related to creative thinking, attention, problem solving and the arts (Fromberg, 

2002). Play facilitates children’s cognitive development, and fosters problem-solving 

skills and flexible, responsive thinking (Johnson, Christie, & Yawkey, 1999). 

Despite decades of research, play is still not completely understood: “Play is still 

so totally mysterious and intractable that we may need a whole new (or almost new) story 

about the universe before we can even start to get it right” (Fagen, 2011, p. 92-93). Play 

can be difficult to pinpoint, particularly since children frequently and fluidly shift in and 

out of varied expressions of play. Play may be marginalized as a frivolous or useless 

activity. In the United States, despite evidence of the psychological benefits of play, and 
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evidence that play-based learning is effective, the general trend has been “toward 

increased adult control of children’s activities and diminished opportunities for 

unstructured, independent play” (Chudacoff, 2011, p. 101). 

Play fosters autonomy because children are allowed to freely engage in activities 

that are desirable and intrinsically motivated. When teachers facilitate playful learning 

environments in which children can assert their autonomy, children are intrinsically 

motivated to engage in learning. Teachers who effectively support students’ autonomy 

nurture students’ inner motivational resources, use informational and non-controlling 

language, are patient, allow for self-paced learning, and accept and acknowledge 

expressions of negative emotions or resistance (Renwick & Reeve, 2012). Play-based 

learning allows children to learn through discovery—to construct knowledge that is 

personally meaningful and relevant: 

Emphasis on discovery in learning has precisely the effect on the learner 
of leading him to be a constructionist, to organize what he is encountering 
in a matter not only designed to discover regularity and relatedness, but 
also to avoid the kind of information drift that fails to keep account of the 
uses to which information might have to be put. (Bruner, 1979, p. 87) 

 Play may take on narrative forms: “Play . . . [is] story in action, just as storytelling 

is play put into narrative form” (Paley, 1990, p. 4). Play, along with storytelling, may be a 

universal way of learning (Paley, 1990). Many forms of children’s play center “precisely 

on the enactment of narrative scenarios” (Nicolopoulou, 2005, p. 495). As such, 

children’s play may ideally be captured through their play stories and narrative 

approaches to inquiry. 

 When children play, they are expressing their research interests—their 

hypotheses—through their behaviors. If children are interested in a particular topic, they 

are likely to spend a great deal of time gathering data and testing out their hypotheses. 
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Just as adult researchers may determine that further research is needed, children may also 

proceed with further investigation related to their research interests. 

Children’s cultural and social communities shape and frame their play 

experiences. Play reflects the cultural and social experiences of children (Roopnarine, 

2011), and children’s play reflects the values of the cultural communities in which they 

belong (Howes, 2011). Through play, children actively create and change their own 

culture. Children’s play is influenced by their cultural context, and likewise, their lived 

cultural experiences alter as they play. Play may be a means of developing and 

constructing an understanding of the world (Piaget, 1945; Vygotsky, 1978). Their 

understanding of the world is highly dependent on their play environments. 

Musical Play  

Definitions of musical play share characteristics of general definitions of play. 

Many music educators and theorists describe play as self-motivated, involving free 

choice and enjoyment, and focused on process rather than product (Niland, 2009). 

During musical play, “children participate in intrinsically motivated pleasurable actions 

where the process, not the product, is the goal” (Berger & Cooper, 2003, p. 152). 

Children’s imaginative musical play “is a domain of human thought and activity where 

performance standards are set and regulated by children, individually and collectively” 

(Barrett & Tafuri, 2012, p. 299). Through musical play, children are actively creating and 

changing their own musical culture: “A view of children as passive recipients of adult 

culture is also partial and does not recognize the capacities of children to change adult 

culture (rather than only imitating it), aligning it more with their interests” (Campbell & 

Wiggins, 2013, p. 10). Children’s musical play is influenced by their cultural context, and 

likewise, their lived cultural experiences alter their musical play.  

Musical play has been defined as “the activities that children initiate of their own 

accord and in which they may choose to participate with others voluntarily” (Marsh & 

Young, 2006, p. 289). Musical play involves activities that are “enjoyable, intrinsically 
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motivated, and controlled by the players” (Marsh & Young, 2006, p. 289). Although 

musical play reveals itself in varied ways, there are characteristics of musical play that 

occur across all ages. Musical play is multimodal—for example, children combine 

singing, moving, playing instruments, and making other sounds. Musical play is 

improvisational and not premeditated—often spontaneous and created in the moment. 

Musical play is an important form of social interaction—playful, musical interactions 

function as a form of communication (Marsh & Young, 2006). Children will naturally 

engage in musical play if permitted to do so. Play-friendly environments will increase 

children’s musical play—unfriendly environments (or adults!) can diminish or even 

extinguish musical play (Berger & Cooper, 2003). 

The National Association for Music Education’s Early Childhood Education 

Position Statement (1991) acknowledged the value of musical play: “Musical activities 

should be play-based and planned for various types of learning opportunities such as one-

on-one, choice time, integration with other areas of the curriculum, and large-group 

music focus.” Additionally, their position statement advocated providing opportunities 

for musical play: 
 

Children’s play is their work. Children should have opportunities for 
individual musical play, such as in a “music corner,” as well as for group 
musical play, such as singing games. Children learn within a playful 
environment. Play provides a safe place to try on the roles of others, to 
fantasize, and to explore new ideas. Children’s play involves imitation and 
improvisation. (nafme.org, 1991)  

Although research on children’s play abounds, researchers have less often focused on 

young children’s musical play (Barrett & Tafuri, 2012; Berger & Cooper, 2003; 

Campbell, 2010; Koops, 2011; Marsh & Young, 2006).  

 What counts as musical play for adults is highly dependent on their cultural 

context. What adults consider valuable musical play in one community may be seen as 

frivolous in another. Likewise, musical play that adults view as equal to adult musicking 
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in one community may be viewed as insignificant in another (Marsh & Young, 2006). 

Musical values are not intrinsic, and musical meanings are not contained in music’s sonic 

properties alone. Rather:  
 
Its doings, makings, and effects work to define, embody, and reflect 
community and social values and fulfill a wide range of divergent and 
evolving needs . . . Sounds are ‘musical’ not simply because of their sonic 
characteristics, but because of the functions people assign them in specific 
social-cultural situations.  (Elliott, 2012, p. 81) 

Young children’s musical creativity “draws on the musical materials and resources they 

encounter” (Barrett & Tafuri, 2012, p. 307). Not only do children absorb the musical 

values of their cultures, they use these resources to reinvent new, personally meaningful 

musical experiences: 
 
Children develop their musical sensibilities as their surroundings allow it, 
and from their innate instinct to be musical they grow more musical 
through cultural interaction and education. Yet they are not passive 
recipients of the music they value but active agents in choosing the music 
they will take time to listen and respond to, to make, and to choose to 
preserve, reinvent, or discard. (Campbell & Wiggins, 2013, p. 1) 

From a psychological perspective, “musicality and its underlying rhythms construct 

children’s geographies and histories, in part through play” (Fagen, 2011, p. 96).  

For the purposes of this study, I have drawn on definitions and characterizations of 

general play and musical play and formed my own general definition of musical play—

intrinsically motivated, meaningful music activities freely chosen by the player. 

Musical play “brings children a clarification of music’s structures and meanings” 

(Campbell, 2010, p. 242). Indeed, children’s spontaneous, invented songs are often more 

diverse and musically complex than songs prescribed to them by adults (Campbell, 

2010). Young children’s musical play is not simply “aimlessly exploratory” (Marsh & 

Young, 2006, p. 302). Rather, their play reveals creative transformation, such as 

repeating and revisiting a short motive or pattern, which may gradually evolve in 

combination with new ideas. Children frequently add new musical material, expand 
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familiar material, purposefully omit parts, or substitute new movements or words (Marsh 

& Young, 2006). When parents, children, and teachers foster a playful, interactive 

learning environment, children’s musical learning is enriched (Hornbach, 2011; Taggart, 

2003).  

Young children’s spontaneous musical play episodes are “intentional, 

independent, and imaginative” (Littleton, 1998, p. 12). The learning environment plays 

an important role in shaping children’s musical play: “When young children are afforded 

free-play opportunities within music-specific environments, they are capable of 

producing imaginative and expressive musical ideas” (Littleton, 1998, p. 13). Young 

children’s play shows evidence of skill development through exploration (Niland, 2009). 

In one study, preschool children used their head voices while playing vocally, even when 

they didn’t use them singing composed songs (Niland, 2009). Young children may 

engage over longer periods of time in play-based musical environments than in teacher-

directed group musicking (Littleton, 1998; Smithrim, 1997). Through observations of 3 

and 4 year old children’s musical play, Smithrim (1997) found that children demonstrated 

musical growth in play-based music settings, and free play environments fostered 

musicking that is child-created. 

Children’s playful, spontaneous songs may lie vocally between speaking and 

singing in quality. Spontaneous songs tend to have beginnings and endings that are 

unpredictable and tied to their play with other children or objects (Campbell, 2010). 

Children’s spontaneous songs frequently have clear tonal centers and clear rhythmic, 

melodic, and tonal structures (Davidson, 1994). Children’s seemingly spontaneous 

musical expressions are frequently their own arrangements of musical ideas and 

fragments that they have previously experienced (Campbell, 2010). Although researchers 

may separate children’s vocal, instrumental, and movement creativity, these are often 

combined in young children’s play (Barrett & Tafuri, 2012). Musical environments that 

promote young children’s creativity provide opportunities to move between different 
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modes of creative expression (Barrett & Tafuri, 2012). Playful musical learning 

environments foster children’s creativity, and young children demonstrate their creativity 

through interactions with their environment and the people within: “Early creativity in 

music is manifest in children’s early communicative engagements with others, self, and 

environment” (Barrett & Tafuri, 2012, p. 307). 

Young children’s musical play has been described in broad age phases. Children 

develop at different rates, so although there are common characteristics related to broad 

age ranges, the age phases should not be viewed rigidly (Marsh & Young, 2006). The 

children in this dissertation study fall into the youngest two age phases—birth to age 3 

and preschool (approximately 3-6 years). While interacting with babies, adults adopt 

infant-directed speech in playful, musical exchanges that strengthen their bond with the 

youngest children. Toddlers will create their own musical activities, and repeat favorite 

musical experiences. Preschoolers frequently engage in spontaneous singing, which is 

fluidly integrated into their general play (Marsh & Young, 2006). Preschool children 

enjoy exploring sounds and creating patterns on musical instruments. When young 

children (babies, infants, and preschoolers alike) hear music, they often respond through 

movement. 

Musical play takes on differing styles, including co-operative musical play, 

functional musical play, constructive musical play, dramatic musical play, kinesthetic 

musical play, and musical games with rules (Littleton, 1998). During co-operative 

musical play, children engage in interactive, social exploration. During functional music 

play, children try out different techniques and explore sound through materials. During 

dramatic music play, children combine music with pretend play. During kinesthetic 

music play, children emphasize playful movement in response to music. During game-

based musical play, children participate in structured musical games such as singing or 

clapping games. Young children fluidly fluctuate between different modes and types of 

play. Children engaging in musical play “use multiple ways of expressing their ideas as 
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they move seamlessly from one mode of expression to another—dancing, dramatizing, 

singing, exploring sound, drawing and making things” (Niland, 2009, p. 18). Children’s 

musical play ties directly to The Hundred Languages of Children in that their musical 

expressions take on varied and multimodal forms (Reynolds & Waters, 2014a, 2014b). 

Children’s musical, playful engagement is broad and varied: 
 
Young children engage with music in a range of ways. They engage 
physically as they move, dance, dramatize, or play instruments. They 
engage vocally as they sing, chant, or make vocal sound effects and 
socially as they observe, imitate, lead, engage in dialogue, and take turns 
with others. They engage cognitively as they interpret lyrics and 
emotionally as they show and interpret feelings and respond to aesthetic 
aspects of music. They engage creatively as they invent or adapt lyrics, 
movements, or instrumental sound patterns. All these forms of 
engagement, which are also forms of play, can lead children to developing 
musical understandings and skills. (Niland, 2009, p. 19) 

Children may explore and enact multiple ways of being and knowing through the 

narrative structures in their invented song (Barrett, 2009). Young children’s musicking is 

significant in developing their identities, their sense of self, and their relationships to the 

environment in which they live (Barrett & Tafuri, 2012). Allowing children to “play 

with” and explore their own musical capacities helps them develop their own sense of 

their musical self.  

In addition to developing children’s individual musical identities, collaborative 

music making engages several social functions that fulfill a basic human need to be in 

contact with others (Koelsch, 2012). Music engages social cognition automatically, and 

engages co-pathy.2 Social music making involves communication, coordination and 

cooperation, and leads to increased group social cohesion (Koelsch, 2012). Social 

components of musicking are present even in infants, who interact and communicate 

musically. 

                                                
2	  Co-pathy refers to individuals’ emotional states becoming more homogenous with those of others 
(Koelsch, 2012). 
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Children’s connections to their prior experiences, along with their social 

interactions, helps scaffold their musical learning: “In their musical play, children 

revealed a complex system of interactions characterized by a division of labor, rules of 

engagement and the fundamental role of mediating artifacts to build on prior knowledge, 

scaffold experience and construct knowledge” (St. John, 2010, p. 64). Within creative, 

play-based environments, the “more experienced other” emerges, providing rich musical 

models and helping children develop “a vocabulary of musical possibilities” that can 

extend and facilitate children’s musical creativity (Barrett & Tafuri, 2012, p. 309). Just as 

adults in Reggio-Emilia-inspired environments do, adults in musical environments can 

foster and support children’s musical play without dictating the musical content or 

activities. Adults support children’s play by listening, valuing and responding without 

directing or judging. Musical play may more closely match this non-directive approach: 
  

Models of practice that provide children with opportunities for exploration 
of their own musical ideas fit well with the principles of general early 
childhood pedagogical practice in minority world contexts, dedicated as 
they are to the centrality of play as a medium for learning. (Young & Ilari, 
2012, p. 290) 

 
In contrast, industrialized countries have been highly influenced by “discourses of 

developmentally appropriate practice (DAP)” (Young & Ilari, 2012, p. 290). In music, 

DAP usually involves an adult-led model in which the songs and musical activities have 

been deliberately designed a priori. 

Conditions in both free and structured learning environments may silence, alter, 

or enhance children’s musical play (Berger & Cooper, 2003). When adults value all of 

children’s musical utterances and provide flexibility, play is enhanced (Berger & Cooper, 

2003). In general, intrusive or directive adult responses tend to decrease or halt children’s 

play, whereas supportive responses tend to extend it (Marsh & Young, 2006). For 

example, adults who critiqued or judged children’s play tended to extinguish or decrease 
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children’s play, whereas behaviors such as listening attentively tended to increase 

children’s play. Adults do not always value children’s musical play, and may characterize 

children’s free musical play as nonmusical or frivolous activity (Matthews, 2000). 

However, children’s experimentation and exploration appears to be necessary before 

children can “manipulate the materials more carefully” (Matthews, 2000, p. 22). Rather 

than harshly judging a young child’s unconventional instrument technique or unusual 

song structure by offering negative feedback, adults support children’s playful musicality 

by valuing creativity. Chiefly, adults can support by avoiding strict musical rules for 

product-oriented activities. Valuing young children’s musical play necessitates a different 

view of musicality—one in which creativity is valued above technical skill: 

The consistent emphasis on the technical aspects of performance in music 
education in many countries, and the corresponding lack of emphasis on 
critical thinking and the development of creativity, could be another 
reason why many people feel ‘unmusical.’ This ‘artisan’ approach to 
music education, in which students are required to develop advanced 
technical skills, underplays the importance of creative thinking and 
creative expression. (Hargreaves, MacDonald, & Miell, 2012, p. 130) 

 
Perhaps if children’s musical play were more highly valued by adults, there would be 

fewer people who view themselves as unmusical (Reynolds, Renzoni, Turowski, & 

Waters, 2015; Reynolds & Valerio, 2015). If, as in many non-Western countries, all 

humans were viewed as musical beings and music was playfully incorporated into 

everyday life, then everyone would be free to play and actively participate musically 

without concern over “correctness” or perceived lack of musical “talent:”  

Participatory learning involves the conscious attempt to create more 
equitable and collaborative opportunities for exchanging knowledge and 
understanding on topics that matter and make a difference to the lives of 
those personally affected. In participatory music engagement, there is a 
demystification of what constitutes an ‘expert’ music ‘knower.’ Young 
people are encouraged to support each other in the creation and sharing of 
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their own artistic expression and multimodal representations of music . . . 
For music learning to be fully participatory, it is necessary for participants 
to ‘own’ the process by being involved in key music learning decisions 
from the outset. (O’Neill, 2012, p. 173) 

Ideally, children have the freedom to develop and identify their own musical 

problems, to determine “what attributes of musicianship will be needed to work out their 

problems” (Scott, 2006, p. 19) and to determine a plan they will implement to search for 

understanding. Moorhead and Pond (1978), in the late 1930s, studied young children’s 

musical play in unstructured play settings at the Pillsbury Foundation School. 

Significantly, Moorhead and Pond highlighted children’s natural, creative, and 

spontaneous musical expression. The teachers at the Pillsbury Foundation School sought 

to promote an environment “in which children’s creative play would be stimulated yet 

unhampered in the free exercise of their imaginations” (Wilson, 1981, p. 18). The 

teachers facilitated and sometimes participated in the flow of musical activity. Their 

descriptions of children’s abundant musicality recognized the complexity and creativity 

of children’s musical expression.  

The Reggio Emilia Approach 

In addition to being play-based, Project P.L.A.Y. School is a Reggio-Emilia-

inspired learning environment. Although many characteristics of play-based learning and 

the Reggio Emilia approach overlap, additional characteristics of the Reggio Emilia 

approach framed and inspired our daily interactions. The following section details the 

main characteristics of Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools with the purpose of situating 

Project P.L.A.Y. School within the broader educational culture of Reggio Emilia schools. 

The Reggio Emilia approach has been described as an ideal approach to teaching 

and learning in early childhood (Bruner, 2008; Gardner, 1998; Hall, Horgan, Ridgway, 

Murphy, Cunneen & Cunningham, 2010; Lewin-Benham, 2008; New, 1998). Reggio 

Emilia is a municipality in northern Italy. Since its beginnings, educators, citizens, and 

parents have built a public system of early childhood education recognized as an 
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inspiration to educators throughout the world (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998a). As 

an educational system, it has inspired innovative pedagogical and philosophical 

approaches, methods of organization, and ideals of educational design that, as a whole, 

are referred to as the Reggio Emilia approach (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998a), 

and, when applied to contexts outside of Reggio Emilia, Italy, are referred to as Reggio-

Emilia-inspired. The Reggio Emilia approach is based on a distinct set of perspectives 

drawn from Italian left-reform politics, European and American progressive education, 

and Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s constructivist psychologies (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 

1998a). Loris Malaguzzi, widely recognized as the father of the Reggio Emilia approach, 

acknowledged Piaget’s influence, while also describing ways in which Reggio work 

diverges from Piagetian ideas. Malaguzzi recognized that “Piaget was the first to give 

them [children] an identity based on a close analysis of their development by observing 

and talking to children over extended periods of time” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 81). 

Malaguzzi agreed with Piaget—“the aim of teaching is to provide conditions for 

learning” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 83). While crediting Piaget for his constructivist 

approaches to learning, Malaguzzi also critiqued Piaget’s emphasis on linearity of 

development, viewing moral, cognitive and affective development as separate and 

parallel, overemphasizing structured stages and logical thought, the small emphasis on 

social interaction, and undervaluing the role of the adult in facilitating cognitive 

development (Malaguzzi, 1998b). Influenced heavily by Vygotsky, Malaguzzi 

recognized their similar views—both of teaching and learning, and ways in which 

children develop knowledge: “Vygotsky reminds us how thought and language are 

operative together to form ideas and to make a plan for action, and then for executing, 

controlling, describing, and discussing that action. This is a precious insight for 

education” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 83).  

The Reggio Emilia approach represents a sociocultural approach to knowledge 

development (Forman & Fyfe, 1998; Hargreaves, Macdonald, & Miell, 2012). A major 
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component of the sociocultural approach is the idea that we develop through our 

interactions with others, and these social relations with others form the foundation of our 

individual development. However, just like Malaguzzi, most developmental 

psychologists no longer accept Piaget’s discreet stages of childhood and adolescent 

cognitive development (Hargreaves, Macdonald, & Miell, 2012). While there is still 

accepted evidence supporting the idea that children move through different 

developmental stages, children may move through these stages at different speeds and 

develop skills at different ages (Hargreaves, Macdonald, & Miell, 2012). Malaguzzi 

summarized the many ideas that inspired the Reggio Emilia approach as follows: 
 

Our theories come from different fields and we meditate on them as well 
as on the events that take place in our very hands. But a unifying theory of 
education that sums up all the phenomena of educating does not (and 
never will) exist. However, we do indeed have a solid core in our 
approach in Reggio Emilia that comes directly from the theories and 
experiences of active education and finds realization in particular images 
of the child, teacher, school, family, and community. Together these 
produce a culture and society that connect, actively and creatively, both 
individual and social growth. (Malaguzzi, 1998b, pp. 84-85) 
  
In sociocultural theory, knowledge is constructed by “ . . . becoming each other’s 

student, by taking a reflective stance toward each other’s constructs, and by honoring the 

power of each other’s initial perspective for negotiating a better understanding of subject 

matter . . .” (Forman & Fyfe, 1998, p. 239). In addition, social constructivist theory 

emphasizes that knowledge becomes clearer through a co-constructed analysis of the 

process of communication itself, not through listening or observation alone. Accepting 

these tenets of social constructivism necessitates a shift in educational practice from 

studying facts, to studying how we construct meaning (Forman & Fyfe, 1998).  

This epistemological approach leads to what Reggio Emilia educators refer to as 

negotiated learning, in which teachers uncover children’s beliefs about topics of inquiry, 



 24 

as well as the reasons for the children’s interest, and their current knowledge of the topic 

(Forman & Fyfe, 1998). Three components define negotiated learning—design, 

discourse, and documentation (Forman & Fyfe, 1998). Design “ . . . refers to any activity 

in which children make records of their plans or intended solutions” (p. 241). Discourse 

refers to “ . . . a more reflective study of what is being said, a struggle to understand, 

where speakers constructively confront each other, experience conflict, and seek footing 

in a constant shift of perspectives” (p. 241). Documentation refers to “ . . . any activity 

that renders a performance record with sufficient detail to help others understand the 

behavior recorded” (p. 241). Documentation is meant to explain rather than simply 

display, and is not meant as a form of assessment, but rather a kind of explanation of the 

children’s learning (Forman & Fyfe, 1998, p. 241). “Design seeks to instruct and 

documentation seeks to explain. Design is prospective and documentation is 

retrospective” (Forman & Fyfe, 1998, p. 242). Frequently, Reggio Emilia teachers add 

written comments of descriptions of the processes of learning to photos, videos and 

drawings (Forman & Fyfe, 1998): “The teacher’s commentary is necessary to frame the 

data as examples of something more general, some principle that can be applied in new 

contexts” (p. 245). In contrast to portfolios that are popular in many American schools, 

documentation in Reggio Emilia schools is meant to guide adults to raise additional 

questions about children’s thinking and serve as provocation for further learning, rather 

than to mark an individual student’s progress (Forman & Fyfe, 1998). Forman and Fyfe 

(1998) described how Reggio Emilia schools foster deeper levels of understanding: 

drawings serve as design; simple descriptions transform into documentation; talking 

elevates to discourse; remembering supports revisiting; symbols combine into languages; 
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listening includes hearing; understanding leads to provocations; encounters expand into 

projects; study replaces assessment; and parent involvement develops into intellectual 

partnership.    

Although Reggio Emilia educators are reluctant to condense their approach into 

succinct phrases, they tend to agree on the following fundamental principles: Children are 

viewed as protagonists, collaborators and communicators. The environment is viewed as 

a third teacher. The teacher is a partner, nurturer, guide, and researcher. Parents are 

viewed as educational partners. Documentation is viewed as a form of communication 

(Cadwell, 1997). 

In Contrast to Traditional American Preschools 

The Reggio Emilia approach represents the realization of progressive education 

ideals (Gardner, 1998): “Reggio successfully challenges so many false dichotomies: art 

versus science, individual versus community, child versus adult, enjoyment versus study, 

nuclear family versus extended family; by achieving a unique harmony that spans these 

contrasts, it reconfigures our sclerotic categorical systems” (Gardner, 1998, p. xvii). The 

lack of empirical evidence for superior academic achievement to support the Reggio 

Emilia approach is likely due to a resistance on the part of Reggio Emilia educators to 

embrace a positivist approach to validating their educational programs: 

American educators have been perplexed at the lack of empirically derived 
data with which to validate Reggio Emilia’s practices, and yet Reggio 
Emilians are persistent in their refusal to participate in this positivist 
tradition that has played such a strong role in determining U.S. educational 
policies and practices. Rather, the reliance, in Reggio Emilia, on teacher 
reflection and documentation of their work with young children as their 
primary means of research and evaluation, falls within the tradition of 
qualitative research—a tradition that has often been criticized for its socio-
political orientation. This characterization, in Italy, would be viewed as 
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advantageous rather than detrimental to the summative evaluation of a 
community’s early childhood program. (New, 1998, p. 278) 
  
In contrast to traditional American preschools, in which children create the same 

product (such as Valentine’s Day cards or Thanksgiving artwork) at the same time, 

children in Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools often have freedom to select from a variety of 

materials, and to create open-ended products (Katz, 1998). In the United States, there is a 

tendency for adults to prefer children’s analytical thinking during which children break 

concepts and ideas into their component pieces, and give meaning to the pieces separately 

and outside of their meaning in relation to the whole (Phillips & Bredekamp, 1998). 

Adults may oversimplify complex problems into contrasting dichotomies (Phillips & 

Bredekamp, 1998)—a black and white approach to teaching and learning. In contrast, 

Reggio Emilia schools embrace a fluid, holistic approach to teaching and learning. 

The Reggio Emilia approach does not function perfectly as a one-size-fits-all 

prescription. Reggio educators readily acknowledge the importance of honoring local 

context, stating that Reggio Emilia ideals cannot be adopted wholesale without taking 

into consideration the needs of the local community (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 

1998).  

Role of teachers in Reggio Emilia. In the United States, interaction between 

young children and their teachers “tends to be dominated by information about the child’s 

conduct and level of performance” (Katz, 1998, p. 36). In contrast, interactions between 

children and Reggio Emilia teachers tend to focus on the work itself, with both parties 

engaging in inquiry of mutual interest. In the Reggio Emilia approach, teachers are 

viewed as researchers who “listen for children’s questions and ideas, observe their 

actions, and record what seems significant” (Lewin-Benham, 2008, p. 131). Early 
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childhood teachers facilitate children’s learning in physical, social, cognitive and 

affective domains, manage the classroom, prepare the environment, provide guidance and 

nurturance, communicate with parents, colleagues, administrators, and the public, and 

seek professional growth. In addition, teachers engage in political activism in support of 

public early childhood education and engage in daily, systematic research on classroom 

work (Edwards, 1998). 

In Reggio Emilia schools, teachers are viewed as researchers: “The teacher 

always remains an attentive observer, and beyond that, a researcher . . . Documentation 

stimulates the teacher’s self-reflection and produces discussion and debate” (Rinaldi, 

1998, p. 119).  

The teachers pick up the children’s interests and their ideas, share and 
discuss them among colleagues, and then return them to the children 
themselves, engaging them in dialogue and offering tools, materials, and 
strategies connected with the organization of space to extend those ideas, 
to combine them, or to transform them. (Gandini, 1998, p. 163) 

 
Reggio Emilia teachers adopt a pedagogy of listening, and “respond to what they see by 

asking questions, initiating face-to-face exchanges, redirecting activities, and modifying 

the way or the intensity of their interaction with particular children” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, 

p. 69). In Reggio Emilia schools, teachers have multiple roles—as researchers, designers, 

orchestrators, collaborators, documenters and mediators (Lewin-Benham, 2008). 

Teachers must possess a habit of questioning their certainties, a growth of 
sensitivity, awareness, and availability, the assuming of a critical style of 
research and continually updated knowledge of children, an enriched 
evaluation of parental roles, and skills to talk, listen, and learn from 
parents. (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 69) 
  

Teachers are active researchers in the moment, responding to and developing lines of 

inquiry alongside children: “Among the roles of the teacher in Reggio Emilia are 
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researcher and learner” (Phillips & Bredekamp, 1998, p. 447). Teachers actively listen, 

collaborate, and locate resources supporting children’s lines of inquiry. Learning and 

teaching go hand in hand, and the roles of teacher and learner form a kind of symbiotic 

relationship: 

Learning is the key factor on which a new way of teaching should be 
based, becoming a complementary resource to the child and offering 
multiple options, suggestive ideas, and sources of support. Learning and 
teaching should not stand on opposite banks and just watch the river flow 
by; instead, they should embark together on a journey down the water. 
Through an active, reciprocal exchange, teaching can strengthen learning 
how to learn. (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 83) 
  

In the Reggio Emilia approach, adults and children truly are partners in inquiry. The 

teacher researches the interests of the children, hypothesizes, and tests these theories 

about what best supports children’s learning interests: “Thus, the teacher’s role centers on 

provoking occasions of discovery through a kind of alert, inspired listening and 

stimulation of children’s dialogue, co-action, and co-construction of knowledge” 

(Edwards, 1998, pp. 182-183). The teacher’s role “is to help children discover their own 

problems and questions” (p. 185). Teachers engage in research in the moment, seeking to 

discover provocations that spark children’s learning: “The purpose of the research that 

teachers do, either on their own or with colleagues, is to develop and use strategies that 

will be useful to children’s learning. They go from research into action or from action 

into research” (Smidt, 2013, p. 24).  

Teachers and students are co-researchers, applying their findings to their work 

immediately, and fluidly moving between research and practice: “Our teachers do 

research either on their own or with their colleagues to produce strategies that favor 

children’s work or can be utilized by them. They go from research into action (and vice 
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versa)” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 86). Teaching and learning are seamlessly interwoven 

(New, 1998), and adults and children navigate their shifting roles as researchers and 

learners in a fluid, responsive dance. 

Another important component of “teachers as researchers” is the pedagogy of 

listening adopted by Reggio Emilia educators. Teachers may listen, “ . . . noticing 

provocative or insightful comments, then repeating or clarifying them to help the children 

sustain their talk or activity” (Edwards, 1998, p. 183). 

As a project gets underway, teachers reflect, explore, study, research, and 
plan together possible ways to elaborate and extend the theme by means of 
materials, activities, visits, use of tools, and so on. These ideas are then 
taken back to the classroom and investigated. (Edwards, 1998, p. 185) 
  

Depending on children’s needs, teachers may be more or less involved in the learning 

process in any given moment (Kantor & Whaley, 1998). Teachers thoughtfully listen and 

observe, deciding their appropriate level of involvement in the moment. At times teachers 

may simply listen: “Watching the teachers of Reggio had given us the freedom to feel we 

could sometimes simply sit in the classroom and observe rather than participate in all 

parts of the children’s activity” (Kantor & Whaley, 1998, p. 326). At other times, 

teachers may assume an active, participatory role in the learning process, collaborating 

with children and other teachers. 

Listening in the Reggio Emilia approach connotes an active role: “‘Listening’ 

means being fully attentive to the children, and at the same time, taking responsibility for 

recording and documenting what is observed and then using it as a basis for decision 

making shared with children and parents” (Edwards, 1998, p. 181). Teachers are “seeking 

to open up the possibilities for [children], just as a maestro helps students learn to play an 

instrument, but does not make the music for them” (Kantor & Whaley, 1998, p. 322). 
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Teachers are constantly learning alongside children, as they adapt and respond to 

children’s needs in the moment: “We reinvent and reeducate ourselves along with the 

children. Not only does our knowledge organize theirs, but also the children’s ways of 

being and dealing with reality likewise influence what we know, feel and do” (Rinaldi, 

1998, p. 125). Together, adults and children collaboratively construct knowledge through 

their social interactions. Teachers and students are allowed a voice in the education 

process, rather than adopting curriculum or standards from outside entities. 

Reggio Emilia teachers do not allow children simply to run wild, nor do they 

force their own education agenda on children. Rather, teachers facilitate as learning 

partners who intentionally support children’s learning: “Intentional teaching is different 

than either free play or drill/kill . . . Intentional teaching means that teachers belong in 

play areas to scaffold thinking, introduce new content and concepts, and foster 

social/emotional growth” (Lewin-Benham, 2008, p. 77). Children are able to sense what 

adults around them value, and notice what adults pay attention to (Katz, 1998). Reggio 

Emilia teachers value and notice children’s work, and in so doing, promote children’s 

continued expressions of The Hundred Languages of Children.  

Role of the child in Reggio Emilia schools. Reggio Emilia educators define 

young, learning children as 

. . . powerful, active, competent protagonists of their own growth: actors 
in their shared history, participants in society and culture, with the right 
(and obligation) to speak from their own perspective, and to act with 
others on the basis of their own particular experience and level of 
consciousness. All children seek identity, individuality, completion, and 
satisfaction through dialogue, interaction, and negotiation with others. 
Their contexts for action are the ceaselessly changing, intersecting worlds 
of classroom, community, and culture, with adults nearby to serve as 
partners, resources, and guides. (Edwards, 1998, p. 180) 
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Children’s voices are valued in the Reggio Emilia approach. However, children do not 

run amuck, unchecked. Children and adults function as partners in the learning process. 

Malaguzzi cautioned against potential misconceptions in establishing child-adult 

partnerships in the Reggio Emilia approach: 

In so praising the child, we do not intend to return to the naiveté of the 
1970s, when discovery of the child’s active role in structuring events and 
the two-way causality in child-adult interaction resulted in a strange 
devaluation of the role of the adult. Nor do we wish to overvalue the 
child’s control of the interaction. (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 68) 
  

Children are viewed as capable learners, and capable of asserting their own autonomy. 

Children are free to explore, invent, reinvent and transform themselves. Teachers and 

children develop trusting and collaborative relationships, both acting as agents of change:  

It is our belief that all knowledge emerges in the process of self and social 
construction. Therefore, the teacher must establish a personal relationship 
with each child and ground this relationship in the social system of the 
school. Children, in turn, do not just passively endure their experience, but 
also become active agents in their own socialization and knowledge 
building with peers. (Rinaldi, 1998, p. 115) 
 

Members of the Reggio Emilia approach seek a common end goal:  

. . . to produce a reintegrated child, capable of constructing his or her own 
powers of thinking through the synthesis of all the expressive, 
communicative, and cognitive languages. But this reintegrated child is not 
a solitary investigator. On the contrary: The child’s senses and mind need 
help from others in perceiving order and change and discovering the 
meanings of new relations. The child is a protagonist and co-constructor. 
(Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998b, p. 457) 

Although individual schools may adopt tenets of the Reggio Emilia approach, 

each school is different. Teaching and learning is always rooted in local contexts. As 

introduced previously in the opening of the Reggio Emilia approach section of this paper, 

the term Reggio-Emilia-inspired refers to schools not located in the municipality of 

Reggio Emilia, Italy, that have adopted tenets of the approach. In Reggio Emilia and 

Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools, young children are involved in their own investigations 
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that often extend over long periods of time (Katz, 1998). Children are encouraged to 

represent their ideas, hypotheses, predictions, feelings, and observations in order to 

revisit previous understandings, and co-construct new knowledge of the phenomena they 

are investigating (Katz, 1998). Although project-based learning is not new to preschool 

education, the Reggio Emilia approach demonstrates that preschool children can use a 

wide variety of media to competently communicate their ideas and constructions (Katz, 

1998). In Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools, children are viewed as “producers of the 

culture . . . [rather than] . . . consumers of resources” (Fraser, 2008, p. 46). 

 Together, adults and children collaborate, and provide provocations for 

further learning. Social interactions can serve as provocations, so potentially all 

the people in the environment can function as learning provocations. Children can 

self-scaffold their own learning, creating their own provocations:  
 
When the topic of a project is very familiar to the children, they can 
contribute to the project from their own knowledge, and suggest questions 
to ask and lines of investigations to pursue; the children themselves can 
take leadership in planning, and can assume responsibilities for specific 
observations and information and artifacts to be collected and closely 
examined. (Katz, 1998, p. 33) 

 
However, if a topic is outside children’s experience, the teacher assumes more of an 

active role, providing information, ideas, and planning (Katz, 1998). Sometimes a 

provocation can be as simple as a single word or artifact: 

The classrooms of Reggio opened our minds to the idea that a single 
material could be presented and explored across an extended period of 
time, allowing children to deepen their understanding of the material and 
its properties (horizontal learning). They challenged us to think about new 
strategies to present materials to children in ways that would extend their 
learning. (Kantor & Whaley, 1998, p. 329) 

Children’s interest can be entirely personal, or be a result of a particular factor in 

the environment: 
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Researchers have distinguished between two types of interest: (1) a 
personal interest, which might develop from a casual interest into a central 
part of a person’s identity, and (2) situational interest, where particular 
aspects of a learning environment, such as novelty, spark an increase in 
attention. (Renwick & Reeve, 2012, p. 154) 

 
Teachers notice these interests, and provide resources that provoke further exploration 

and learning for the children.  

In Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools, not all learning provocations will necessarily 

result in additional learning, and not all learning will proceed smoothly and without 

difficulty. Teachers do not avoid intellectual conflict. Indeed it is even considered 

desirable:  

Conflicts and the recognition of differences are essential, in our view. 
Conflict transforms the relationships a child has with peers—opposition, 
negotiation, listening to the other’s point of view and deciding whether or 
not to adopt it, and reformulating an initial premise—are part of the 
processes of assimilation and accommodation into the group. (Rinaldi, 
1998, p. 118)  
 

Although Reggio teachers agree with helping children learn how to cooperate, take turns 

and share, “Too much stress on niceness can lead to avoidance of any conflict. Conflict 

refers here not to abiding anger, antipathy, violence, and hatred, but rather the differing of 

perspectives and the possibility of co-constructing a shared understanding” (Nimmo, 

1998, p. 301). The Reggio Emilia approach invites educators and children to view 

intellectual conflict within a caring community as an enjoyable, social process and source 

of growth (Nimmo, 1998).  

Intellectual conflict is understood as the engine of all growth in Reggio. 
Therefore, teachers seek to bring out, rather than suppress, conflicts of 
viewpoints between children. Similarly, among themselves they readily 
accept disagreement and expect extended discussion and constructive 
criticism. (Edwards, 1998, p. 191) 
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Together, adults and children mediate intellectual conflict through close personal 

relationships. The Italian phrase, “Io chi siamo,” which translates loosely into “I am who 

we are,” reflects the idea of Reggio Emilia schools as systems of relationships, and 

possibilities that are created by exchanging ideas with others (Nimmo, 1998). Reggio 

Emilia schools truly are communities of learners, where all members negotiate shared 

and divergent interests through relationships. Their collaborative relationships form the 

basis of the curriculum in Reggio Emilia schools.  

Curriculum in Reggio Emilia. In the Reggio Emilia approach, the curriculum 

originates with the child and is framed by the teacher (Forman & Fyfe, 1998). “The 

teachers follow the children, not plans. The goals are important and will not be lost from 

sight, but more important are the why and the how of reaching them” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, 

p. 88). 

Our schools have not had, nor do they have, a planned curriculum with 
units and subunits (lesson plans), as the behaviorists would like. These 
would push our schools toward teaching without learning; we would 
humiliate the schools and the children by entrusting them to forms, dittos, 
and handbooks of which publishers are generous distributors . . . every 
year each school delineates a series of related projects, some short range 
and some long. These themes serve as the main structural supports, but 
then it is up to the children, the course of events, and the teachers to 
determine whether the building turns out to be a hut on stilts or an 
apartment house or whatever. (Magaluzzi, 1998b, pp. 87-88) 

 
The curriculum is emergent, taking varied forms and pathways: 
 

Children sometimes work with teachers, and sometimes without them; 
projects are sometimes short, and sometimes long. The curriculum is at 
once defined and undefined, structured and unstructured, based more on 
flexible strategies than rigid plans. There are no preconstituted paths, and 
consequently no set timetables or tests. Instead, relying on strategies 
means predicting and activating sequences that are based not only on our 
initial hypotheses but also on the work as it develops and unfolds. I like to 
use the metaphor of taking a journey, where one finds the way using a 
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compass rather than taking a train with its fixed routes and schedules. 
(Rinaldi, 1998, p. 119) 
  
In contrast, traditional preschool curricula can be highly structured and specific. 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) standards may 

be viewed as a top-down approach that is antithetical to the Reggio Emilia approach 

(Lewin-Benham, 2008). During Lewin-Benham’s experiences at the Model Early 

Learning Center (MELC) in Washington, D.C.—another Reggio-Emilia-inspired 

school—the NAEYC standards were viewed as over-emphasizing accountability and 

demonstrating bias toward authority vested in assessments and curricula. In contrast, at 

the MELC, teachers’ attentive listening and thoughtful support of children’s interests 

guided the curriculum (Lewin-Benham, 2008). Reggio Emilia educators hesitate to codify 

the principles of their approach or adhere to prescriptive standards since they fear that 

these will be taken as a one-size-fits-all prescription:  

Reggio educators, and especially Loris Malaguzzi, resisted writing down 
lists of the elements that comprise their approach because such lists never 
convey the connectedness, the interrelationship among the parts that make 
up the whole. Once the relationship is clear, in fact, it becomes almost 
impossible to talk about any one element of the system without referring 
to all the others every time. (Phillips & Bredekamp, 1998, p. 451) 

 
Given the emergent nature of the curriculum, how, then, do teachers plan for 

instruction? Progettazione is the Italian term that Reggio Emilia teachers use for flexible 

planning of all types, in which general educational objectives are laid out, but specific 

goals for each activity or project are not determined a priori (Rinaldi, 1998). In contrast 

to planning by determining specific educational goals in advance, progettazione involves 

children and adults formulating hypotheses of what might happen, based on their prior 

experiences (Rinaldi, 1998). In the Reggio Emilia approach, teacher planning involves 
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preparing and organizing materials, space, situations, thoughts, and opportunities for 

learning. Teachers, children and families communicate and interact as partners and 

protagonists throughout the process (Rinaldi, 1998). Following an open-ended, emergent 

curriculum results in diverse and creative expressions of learning. In the Reggio Emilia 

approach these expressions are referred to as The Hundred Languages of Children. 

The Hundred Languages of Children 

Loris Malaguzzi’s poem “No way. The hundred is there” translated by Lella 

Gandini (Malaguzzi, 1998a, p. 3) eloquently captures the essence of The Hundred 

Languages of Children: 

   The child 
   is made of one hundred. 
   The child has 
   a hundred languages 
   a hundred hands 
   a hundred thoughts 
   a hundred ways of thinking 
   of playing, of speaking. 
   A hundred always a hundred 
   ways of listening 
   of marveling of loving 
   a hundred joys 
   for singing and understanding 
   a hundred worlds 
   to discover 
   a hundred worlds 
   to invent 
   a hundred worlds 
   to dream. 
   The child has 
   a hundred languages 
   (and a hundred hundred hundred more) 
   but they steal ninety-nine. 
   The school and the culture 
   separate the head from the body. 
   They tell the child: 
   to think without hands 
   to do without head 
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   to listen and not to speak 
   to understand without joy 
   to love and to marvel 
   only at Easter and Christmas. 
   They tell the child: 
   to discover the world already there 
   and of the hundred  
   they steal ninety-nine. 
   They tell the child: 
   that work and play  
   reality and fantasy 
   science and imagination 
   sky and earth 
   reason and dream 
   are things 
   that do not belong together. 
 
   And thus they tell the child 
   that the hundred is not there. 
   The child says: 
   No way. The hundred is there. 
  

In addition to referring to the multitude of ways in which children express themselves, 

The Hundred Languages of Children also refers to an exhibit conceived by Loris 

Malaguzzi as a visual documentary that illustrates the philosophy of the Reggio Emilia 

approach through photographs, verbal descriptions and samples of children’s 

constructions, drawings, and paintings.3 The exhibit, designed to inform public and 

professional audiences alike, communicates an educational narrative featuring 

experiences and reflections, and represents the philosophy and pedagogy of the Reggio 

Emilia approach (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998a). The exhibit contains large 

detailed panels, flooding the viewer with many of The Hundred Languages all at once. 

Viewers return repeatedly to panels or themes, at deeper levels of understanding. Just as 

exhibit viewers retrace their path in a nonlinear fashion, the Reggio Emilia approach is an 

                                                
3	  The exhibit first opened in 1981, but it is never completed, and undergoes continued transformations 
(Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998a). 
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open-ended spiral where young children are “encouraged to repeat key experiences, 

observe and reobserve, consider and reconsider, represent and rerepresent” (Edwards, 

Gandini, & Forman, 1998a, p. 10). Just as the exhibit is never completed, Reggio Emilia 

teachers and children continuously revise, revisit, and reexamine.  

Reggio Emilia educators clearly value and foster children’s creativity. Reggio 

Emilia literature clearly supports creativity as essential to teaching and learning. Play-

based learning leaves space for children to express their creativity throughout their daily 

learning experiences. In Reggio Emilia, creativity, as an integral mental faculty, is 

characteristic of the Reggio Emilia way of knowing and thinking. Creativity emerges 

from varied experiences and is expressed “through cognitive, affective, and imaginative 

processes” (Malguzzi, 1998b, p. 76). Interpersonal exchange is the most favorable 

situation for creativity. Creativity emerges when adults function as observers and 

interpreters, rather than following prescriptive teaching approaches. Creativity is 

facilitated based on the expectations of the community, and can become more visible 

when adults are more attentive to children’s cognitive processes. Creativity requires that 

knowing and expressing are connected. “Our task, regarding creativity, is to help children 

climb their own mountains, as high as possible” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 77).  

 Documentation in Reggio Emilia. To preserve creative expressions of The 

Hundred Languages of Children, Reggio Emilia educators engage in documentation, 

another key characteristic of the Reggio Emilia approach. Philips and Bredekamp (1998) 

synthesized the Reggio Emilia approach to documentation: 

Documentation as done in Reggio Emilia does not have a true analogue in 
the United States. It is not anecdotal recording; it is not portfolio 
assessment. Documentation is an iteration beyond anything that has yet 
been done widely in the United States. And for us to marshall [sic] the 
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power it can yield for capturing experiences in ways that amplify the 
processes of cognition and recognition for adult development, will require 
developing a new concept for most American early childhood educators. 
(p. 447)  
 

Katz (1998) identified four main contributions Reggio-Emilia-based documentation 

approaches can provide. First, documentation can serve as a provocation for further 

learning as children can learn from each other’s documented work. Second, 

documentation increases awareness on the part of the parents in terms of their children’s 

school experience. Third, documentation “is an important kind of teacher research, 

sharpening and focusing teachers’ attention on the intentions and understandings of the 

children as well as their own role in children’s experiences” (p. 39). Finally, 

documentation through a variety of media provides evidence of children’s learning that 

can’t be demonstrated through standardized tests. Documentation also functions as a kind 

of data collection, contributing to adults’ and children’s shared knowledge as co-

researchers: “Systematic documentation allows each teacher to become a producer of 

research; that is, someone who generates new ideas about curriculum and learning, rather 

than being merely a consumer of certainty and tradition” (Edwards, 1998, p. 186).  

With regard to children, documentation offers an opportunity for 
revisiting, reflecting, and interpreting. It provides occasion for self-
organization and group organization of knowledge. Documentation 
supports the children’s memory, offering them the opportunity to retrace 
their own processes, to find confirmation or negation, and to self-correct. 
Documentation allows for children to make comparisons with others and 
hear comparisons by others. In a sense, it involves self-evaluation and 
group evaluation, conflict of ideas, and discussion. (Rinaldi, 1998, p. 122) 
 

Documentation serves to promote sustained lines of inquiry for children and adults alike: 

Documentation, then, does not mean a final report, a collection of 
documents in a portfolio that merely helps in term of memory, evaluation, 
or creating an archive. It is instead a procedure that is part of 
progettazione, and that sustains the educational process (teaching) in the 
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dialogue with the learning processes of the children. (Rinaldi, 1998, p. 
120) 

Documentation can take many forms, including narrative: “We use written notes, 

observation charts, diaries, and other narrative forms, as well as audiotapes, 

photographs, slides, and videotapes” (Rinaldi, 1998, p. 121). Documentation is 

meant to be revisited and support future learning: 
 

Documentation is a procedure that supports the educational processes and 
it is supported by the dynamic exchanges related to learning. 
Documentation is the process of reciprocal learning. Through 
documentation we leave traces that make it possible to share the ways 
children learn, and through documentation we can preserve the most 
interesting and advanced moments of teachers’ professional growth. 
(Rinaldi, 1998, p. 121) 

Rather than viewing children’s artwork, writing, or other artifacts as frivolous 

decorations for a particular holiday that has come and gone, documentation in Reggio 

Emilia schools is meant to provoke future learning:  
 

In American schools, children’s graphic representations may be treated as 
mere decorative products to be taken home at the end of the day, most 
likely never to be discussed or looked at again. In Reggio Emilia, graphic 
representations serve as resources for further exploration and deepening 
knowledge of the topic. (Katz, 1998, p. 34) 

 
Documentation should not be viewed as an end product, since the process is equally, if 

not more, important (Rinaldi, 1998): “Representation is more than the expressive act of 

an individual; it is, instead, an invitation to interact” (Nimmo, 1998, p. 299).  

Engaging in Reggio-Emilia-based documentation can be challenging. Teachers 

must choose in the moment what to document and how, while actively engaging with 

children and “living alongside” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 46). Teachers desire to inspire and 

facilitate future learning without intruding on or halting learning in the present: “The 

challenge for the teacher is to be present without being intrusive, in order to best sustain 

cognitive and social dynamics while they are in progress” (Rinaldi, 1998, p. 119). 
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Depending on which form of documentation teachers choose, they may face limitations 

and difficult choices: 

We are aware that the medium we choose for documenting the experience 
observed—in other words, for making it visible and sharable—contains 
limitations and sources of bias that can be favorable only when multiple 
documents, media, and interpretations are placed side by side. (Rinaldi, 
1998, p. 121) 
 
Despite challenges in documentation, compilations of Reggio “learning made 

visible” are beautiful books and displays, containing eclectic collections of poetry, 

pictures, drawings, photos and eloquent descriptions (see Gandini, Etheredge, & Hill, 

2008 for an example). Viewing these compilations, I am struck by how each piece tells a 

story through visual art, poetry, and writing—each piece is truly a narrative vignette in its 

own right, and each of these pieces combine to create a larger story. Indeed, Gandini, 

Etheredge and Hill (2008) described their book as “a narrative in word and image . . .” (p. 

16).  

Environment. In Reggio Emilia (and Reggio-Emilia-inspired) schools, the 

environment is also viewed as a teacher: “The environment is seen here as educating the 

child; in fact it is considered as ‘the third teacher’ . . .” (Gandini, 1998, p. 177). Lella 

Gandini, described the educational environment in Reggio Emilia schools: “The space in 

many ways reflects the culture of the people who create it and, on careful examination, 

reveals even distinct layers of this cultural influence” (1998, p. 168). Gandini continued 

by stating: “The consideration of the children’s own needs and rhythms shapes the 

arrangement of space and the physical environment . . .” (p. 169). Teachers set up the 

environment in response to student interests, supporting children’s expressions of The 

Hundred Languages of Children:  



 42 

Their environment must be set up so as to interface the cognitive realm 
with the realms of relationship and affectivity, so also there should be 
connection between development and learning, between the different 
symbolic languages, between thought and action, and between individual 
and interpersonal autonomies. Value should be placed on contexts, 
communicative processes, and the construction of a wide network of 
reciprocal exchanges among children and between children and adults. 
(Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 68) 
 

Reggio Emilia schools have varied spaces where children can choose to work alone, in 

small groups, or with adults. The teachers provide materials and provocations in order to 

support children’s learning interests. Malaguzzi (1998b) described the varied 

environment of Reggio Emilia Schools: 

They have places where they can be alone, in a small number, in a large 
group, with the teachers or without them in the atelier, in the mini-atelier 
in the large piazza, or, if the weather is good, in the outside courtyard, rich 
with small and large play structures. But the choice to work in a small 
group, where they explore together, pleases both them and us. Because of 
that, the classroom is transformed into one large space with market stalls, 
each one with its own children and its own projects and activities. This 
arrangement permits good observations and organically developing 
research about cooperative learning as well as about the bartering and 
marketing of ideas. (p. 87) 
  

Teachers’ thoughtful choices help to set up the learning environment so as to maximize 

creative thinking and to promote student inquiry. Every part of the school environment 

represents a conscious choice to facilitate children’s exploration: 

The structures, choice of materials, and attractive ways in which educators 
set them up for the children become an open invitation to explore. 
Everything is thoughtfully chosen and placed with the intention to create 
communication, as well as exchanges among people and interactions 
between people and things in a network of possible connections and 
constructions. (Gandini, 1998, p. 163) 

 
The atelier is a characteristic space in Reggio Emilia learning environments. 

Gandini (1998) described the atelier as a workshop or studio that is used by all children 

and adults in the school. “The teacher in charge of the atelier, the atelierista, has training 
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in art education, is co-organizer of children’s and teachers’ experience, and serves as 

editor and designer of the documentation of the work done in the school” (Gandini, 1998, 

p. 172). The atelier is a heavily based in the visual arts, and students are provided with 

varied and ample materials for creation and exploration. The atelier is “most of all a 

place for research” (Malaguzzi, 1998b, p. 74). The atelier represents the emphasis on the 

visual arts that is characteristic of the Reggio Emilia approach. Although atelieristas have 

specialized training in the visual arts, teachers with specialized musical training are not 

commonly employed in Reggio Emilia schools. It is somewhat puzzling, given the 

emphasis on beauty and the development of aesthetic sensibilities, that music has not 

been emphasized as much as the visual arts in Reggio Emilia schools (Andress, 1998). 

Music in Reggio-Emilia-Inspired Schools 

Music is included in The Hundred Languages of Children, and is a feature of 

Reggio Emilia schools. However, music learning in Reggio Emilia schools primarily 

involves sound exploration or discovery, rather than performance or building musical 

skills (Smith, 2011). Despite valuing creativity, there are few descriptions of creative 

musical learning in Reggio Emilia literature. Although the Reggio Emilia approach 

clearly values creativity and beauty, it is puzzling that music is often absent in Reggio 

Emilia literature. Books such as Art and Creativity in Reggio Emilia do not include 

musical examples (Vecchi, 2010). One notable exception is Lewin-Benham’s (2008) 

description of an acclaimed composer visiting a Reggio-Emilia-inspired school weekly 

over a period of three years. With the composer’s guidance, the children used a story they 

created about a cat and turtle as the basis of an original musical work and performance. 
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The performance included slides and dramatic performance elements, and a huge 

documentation panel portrayed the children’s and composer’s collaboration.  

Several music educators have looked for connections between the Reggio Emilia 

approach and music education. Andress (1998) explored musical projects derived from 

the interest and initiatives of the children, wondering, “Where’s the music in The 

Hundred Languages of Children?” Matthews (2000) provided opportunities for children 

to explore instruments according to their own interests, and explored how children could 

“be musical rather than become musical” (p. 21). Crisp and Caldwell (2007) successfully 

combined the Reggio Emilia approach and Orff Schulwerk. Bond (2012, 2013, 2015) 

suggested that tenets of the Reggio Emilia approach can be successfully integrated into 

American music classrooms by using the classroom environment to support musicking, 

by documenting student learning, and by creating a constructivist classroom.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RELATED RESEARCH 

Introduction 

In Chapter 3 I describe the research that is most salient to this dissertation study. 

As I noted in the previous chapter, few studies have been done on music interactions in 

Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools. Smith’s (2011) examination of the incorporation of the 

principles of the Reggio Emilia approach in a preschool music curriculum is one notable 

exception. I describe her study in greater detail in Chapter 3, along with several other 

studies of music in Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschools. 

This dissertation is unusual in that I have chosen to continue an established 

research trajectory rather than initiate an entirely new purpose and set of guiding 

questions. The most relevant research to this current study is the research conducted at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School during the three years prior to this dissertation study. As I will 

describe in the following sections, there was more to explore at Project P.L.A.Y. School, 

and we had not even begun to exhaust all possibilities for co-constructed musical 

interactions during the previous three years of research. The following sections describe 

the genesis of music research at Project P.L.A.Y. School in fall 2011, leading up to this 

current dissertation study during the 2014-2015 school year.  
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Related research. Given that Reggio Emilia schools do not usually employ music 

teachers, Smith (2011) wondered, “If discovery is the only element of music given 

priority in Reggio schools, how will the children develop the skills of producing pitch 

and rhythm to use as tools to further discover, make, and compose music?” (p. 80). Smith 

investigated the experiences of children in two preschool music classes that utilized 

principles of the Reggio Emilia approach. Unlike our interactions at Project P.L.A.Y. 

School, the children in Smith’s study attended music class in groups, with Smith serving 

as “music instructor” (p. 83). Smith describes how she offered students provocations, and 

encouraged them to create melodies or prepare performances. She incorporated the 

children’s comments into video footage, and found that reflective documentation 

supported children as “co-researchers” (p. 79). Smith concluded that music can hold a 

prominent place within The Hundred Languages of Children, and that music instruction 

in American preschools can be inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach 2011). Young and 

Ilari (2012), described children’s musical development in Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools 

as follows: 

 In nursery settings adopting the principles of Reggio Emilia, for example, 
‘good’ musical development may be conceptualized as the maturing of 
children’s own creative resources in making their own music in order to 
foster free-thinking children who can engage in democratic decision-
making with one another. (p. 288) 

Although our interactions at Project P.L.A.Y. School are characterized by Reggio-Emilia-

inspired approaches to learning, the Reggio Emilia approach has been adopted to the 

localized context of Project P.L.A.Y. School. As such, Project P.L.A.Y. School 

represents a unique, specific educational environment, even while adhering to a broader 

set of principles inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach. 
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Prior Research at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

Project P.L.A.Y. School (2011-2012). In addition to the limited research on music 

in Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschools, the most relevant research to this dissertation study 

is the prior research conducted at Project P.L.A.Y. School. In summer 2011, as part of an 

international study group, Alison Reynolds (Alison) and Kerry Renzoni (Kerry) visited 

Reggio Emilia, Italy. There, they studied with atelieristas and teachers at the famed 

Reggio Emilia preschools. They learned to view children as co-researchers and value 

children’s contributions to learning, as well as how to observe, document, and interact to 

create, extend, and enrich learning environments. Upon their return, they sought a setting 

where they could interact informally and musically with children. In fall of 2011, Alison 

and Kerry began weekly visits to Project P.L.A.Y. School, a Reggio-Emilia-inspired 

preschool in Elkins Park, Pennsylvania. During weekly visits, they interacted musically 

with the preschool children during their morning free playtime. Founders and teachers 

Kathy Goldenberg (Kathy) and Karen Chayot (Karen) created, and continue to create, an 

environment prioritizing the “art of play” (Chayot & Goldenberg, 2010, p. 10) as 

emerging naturally: 
 

The art of play is the foundation of our school. We define play as initiated 
by children and supported by us. It’s a joyful tool in the development of 
social relationships and learning. We, as teachers, get to know the children 
as they choose activities and play partners, return to play from day to day, 
ask for guidance and support, question, invent, and represent their 
learning. (Chayot & Goldenberg, 2010, p. 10) 
  

For Kathy and Karen, when children’s play is respected, learning comes from within the 

child and is meaningful. Project P.L.A.Y. School is “an educational community of 

children, parents and teachers learning together through the art of play” (Chayot & 

Goldenberg, 2010, p. 7). Founders Kathy and Karen view the art of play as a foundation 

of the school, finding that when adults respect and facilitate children’s play: “Play 

scenarios flow . . . Play partners come and go . . . Children return to the play again and 
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again . . . Interest is always active . . . [and] play comes from within the child and is 

meaningful” (Chayot & Goldenberg, 2010, p. 14). Kathy and Karen stated that the 

Reggio Emilia idea of The Hundred Languages of Children “is a constant reminder that 

people learn differently and are inspired by a variety of elements” (p. 27). In keeping 

with the Reggio Emilia approach, Kathy and Karen view the environment at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School as a third teacher. 

During their weekly visits, Alison and Kerry adopted Kathy and Karen’s 

approaches to play-based interactions and extended them to musical play-based 

interactions. As musical interactions unfolded naturally from children’s play, adults 

provided guidance, scaffolded and extended learning, provided provocations and props, 

and valued joyful play. All adults strove to “make children’s learning visible” (Chayot & 

Goldenberg, 2010). “Learning made visible” is a term that originated with Project Zero, a 

collaborative project between the Harvard Graduate School of Education and Reggio 

Emilia educators (Harvard, 2006). Making learning visible entails gathering evidence of 

children’s learning processes through their own experiences, rather than focusing on a 

final product. In this view, children are competent researchers, and self-directed learners. 

At Project P.L.A.Y. School, adults sought to make children’s learning “visible.” 

During their initial year of musical interactions at Project P.L.A.Y. School, Alison 

and Kerry engaged in collaborative musical interaction based on children’s interests. 

These interactions inspired a research study (IRB protocol 20232). The purpose of this 

study was to explore what can happen when adults and young children co-construct 

music in a social, play-based environment. Their guiding questions were: 

1. How are music interactions initiated? 
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2. What musical content emerges? 

3. How do the children and their teachers story their music 

experiences? 

During musical interactions in this play-based environment, Alison and Kerry 

engaged in reflection and documentation centered on tenets of heuristic and narrative 

inquiry. Alison and Kerry found that children’s play invites children’s natural expressions 

of music that adults scaffolded and prioritized by noticing elements of children’s play 

(e.g., topic, theme, tempo, style) as well as offering music in varied tonalities and meters 

that was improvised or unfamiliar to the children. They also offered folk songs, familiar 

songs, movement and musical notation, and found that there was more time and space at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School for individual children to initiate natural music and movement 

expressions compared to other more-structured preschool environments. Alison and 

Kerry used the term “macro” to refer to stories that were woven through play over longer 

periods of time and multiple visits. They used the term “micro” to refer to musicing4 that, 

although it might be recurring, was not necessarily contributing directly to a larger 

overarching idea. Children were confident and comfortable musicers who created a 

music-rich environment through relationships with each other, Kerry, Alison, Kathy, and 

Karen. Musicing was a holistic experience, encompassing the children’s minds, bodies, 

spirits and voices. Through Alison and Kerry’s interactions, teachers Kathy and Karen 

also began to expand their ideas related to the possibilities for play-based, emergent 

musicing. 

                                                
4	  Throughout this document, the spelling of “musicing” or “musicking” reflects the authors’ choices at the 
time. 
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Throughout their inquiry at Project P.L.A.Y. School during the 2011-2012 school 

year, several ideas related to musical interactions emerged. Alison and Kerry (Reynolds 

& Filsinger, 2013) identified nine emergent strategies to support children’s and adults’ 

co-construction of music at Project P.L.A.Y.:  

1. Reflect on our own musicianship 

2. PLAY! 

3. Acknowledge each other as musicians 

4. Notice musical behaviors 

5. Honor the context of musical behaviors 

6. Imagine and play with music possibilities 

7. Interact with each other musically 

8. Revisit co-constructed music ideas 

9. Document and share musicing 

Alison and Kerry applied narrative tenets to identify stories of macro musical 

moments thread through the year (larger narratives and musical ideas that spanned 

multiple visits and continued throughout the year) as well as micro moments of co-

constructed music (individual, specific instances of musicing that may or may not 

contribute to overarching musical themes or narratives). They found that music in this 

setting was an expressive language inherent in children’s play. There was evidence of 

music learning through co-constructed musicing with adults, such as creating audio 

compositions, music concerts, performances and advertisements, and abundant curiosity 

related to song learning, music performance, and music notation. They recommended that 

researchers: 
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1. Make time for reflection and documentation 

2. Continue to share stories of children’s musicing to inform adults of 

children’s capacities 

3. Continue studying the nine strategies and ways they may be useful for 

others 

4. Continue learning ways to research and music with children as co-

researchers and co-musicers 

Project P.L.A.Y. School (2012-2013). During the second year (2012-2013) at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School, Kerry was no longer able to attend, and Alison invited me to 

join her on her Tuesday visits. I was added to the existing IRB protocol, and joined in 

weekly music interactions. Although my initial interest in attending Project P.L.A.Y. 

School came from a desire to be involved at a school—any school—where I could still 

interact musically with children, I soon realized that Project P.L.A.Y. School was a very 

unique place. Alison played me a video vignette that represented an example of a show 

from the previous school year that children had initiated, organized and performed for the 

adults. I was fascinated by children’s initiative, autonomy, and creativity within an 

environment that appeared to be much less structured than I was accustomed to. I had 

prior experience teaching in traditional preschools, where most of the musicing was 

teacher-directed and teacher-led. To a certain extent, I already recognized and 

acknowledged young children’s capacity for musicianship, but I was fascinated by the 

complexity and creativity contained in this musical vignette that had been initiated and 

carried about by children. What were the roles of the adults? How did they navigate and 
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direct children’s autonomy? How did adults set up the environment to provoke children’s 

creative musical expressions?  
In my early visits to Project P.L.A.Y. School I observed Kathy, Karen, and Alison 

continuing to document, revisit, and share children’s musicing. I began to engage in my 

own attempts to inspire musical behaviors, including simply giving children my 

undivided attention, and singing, moving or playing along with them. Alison shared the 

nine strategies she and Kerry had identified during the previous year, and I found them to 

be relevant and useful in engaging children in musical interactions. During my first year 

of visits to Project P.L.A.Y. School, I found my greatest challenge was navigating my 

role as a musical facilitator and play partner (rather than a leader or teacher in the 

traditional sense) alongside children. I was often unsure of when to provide additional 

provocation or guidance and so I continuously questioned my role as an adult in the 

setting.  

Throughout the school year, Alison and I gained insights into ways unstructured, 

co-constructed music play can guide preschool music experiences. We realized the 

important role documenting and revisiting previous experiences had in provoking further 

musical interactions. We also increased our awareness of children as partners in the 

research process. We continued to explore what can happen when adults and young 

children co-construct music in a social, relationship- and play-based environment, and 

used the following questions to guide our inquiry: 

1. How does musical content emerge? 

2. How is music play developed in this setting? 

3. How do children and their teachers story their music experiences? 
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These questions were similar to those from the first year of research at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School, but question two added increased emphasis on the ways musical play is 

developed in this play-based setting. At the end of the 2012-2013 school year, we found 

that revisiting musical play is critical, and we began to expand our view of children as 

active partners in processes of inquiry and research (Reynolds & Waters, 2014a). For 

example, we included children’s names in the reference section of a conference 

presentation handout. Students were also frequently requesting for us to participate in 

their musicing in specific ways (“You have to sing along!”), and showed increased 

interest in documenting and revisiting their music via audio and video recordings. Adults 

can view children as capable initiators and developers of musical projects by spending 

time with children, accepting that young children are capable of initiating music-making 

and musical inquiry, and scaffolding and facilitating children’s musical interests, 

including their documentation of these projects (Reynolds, 2014; Reynolds & Valerio, 

2015). Adults can also ensure that they represent children’s emotions and thoughts along 

with musical data that unfolds. By the end of the year, I began to feel slightly more 

comfortable in my role as play partner and co-learner, but I still had many questions. As 

the school year came to an end, we looked forward to a new school year in which to 

revisit strategies for creating environments that engaged children’s musical interests. 

Project P.L.A.Y. School (2013-2014). In the fall of 2013 Alison and I renewed 

the protocol again for the 2013-2014 school year. Since we felt that we had not yet fully 

explored all the possibilities for musical interactions at Project P.L.A.Y. School, we 

retained the same purpose and questions from the previous year. We had successes in the 

prior year using the nine strategies (Reynolds & Filsinger, 2013) previously identified, 
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and so we began the school year ready to expand and build on our ideas related to adults’ 

roles as music facilitators and co-learners through play. During the 2013-2014 year, we 

recognized a greater level of comfort related to our roles as play-partners and co-

researchers. Alison and I discovered that viewing participants as co-researchers increased 

collaboration among all (Reynolds & Waters, 2014b). In addition, the following three 

emergent findings supported mutual interests in documenting and revisiting musicing:  

1) When children revisit their musicing, they facilitate other children’s musicing 

2) Project P.L.A.Y. School directors (the early childhood teachers at P.L.A.Y. 

School) have increased their emphasis on documenting musicing, often 

featuring it alongside other documented literacies and interactions on the 

private preschool site and on a public blog site 

3) Adults have increased understandings of ways children’s musicing coexists in 

play amidst the Hundred Languages of Children 

In summary, we recognized children’s musicing had served as a provocation for 

additional musicing. Children’s observation of themselves (via video and audio 

recordings) as well as their observation of other musicers inspired additional musical 

responses and interactions, often in a self-sustaining cycle. The preschool directors 

developed a greater awareness of provocations that can potentially inspire additional 

musicing, and this led to their increased emphasis on documenting these musical 

interactions. All adults (researchers and preschool directors) increased their 

understanding of the ways musical interactions can unfold in this play-based 

environment. 
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During our interactions last year (2013-2014), children continued to 

independently initiate documentation of musicing—particularly through iPhone video 

recordings. They subsequently requested revisiting, sharing, revising or extending their 

musicing. At the end of the year, adults shared observations of children’s musicing via 

email with parents. Children also initiated sharing their descriptions of ownership and 

identity in the musicing process, contributing to adults’ perceptions of the children as co-

researchers in the process. As Smith (2011) recognized, sharing children’s video and 

audio footage with the children themselves provided additional time for reflection, and 

added an additional layer of documentation. Although adults had revisited audio and 

video music footage with children in the past, that year marked an increase in capturing 

and documenting children’s reactions to the initial footage. These additional layers of 

documentation served to further extend children’s musicing as they continually revisited 

these interactions in increasing complex ways. 

Project P.L.A.Y. School (2014-2015). During my previous two years interacting 

musically at Project P.L.A.Y, I continuously navigated my role as a play partner and co-

researcher, gradually becoming more comfortable. Although children always had a great 

deal of autonomy and choice in their musicking, I desired to highlight children’s voices 

in the research process even more. Specifically, I was considering ways to incorporate 

their voice in the later stages of data collection and dissemination. Although children’s 

active involvement in disseminating their own musical ideas spurred additional creative 

responses in other children, I realized ways the 90-minute weekly visits I was able to 

spend at Project P.L.A.Y. School often limited opportunities for revisiting musical 

narratives. Frequently, new musicking in the moment prioritized my attention, and I had 
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not yet allotted enough time outside of our weekly interactions to prioritize organizing 

the massive amount of raw materials that we generated. In an effort to facilitate deeper 

levels of shared, co-constructed musicking, I wondered about how increasing the 

frequency and amount of time I spent weekly with Project P.L.A.Y. School children and 

teachers would invite a more thorough opportunity to explore what can happen when our 

musical interactions are revisited. In no way had we (the children and adults alike) 

exhausted possibilities for musical learning. At the end of last year (2013-2014), we had 

generated additional ideas for facilitating co-constructed musical interactions, but had not 

yet had the time to fully implement them all. Although the children previously had choice 

and autonomy in determining what, how and when to share their musicking within the 

Project P.L.A.Y. School community, when it came time to share the musicking with 

children’s parents or present our findings in a form recognizable to others in higher 

education, children no longer had a voice in choosing which of their musical stories to 

share. As Reynolds (2014) stated: 

To date, although children are featured as co-constructors of inquiry in 
early childhood settings, they remain invisible as co-authors. Until we 
create venues for them to be co-authors and co-disseminators, we only can 
imagine the powerful influence their voices could have. (p. 350)  
 
In my previous two years interacting musically at Project P.L.A.Y. School, I (as 

well as the other adults) had focused my musical interactions on promoting and 

nourishing musical behaviors. As I described in Chapter 2, certain adult behaviors (such 

as giving attention, echoing back children’s songs or vocalizations, documenting music 

via audio, video and photographs) can support children’s engagement in additional 

musical behaviors. Likewise, other adult behaviors (ignoring the child’s music, not 

showing interest) quickly extinguished musical behaviors. As a musical play partner 
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during the study, and co-researcher alongside children, they identified me (along with 

other adults) as partners who are engaged in and interested in musical play. I continued to 

provide musical provocations that will emerge naturally out of play-based interactions. At 

times, this meant that, although I (as the adult music co-researcher) would rather continue 

singing a song together, I respected the child’s desires to halt that particular musical play 

and paint a picture instead, and I continued to engage in many modes of play in order to 

allow the children’s learning to emerge naturally from their own interests. I continued to 

view my “teacher” role as a facilitator of the musical environment, where provocations 

(such as musical notation, instruments, songs I and other adults initiate, musical pictures, 

musical notation, recordings) served to inspire more musicking from the children. This 

approach to musical interactions continued to fit with the emergent curriculum and 

educational philosophy espoused at Project P.L.A.Y. School.  

To explore ways to increase the presence of children’s voices, the purpose of this 

dissertation research was to continue to explore what can happen when young children 

and adults co-construct music in a social, relationship- and play-based preschool 

environment. The guiding questions remained the same as in the previous two years at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School: 

1. How does musical content emerge? 

2. How is music play developed in this setting? 

3. How do children and their teachers story their music experiences? 

Although these questions guided this inquiry at the outset, in narrative inquiry the 

purpose and questions may change over the course of the study. Clandinin & Connelly 

(2000) characterized the research problem or question as the “research puzzle” (p. 124). 
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In contrast, research “problems” connote “qualities of clear definability and the 

expectation of solutions,” whereas narrative inquiry “carries more of a sense of continual 

reformulation of an inquiry” rather than a clearly defined problem and solution. I 

considered the overarching, open-ended purpose and three questions to continue to 

accommodate the likely continued shifting perspectives throughout the study. Although I 

did not change these original questions during this study, as the forthcoming narratives 

will illustrate, this study has generated additional questions. 

Other research has occurred at Project P.L.A.Y. School concurrently with this 

dissertation study under the same IRB protocol. Emily, a Master’s in music education 

student, also attended on Tuesday mornings. She conducted her own research for her 

Master’s thesis at Project P.L.A.Y. School during the fall 2014 semester (Westlake, 

2015). Although Emily and I have our own lens through which we interpreted our own 

study data, since we are both interacting with children on Tuesday mornings, she appears 

as a character in several narratives. Emily and I have diverse approaches to our own 

research projects, but we have collaborated with each other as play-partners alongside the 

children. We have collaborated in our communications with Kathy, Karen, and the 

parents. For example, we collaborated on musical descriptions of the children that we 

emailed to parents, and we have informally discussed our interactions and assisted each 

other with gathering musical provocations to bring to Project P.L.A.Y. School. Our 

stories necessarily overlap. Each one of us is a character in the other’s stories—likely not 

the main character, but one with a supporting role.  

Dr. Alison Reynolds is another adult character with overlapping research interests 

at Project P.L.A.Y. School. She initially invited me to join her in her weekly visits to 
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Project P.L.A.Y. School during my first semester as a doctoral student in fall 2012. For 

two years prior to this dissertation study, we both attended on Tuesday mornings, and 

collaborated on prior research related to play-based musical interactions. Officially in fall 

of 2014, she began serving as my dissertation advisor. In the past we collaborated 

throughout the research process, but during the fall 2014 time frame for my dissertation 

study she embarked on a separate line of inquiry at Project P.L.A.Y. School. Although 

she occasionally interacted with us during the fall, she and I did not collaborate as co-

researchers at Project P.L.A.Y. School with the children during the fall of 2014. 

Beginning January 2015, Dr. Reynolds continued to visit, resuming interactions with 

Kathy, Karen, the children, Emily and me.  
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 In Chapter 4 I describe the research methodology and data collection methods 

used in this study. I include descriptions of narrative and heuristic approaches to inquiry, 

the setting, the protagonists (participants), and the approaches I used to select and 

package the narratives. 

Data Collection/Documentation 

From September 165 through December 31, 2014, I collected audio, video and 

photo documentation of our musical interactions among play partners at Project P.L.A.Y. 

School. Based on our previous years’ interactions, we had found that children’s musicing 

is best shared through video and audio recordings, and photographs rather than solely 

through transcribed written narratives. Alison and I had revised the consent forms so that 

children whose parents previously consented remained enrolled in the study while 

enrolled at Project P.L.A.Y. School, and new parents invited to sign consents after the 

school year began could give retroactive consent for all data collected. In addition to 

video, audio, or photographs capturing children’s vocalizations and movements, artifacts 

such as drawings, other artwork, and notated music emerged as data sources. I maintained 

a research journal where I logged my reflections, thoughts, questions, and basic 

information (such as who attended on Tuesday and Thursday). I seldom made written 

notes during interactions, thus avoiding the interruption of the flow of our play, but on 

occasion I did hastily jot notes to myself in the moment. In those instances, later in the 

day I would add these notes to my research journal. These reflections, along with 

                                                
5	  I began visiting Project P.L.A.Y. School on September 16, interacting as a musical play-partner. The 
consent forms were designed to provide retroactive consent for all data collected from the beginning of the 
school year, even for parents that consented later in the school year. 
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transcribed audio and video data, formed “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973, p. 6) of our 

musical interactions.  

 Since three children were not enrolled in the study (see the “Protagonists” 

section), it was impossible to leave an unattended camera or audio recorder running 

continuously. Although I would occasionally prop up my camera, put it on a small tripod, 

or set down my audio recorder, I maintained continuous control of the devices to ensure I 

did not record children whose parents had not consented. When un-enrolled children 

entered a space in which I was already recording, I immediately turned off the recording 

devices. Likewise, two children’s parents consented to only audio recordings, so during 

these interactions with those two children, I could only capture audio. Whenever 

possible, I left the audio recording operating continuously in order to capture the 

sequential aspect of the stories. In any given musical interaction, the context, needs of the 

students, and logistics of the situation determined the tool that I used for data collection. 

Navigating my role as a play-partner and co-researcher was challenging at times. 

There were frequent moments when I initially became concerned because I narrowly 

escaped missing documenting what I deemed an exciting musical interaction. However, I 

never prioritized documentation over our interactions in the moment. If I needed to put 

down the camera to fully engage with a child, I did so. If children asked me not to record 

them, I did not. Since the documentation in Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools is meant to 

promote further learning and inquiry, I thought it counterproductive to disregard a child’s 

request to interact to instead capture documentation that might serve as a learning 

provocation in the future. Ultimately I felt children noticed my choices, thereby 

contributing to a deep sense of shared understandings, which in turn possibly invited 

deeper lines of inquiry. 
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I frequently invited children to assist in documentation. I often asked them if they 

wanted to use the cordless recording microphone6 or the cameras.7 Recording devices 

with clear buttons and few functions proved to be more user-friendly with young 

children. Several children were able to operate a simple video camera that I had, since it 

had a prominent red record button. Although I used my iPhone 4 to record audio, there 

were too many distractions on it, and too many steps involved in its operation for children 

to be able to use it to record unassisted. Occasionally children were successful using my 

phone to record, but only after I had the recording application set up and ready to go so 

that they simply had to push the red button on the screen. Children frequently requested 

to use the cordless recording microphone to record their singing. However, the actual 

recording function again proved a bit complicated for children to successfully use. I was 

unable to change the recording function on this particular microphone to make it more 

child-friendly. Likely there are other models of recording microphones that would be 

easier for young children to use. Saving the audio required separately pushing the 

recording button and holding it again after recording. Few children were able to execute 

this extra step successfully, so in the end the recording microphone became a musical 

prop rather than an actual recording device. Frequently the children would choose to have 

me operate the recording device, and describe what it was that they wanted to record. 

After repeatedly offering children the opportunity to revisit their own audio and video 

recordings, several children repeatedly asked to do so of their own accord. 

Data collection generated extensive raw material. In most instances it was 

logistically difficult to involve young children in the actual video or photo editing, but as 

often as possible, I sought to include children’s voices in the dissemination and sharing of 

their musical stories. Frequently I asked, “What should we do with this?” Sometimes they 

chose not to answer verbally and would demonstrate their continued interest through their 
                                                

6	  Easi-speak Pro digital cordless recording microphone 
7	  Panasonic HD video camera model HM-TA1, Fujifilm Finepix F70EXR digital camera 
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behaviors. Other times, they did share a specific plan for sharing their footage with 

others. Children would identify data that interested them, and frequently chose to revisit 

footage or other documentation of themselves via audio, video or photos. They chose to 

share with other students during school meeting times, with their parents and other adults, 

and even with larger educational communities beyond Project P.L.A.Y. School. Children 

frequently had access to raw footage on recording devices, and had opportunities, if they 

expressed interest, to revisit their documented musical stories.  

Despite challenges inherent in utilizing technology as a tool for documentation 

with young children, our often-messy attempts were worth the effort. In addition to 

vividly and accurately representing children’s musicking through audio and video, the 

use of technology as a documentation tool in Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools may 

improve learning (Trepanier-Street, Hong, & Bauer, 2001):  
 
Long-term projects and their technology-enhanced documentation have 
resulted in increased cognitive and social development in the children, 
increased teacher reflection, improved quality of teaching, and increased 
parental involvement and participation in the classroom. (p. 187) 
  

High quality documentation can contribute to the quality of early childhood education by 

enhancing children’s learning, valuing and taking children’s ideas seriously, contributing 

to ongoing teacher planning and evaluation, increasing parent appreciation and 

participation in school, and by making children’s learning more visible (Katz & Chard, 

1996). Reynolds (2014) stated: 

Generally, they [researchers] should prioritize the continued dissemination 
of their research—particularly dissertations—with authentic, compelling, 
articulate, persistent, and far, up-reaching voices. United efforts to feature 
audio, video, and photographs in research dissemination likely will 
advance understandings about early childhood music education among 
children, parents, teachers, and policymakers. (p. 353) 
  

As we discovered in our previous research, technology-based documentation may have 

benefitted Project P.L.A.Y. School students by making their learning audible and visible 
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(Reynolds & Waters, 2014b). The supplementary videos attached to this dissertation also 

provide much-needed glimpses into the world of young children’s play-based musicking.  

 Throughout my musical interactions with children, documentation allowed us to 

revisit the narratives repeatedly without losing any details. Each of the different media 

constituted a slightly different lens through which to view the stories, adding layers of 

depth. Since this study focused on musical interactions in play-based environments, I did 

not include footage that featured nonmusical interactions. I eliminated nonmusical 

footage in my first round of revisiting the video and audio recordings. Subsequently, I 

revisited the audio and video recordings, specifically looking for footage that highlighted 

our co-constructed musical interactions. Again I revisited the recordings and eliminated 

recordings that did not feature processes and strategies related to musical interactions in 

play-based environments, and roles of children as active musical participants and co-

researchers. I further prioritized musical interactions that featured children initiating or 

continuing lines of inquiry. After repeatedly revisiting these data, several stories emerged 

that highlighted children as musical co-researchers. 

Narrative Approaches to Inquiry 

Narrative, although not new to the human experience, is relatively new as a 

methodological research approach in education, particularly music education. Humans 

may think narratively from infancy: “Children show signs of dramatic pre-narratory 

behavior in infancy, then engage in narrative language play at various levels of 

complexity along the developmental spectrum . . .” (Hopkins, 1994, p. 134). Trevarthen 

and Malloch (2012) analyzed the dialogues of mothers and infants, and noticed that their 

communicative sounds frequently form what they consider to be narrative, with poetic 
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flow, a shared sense of time, and a story with an introduction, development, climax and 

conclusion. Humans have thought, communicated, and learned through multimodal 

narratives for millennia. 

Narrative inquiry in educational research. Jerome Bruner’s (1986, 1990) call to 

view narrative as a distinct way of knowing marked a turn towards narrative inquiry in 

educational research (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Bruner (1986) described narrative as a 

distinct mode of human thought. Later, he identified narrative as a tool for constructing 

our own versions of ourselves (1990, 1996). “We are so adept at narrative that it seems 

almost as natural as language itself” (Bruner, 2002, p. 3). Bruner’s call to acknowledge 

narrative as a legitimate way of meaning-making inspired a legitimization of narrative 

inquiry in the social sciences and education. 

Narrative researchers draw heavily on John Dewey’s philosophy in their 

examination of experience as an essential component of education, and conception of 

research as the study of experience (Clandinin, 2006, 2013):  

Narrative inquiry is an old practice that may feel new for a variety of 
reasons. It is a commonplace to note that human beings both live and tell 
stories about their living. These lived and told stories and talk about those 
stories are ways we create meaning in our lives as well as ways we enlist 
each other’s help in building our lives and communities. What does feel 
new is the emergence of narrative methodologies in social science 
research. With this emergence has come intensified talk about our stories, 
their function in our lives, and their place in composing our collective 
affairs. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 44) 
  

Narrative approaches to inquiry mark a shift toward valuing subjective, lived experiences 

of research participants. The “narrative turn” has continued in educational research in 

2015, and narrative inquiry continues to proliferate (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
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What is narrative inquiry? Lyons and LaBoskey (2002) defined narrative 

practices as “ . . . intentional, reflective human actions, in which teachers and their 

students, or researchers and their colleagues, interrogate their teaching or research 

practices to construct meaning, interpretation, and knowledge of some aspect of teaching 

or learning through the creation of narrative(s)” (p. 6). Narrative practices can serve as 

models of inquiry and exemplars that others can potentially use in their own contexts 

(Lyons & LaBoskey, 2002). Five components characterize narrative practices as modes 

of inquiry and ways of knowing. Narrative inquiry: 1) constitutes an intentional and 

reflective human activity; 2) is situated in a specific social context within a given set of 

people; 3) involves interrogating interesting, surprising or compelling aspects of teaching 

and learning that brings to light new knowledge; 4) involves the sense of self and 

identities of all those involved; 5) involves the construction of meaning and knowledge 

(LaBoskey, 2002). Patton (2002) listed two foundational questions of what he labels 

“narratology” or “narrative analysis:” 1) What does this narrative or story reveal about 

the person and world from which it came? 2) How can this narrative be interpreted so that 

it provides an understanding of and illuminates the life and culture that created it? (p. 

115). Clandinin & Connelly (2000) described narrative inquiry: 

Narrative inquiry has the compelling, sometimes confounding, quality of 
merging overall life experience with specific research experience, realms 
of experience often separated in inquiry. It is almost a maxim in many 
forms of research to bound the phenomena and maintain distance from 
them. Narrative inquiry always has purpose, though purpose may shift, 
and always has focus, though focus may blur and move. Narrative inquiry 
boundaries expand and contract, and wherever they are at any point in 
time, they are permeable, not osmotically permeable with things tending to 
move only one way but interactively permeable. (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000, p. 115) 
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Narrative inquiry not only involves the collection of knowledge, but the creation 

of new meaning and understanding: 
 

Narrative is not just the reporting of knowledge gained and assimilated; it 
is the creation of knowledge through assignment of meaning. As human 
beings tell their stories they assign meaning to those events that have 
already happened in the past and those that they wish to happen in the 
future; they ground the present and shape the future. They think, feel, and 
create, and impose order. Through such means they develop and grow in 
response to the imperatives of the world. (Hopkins, 1994, p. 132) 
  

Stories are ways of making meaning, and ways “in and through which we represent, 

interrogate, and interpret experience and come to know ourselves and others” (Barrett & 

Stauffer, 2012, p. 1). Adopting a narrative approach to inquiry necessitates adopting the 

stance that humans lead storied lives: 

People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as 
they interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current 
idiom, is a portal through which a person enters the world and by which 
their experience of the world is interpreted and made personally 
meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story, then, is 
first and foremost a way of thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry as 
a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry 
methodology is to adopt a particular view of experience as phenomenon 
under study. (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 479) 
  

Clandinin and Connelly drew on Dewey’s theory of experience in formulating their 

definitions of narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2006). In their view, narrative inquirers study 

individuals’ experiences in the world. These experiences are storied through living and 

telling and are studied by observing, “living alongside” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 46), 

listening, writing, and interpreting texts. Clandinin & Connelly (2002) defined narrative 

inquiry as 

. . . a way of understanding experience. It is collaboration between 
researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in 
social interaction with milieus. An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst 
and progresses in the same spirit, concluding the inquiry still in the midst 
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of living and telling, reliving and retelling, the stories of the experiences 
that made up people’s lives, both individual and social. (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 20) 
 

More concisely, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) defined narrative inquiry simply as 

“stories lived and told” (p. 20). Later, Clandinin (2013) described narrative inquiry as an 

approach to the study of human lives conceived as a way of honoring lived experience as 

a source of important knowledge and understanding” (p. 17).  

Narrative in music education. Narrative research in music education is becoming 

increasingly common (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012). Conferences focusing on narrative 

inquiry in music education have been held since 2006 (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012), and 

narrative inquiries have been published in scholarly music education journals such as the 

Journal of Research in Music Education (i.e. Koops, 2014; Nichols, 2013) and the 

Journal of Music Teacher Education (i.e. Bond & Koops, 2014; Buonviri, 2014; 

Conway, 2003; Edgar, 2014). Significant volumes devoted to narrative inquiry in music 

education have recently been published (e.g., Barrett & Stauffer, 2009, 2012; Stauffer, 

2014). Music education researchers are increasingly seeking to understand music learning 

through narratives of lived experiences, and this approach has the potential to identify 

critical components of transformative musical engagement (O’Neill, 2012). Narrative 

inquiry seems to be gaining a foothold as an acceptable research methodology in music 

education.  

Stauffer (2014) sifted through diverse approaches to narrative, and outlined five 

commonalities of various approaches to narrative inquiry. First, narrative researchers are 

“socially situated” and view reality as “a social construction that is individually 

understood . . .” (p. 177). Second, narrative inquiry emphasizes relationships and 
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“relationality” (p.177) in that all stories are “relational phenomena”—constructed by the 

storyteller and listener, and “within a speaker-listener relationship located in time and 

place contexts” (p. 177). If one retells the same story again at a later time, it likely is to 

change. If one tells the same story to a different person, likely it will change again. As 

such, narratives are never fixed and finalized, but are highly context-dependent. The 

storytellers, along with the audience, must determine the meaningfulness of each story 

within each particular context. Third, data in narrative inquiry are narratives (e.g., stories, 

photos, audio recordings, videos, artwork, music) generated through “conversational 

conditions [rather than] interrogation” through pre-determined questions (p. 178). Fourth, 

rather than a focus on analysis, narrative inquiries are focused on interpretation. “While 

one interpretation may be different from another, one interpretation is not necessarily 

better than another” (p. 179). The fifth characteristic involves an approach to writing. 

Although there is no standard approach to narrative writing, narrative inquiry includes the 

voices of researchers and participants alike. Narrative writing “places faith in the reader, 

leaving open spaces for the reader to engage with the text and the story, to wonder and to 

question” (p. 180). Often there are no “conclusions” or “recommendations”, and readers 

are left to form their own opinions about the resonance of the narratives (Stauffer, 2014, 

p. 180).  

Stauffer described three narrative inquiry pathways music education researchers 

have used (2014). The first is based on Jerome Bruner’s view of “narrative as a way of 

knowing and a distinctly human achievement” (p. 166) in which narrative is a “means of 

making sense of experience . . . [a] means of constructing our selves,” and a tool for 

ascribing meaning to experience. Barrett (2011) described how young children’s 
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“invented song and music-making provide narrative forms and structures through which 

children perform and enact ways of being in their developing identity work” (p. 420). 

Stauffer (2014) identified Barrett’s approach as a perspective “clearly aligned with the 

Brunerian pathway” (p. 169) in narrative inquiry.  

Stauffer (2014) also discussed Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) approach that 

defined narrative as both a research method and a phenomenon. Clandinin and 

Connelly’s approach connects experience, story and meaning. Experiences and 

relationships are inseparable in humans’ “storied” lives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006, p. 

477). Three dimensions of space: the personal and social interactions, the past, present 

and future (aspects of temporality), and place define narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2006; 

Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative inquirers continuously navigate those three 

spaces alongside their participants. “Narrative inquiry is relational in all the ways that our 

Dewey-inspired view of experience makes visible; that is, it is relational across time, 

places, and relationships” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 19). Hopkins (1994) stated, “ . . . the 

narrative impulse, harnessed to educational purposes, will stimulate a process of 

meaning-making that draws experience into the heart of the schooling process” (p. 3). 

Rather than viewing that which is being studied as a “thing,” with a 
separate unconnected existence from the researcher, narrative inquirers 
emphasize human connectedness and growth, and acknowledge that 
researchers likely choose to study one thing than rather than another out of 
personal interest, insight or connection with the topic of study. (Pinnegar 
& Daynes, 2007, p. 29) 

 
Narrative inquiry can be messy, given the possibility of shifting research purpose mid-

inquiry and the ever-changing boundaries that contain the stories. Narrative research 

“focuses on the microanalytic picture—individual stories—rather than the broader picture 
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of cultural norms, as in ethnography, or abstract theories, as in grounded theory research” 

(Creswell, 2008, p. 512). 

Role of narrative researchers. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) described how 

educational researchers are interested in teaching and learning, and therefore in lives 

lived, but “ . . . if our interest as researchers is lived experience—that is, lives and how 

they are lived—how did our research conversations become focused on the measurement 

of student responses?” (p. xxii). Narrative inquirers immerse themselves in the messy, 

complicated real-life stories of their participants as well as themselves: “Narrative 

researchers do their work by (politely) intruding on people in the course of living real 

lives and asking them to help us learn something” (Josselson, 2007, p. 538). Furthermore, 

the complexity of the research relationships in narrative inquiry can create challenges in 

navigating the dual roles of personal relationships with the protagonists and the 

researcher’s role in a scholarly community (Josselson, 2007). 

Rather than prioritizing objectivity and eliminating or declaring researcher bias, 

narrative inquirers do not write their own experiences out of the research story. Instead, 

the researcher’s personal experiences throughout the inquiry process are an important 

part of the narratives. “The researcher’s own livings, tellings, retellings, and relivings” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 70) are central to the story. Narrative researchers are 

cautioned not to gloss over challenges or conflicts. Ideally narratives are not idealized 

accounts, but represent messy real-life experiences in all their complexity: “In narrative 

inquiry, it is impossible (or if not impossible, then deliberately self-deceptive) as a 

researcher to stay silent or to present a kind of perfect, idealized, inquiring, moralizing 

self” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 62). While highlighting the voices of participants, 
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narrative inquirers also cannot write themselves out of the stories: “When narrative 

inquirers are in the field, they are never there as disembodied recorders of someone else’s 

experience. They too are having an experience, the experience of the inquiry that entails 

the experience they set out to explore” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 81). For narrative 

inquirers, “ . . . the experience is regarded as both the essence of being and the source of 

knowing. In other words, how and what we understand ourselves and the world to be are 

embedded and embodied in experience” (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012, p. 4).  

Narrative forms. Narrative represents a fluid and flexible approach to data 

collection and dissemination: “Narrative inquirers draw on a range of means of data 

generation consistent with the phenomena, participants, and questions of the research 

project” (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012, p. 8). There is no one-size-fits-all approach to 

collecting, restoring or sharing narratives:  

Narrative inquiry research texts are indeed ‘grand contraptions’ built on 
multiple, fluid foundations and formed into ambiguous shapes that may 
ring more, or less, crisp and clear as one thing from one vantage point and 
another from another vantage point. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 154) 
  

Furthermore, “the excitement of this fluidity might lead a reader to think that anything 

goes, and to an extent it does, provided it works and is convincing for the audience” but 

within this imaginative framework, “writers are constrained by the particularities of their 

three-dimensional narrative space” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 154). Within this 

dissertation, the narratives are contextualized and constrained within time, place, and 

context. A story viewed in real time, the narrative account of the story, or the same story 

told by a different person, will necessarily generate differing versions of the same story. 

Stories are always dependent on the storyteller, the time, and the context. There can never 
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be a definitive version of any one story. As such, an individual (i.e., the storyteller or the 

reader/listener) determines the value of any story.  

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) used a soup metaphor to describe narrative form. 

There are different ingredients in different narrative plots, and these ingredients can take 

different forms. In some cases, such as a dissertation or journal article with specific 

requirements, the soup “container” provides more specific guidelines as to the form of the 

narratives. The “white spaces” in a text also tell stories (Clandinin, 2013). What we 

choose to omit from the text, what the children or I choose not to pursue in the moment—

these omissions are as important as the inclusions. As in music, the silences are as 

important as the sounds. 

Heuristic inquiry. Although it is possible to adopt more of a passive observer role 

while undertaking narrative inquiry, I chose to continue participating actively as a 

research subject alongside children and other adults for this dissertation research. 

Heuristic inquiry “requires a subjective process of reflecting, exploring, sifting, and 

elucidating the nature of the phenomenon under investigation” (Douglass & Moustakas, 

1985, p. 40). In the context of this line of inquiry, heuristic inquiry allowed for the 

application of “the discovery and essence in significant human experience” (p. 40) to 

experiences of children and adults—co-researchers and co-constructors—of music 

interactions. “Heuristic inquiry focuses on intense human experiences, intense from the 

point of view of the investigator and co-researchers. It is the combination of personal 

experience and intensity that yields an understanding of the essence of the phenomenon” 

(Patton, 2002, p. 107). I characterize our playful musical interactions as “intense,” since 

adults and children alike were fully absorbed and engaged in our shared musical 
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moments. At Project P.L.A.Y. School, all adults have been engaging in three broad 

processes of “immersion,” “acquisition,” and “realization” (Douglass & Moustakas, 

1985, p. 50). As we explored our shared experiences, we were also adding a heuristic lens 

to our narratives.  Narrative approaches to inquiry that also incorporate a heuristic lens 

are ideally suited to capturing stories of our collaborative, Project P.L.A.Y. School lives 

lived alongside each other. 

 An ideal match. Narrative, heuristic inquiry is ideally suited to exploring what 

can happen when adults and children co-construct music and research in a play-based 

learning environment. Barrett (2009) stated: “A narrative inquiry approach emphasizes 

the relational nature of inquiry and has much to offer early childhood research in both the 

methods and techniques employed and the presentational modes provided” (p. 119). 

Reggio Emilia literature and documentation frequently feature stories, poems, reflections, 

artwork and other pictures. Reviewing Reggio Emilia literature, I was frequently struck 

by the idea that their beautiful collections of learning made visible are truly multimodal, 

narrative representations. Narrative ideally captures the storied lives of participants, and 

helps make sense of our shared experiences: 

Music learners use language and stories as a way of expressing who they 
are and representing their musical worlds to others. An interesting feature 
of stories is that the narrative unfolds according to crucial events, rather 
than through a strict adherence to time sequences . . . We use stories to 
order and structure our lives; they help us make sense of our fragmented 
and sometimes confusing experiences by arranging them into coherent 
messages that offer a sense of meaning, unity, and purpose. (O’Neill, 
2012, p. 178) 
  

Narrative ways of knowing ideally mesh with children’s musical play: “For young 

children, invented song and music-making are forms of musical storying and story-telling 

by which they make sense of their experience, order their worlds, and perform and enact 
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ways of being” (Barrett, 2011, p. 406). In this study, narrative inquiry allowed for co-

researchers to co-construct narratives featuring the lived experiences of all participants: 

That which differentiates a person from all other persons is a construction 
as well as a discovery, for the person’s story is open-ended, not finished. 
The realization of self as a narrative in process serves to gather together 
what one has been, in order to imagine what one will be and to judge 
whether this is what one wants to become. Life is not merely a story text: 
life is lived and the story is told. (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 154) 
  
Critiques of narrative inquiry as research. Narrative inquiry is becoming more 

accepted, but is still criticized for a lack of objectivity. Lyons and LaBoskey (2002) 

identified two main issues that can be problematic with narrative practices (in this case 

with teachers undertaking narrative inquiry): The teacher is not an objective observer, but 

rather an inside inquirer; and knowledge generated through narrative inquiry produces 

knowledge that is sometimes not considered to be knowledge at all. “Narrative practices 

can be very inconsistent with the prevailing epistemology of our educational 

institutions—the structures, orientations, and practices of our work environments” 

(LaBoskey & Lyons, 2002). Narrative inquiry has been criticized as a narcissistic 

exercise, when there is an over emphasis on the researcher’s own role in the story at the 

expense of the participants, or only the pleasant and nice aspects of the stories have been 

included (Stauffer, 2014). Narrative has also been criticized as too prone to 

fictionalizations to be considered scholarship (Stauffer, 2014). Narrative is messy and 

complex, and offers no quick fixes: “While narrative approaches unearth complexities, 

help people manage dilemmas, and elucidate more fully the human condition, they offer 

no quick answers. But stories can shed light on how future action may better attend to 

situations at hand” (Craig & Olson, 2002, p. 128). 
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My journey to narrative. As befits narrative inquiry, my story of becoming a 

narrative inquirer has changed over time, as I have revisited our co-constructed narratives 

and delved further into narrative inquiry literature. During my first year visiting Project 

P.L.A.Y. School (2012-2013), I will readily admit, that although I was included on the 

research protocol that Alison and Kerry initiated, I had little understanding of narrative 

inquiry as a research methodology. Initially, I was content to interact musically and 

collect stories. As time went on and I became more comfortable in my role as a play 

partner and co-researcher, I began to realize how ideally suited narrative inquiry is to 

play-based learning environments, viewing children as co-researchers, and disseminating 

learning from our studies. In learning environments such as Project P.L.A.Y. School, 

children are not contained or sorted, but can freely investigate and inquire according to 

their own interests. These interests change continuously over time. In a highly teacher-

directed preschool environment, the lines of inquiry would necessarily fit standards and 

learning objectives applied in a top-down approach. During my previous experience 

teaching music in a teacher-directed, traditional preschool, I found it challenging to 

highlight children as co-researchers, since the majority of music class consisted of 

teacher-directed activities. Even in preschool environments where musical creativity is 

fostered, if children are not given the space and time to explore, the resultant creativity 

can still be primarily teacher-directed. Viewing children as both play-partners and co-

researchers opens up additional research possibilities generated by the children 

themselves. This in no way diminishes the role of adults. I noticed that adopting a 

musical atelierista role added many levels of complexity in navigating every musical and 

relationship decision we made. In many respects, my previous experience leading 
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traditional preschool music classes highlighted the relative ease of following a teacher-

directed path. In my previous preschool teaching, I followed the standards, and although I 

would characterize my approach as student-centered, I directed the musical agenda. 

While writing this dissertation, I revisited my textbook (Creswell, 2008) from the 

“Research in Music Education” graduate course I had taken during my first semester as a 

doctoral student—my first in-depth exposure to various educational research 

methodologies alongside my first trips to Project P.L.A.Y. School. In the margin, next to 

Creswell’s description of narrative research, I had written, “Students are researchers. 

Students could do this.” The idea of engaging children as co-researchers and narrative 

inquirers was already appealing to me even before I had a more in-depth understanding of 

this approach. 

The research methodology must match the research questions. The research study 

as a whole must also mesh with the play-based, flexible, and creative environment and 

pedagogical approaches established at Project P.L.A.Y. School. Narrative supports both, 

inviting a natural goodness of fit given the flexibility of our approaches to musical 

interactions as play-partners and co-researchers. As Barrett and Stauffer (2012) stated, 

“narrative inquirers, as do all engaged in research, assume a particular ontological and 

epistemological stance that underpins their work” (p. 3). Just as Reggio Emilia educators 

support children’s possibilities for inquiry, narrative inquiry supports a necessary 

freedom—open to the creation of additional questions, rather than definitive answers.  

Still, as I have worked on this dissertation, I have at times been overwhelmed by 

working at the boundary of what is considered acceptable scholarship. Like all doctoral 

students, I am keenly aware of the stakes represented by the dissertation process. I 
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continually reevaluate my approach to interacting with children. I repeatedly revisit and 

revise our shared narratives to best highlight their voices as co-researchers. I consistently 

practice thoughtful reflection on our interactions and seek to deconstruct language to 

synthesize our stories clearly and accurately. Did I do that enough? What else must I 

remember to do (or not to do)? 

It is possible to conduct narrative research while adopting a more passive observer 

role rather than “living alongside” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 46) as a co-researcher. As a 

passive observer I would not have prioritized developing relationships and personally 

interacting with children. This would have been difficult, if not impossible, at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School, since children likely would have initiated playful interactions with 

visiting adults even if adults did not initiate these exchanges. Limiting play-based 

interactions in order to remain a detached observer, even if feasible, would be contrary to 

the collaborative approach espoused at Project P.L.A.Y. School. An “observer only” 

approach would also not best inspire children’s musicking. Adults send clear messages to 

children about what they value, and unabashedly expressing my interest in music through 

my words, thoughts, and actions likely contributed to additional musicking from the 

children. I viewed all participants in this study as “protagonists” in our shared stories: 

“The child, along with peers and adults, is a protagonist in his or her own development” 

(New, 1998, p. 274). As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) stated: “We are all characters 

with multiple plotlines who speak from within these multiple plotlines” (p. 147). By 

adopting an active, participatory role, I increased my role as a protagonist in our shared 

stories. 



 79 

Narrative inquiries can begin simply, with researchers “engaged in conversations 

with participants who tell stories of their experiences” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 34). However, 

Connelly & Clandinin (2006) described how “a more difficult, time-consuming, 

intensive, and yet more profound method is to begin with participants’ living, because in 

the end, narrative inquiry is about life and living” (p. 478). This dissertation constitutes 

the latter, as I lived, played, and researched alongside children and other adults in the 

setting. Although it is tempting to remove my own story from the narratives as much as 

possible in order to highlight children’s voices, I realized that my narratives, as a co-

researcher and partner alongside the children, are equally (but not more) important. Since 

children and adults are co-researchers and play partners together, our stories are 

inextricably linked together. It was challenging to balance my desire to highlight 

children’s voices, with the recognition that I cannot write myself out of our stories. I 

included my narrative voice—not out of an egotistical desire to usurp children’s voices 

for my own research purposes—but to openly and honestly share another part of our 

collective stories. Our collaborative relationship contributed to the beautiful mess of our 

shared interactions and stories. Together, children and adults at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

lived out our narratives alongside each other, navigating our relationships as co-

researchers.  

Young children are not always capable of (or interested in) expressing their 

research questions verbally, but by adopting a pedagogy of listening, one can identify 

ways children pursue lines of inquiry. I have adopted Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) 

view that behaviors are expressions of narrative: 

Behaviors, for example, were expressions of an individual’s stories within 
a particular context at a particular time. Because behaviors were narrative 
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expressions, it was important to consider the characters who were living 
the stories, the characters who were telling the stories, the times at which 
stories were lived, the times stories were told, the places in which stories 
were lived and told, and so on. (p. 25) 

This stance is particularly important when co-researching with children. The narratives in 

this dissertation will illustrate how, during our musical interactions, children tell their 

stories through their behaviors. As such, it is important to recognize that young children’s 

behaviors may tell their stories more strongly than their use of language does. Viewing 

children’s expressions as part of The Hundred Languages of Children necessitates 

considering children’s varied, multimodal expressions while constructing narratives of 

experience. As a narrative inquirer interested in simultaneously serving as a music 

atelierista, I espoused an agenda focused on creating “plotlines filled with more 

possibility” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 52). 

In contrast to research approaches where hypotheses to be tested are clearly stated 

a priori, in narrative inquiry, “the purposes, and what one is exploring and finds puzzling, 

change as the research progresses” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 73). Just as 

children’s research interests will change over time, narrative inquiry accommodates 

shifting stories. Whatever final packaged form narrative research takes, as Clandinin 

(2006) stated: “What is included [in this story] is a partial story, as all stories are partial, 

and it has been both carefully composed and selected” (p. 48). I have found comfort in 

Clandinin & Connelly’s (2000) assertion that narrative inquirers “tend to be less sure of 

themselves, less clear of what it is they have to say, after investing themselves intensely 

over time in their research than they were prior to doing their research” (p. 145). 

 Additionally, narrative researchers enter the stories in the midst, and leave the 

stories unfinished. While research deadlines often determine a set time line, “It is critical 

to the trust and integrity of the work that researchers do not simply walk away when 

‘their time has come’” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 74). I would characterize my 

entrance to Project P.L.A.Y. School as a gradual one, and although, for the purposes of 
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this dissertation, I had to choose an ending point, I continued my weekly interactions as 

long as I could out of respect for the relationships we have built, and also out of sheer 

enjoyment.  

Throughout the process of narrative inquiry, I identified with Clandinin and 

Connelly’s (2000) statement:  “ . . . we are forever struggling with personal tensions as 

we pursue narrative inquiry” (p. 46). They described that these tensions are inevitable, 

because narrative inquiry is, by its nature, relational. Narrative inquirers must  
 
. . . become fully involved, must ‘fall in love’ with their participants, yet 
they must also step back and see their own stories in the inquiry, the 
stories of the participants, as well as the large landscape on which they all 
live. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 81) 
 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) asserted that narrative inquirers can, and should write 

research texts in first person. However, they also caution that as we write “I,” we “need 

to convey a sense of social significance. We need to make sure that when we say “I,” we 

know that “I” is connecting with “they” (p. 122). Although it is tempting to identify 

themes that appear across multiples narratives, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) cautioned 

against such attempts at generalization, stating that if one wants to write generalizable 

themes, a different type of inquiry would be more appropriate. If the researcher gives in 

to the pressure to conform to more reductionist approaches to inquiry and neatly package 

the narratives, writing “themes intended to be generalizable, he will lose the richness of 

the narratives of experience, without acquiring the desired generalizability” (p. 142) 

because he has a limited number of participants. 

Although the narratives that follow do contain instances of what could be called 

analysis or themes, these portions are additional pieces of our shared stories, viewed from 

a lens one step removed from the immediacy of the moment. I did not package the 
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narratives into themes or categories per se, but emergent ideas did form larger, macro-

narratives of our shared experiences.  

Adopting a flexible narrative research methodology is highly appropriate in 

Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools such as Project P.L.A.Y. School. I view The Hundred 

Languages of Children as a form of narrative. The documentation displayed throughout 

constitutes narratives—stories, actions, happenings and behaviors are all narrative 

expressions (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The idea of narrative representation of 

knowledge is clearly embedded within the Reggio Emilia approach—sharing voices and 

stories helps make learning audible and visible. As such, narrative inquiry is an ideal 

choice to capture the rich musical interactions as co-researchers at Project P.L.A.Y. 

School.  

The narratives that follow in Chapter 5 are snapshots of lived experiences—

stories in progress. We joined these stories “in the midst” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) 

and could never capture all the prequel material. Likewise, there will also be many 

epilogues that follow each of these stories after this study is completed. If we were to 

revisit each of these stories at a different time, they would likely appear differently.  

Analyzing narrative inquiry. How should narrative inquiry be evaluated by 

readers? Rigorous narrative inquiry has qualities of authenticity, adequacy, and 

plausibility as well as an explanatory and invitational quality (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 185). Narrative inquiry necessitates a shift from traditional concepts of validity 

toward the idea of validation in narrative inquiry: “ . . . focusing on trustworthiness rather 

than truth, displaces validation from its traditional location in a presumably objective and 

neutral reality, and moves it to the social world—a world constructed in and through our 
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discourse and actions, through praxis” (Mishler, 1990, p. 420). Since narrative inquiry 

acknowledges multiple ways of knowing, findings should be validated based on their 

resonance, trustworthiness and authenticity (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Barrett and Stauffer (2012) suggested that narrative inquiry should be resonant. 

To be resonant, narrative inquiry must be responsible, rigorous, respectful, and resilient. 

They describe resonant work as “work that reverberates and resonates in and through the 

communities it serves” (Stauffer and Barrett, 2009, p. 20). Resonant inquiry “resounds in 

the lives of the inquirer and those with whom the inquirer engages, as well as those who 

engage with what is created” (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012, p. 8). “A narrative inquiry ethic 

prompts researchers to move beyond the allure of story and to consider how we engage in 

the work and for what purposes” (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012, p. 8). Being responsible in 

narrative inquiry means attending to the needs of all involved parties throughout the 

research process:  

Those engaged in resonant work in music education are responsible both 
to and for multiple dimensions of a complex inquiry process. We are 
responsible to research participants and their life worlds, and to the 
development and maintenance of an inquiry process that respects them. 
We are responsible to ourselves as educators and inquirers, including 
attention to theoretical grounding and reflection on the potential 
ramifications of our own privileged positions in the research process. We 
are responsible to the profession of music education and the larger 
educational communities in which that profession is located, particularly 
to fellow researchers who may take up similar methods or examine similar 
or related questions. We are responsible to the public good and to diverse 
constituencies who are engaged or interested in the processes and 
outcomes of music and music education as well as the practice and policy 
implications of inquiry. We are also responsible for in that we are 
‘culpable’ or morally accountable for the ways in which our research—
both the process and the product—impacts the lives of participants, their 
communities, the profession, and the public domain. (Barrett & Stauffer, 
2012, p. 9) 
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Rigorous work in narrative inquiry is less concerned with establishing “truth” and more 

concerned with “attention to detail, comprehensiveness, and transparency” (Barrett & 

Stauffer, 2012, p. 10). Rigorous work requires reflexivity, in which the researcher 

constantly reexamines how her epistemological assumptions and motivations influence 

all aspects of the research process (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012, p. 10). Rigorous narrative 

inquiry requires “self-examination and reflection that may ‘trouble’ the certainties of the 

researcher” (p. 10). Respectfulness is essential in narrative inquiry because it is based on 

relationships (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012). Rather than viewing participants as interviewees 

that must answer researchers’ questions, a narrative approach necessitates a shift toward 

viewing all persons involved in the research process as narrators of their own lived 

experiences (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012). Resilient narrative inquiry is “enduring, but not 

fixed” (p. 12):  

Resilient research texts are sufficiently rich to compel previous readers to 
return and re-read, while simultaneously flexible and open to new 
interpretations and new audiences. Resilient narrative research texts 
become provocations that raise questions rather than pose answers, and 
they continue to do so through multiple readings. (Barrett & Stauffer, 
2012, p. 12) 
  

Narrative inquirers themselves must be resilient—open to new meanings that emerge 

throughout the process, while simultaneously remaining grounded in the epistemological 

approach of narrative inquiry (Barrett & Stauffer, 2012). An ethical approach to resonant 

narrative inquiry that is responsible, rigorous, respectful and resilient means that the 

researcher continuously monitors her thoughts and practice. 

Challenges in narrative inquiry. There are challenges inherent in undertaking 

narrative inquiry with children, particularly in regard to establishing validation of the 

data. Frequently I was the only adult interacting with a particular child or group of 
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children, and so in these instances I could not simply provide transcriptions or video and 

audio footage for other adults to member-check,8 since these adults may not even have 

been in the same room during the interaction. In instances where adults were characters 

in a story, I shared their stories with them to member-check. Given children’s shorter 

attention spans, it was not feasible to present children with a 30-page story and expect 

them to read it or to sit and listen to me read it. Instead, I frequently succinctly restoried 

our previous experiences in child-friendly forms. I often asked children questions such 

as: Do you remember when we played your bunny song together last week? Do you 

remember how you played the drum in the show? Would you like to watch your video 

recording from last week? These questions served to rekindle children’s interest in our 

previous interactions, and encourage them to add additional layers to our shared stories. 

There were also considerations of choosing how to spend our valuable time when 

at Project P.L.A.Y. School. I frequently divided my attention between our playful 

musical interactions in the moment and my role as a documenter and researcher. Even if 

it were feasible to revisit large portions of the data with children during our subsequent 

interactions, I felt compelled to maintain my role of music atelierista, and respond to 

students’ interests and calls for interaction rather than ruthlessly push my own research 

agenda. However, I assert that our continued revisiting of our shared stories served as a 

form of member checking. Children had a voice in choosing which stories to revisit and 

when. They reinforced their lines of inquiry by repeatedly revisiting and reflecting on 

ideas they deemed most salient. Documenting the stories in multiple ways also served as 

                                                
8	  Creswell (2008) defined member checking as “a process in which the researcher asks one or more 
participants in the study to check the accuracy of the account” (p. 267). 
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a form of data triangulation (see the “Data Collection” section for a more detailed 

explanation). I will explore these challenges in more detail in the forthcoming sections. 

Setting 

Project P.L.A.Y. School. In Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschools such as Project 

P.L.A.Y. School, thoughtfully combining children’s inquiries and adults’ provocations 

results in a dynamic, emergent curriculum. Children express their learning through visual 

art, collaborative design, communication, and interaction. Adults preserve evidence of 

children’s learning through photographs and audio and video recordings. Documentation 

throughout the school serves to spark interactions and dialogue related to future learning. 

These revisited interactions also serve to scaffold future learning within children’s zone 

of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1986). Adults notice children’s current capabilities 

and use these to support children’s future learning. Documentation facilitates and inspires 

collaboration among all participants in Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools (Schroeder, 

2008). Adults collect artifacts generated by children and adults during musical play, such 

as music notation, drawings, photographs, audio and visual recordings. Such artifacts 

capture moments of co-constructed musical play, and serve as the data sources for 

sustained inquiry at Project P.L.A.Y. School. Adults use iPhones, other digital recording 

and photographic devices in order to collect and share musical interactions in this play-

based setting. Kathy and Karen share stories with the Project P.L.A.Y. School 

community via blogs and video-sharing sites (such as Shutterfly™ and Vimeo™). 

Because of the co-constructivist learning environment, play-based interactions are 

emergent. At Project P.L.A.Y. School, adults do not organize music activities or structure 

music play to achieve learning outcomes identified a priori. Instead, children offer their 
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musical selves (Campbell, 2010), and adult interactions follow those that Kathy and 

Karen initially modeled. Also, children are recognized as co-researchers and co-

constructors of music interactions. Rather than either a purely child-directed or adult-

directed approach, children and adults alike form a “community of learners” (Rogoff, 

Turkanis, & Bartlett, 2001, p. 7) in which learning is a collaborative enterprise and 

everyone has an equal voice. In this context, “co-constructed” refers to any musical 

activities that are not strictly teacher-initiated, but those that both children and adults 

engage in as a result of mutual interest. For example, if a child expresses interest in 

singing a particular song, adults may respond by singing along or engaging in other 

behaviors (such as recording the song and revisiting it), frequently resulting in cyclical 

social interactions related to particular episodes of musicking. In Reggio-Emilia-inspired 

environments such as Project P.L.A.Y. School, the children and adults are viewed as co-

researchers. Smith (2011), describing teaching in Reggio-Emilia-inspired schools, stated:  

Rather than a prescribed lesson in which information transfers from the 
adult to the child, children and teachers work together to answer questions 
that arise through project work. Additionally, the teachers are constantly 
learning and evaluating as they determine where the curriculum will go 
based on the children’s curiosities. (p. 81) 
  

Kathy and Karen (the founders of Project P.L.A.Y. School), use an emergent learning 

model centered around children’s interests:  

The environment is filled with a variety of provocations, and open ended 
materials, providing children with many choices. Taking notice of the 
choices gives us insight into each child’s interests and passions, which we 
are then able to support. There are large blocks of time for exploration 
each day allowing children the possibility of returning to work, adding 
new insights and opening projects up to the group. (Chayot & Goldenberg, 
2010, p. 27) 
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Music interactions mirror these same processes. Adults and children are engaged 

in collaborative projects, and children’s interests determine what kinds of musical 

interactions are revisited and expanded. Since musical interactions center around 

children’s interests, children become co-researchers with adult teachers and researchers 

by determining which musical ideas they choose to pursue, how they plan for and carry 

out musical ideas, and how they choose to document, share, and revisit their musical 

experiences. 

Physical Environment 

The spaces of Project P.L.A.Y. School are filled with varied materials and 

provocations for learning. Children move fluidly in and out of the rooms of the school, 

pursuing projects of interest. 

 

 

Figure 6: The hallway near the entrance at Project P.L.A.Y. School 
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Figure 7: The bench where children gather at meeting time 

 

 

 

Figure 8: A work space in the hallway 
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Figure 9: A cozy area off the main hallway 

 

 

Figure 10: The studio 
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Figure 11: The other half of the studio 

 

 

Figure 12: The second large room 
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Figure 13: The other side of the second large room 

 

 

Figure 14: A construction in the second large room 
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A Musical Atelier 

Names for spaces imply theories about their usage. Given that the environment is 

viewed as the third teacher in Reggio-Emilia-inspired settings such as Project P.L.A.Y. 

School, the musical environment is of great importance. The music room is certainly not 

the only space in which musicking occurs, but it houses most of the musical tools. 

Hanna (2014) made the case that the principles of an art atelier can be expanded 

to include music. Smith (2012) also described how a musical atelierista would ideally be 

a teacher with musical training who could guide children in their musical skills and who 

could organize and document through multimedia. Without using the term “musical 

atelierista,” Kathy and Karen invited me to guide children musically and document our 

musical interactions. Drawing on these views, I considered myself to be a musical 

atelierista during our musical interactions, and viewed the music room as a musical 

atelier.  

At Project P.L.A.Y. School, there is a room that is referred to as the music room 

by adults and children alike. This space contains a raised area (the stage) with a white toy 

grand piano. There is a burgundy velvet curtain suspended on a frame that can be rolled 

in front of—or away from—the stage by the children. The curtain can be opened and 

shut, and the children frequently use it to indicate whether a show is on or off. On the 

wall behind the stage is a string of white Christmas lights, which help to illuminate the 

stage if the children choose to turn the main lights off.  

A large black bookshelf houses an assortment of drums, xylophones, 

metallophones, and shakers. There is a large basket of clothing, shoes and hats for dress 

up, along with a full-length mirror. There is a wooden bench and a comfortable couch 

and ottoman. Books are displayed on several shelves. A few are musical books—some I 

have brought—but most are children’s books that are not necessarily about music. There 

are usually at least two or three stools in the room. The children will sometimes stand on 

them to reach the light switch and control the lighting for shows.    
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Figure 15: The dress up clothes and mirror in the music room 

 

 

Figure 16: The music room stage 
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Figure 17: Baskets of instruments in the music room 

 

Figure 18: Comfortable seating in the music room 
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At the beginning of the school year, Kathy and Karen told Emily, Alison and me 

that the music room was ours and we could modify it however we would like. Although 

this could have been construed to mean that music should somehow be contained to this 

room, I was quite certain that this was not their intention. In giving the room to us, I felt 

as if I no longer had to ask permission for every modification we made to it. In the past, I 

would have asked Kathy and Karen before hanging anything on the wall, but with their 

invitation to make it our own, I felt free to add personal touches and musical 

provocations.  

During this study, the music room has undergone several changes, mainly in 

terms of the number of musical provocations in the room and the amount of musical 

documentation on the walls. I frequently set up shop in the music room, not in an attempt 

to contain the musicking to this space, but because most of the musical tools (such as 

instruments) were there. During this study, several children created musical 

documentation boards, musical notation (often in a non-traditional form), and art related 

to or representing music and musical ideas. I brought in additional instruments such as 

recorders. These artifacts and instruments added to the richness and personal feel of the 

space, and are visible representations of children’s musical interests and learning.  

Curriculum at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

In the United States, setting standards is seen as an essential function of 

educational organizations, and although standards are designed to improve educational 

outcomes, an overreliance on them can impede continuous improvement (Phillips & 

Bredekamp, 1998). Project P.L.A.Y. School follows an emergent curriculum without 

predetermined standards or curriculum. Kathy and Karen facilitated learning based on 
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children’s research interests. I knew that they did not adhere to external sets of standards 

or form concrete educational objectives a priori, but I was curious if they had 

overarching ideas or goals in mind. Kathy and Karen explained that they were also 

inspired by Tom Drummond’s “16 Outcomes for Early Childhood Education” 

(Drummond, 2014). Drummond stated: “The dominant discourse now says that the goal 

for early education is readiness for common school; that readiness emphasizes academic 

skills or vague precursors to these academic skills . . .” In contrast, these sixteen 

capabilities promote readiness for formal schooling since “full participation in a culture 

of a learning community is true ‘readiness’ for school, because all the children view 

themselves as capable and competent and members of a learning community” 

(Drummond, 2014). The sixteen outcomes consist of the following: 

1)  Participate as a member of an interdependent community 

2)  Care for themselves, the others, and the community 

3)  Treat others with love and compassion 

4)  Cooperate with other children to accomplish group goals 

5)  Celebrate group accomplishment 

6)  Laugh and play with a tangible sense of joy 

7)  Express many human emotions in language and art 

8)  Be inquisitive 

9)  Initiate new ideas and invent solutions to problems 

10)  Stick at difficult tasks or come back to them later in order to succeed 

11)  Run, hit, catch, throw, kick and tumble 

12)  Sing and dance with exuberance 
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13)  Paint, draw, sculpt, and construct objects of beauty 

14)  Care for common spaces and materials toward cleanliness and order 

15)  Great guests with courtesy and charm 

16)  Act in stewardship for the environment and one’s own health and well-being 

These flexible learning outcomes are quite different from standards frequently applied in 

traditional preschool environments, and support broad educational outcomes for young 

children. These flexible learning outcomes support children’s autonomy, and allow for 

children’s lines of inquiry to form the core of their individualized, emergent curriculum. 

Protagonists 

Children at Project P.L.A.Y. School during the 2014-2015 academic year ranged 

in age from two to five years old. Fourteen children whose parents or guardians 

consented for their child’s participation and for audio, video, photographs, and artifacts to 

be shared in presentations and publications beyond the Project P.L.A.Y. School 

community participated in this study. In addition, six adults also enrolled in this study 

(including myself as a co-researcher). Although this study focused primarily on 

children’s musical interactions as co-researchers and play-partners, the adults acted as 

supporting characters in our lived narratives. All participants were viewed as protagonists 

in our shared stories. 
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Table 1 

Children enrolled in the study9 

 
Name Gender Age in  

years as of 
December 
31, 2014 

Attends 
Tuesdays 

Attends 
Thursdays 

Audio 
Consent 

Photo 
Consent 

Video 
Consent 

Adrian Male 4 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Anneliese Female 3 No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Emmy Female 5 Yes Yes Yes No No 
Esther Female 3 Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
Evan Male 3 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Frances Female 2 Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
Ivy Female 3 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Livvy Female 2 Yes Yes Yes No No 
Max Male 3 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Mia Female 4 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Neva Female 4 Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
Olivia Female 3 Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
Sylvie Female 4 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Xander Male 4 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 

The children. Fourteen children were enrolled in the study (ten girls and four 

boys). The parents of three additional children who attend on Tuesday or Thursday did 

not consent for their child’s participation. Several other children attended only on days I 

did not visit (Monday, Wednesday and Friday), and as such were not eligible to 

participate in this study. All parents of enrolled children gave consent to use children’s 

real first names. Five of the enrolled children attended Project P.L.A.Y. School during the 

previous school year (2013-2014).  

Project P.L.A.Y. School is a private preschool. Data on race, disability and 

socioeconomic status were not collected. In keeping with the Reggio Emilia view of all 

children as unique individuals with special gifts rather than special needs, labels based on 

demographic information or disability status are rendered virtually irrelevant, since each 

child is viewed as an individual with unique strengths. 

                                                
9	  Sylvie stopped attending on November 15, 2014 due to family relocation. Emmy and Livvy stopped 
attending in January, 2015 due to the need for full time day care. 
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The adults. At Project P.L.A.Y. School, the adult interactions necessarily overlap 

and intersect. It would be impossible—and contrary to the collaborative spirit of the 

school—to attempt to eliminate any adult overlap in terms of our interactions with 

children. As such, I have accepted materials and documentation from other adults in this 

setting, as well as contributed my own materials and documentation for their use.  

Kathy and Karen are the founders, directors and early childhood teachers at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School. Fran is a volunteer assistant who attends every morning except 

Tuesdays. Again, although the focus of this dissertation is on interactions with children, 

all adults enrolled in this study also appear in the narratives, and represent characters in 

their own right. All adults assume the roles of play-partners and teachers, depending on 

our interactions in the moment. The following table outlines our overlapping time frames 

of involvement at Project P.L.A.Y. School, as well as our distinct roles as teachers or 

researchers.  

 

 
Table 2 

 
Adults enrolled in the study 
 
 

Name Role Date of 
initial 

involvement 
at P.L.A.Y. 

Attends 
Tuesdays 

Attends 
Thursdays 

Audio 
Consent 

Photo 
Consent 

Video 
Consent 

Karen Teacher June 2005 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Kathy Teacher June 2005 Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
Fran Assistant January 

2011 
No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Alison Music 
Facilitator 

September 
2011 

Occasionally No Yes Yes Yes 

Emily Music 
Facilitator 

February 
2014 

Yes No Yes Yes Yes 

Heather 
(author) 

Music 
Facilitator 

September 
2012 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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Preparing and Choosing the Narratives 

 As soon as the children and I generated data, I collected it, and reviewed it before 

my next visit. This entailed re-watching and sorting the videos according to date, the 

main protagonists in the video or audio clip, or according to the story that was featured. 

Repeatedly, we (myself and the children) revisited the audio and video recordings. I 

revisited the recordings (audio and video) in their entirety multiple times. I chose shorter 

segments to share with children—ones that featured their musicking or researching 

prominently. I created research notes while in the field, and kept a research journal to 

record who attended on any given day and reflections related to that day’s musical 

interactions. During 14 weeks of visits, we generated over 30 hours of video, over 15 

hours of additional audio, and approximately 100 photographs. In some instances, 

multiple devices captured the same interaction. I systematically sorted the videos 

chronologically, and also based on salient macro and micro vignettes. As I became 

overwhelmed by the sheer volume of the data, I continually refocused my lens to 

concentrate on culling our musical interactions that highlighted the roles of children as 

musical researchers.  

Stories in narrative inquiry often include a conflict or struggle, a protagonist or 

character, and a plot in which the conflict is somehow resolved (Creswell, 2008). 

“Restorying” is the process by which the researcher “gathers stories, analyzes them for 

key elements of the story (e. g., time, place, plot, and scene), and then rewrites the story 

to place it in a chronological sequence” (Creswell, 2008, p. 519). I have struggled with 

balancing the need for an engaging story with the desire to not fabricate events or details 

particular to our shared stories. In the introductory narrative that introduces Chapter 5, I 

will address some of the challenges I encountered in packaging these stories. 
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CHAPTER 5 

NARRATIVES: I AM WHO WE ARE 

Narrative Insecurities 

I do not know how to do this. The realization hits like a ton of bricks. My head is 

spinning. My breath is shallow. I am feeling somewhat nauseous. I do not know how to 

do this.  

What the hell was I thinking? I have diligently read and reread hundreds of pages 

of narrative inquiry literature, looking for examples of what narrative should look like. I 

have done all the things narrative inquirers do. I have kept a researcher journal. I have 

happily revisited, reviewed and transcribed hours and hours of audio and video 

recordings. 

Everything was going so well. I recount my successes with all the traditional 

research things—I reviewed the literature, summarized the relevant research, described 

how I came to this research purpose, and described the theoretical framework and study 

design. I had relatively little trouble packaging these ideas in the early chapters of this 

dissertation.  

What is the problem? Why can’t I do this? Why am I resisting making decisions to 

restory the narratives? I have not been able to answer my own questions, so I begin. Led 

by a kind of blind faith, and fueled by my past experiences restorying Project P.L.A.Y. 

School moments, I dive in. As long as I keep working as hard as I possibly can, and keep 

moving forward in some way, it will all work out in the end. Right? 

Given the choice between continuing research at Project P.L.A.Y. School and a 

survey, you know you could never have chosen the survey. Two years of visits pre-

dissertation had solidified my connection to the community. I felt blessed to be welcomed 

to a school that was so different from other preschool environments I had previously 

worked in. Here, at last, was an ideal learning environment, where we (children and 

adults alike) were not bound by many of the prescriptions and restrictions frequently 
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imposed by outside entities. I could not give this up. I knew that if I chose an unrelated 

dissertation topic, I would have to give up my relationships with everyone at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School. Time is limited, and my energies would be focused elsewhere. I did not 

want this to happen. When the time came to choose a dissertation topic, I had no 

doubts—there was so much more to explore at P.L.A.Y. I will finally have more time and 

space to explore everything we wanted to do before but didn’t have time to. This will be 

great! We will share all the amazing learning at Project P.L.A.Y. School with the world! I 

was naïve. I now feel underprepared for what this entails.  

At our weekly meeting, Alison encourages me to get the narratives out. In 

response, I package a set of stories into digestible chunks and tentatively share them with 

her. I had tried to remain as true as possible to the transcriptions, and because I don’t 

want anyone to claim I have not been thorough, I have repeatedly revisited audio and 

video documentation of these featured stories. In an attempt to keep the stories as true to 

the children’s voices as possible, I rely heavily on children’s quotes. I make narrative 

leaps only when I am forced to, like when there is an unclear recording that makes it 

impossible to understand exactly what the children said. The result? I am confident that 

these are children’s voices. If I include exactly what they said then no one can claim I am 

overly fictionalizing these stories. I was convinced I could relentlessly focus on 

children’s voices and eliminate my own interpretations as much as possible. As a result 

the stories are somewhat dull and lifeless. When I reread the stories, I find them less than 

engaging. Yet, I know that our collaborative musicking has been anything but. Why, 

when I have been so thorough and diligent, do my step-above-a-transcription packaged 

narratives sound somewhat detached and clinical? I do not know how to do this. What 

was I thinking? 

Alison is being polite. She says the stories are not quite there and I agree. I recall 

that these kinds of interim texts are frequently messy. Perhaps this is a normal part of the 

process. Alison certainly seems to think that this is a normal stage, and she reassures me 
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that no one can really capture these sorts of things in their early attempts. She asks me to 

articulate my fears. I’m afraid I won’t graduate on time. Because I’m doing this for the 

first time, I’m challenged to choose and clearly synthesize narratives drawn from an 

overwhelming pile of rich musical data. We never packaged the stories in this form 

before. There are so many possibilities. The process of narrowing, whittling, condensing 

these stories is extremely challenging. Why didn’t I just say I’d share a bunch of 

observations? This is exhausting. But, I realize, it’s also exciting. I take a deep breath. I 

have a plan. In the absence of a model for how to package these stories for this 

dissertation, I will return to our work at P.L.A.Y. I will also turn to the Reggio Emilia 

literature. When I do, I am reminded of our brief Project P.L.A.Y. school history of 

sharing focused on micro and macro narratives. I review narratives in many forms now 

ready to analyze them from a new necessity. I realize that text I thought I knew seems 

new now that I’m at this point—written stories, displays, written documentation, pictures, 

artwork—The Hundred Languages of Children abound. These examples helped give me a 

starting point for packaging the stories. Still, I am overwhelmed. I know I will not give 

up at this stage. The struggle to package and present these stories pervades every moment 

of my day (and sometimes nights). I leave Project P.L.A.Y. feeling very fulfilled and 

satisfied. Why, then is this part of the writing process so difficult and unsatisfying? 

Another deep breath. It is now or never. Time is quickly becoming unfriendly. The 

defense date looms. I have to make some decisions. You know you are afraid for a bigger 

reason than looming deadlines. I don’t want to admit it, but I know why I don’t want to 

finalize the narratives. It is more than my own insecurities related to choosing or 

eliminating particular stories. I have to continue alone. What if I cannot honor children’s 

voices? 

Children continuously contribute as co-researchers in our daily interactions at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School. For two mornings a week we live, play and research alongside 

each other, each adding our own pieces to our collaborative puzzles. In essence, at 
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Project P.L.A.Y. School, the children and I together are sifting through the “beautiful 

mess” in the midst of our musical interactions. Their choices reflect who they are. Their 

choices reflect their research interests. My choices reflect how I am choosing to value, 

scaffold, and facilitate these collaborative play-based interactions. I have viewed my role 

as that of an early childhood music facilitator. Throughout the research process so far, 

children have had a voice. Together we have collected, documented, and revisited our 

musicking. They have “turned the camera” on me at times. We have discussed their 

musical preferences. We have laughed, played, sung, and danced exuberantly. I have 

consistently viewed them as researchers and partners. I can’t leave them behind. 

Frequently, I have asked the children, “What should we do with this?” I have listened to 

their answers carefully. I have helped them with their plans—by taking their drawings to 

Temple University and sharing them with other music teachers, revisiting a particular 

recording of themselves, sharing their stories with those they choose. Until now, their 

voices directing me have been loud and clear. Now, at home, alone with the data, I can no 

longer ask them, “What should we do with this?” 

That’s it. I am more concerned with the children’s voices than my own. I don’t 

want my own stories to overshadow theirs. I do not want to speak for them. I don’t want 

to sound narcissistic. Of course! They have been my partners and co-researchers. Now it 

seems I will have to sever a part of our connection. I don’t want to. Why would I? Would 

they? I can’t know. However, I would be content not to package them for this 

dissertation, but to continue alongside them, to sift through our beautiful mess together. 

In a flash I know. The children cannot write my dissertation for me. I have 

facilitated and valued their voices throughout the research process as best I could. I 

recognized long before this stage that member-checking in a traditional sense is not 

possible with young children in the same way it would be with older children and adults. 

I have previously imagined what it would be like to try and read large portions of my 

dissertation to the children. I realize that they likely would sense a shift in my role and 
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wonder at my lack of playfulness compared to our time at Project P.L.A.Y. School. 

Likely, they would not persevere, and seek out playful activities elsewhere. I recognize 

that this is the true reason why packaging these narratives has been the most difficult 

stage of this study. I simply do not want to lose my research partners or silence their 

voices. 

I return to my belief that I have always done my best to accurately highlight 

children’s voices as co-researchers, and have continuously refocused my lens to focus on 

children’s capabilities. Have I ultimately made the correct choices? Have I chosen the 

correct voice or restoried these narratives correctly? There are no definitive answers, only 

additional questions. I am quite certain, that after I revisit these narratives in the future, 

my perspective will have changed, and my lens will have sufficiently refocused to reveal 

insights I am currently blind to. Although I have delayed taking the camera from the 

children, their voices are still reflected in my own. Our stories are inseparable. Their 

story is my story is our story. So, while I have been reluctant to do so, I have indeed 

packaged these stories into dissertation form. I can only hope that the children’s voices 

still ring through loud and clear. Barrett and Stauffer (2012) stated, “The distinction 

between researcher and researched is not always clear, and in some accounts, the central 

story is a story of self—the researcher and the researched are one and the same” (p. 233). 

At some point, I simply have to stop restorying the stories. I have to realize that 

these stories can never be complete. We began them in the midst and the stories will 

continue to evolve and change depending on the readers, the context, and the lens. I have 

assuaged some of my own narrative insecurities by viewing these stories as snapshots—

pieces of a messy but beautiful web of interconnected stories and interactions—

incomplete and yet still resonant and valuable. I realize I must not look for concrete 

answers in these stories, only more questions. I constantly remind myself, this is the 

beauty (and curse) of this approach. Engaged, critical readers of narratives necessarily 

retain their own perspectives and contribute their own lenses. I invite you, as you read the 
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narratives that follow, to contribute your own lens, and make your own contribution to 

our beautiful mess. 
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Making Our Musicking Visible (A Written Narrative)10 

Ever since my first visit to Project P.L.A.Y. School, the documentation boards 

hanging in every room have caught—and held—my attention. These boards featured 

pictures of children engaging in all manner of activities, and made the children’s 

expressions of The Hundred Languages of Children visible to all within the Project 

P.L.A.Y. School community. Some even had children’s drawings, scribbles and text. 

Kathy and Karen were continuously adding to these visible documentations of learning, 

so on each visit I sought out any new additions or changes in these displays. I marveled at 

the parents’ vivid descriptions of their children hanging on the walls—Kathy and Karen 

were clearly interested in every child as an individual. Representations of children’s 

individual identities were everywhere, sparking the feeling that even in my first visit I 

already knew the children here. The theme for the documentation hanging in every room 

could easily have been “Who I Am.” Clearly, no one was reduced to a label or a test 

score here.  

I wondered if it would be possible to make visible children’s expressions of who 

they were musically. Although there was one board in the school entrance that featured 

musical interactions and ideas, we had few examples in the music room of our own 

musical play made visible. We had a cardboard music box that contained adults’ and 

children’s written musical notation. There were several pictures hanging on the walls 

showing professional musicians playing instruments. We did not, however, have pictures 

of any of the current Project P.L.A.Y. School students engaged in musical activities on 

display.  

                                                
10	  The following narrative is based on audio and video recordings and photographs from November 2014. 
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Again, I noticed the abundant documentation boards throughout the school. Kathy 

and Karen, and sometimes the children themselves, compiled and displayed their learning 

visibly on poster board hanging throughout the school. I wondered how children would 

respond to documenting the musicking we engaged in, and I was curious if this 

documentation would spark further musicking. In the past we had certainly documented 

and revisited musicking, but the children had never made musical documentation boards 

before. There was one musical documentation board in the school entrance, but it 

appeared to be adult-created. Would children be interested in this project? Would they be 

willing to publically display their musical identities and interests? I had a hunch that they 

would, but as usual, I could never be entirely sure until we tried it out. Of course children 

would need to help creating these boards, in terms of identifying and generating resources 

that may be useful to them. As always, I was prepared to accept at the outset that not all 

children would be interested in this activity on the day I come prepared to facilitate it. I 

did not expect all children to participate, nor did I expect that their boards would all look 

the same. What would I need to facilitate this project? I wondered about the best 

approach. Again, I could never be sure that I was making the right choice, but I knew if I 

listened intently that children would steer the project in the direction it needed to go. 

I had already witnessed many occasions when the documentation boards had 

provoked further learning on the part of the children: “Do you remember when we built 

that boat out of boxes?” “Do you see my pictures?” “That’s when I . . .” Although I was 

again seeking out music behaviors to document and continued to view our interactions 

through a musical lens, I was not looking to artificially separate musicking from other 

languages. I initiated this project prepared to accept that some students may simply want 
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to draw on the boards, or use them for some other creative purpose. I was prepared to 

facilitate any of their creative choices, whether we ended up with music documentation 

boards or something else.  

Children frequently revisited pictures of themselves on the other documentation 

boards throughout the school. I was curious how children would respond to pictures of 

their own musicking. Perhaps pictures of children musicking at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

would serve as provocations for additional musicking. In preparation, I revisited pictures 

I had previously taken at Project P.L.A.Y. School since September, and compiled folders 

of pictures featuring each child engaged in musicking at school. I also collected pictures 

of other music-related images I had taken at school, such as pictures of the instruments 

and the stage. I decided in advance that I would also make my own personal 

documentation board. The children had frequently asked questions about my own 

musicking outside of Project P.L.A.Y. School, and I thought that showing glimpses of my 

own musical identity might spark additional connections between our musical worlds, 

and provide additional provocation for musical possibilities and expanded plotlines. 

Today, I came prepared with stacks of white poster board, and folders full of 

pictures of musicking at Project P.L.A.Y. School that I had assembled. I laid out the 

folders and paper on the floor, found some scissors and markers in the studio, sat on the 

stage in the music room, and waited for children to arrive. I was unsure if any children 

would even be interested in this project. In a sense, I didn’t care whether or not they 

wanted to participate. This may sound a little odd, but I had already become convinced 

that musicking would always happen, no matter what. If children weren’t interested in 
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this particular project, I was confident that they would express their musical identity in 

some other, equally interesting way. 

 

Figure 19: Pictures for the music documentation boards 

 

Since no children had arrived yet, I started to work on my own board, pasting on 

pictures of myself engaged in a variety of musical activities. I had thoughtfully and 

purposefully collected pictures of myself engaged in diverse types of musicking, 

including playing the guitar and ukulele, teaching an undergraduate music education 

class, and giving a research poster presentation at a music education conference. I was 

interested in sharing more pieces of my musical identity with the students, particularly 

musical activities I engaged in outside of Project P.L.A.Y. School. I wondered if 

examples of my own musicking would spark questions from the children. I was curious if 

children would ask about that last picture. It didn’t look like I was musicking, that’s for 

sure. I had always expressed an interest in children’s musical identities, and I had tried to 

share mine with them as well.  
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As I worked on my board, Ivy came in and wanted to help me paste pictures on 

my board. I was very interested in seeing which pictures Ivy would choose to represent 

me. Together we continued to select pictures and glue them on the board. Ivy pulled the 

printed notation for I song I had written from the pile, and we pasted it on together.  

 

 

Figure 20: Ivy and I working on my music documentation board 

 

I added my name to the board as she suggested, and she added some colors with 

crayon. Ivy asked what I was doing in the pictures, so I described each one as we glued 

them on together. She didn’t ask for any further explanation, even when I explained I was 

presenting a research poster at a conference. She selected the picture of my ukulele from 

the pile, recalling that I had brought it to school on a different day, and that she had 

played it. When we both decided that the board was complete, I asked her where she 

thought I should hang it, and she chose a place on the bulletin board in the music room. 
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She asked me if she could make her own, so I helped her get a piece of poster board 

ready. I laid out the pictures I had printed of her musicking. Ivy carefully chose the 

pictures, and cut and glued them to her board. 

 

 

Figure 21: Heather’s completed music documentation board 
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Figure 22: Ivy working on her music documentation board 

 

Ivy finished pasting pictures on her board, and asked me to label each one with 

her name. At her request, I wrote “Ivy” next to every picture on her board. Ivy wanted to 

hang hers on the wall with the windows, and she pointed out a specific place. I hung it the 

direction I thought was up, but Ivy corrected me, telling me to turn it the other way. I 

rotated it clockwise 180 degrees, and looked for her approval. She confirmed, and I 

tacked it on the wall between the windows. 



 115 

          

Figure 23: Ivy’s completed music documentation board, the right way up 

 

Ivy’s activity had drawn the attention of other children. Several students peeked 

into the music room to see what we were working on. Many children came to look into 

the music room, but most of them moved on to other spaces of the school after watching 

for a few moments. Neva came in and asked us what we were doing. I explained that we 

were choosing pictures we liked that showed all the music we made at school. Even 

though I didn’t want to push her to participate, I heard the hope in my voice when I 

asked, “Would you like to make one?” 

“Yes,” Neva said, and I got her the supplies she would need, and shared her folder 

of pictures with her. I explained that she could make hers however she would like, and 

choose whichever pictures she liked the best. Neva eagerly began looking through the 

pictures, first choosing a picture of the music room stage with the toy piano on it. She 
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laid out the pictures she chose and glued them on her board, setting aside the stage 

picture in favor of pictures that showed herself singing and moving expressively while 

wearing her favorite shiny flowered skirt from the dress-up clothes basket. In the end, 

Neva used all the pictures of herself musicking on her board, even her previously 

discarded stage picture. I wondered, if I had included other pictures, would she have used 

these as well?                                        

 

Figure 24: Neva hangs her finished music documentation board in the music room 

 

I asked Neva what she would like to do with her completed board, and she chose 

to hang it below mine on the music room bulletin board. I helped her place the 

thumbtacks that were too high for her to reach. She really wanted to put the tacks in 

herself, but the board was too stiff for her to poke them through, so I helped her. She 

helped put in the final tacks on the bottom, and then stood back, viewing her board as a 
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whole and smiling. I thought she was done and would move on to something completely 

different. Then she asked for another piece of poster board. 

Neva started drawing on the next board. I greeted Olivia as she came into the 

music room. Olivia asked what we were working on, and I pointed out Ivy’s, Neva’s and 

my completed documentation boards. I explained that were making posters to show all 

the different ways we made music. I asked her if she would like to make one too, and she 

replied that she did. As soon as I gave her the paper and pictures, Olivia immediately 

began gluing pictures onto her board. As she glued each picture on, I asked her what she 

was doing in each picture. She didn’t answer me for the first two pictures. I watched her 

intensely concentrating, applying just the right amount of glue in the corners of the 

pictures. Was that task absorbing her for the time being, making a response to my 

questions irrelevant? Do the children think of themselves as musicking in the picture? 

After four pictures and no responses, I was surprised that, after asking about the fifth 

picture, she responded that she was dancing.  

 

Figure 25: Olivia creates her music documentation board 
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Like Neva, Olivia eventually glued every picture I had brought for her project.  I 

had expected that children would be more selective in their visual representations of 

themselves, but they wanted to include all the examples of their musicking. I questioned 

what I might glean from each of the three having chosen to paste every picture on the 

board. If I had included pictures with each child painting, drawing, eating, or something 

else, would each of them have chosen to post all the picture of themselves? Were the 

photographs sufficient to provide me with a glimpse into their musical interests? True, 

their finished products offered musicking made visible. I restrained myself from trying to 

guide them, though, since I did not want to direct some of final product with this project. 

So what if they liked every picture? Who am I to say that they don’t? As Olivia continued 

her gluing, I noticed that Neva was engrossed in another art project using the poster 

board. Ah hah! She started that project without any more printed pictures. I was curious 

what I might learn about how her perceptions of her own musical identity made visible. 

              

Figure 26: Neva creating another musical documentation board 
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Neva was drawing what I thought looked like a person, along with what appeared 

to be musical notes. I didn’t interrupt her while she worked, but when she paused, sat 

back, and viewed her work I asked her what she had drawn. She said it was a portrait of 

me singing as a princess. Wow! I was honored. I had spent enough time playing with the 

girls to know that being viewed as a princess was a compliment. I certainly had never 

viewed myself as a singing princess, and my own documentation board certainly didn’t 

reflect that as a part of my musical identity. Neva had taken the idea of making musical 

identities visible, and had created her own creative variation on the project. I had been 

expecting her to draw herself or another child, but she had instead made visible a part of 

her perception of my musicianship. I had hoped to catch a glimpse into her own 

perceptions of herself as a musician, but I was equally pleased to gain insight into her 

perceptions of me as a musician.  
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  Figure 27: Neva’s completed picture, “Portrait of Heather Singing as a Princess” 

 

In total, these three girls spent approximately 10-15 minutes working on their 

boards in the music room. As they finished their projects, they left the music room to 

pursue other projects in different rooms. As they finished their music documentation 

boards, I asked each of them if they would like me to help them label their work. This 

time, Neva asked me to label her picture as “Portrait of Heather Singing as a Princess.” 

She also asked me to add my name, and she wrote her own name by herself (a great 

source of pride amongst the children at Project P.L.A.Y. School—even more impressive 

was the ability to write your last name, or your sister’s name too). I helped Neva add her 

picture to the music room wall, taping it on the wall behind the piano. Now things were 
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really rolling! The visible personal identities added a personalized look to the room, 

offering glimpses more like the other rooms in the school  

Later that morning, Esther also came to the music room alone. She saw the piles 

of poster board and the new boards hanging on the walls, and wondered what we had 

been working on. She also chose to make a documentation board, and hung it next to her 

other board that was already in the music room.  

As I left Project P.L.A.Y. School that morning, I reflected on my hope that many 

more children would make these boards. This had not panned out. Perhaps the other 

children simply were not interested in this project. Likely, they were engaged in other 

lines of inquiry that required their complete attention. Another possibility occurred to 

me—I could have unintentionally halted this project when I brought in additional musical 

provocations on my following visit. In an attempt to engage children, I was constantly 

listening to clues as to what their interests might be. Following this documentation board 

project, I brought in recorders, which sparked a vigorous round of musicking. Following 

the recorders, I brought in CDs with music that children were singing, which sparked an 

even more intense round of musicking inspired by the music from the movie Frozen. It is 

possible that I inadvertently caused the end of the music documentation board project, but 

it is impossible to know for sure. Whether or not children completed this project is beside 

the point. As long as they were engaging musically based on their own interests, I was a 

happy co-researcher. 
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Figure 28: Esther’s musical documentation board on the left 

 

Epilogue 

After the initial wave of interest, many children did not choose to make 

documentation boards. I never pushed them to do so. Did we collectively miss out on 

important clues to children’s musical identities by not requiring every child to make one? 

Possibly, but I have noticed that the beauty of this play-based approach is that choosing 

not to participate in any given project inevitably results in rich learning through other 

means. Project P.L.A.Y. is an ideal environment where adults can give children a great 

deal of individualized attention. I would not want to force children to express their 

research interests in ways I have determined ahead of time. Of course I want to inspire 

and spark additional musicking from all the children, but their choices of what not to do 

are as important as their choices of what to do. When children choose not to make a 

documentation board, does that mean those children have no interest in making their 

musical identity visible? Of course not! They are expressing their identity in a different 
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way. My job (along with all the adults) is to notice their ways of expressing themselves 

and support them. Likely, beginning my own documentation board before the children 

influenced their own boards. In hindsight, it may have been better for the children to 

initiate their own versions of documentation boards without seeing mine as a model. 

However, I was reminded that frequently Kathy and Karen did provide models for 

particular projects, but it was always up to the children to decide whether or not to follow 

these models themselves. 
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“It Hurts My Ears!” (A Written Narrative)11 

On multiple visits, children experimented with different timbres of instruments 

and found objects. These explorations occurred in small groups, with partners, and during 

solitary play. On one visit, Evan had constructed his own mallet. He used a stick, a sock, 

some fiber stuffing and a plastic lock fastener. He compared the timbre of the mallet he 

created to the traditional xylophone mallet, noticing that his mallet made a softer sound. I 

frequently joined children in their sound exploration—striking the drums with different 

objects, tapping the xylophone with a marker or other creative approaches to instrument 

technique such as playing the piano keys with a mallet. Creative sound exploration was 

always encouraged at Project P.L.A.Y. School. Kathy and Karen’s thoughtful selection of 

resources consistently framed and shaped children’s sound explorations. I was always 

observing and listening for clues to additional ways I could facilitate children’s 

investigations. I had previously noticed how instruments and other potentially musical 

objects clearly provoked children’s interests. I had noticed that, although children had 

access to instruments common in many early childhood and elementary music 

classrooms, they did not have any kind of wind instruments.  

Emmy in particular had shown a great deal of interest in musical instruments, and 

had drawn several pictures that were on display in the music room. Today, I asked her 

which instrument she was most interested in. Without hesitation, she responded, “Flute!”  

I made a mental note to bring in my flute the next time I visited. My mind drifted for a 

moment. I imagined how fun it would be for children to have a turn to explore making 

sounds on my flute, but I instantly realized the complications with hygiene. Although 

they would enjoy exploring the sounds they could make with the flute, I realized Emmy 

had sparked an idea! I thought they might be able to explore methods of sound 

                                                
11 This narrative is based on a transcription of an audio recording and photographs from December 2nd, 
2014. 
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production on a soprano recorder more easily. With that idea, I grimaced slightly. I knew 

that young children can potentially play recorders very loudly. Actually that is an 

understatement. In the hands of young children, recorders could be a recipe for an ear-

splitting, dog-scaring chorus. Few people would describe that as musical. Despite my 

concerns, I was curious how these children would respond if each had his/her own 

recorder to explore. I made a second mental note to talk to Kathy and Karen about 

soprano recorders as provocations for exploring wind instrument timbres. Would children 

love or hate the sound? My mind snapped back to P.L.A.Y. Emmy said she wanted to go 

draw in the hallway, so I said goodbye to her for the moment. 

Later that morning, I was able to talk with Karen about the idea that Emmy 

inspired. Karen agreed that it would be a fun thing to do, but requested that we play them 

in the music room. After I shared my concerns about the potential volume level, she was 

interested in containing the sound so that children who were not interested in playing 

recorders would still have quiet spaces to work in the school. Although we never tried to 

contain musicking to specific spaces in the school, in this case I agreed that this was a 

good idea, so that children who were not interested in playing recorder could still have 

some quiet spaces in the school to work. Together, we formulated a plan. I had more than 

enough recorders to give one to each child at Project P.L.A.Y. School. These recorders 

had neck straps, making them easy to hang in the music room. I knew we needed a clear 

system to identify each child’s recorder. Karen said she had already printed out small 

pictures of each child’s face. I found several hooks on the bulletin boards in the music 

room, so we decided that the recorders could hang by their neck straps from the hooks 

when they were not in use. We decided to tape the small picture of each child on the 

bottom of each recorder so that each child could easily identify his or her own.  

As I walked to Project P.L.A.Y. School the next visit, my bag was full again, this 

time with my flute and approximately 20 recorders. I had brought a few extra recorders 

so that the students who attended on days of the week I did not visit could also have one. 
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I reviewed possibilities for the morning. I had taught recorder for years, and I knew that 

the fine motor skills required to successfully cover the holes and play exact pitches with 

characteristic recorder tone challenges children who are as old as nine or ten years. I 

reminded myself that I did not bring in the recorders with the expectation that the 

children would learn songs or I would teach them in a traditional manner. I knew I was 

not bringing them in as purely a toy, either. I recognized that Kathy and Karen are always 

comfortable with allowing students to explore and make a mess in the spirit of inquiry, 

and that they were not concerned about the exploratory loud and “unmusical” sounds that 

might emerge. I wondered what my role might need to be in terms of protecting ears, or 

how to best scaffold their curiosities. 

 

        

Figure 29: Labeling the recorders in the music room 

 
As I approached the doorbell, I was ready, having fully accepted that I may be 

initiating a bit of a musical mess. I felt our good fortune: Students were interested in 

instruments, instruments they shall have! I’m buzzed in, arriving before any children are 
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in the music room. I gather the basket of their pictures Karen had prepared, and tape, 

scissors, the bag of recorders and my flute, and I sit on the couch in the music room. 

Olivia is the first to come to the music room. “I brought my flute,” I say, “Emmy was 

asking . . .” Before I can finish, Olivia asks, “Can I hear it?”  

“Oh, sure,” I reply. “Let’s see. It’s very cold out,” I remark while assembling my 

flute. “Let’s see if it gets warmed up.” I blow some warm air through the flute and then 

begin playing a short improvisation.  

“Wow! That’s good, Heather,” Olivia says. I am excited to share my bag of 

recorders. “I brought a surprise for you guys. Some instruments you can have.” I point to 

my flute and say, “So this one, I don’t have enough for everyone to have one, and when I 

put my mouth on it then you guys can’t put your mouths on it to play it. So I brought 

something that everyone can use.” Esther enters the music room, and I greet her, 

continuing to remove several recorders from the bag. “So these are the instruments that 

you guys can use.”  

“Can I hold them?” Olivia asks.  

“Yes,” I say, “but we need to make sure we know that it’s yours, because, 

remember, you don’t want to put your mouth on someone else’s. So what we’re going to 

do is find a picture of you—there’s one right there—and then we’re going to tape it on 

the bottom so that you know this is yours.” I pull out a picture of Olivia from the basket 

and begin to trim it with the scissors so it will fit on the recorder.  

“Why are you cutting me?” Olivia asks. I chuckle, and explain, “So that you fit on 

the bottom. Like this,” I say, taping her picture on the recorder. “So you can look for 

yours, that one that has your face on it.”  
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“All right,” Olivia says.  

“So we’re going to keep these in the music room, because they get kind of loud 

sometimes. So if you want to play this, you can play it whenever you want.” I show 

Olivia how to make a sound by blowing into the recorder, and where to put her mouth. 

Olivia blows into the recorder and makes a sound.  

“Yes, like that! And you can put your fingers on the holes and it will change the 

sound, just like mine will change the sound.” Olivia plays several more sounds, and I 

play several sounds on my flute, using different fingerings showing how the sound 

changes when I cover different holes. Olivia continues to play sounds on her recorder.  

“Esther, watch this,” Olivia says as a she plays several notes for Esther.  

 

 

Figure 30: Olivia playing her recorder for the first time 

 

 
“Did you want to have one too? Do you want to have one?” I ask Esther. She 

doesn’t answer, and appears content to watch Olivia and me play. Olivia continues 
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playing the same open note on the recorder, repeating it over and over, with varied 

rhythm. 

Max enters the music room with his dad. He is intrigued by Olivia’s playing. Max 

also appears interested in the drums, and his dad asks, “Are you going to play the drum?” 

Max instead gestures toward the recorders.  

“You know what, I brought in enough so that everybody could have their own 

recorder. So you can have one to keep. Max, do you want to have one too?” Max comes 

over to the couch, appearing very interested in the pile of recorders. I assume this means 

he is interested in getting his own, so I explain how I am going to put his picture on the 

one that is his, and how he needs to look for the one that is his. Max starts to shake his 

head no, and says, “I don’t want to . . . “ and then fades off. I respond, “Oh, you don’t 

want to have one? Well, in case you change your mind I’ll put your picture on here so 

you know which one is yours, okay? As I prepare a recorder for Max in case he is 

interested in playing it later, he says, “I go to the studio.”  

“Okay,” I say. As he is leaving, Olivia, who has been playing her recorder almost 

constantly, asks, “Max, do you like the flute?”  

“No, I don’t like flutes,” Max answers. Olivia, undeterred, says, “All right Max, 

ready to play the flute together?” and continues playing her recorder.  

“I don’t want that,” Max says. “You don’t want it? Okay, I will leave it up here 

for you for later.” I hang Max’s recorder on a hook in the music room. I am curious why 

Max doesn’t like the recorder, but he has already left the room and I doubt I will have a 

chance to ask him, since I’m busy prepping the recorders for the students who are 

enthusiastically waiting for their own. 
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Esther has been watching and listening to Olivia play. “Esther, do you want one? 

Do you want one of those instruments to keep?” I ask. Esther nods, and I prepare a 

recorder for her. 

 

Figure 31: Esther playing her recorder 

 

Adrian also enters the music room, asking, “Did you bring some?”  

“Yes,” I answer, “and I have enough for everybody to have one. So do you want 

to have one to keep?”  

“No,” Adrian says, “I just want to try one,” as he reaches for a recorder. I 

interrupt him, saying, “Oh, well we have to make sure that this is yours only. Because 

you see how you play, you have to put it in your mouth. So you don’t want to play 

somebody else’s after they had it in their mouth. So if you want to use one that’s fine but 

we’re finding people’s pictures and sticking them on the bottom.”  
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“Okay,” Adrian answers. I find a picture of Adrian and tape it to the bottom of his 

recorder. Before I can give the recorder to Adrian, he leaves the room. He had been 

waiting patiently, so I’m surprised that he abruptly left. “So where did Adrian go?” I ask. 

Adrian comes back into the music room a few minutes later, and I give him his recorder. 

I explain how we’re going to play them in the music room, and how we can hang them up 

when we are not using them.  

Emmy and Livvy arrive in the music room with their mom. I say to Emmy, “I 

brought my flute in today. Remember how you were asking about the flute?” Emmy 

nods. They are watching the other children play recorders and I offer to get their 

recorders ready for them. Together we find their pictures, and I tape them on the bottom 

of their instruments.  

The sound has grown louder in the music room. Now multiple students are 

playing their recorders simultaneously. They are holding them in varied ways, some 

upside down, some pointing sideways out of their mouths, some backwards. They all 

seem to understand immediately that they make a sound on the instrument by blowing 

into the mouthpiece. I do not correct their creative approaches to holding the instrument, 

as it was never my intention to give instruction on instrumental technique. I will admit 

that the combined sound of multiple recorders played creatively isn’t what I would 

personally choose to listen to. However, I am sucked into the moment by children’s 

enthusiasm for them. I make the conscious choice to support their creative exploration 

rather than teach correct instrument technique. Children needed no instruction in order to 

make a basic sound on the recorder. I could see that if in the future they expressed 

interest we could potentially work on covering different holes to change the pitch or 
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develop a warmer tone. I did not want to extinguish their play by correcting their hand 

position or embouchure.  

Although Karen and I have tried to contain the recorder playing to the music 

room, so that other students can work quietly in other areas of the school, several students 

have moved out into the hallway and studio while still playing their recorders. Karen 

comes down to the music room, and mentions how loud they are. I laugh, and agree. I can 

tell that her opinion of the recorders is like mine—it’s an exciting exploration for the 

children, but to our ears, can be unpleasant. 

The cacophony continually draws other children to the music room. As I continue 

to prep recorders and more students try theirs out, the volume continues to increase. Fran 

comes in to see what’s going on. “Oh, everybody’s getting one?” she asks.  

“Yes,” I say.  

“That’s a very good idea,” Fran responds. I begin playing my flute along with the 

children. “Someday you’ll be like James Galway and have a golden flute,” Fran says to 

me. I laugh.  

“Oh, this is going to go on all morning,” Fran says, smiling. As students come in 

to get their recorders, I help them find and attach their pictures. When I am not helping 

students with recorders, I improvise melodies on my flute along with the children. Olivia 

and Esther have continued playing their recorders the entire time. Other children have 

played theirs for a short time, and then moved on to other rooms. Emily and Esther 

appear totally absorbed in their recorders, and do not appear to be listening to my flute 

playing any longer. It is clear that for Olivia and Esther at least, recorder sounds are not 

displeasing. 
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Max returns to the music room, asking: “A show now? I want to have a show 

now.”  

“Okay,” I answer, “we can have a show.”  

“Over here with you,” Max says to me, gesturing to the stage. Fran asks Max, 

“Do you know how to play the flute?” “Yes,” Max answers.  

“Oh good, I can’t wait to hear it,” Fran says. Before I can join Max, I need to 

finish preparing a recorder for Mia. I have noticed the recorders are increasing in volume, 

so this time I explain, “We’re going to play very softly and gently.”  

Fran asks Max, “Are you going to play?” I ask Max if he needs his recorder and if 

I should get it down for him to play. Max responds, “No, I don’t. I don’t want that one.” 

Fran asks, “Which one do you want? What do you want to play then?” Max declares, “I 

want . . . to have a show!” Once again, I am torn between two musical moments at 

Project P.L.A.Y. School. I’m happy to continue with the recorders, but Max’s ideas are 

intriguing. He is clearly interested in a different form of musicking. I wonder if he 

doesn’t like the sound of recorders. If so, I would expect him to avoid the music room 

entirely. Instead, he is on a mission. He is ready to start his show. 

Fran is asking, “You want to have a show?” and Max nods in agreement. Just 

then, Emily comes into the music room, asking if the recorders are meant be played only 

the music room. I explain that, yes, this is what Karen had suggested, since otherwise it 

will be too loud with recorder music in every room. During a lull in the cacophony, Emily 

hears Max say he wants to have a show, and she asks him, “You want to have a show?” 

Max answers, “I want to have a show in there. I want to have a show in the music room.”  

“You want to have a show in the music room?” Emily asks.  
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“Yes,” Max says. I continue to listen to Emily and Max’s conversation, but more 

students have come in to get their recorders, and I help them rather than go to join Max in 

the show.  

I can hear Emily asking Max, “What do we need for a show?” Max answers, “We 

need to share the instruments.” It looks as if Emily is going to help Max with his show, so 

I continue to help distribute recorders.  

Neva appears, asking, “What’s the surprise? Can I see it?” Not only have the 

sounds possibly intrigued children, but I realize now that Kathy and Karen have been 

telling the arriving children to check out the surprise in the music room. That is certainly 

one way to drum up interest.  

“Oh, you heard there was a surprise? Well I brought in my flute but I also brought 

in these recorders that you guys can have . . . and keep.”  

“Oh!” Neva gasps. I prepare Neva’s recorder, giving her the same explanation 

about how to look for her picture and how we are going to play in the music room. She 

makes a sound on her recorder, and continues to play along with the other students in the 

room. A couple of students have joined in on drums, improvising rhythm patterns. Kathy 

enters the music room, saying to Emily and I, “You guys are like a magnet today. 

Everybody’s asking, “What’s that sound?’” I am struck by the forcefulness of children’s 

musical opinions. Some children clearly love their recorders, and others have no interest 

in theirs. I think of how children might not normally have a choice as to whether to play a 

recorder or not—everyone in the class plays one, even if they don’t like recorders. I 

suppose I was guilty of this myself in my previous elementary school teaching. Everyone 

played recorder at the same time in the same way. I suppose I rationalized this as 



 135 

somehow being “for their own good.” Maybe it wasn’t. There really is no reason that 

everyone has to learn to play the recorder if they don’t want to. I reflect that Project 

P.L.A.Y. School is indeed a very privileged environment. There are many opportunities 

for individual attention. In my previous preschool teaching experience, this was not the 

case. I wonder how these open-ended approaches would work in a class of 25 young 

students.  

Before I can answer my own question, Mia comes in, asking, “Can I have one?” I 

dig through the pictures, and notice that she’s wearing almost the same outfit today as in 

her picture, a black hood and cape-like piece of clothing. “Oh there, you’re wearing the 

same outfit!”  

“Not exactly the same,” Mia notices. She’s right! I explain, “Okay, so Mia, you 

want to look for the one that has your picture on it and only use that one, okay? And you 

want to play gently otherwise it can get really loud. So you want to play really soft.” Mia 

blows gently, making a soft sound. In the background, I hear Kathy asking a child, “Can I 

hear you? Can I hear you play?”  

Mia asks me, “How many do you have?”  

“Enough for everybody,” I respond. In the background I also hear Kathy 

explaining to a child that if you put your fingers over the holes it makes different sounds. 

“A joyous noise!” Kathy says as she peeks in the music room, observing the children 

playing their recorders.  

“Yes!” I laugh, “Exactly!” Just as I would describe our collective efforts as a 

“beautiful mess,” I realize that Kathy’s statement also fits perfectly—a joyous noise. 
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Ivy enters the music room and immediately plugs her ears. Ivy’s reaction was 

immediate and definitive: “I hate this music. I hate the sound,” she says. Rather than take 

offense to her declaration, immediately I am intrigued by her very different opinion of 

our music. 

She reaches for another student’s recorder that is sitting on the bench. I interrupt 

her, saying, “That’s hers. She put her mouth on that, so if you want one I need to get you 

one with your picture on it. You have to play them by putting them in your mouth, so we 

don’t want to share.” I’m puzzled. Why would Ivy still want a recorder, given her initial 

reaction? Nevertheless, I begin to look for Ivy’s picture and prepare her recorder. While I 

am doing so, I ask the children in the room, who are still playing their recorders, “So 

what do you think of this sound? Do you like this sound?” None of the other children 

answer verbally, but they continue to play their recorders. I interpret this to mean that 

they like the sound. Ivy, however, says again that she doesn’t like this sound. I tell her, 

“You don’t have to play it if you don’t want to.”  

Ivy is looking at my flute, so I pick it up and begin to play another short 

improvised melody. “Hey, what’s that?” Ivy asks.  

“This is my flute,” I respond.  

“No, this thing,” she says, pointing to several keys.  

“That changes the sound. These cover a different hole,” I say, pointing to a set of 

keys that close three holes on my flute. 

“I do that,” Ivy says. “I have a whistle. It’s blue.”  

“Oh!” I exclaim.  
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“I have a whistle and it’s blue, and it makes those sounds,” Ivy says. Ivy is 

focused on my flute, so I continue to play for her, this time playing “Partners in Learning 

About You,” a song the children at Project P.L.A.Y. usually sing at the beginning of their 

meeting times. I play most of the melody correctly the first time, but I pause at a section 

where I can’t remember exactly how it goes. 

Meanwhile, Emmy has come back in the music room and is listening to me play. 

“I’m trying to figure out your ‘Partners in Learning’ song,” I say to her and Ivy.  

“Hey wait,” she says, “I’ll sing it while you copy it while I’m singing.”  

“Okay,” I agree, “you’ll sing it and I’ll copy you.” Emmy sings “Partners in 

Learning About You” as I listen. In the background, several children are still playing 

their recorders continuously, improvising. Their exuberance has mellowed a bit, and they 

appear to be listening to Emmy singing while still playing their recorders quietly. 

Emmy’s right on track—what a great teacher! 

“ . . . Dreams come true! That’s the whole song,” Emmy says, as she finishes 

singing.  

“Okay,” I say, “let me try it on my flute.” I play the song on my flute, playing 

more of it correctly this time, but I pause again when I forget several notes. When I stop, 

Emmy sings the missing part for me. I continue playing, and now Emmy joins me in a 

duet, singing the words and melody while I play the melody on my flute. We end 

together, smiling. “Oh, cool,” I say, “You helped me figure it out. Let me try it again.”  

I play the song again. The children with recorders appear to be trying to play 

along with the song this time, trying to imitate some of the rhythm of the melody while 

playing mostly one consistent open pitch. Emmy listens this time.  
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“Did I get it?” I ask. Emmy nods affirmatively. I explain how I play the flute in a 

similar way to their recorders—how I have to blow into it and use my fingers to change 

the notes by covering different holes. Several children are all playing the same rhythm 

pattern on their recorders now, as if they have collectively agreed on a group rhythm. I 

echo their pattern on my flute, and we play together for a few moments, taking turns. I 

then play “Partners in Learning About You” on my flute again, and near the end I still 

miss a note or two, so I stop, laughing.  

Fran has been listening from the doorway of the music room and says, “I heard it. 

That’s really cool.” I explain that Emmy was helping me figure out how to play it. I begin 

to play the song again, and I notice that now Xander has come to listen in the doorway. 

The recorders have increased in volume again, making it somewhat difficult to hear my 

own playing. Although I do not want to restrict their exploration, there clearly comes a 

point at which, if I don’t say anything, they could damage their own hearing, so I say to 

the group, “Oh, you want to blow gently, though. Do you hear how it gets kind of loud, 

and people might say ‘Oh! It hurts my ears! Nice and gentle air.” The group continues 

playing their recorders, but at a lower volume level. They have been playing only open 

pitches on their recorder, so I am fascinated that they have sustained their interest for so 

long, given that they are not changing the pitch. 

I continue to improvise short melodies on my flute. I notice that Emmy is still 

watching and listening. She holds her recorder, saying, “This is just like a whistle.”  

“Yeah,” I say, “it is, isn’t it!” I make another mental note that she has had 

previous experience with whistles. I switch back to playing “Partners in Learning About 

You,” and Emmy says, “Wait. What music are you doing?” I ask her what song she 
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thinks it is. Instead of answering, she says, “I want you to do a different song like A, B, 

C, D.”  

“Okay,” I say, “let me think.” I pause to consider what key I want to play it in, 

and Emmy says, “You’ve got to put your mouth on that yellow thing?” She is referring to 

the gold lip plate on my flute.  

“Yeah,” I say. I play the ABC song on my flute, and the group of recorder players 

pause for a moment, listening. They begin to play along with some of the rhythms, on 

their open pitches. They are clearly interested in joining in. After I finish, Emmy asks, 

“What do these two do?” as she points to the holes on her recorder.  

“Well,” I say, if you put your fingers on there sometimes it changes the sound. It 

can make them lower. But you have to start from the top, and cover them all as you go 

down the instrument. Yeah, just try that one.” I guide Emmy in covering the thumbhole 

on the back and the top hole on the front. I have her try to lift her fingers up and down 

and see how it changes the pitch.  

“Blow really gently.” She does, and the sound barely comes out. I encourage her, 

“You can blow a little more.” She makes a sound successfully, so I decide to continue 

helping her: “So you’re going to put your fingers on like this. See how I put my fingers 

on there like that? It changes the sound of the note.” Emmy continues to explore what 

happens when she covers different holes on her recorder. I play the ABC song on my 

flute, and Emmy appears to be trying to play along with me on her recorder. 

Olivia comes back into the music room, asking, “Where’s my flute?” I am sure 

she means her recorder, so I gesture to the hooks, “We hang them up so that they don’t 

get mixed up with other people’s.” I go to get her recorder off the hook where it hangs, 
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saying, “Where did yours go? Yep, right here. So when you want to use it again you can 

ask for help and we’ll get it for you. You can look for the one that has your face on it.” 

Emmy says, “I’m done with it. But can I hang it up there?”  

“Yes,” I say. Emmy then explains her latest idea: “How about we do a show with 

the flutes? People have to be standing up, and then you guys have a do a show with your 

flutes and I’m going to be the one watching. No . . . I’m going to be the conductor.”  

“You’re going to conduct it and show us what to do?” I ask. Emmy nods 

affirmatively.  

“Ah, sounds cool,” I say.  

Emmy says, “I just need a stick. Let me turn on the lights again for a minute. 

Here’s one. Here’s my stick.” Emmy picks up a red rhythm stick. “Okay, go on the stage 

up here. Olivia too, okay? Now when I do the . . .” Emmy waves her stick.  

“You guys . . .” Before she can finish her sentence, Kathy and Mia enter the 

music room with a book. Kathy says, “We have a request. We just read this book and we 

were wondering if you could play that on your flute.” Kathy opens the book to the back 

and shows me the written musical notation for “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.” 

 “Oh, yes I could!” I say. “In fact, I was just playing another song that sounds just 

like this. Someone just requested that I play the ABC song.”  

“Oh my gosh,” says Kathy. I say, “And that has the same melody as Twinkle 

Twinkle. I’ll bet you’ll recognize it. You can sing along if you want.” I play “Twinkle 

Twinkle Little Star” on my flute. Part way through, Kathy and Mia join in, singing the 

words. When we finish, Kathy asks me, “Heather, did you have to practice a lot before 

you could play that so well?”  
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“Yeah,” I respond. “I did have to practice a lot.”  

“We read that book about practicing,” Kathy says to Mia and Emmy.  

Meanwhile, Emmy has tried to get a show started, walking around the music 

room saying, “The show is starting!”  

“Are you conducting?” Olivia asks Emmy. Livvy, who has been watching for 

several minutes, says, “The show is starting!” Max, possibly drawn in by the calls to start 

the show, has come back to the music room. Kathy asks him, “Do you want to play your 

flute too?” Max responds, “No.” Kathy asks him again, “Are you sure?” and he shakes 

his head no.  

Emmy directs several other children to the stage where they play their recorders. I 

move to the stage as well, playing the ABC/Twinkle Song on my flute. Olivia joins in 

singing the words to “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.” Emmy waves her rhythm stick, out in 

front of the open curtain, directing us. We play together for a couple minutes and then 

Emmy directs the group to stop.  

“Beautiful!” Kathy exclaims, clapping. “Wow! It’s a whole chorus. It’s beautiful. 

You guys are like an orchestra. That was lovely.” After the music naturally fades out, 

Kathy says to me, “They do kind of get the breathing, right?” referring to the children 

making sounds on the recorders.  

“Yeah,” I say. Kathy asks me about how I used to teach recorders in elementary 

school music class, and I explain how we always focused on getting a good sound with 

soft, warm air before trying to learn the fingerings. I thank her for letting us try out the 

recorders today. Kathy responds, “Absolutely. It’s great. It’s really nice of you. It’s 
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exciting. Look how happy they are.” I do notice how happy the children appear to be. I 

laugh and say, “I know they can be loud.”  

“Oh no, it’s fine,” Kathy says. “I’m excited for them, for the community,” she 

continues. Again the recorder music has gradually increased in volume, and then it begins 

to die down again, seemingly on its own.  

“The show is done,” says Olivia.  

“No,” says Emmy, “the show is not done.” 

 On my way home, as I reflected on my visit, I recognized the children have very 

strong and diverse musical preferences. Several children played their recorders almost 

continuously, while Max and Ivy clearly did not like the sound at all. I appeared to me 

that some of the children would consider the sound explorations on recorders as very 

musical, while others would consider these kinds of sounds to be noise. Viewing children 

as researchers, several children appeared to be quite interested in further inquiry that I 

might call “sounds on recorders.” Other children, such as Max and Ivy, were clearly not 

interested in pursuing this line of inquiry. Although the children do not always express 

their research interests verbally, this vignette highlights the ways they will persistently 

and enthusiastically pursue their own lines of inquiry, even if they don’t express them 

verbally. Clearly, many of the children were interested in exploring how to make a sound 

on a recorder. It could be said that one of their research questions could be, “How do I 

make a sound on a recorder?” Several children pursued this line of inquiry relentlessly 

and enthusiastically, while other children chose to not participate at all in this research 

project. 
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In order to facilitate an environment of playful exploration, I had to let go of some 

of my conceptions of what constitutes correct instrument technique. I purposely did not 

correct the children’s creative use of the recorders. This was an interesting exploration of 

“What is music?” Olivia clearly thought the recorders made pleasing, musical sounds, 

while Max and Ivy did not. If nothing else, this provocation (the recorders) was an 

interesting exercise in making children’s musical preferences clearly audible and visible.  

I would have liked to help Max with his show, but I was already busy with the 

recorders. Every time this happens, I always wonder if I am making the right choice. I 

certainly don’t want the loudest voices and strongest identities to be the only ones made 

audible and visible, so it is a difficult choice to ignore a student’s request to engage 

musically because I am already occupied with something else. Whose musical lines of 

inquiry do I support? Am I unintentionally valuing one child’s interests over another’s 

simply because they have a more assertive presence? Is there any way to reach every 

child, even the ones that don’t often come to the music room? 
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Emmy and the Instruments (A Written Narrative)12 

It is late November—almost Thanksgiving. Today, I again brought the stack of 

poster board, placing it on the floor of the music room, along with my folders of pictures 

of children musicking at Project P.L.A.Y. School. I sat on the stage, and waited for 

children to arrive. Emmy is one of the first, and she immediately comes to the music 

room to see what was happening. We greet each other, and she begins to play on a drum, 

improvising her own rhythm patterns, exclaiming, “A one, two, three, four!”  

“Hey, sounds cool!” I respond. As suddenly as she began, she stops playing the 

drum.  

“Hey, wait a minute, can you read this book to me?” she asks.  

“Sure,” I respond. I read the book to her, although I am hiding my disappointment 

that she doesn’t want to continue playing the drum instead. A few minutes later, we finish 

the book and Emmy asks me about the poster board paper. She is interested in drawing 

on the paper, so I get her a piece. Without a word, she begins drawing immediately. I sit 

next to her on the floor of the music room and watch silently. I ask her what she is 

drawing, and she explains that these are the sticks that you use to drum with.  

“And what else are you drawing?” I ask.  

“I think I’m going to do . . .” She pauses and appears to be considering different 

possibilities for her drawing. I do not push her for a verbal answer. It is clear that she has 

a plan for her drawing that will shortly become visible. 

“What are those?” I ask a few moments later.  

“These are the decoration that goes on the drum.”  

“Oh, okay!” I respond. “So it will look nice like Superman!” Emmy says, 

giggling.  

                                                
12	  The following narrative is based on transcribed audio recordings, photographs, field texts, and artifacts 
(including drawings) from November 20th and November 25th, 2014.	  
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“Oh, a Superman drum!” I exclaim. Emmy continues drawing silently, and I 

observe silently for several minutes as well. We are content to sit together while she 

draws and I watch. I decide to initiate conversation during this one-on-one interaction to 

ask about her musical preferences. At times the music room can be crowded and busy, 

with many things happening at once. I jump at the opportunity to have a conversation 

about music with Emmy alone. 

“So what’s your favorite kind of music?” I ask.  

Emmy responds emphatically, “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.”  

“Oh! The one that goes . . .” I sing the melody to the song.  

“Yes,” Emmy says.  

“So why do you like that song?” I ask.  

“Because you say ‘stars’ and I like it when real stars sparkle in the night,” Emmy 

answers. I agree, “Oh yeah, so do I. They’re really pretty.”  

“Do you have any other favorite songs?” I ask.  

“No . . . well, yeah!” Emmy responds.  

“What else?” I inquire.  

“The one that I made up in a show.”   

“Oh! A show here?” I ask. Emmy nods affirmatively.  

“A show you made here at school or somewhere else?” I am still not sure if she 

means a show at school or elsewhere.  

“What kind of show?” I ask. Emmy answers, “Sofia. It’s a princess that’s in 

Disney Junior.”  

“Oh! So do you remember how this song went?” I ask. I encourage Emmy to 

share the song with me, and she sings a short portion of the song. I am unfamiliar with 

this particular song, but I mentally file it away as a future potential musical provocation.  

“Oh, that’s cool!” I say.  

“Yeah,” Emmy responds, “It’s a sister song.”  
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“Oh, I like that,” I say, “You have a sister too.” Emmy nods affirmatively.  

“Well this drawing looks really cool so far. I like that yellow that you put on 

there, on the drum. There are the sticks.” Emmy points out that they are in all different 

colors. I mention that she plays drums in the music room, so this might be a nice picture 

to add to the room. Emmy agrees, and then says, “Maybe you could take it to music class 

where you go and learn how to do music. You can take this picture, and then when you 

come back you could hang it up here.”  

I remember several occasions when I have left for the day in which different 

children have asked me questions about where I was going and what it was like there. 

They were clearly interested in my musical life beyond Project P.L.A.Y. School, and 

appeared fascinated by the idea that there was a place (the university) where grown-ups 

went to school to learn to be music teachers (this was a common explanation I gave). I 

ask Emmy for additional clarification:  

“Oh, like how I told you that I go to a school for grown-ups? College?”  

“Yeah,” Emmy says. I ask her again if I could take it to the university and hang it 

up, and she agrees again. I had not thought of this or suggested it, and yet I am 

immediately convinced that this is a great idea. I think that Emmy might also enjoy 

seeing her artwork along this journey, so I say, “Well, I can take it there and I’ll show 

you a picture of where I hang it.” Emmy agrees that this sounds like a good idea, making 

sure that I also plan on bringing her drawing back to Project P.L.A.Y. School. Excited to 

follow through with Emmy’s plan, I repeat the plan to her in my own words, just to make 

sure I have it right:  

“So I can take it to my school and show it to everybody so they can see what we 

do here at Project P.L.A.Y., and then later I’ll bring it back so you can have it back and 

keep it?” Emmy nods agreement.  

“That sounds like a good plan. I could even take it today if you finish it today and 

then I can bring it back when I come on Tuesday.”  
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“Okay,” Emmy says, and continues drawing her drum. I watch her draw for a few 

moments, and then I say, “I like the colors you have there. That’s really cool.” As Emmy 

continues adding colors, I quietly sing the melody to “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” on a 

neutral syllable, with my own rhythmic variations. This is a conscious choice on my part. 

I don’t want to interrupt her drawing, but I am trying to show that I remembered that she 

liked this song. Emmy continues to draw, remarking, “I like this color.” I continue 

singing quietly and unobtrusively in the background while I watch her draw. My singing 

does catch Emmy’s attention a few moments later, and she asks, “What song are you 

singing?”  

I answer, “Well, something that’s sort of like Twinkle Twinkle, but not exactly.”  

Just then, Adrian comes into the music room, asking Emmy what she is drawing. 

Emmy explains that she is drawing a drum. Adrian asks if he can help. Emmy says, 

“Well, you could use colors, but see these lines of triangles? You’ve got to color inside 

them. But don’t scribble. You’ve got to color inside the lines.” Adrian says that he does 

indeed want to color too, and Emmy gives him one last reminder not to scribble, telling 

him that he is big enough. Since Adrian is now collaborating on this piece of art, I decide 

to fill him in on Emmy’s plan: “We made a plan that I’m going to take this drawing of 

this drum, and I’m going to take it to the school where I go, the university, where I learn 

music too. I’m going to show it to everybody there.” Emmy is still quite focused on the 

drawing: “And then we can make this one rainbow, okay? How about we make it 

rainbow? Okay?” Adrian, shaking his head, responds, “Nah, let’s make the whole 

instrument rainbow.” Emmy agrees. I continue explaining the plan: “And I can show 

everybody what we do here at Project P.L.A.Y. School, all the cool music that we make. I 

can show them this picture of the drum, and then I’ll bring it back and we can hang it on 

the wall. That’s the plan we made for this picture. Emmy and Adrian continue coloring 

the drum together. 
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Figure 32: Emmy and Adrian coloring the drum picture together 

 

Adrian says, “You could come one day, bring it back, and then . . .” He stops mid-

sentence when Emmy accidentally bumps his hand, causing him to color just slightly 

outside the lines. “Oopsie, you made me do that!” he says to Emmy.  

“Sorry, I’m trying to color too!” Emmy replies.  

“I want to do that one,” Adrian says, pointing to a particular segment of the drum. 

I remark, “This is really pretty. I love those colors.” Adrian says, “I didn’t get to paint 

any one orange.” Emmy says, “Now I need some blue, okay? That’s purple. You need 

purple.”  

“Yeah,” Adrian agrees, clearly okay with following Emmy’s plan. Shortly after, 

Adrian gets up and begins to walk out of the music room, apparently interested in some 

sounds he heard coming from another room. Emmy asks, “going?” and Adrian nods, 

“mm-hmm.”  
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After Adrian leaves it becomes apparent that Emmy was being very patient by 

allowing Adrian to help color her picture. She remarks, “I’m going to make another one 

of these because he already did the same colors that I already did, and I didn’t want that. 

So I’m going to make another drum like this.” I am somewhat surprised since I didn’t 

perceive that Adrian was adding colors she didn’t want. I realized that she had been 

exhibiting a great deal of patience and maturity by allowing another student to modify her 

art, without reacting negatively to any of his additions. I comment, “Well, that was nice 

of you to let him help, even if it didn’t turn out exactly how you planned it.” Emmy adds 

additional drums off to the right of the main drum, exclaiming, “There!” I ask her if her 

drawing is finished, and if she would like me to help her label it. She says it is finished, 

and asks me to write “A drum that Emmy colored.” I label her picture as she requests. 

           

Figure 33: Emmy’s completed drum picture, “A drum that Emmy colored” 
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I ask Emmy, “So what do you think people will think of this drum picture when I 

show them?” Emmy responds, “You could still bring it to your school, but I’m going to 

draw another one too.” I agree, and then ask a variation on my previous question: “So 

what does this show them about the music we make?” 

“You just have to show all the kids in your class and then, when you’re done with 

school, bring it to your house, and then bring it back to our school so we can hang it up 

on our wall,” Emmy says. 

“Oh! I could!” I exclaim. “So I need to take it to my school, show it to everybody 

there, and then I need to take it home . . . Oh, you know who I have at home that might 

like to look at it?”  

“Who?” Emmy asks.  

“My dogs,” I answer.  

“Oh!” Emmy exclaims, as we both laugh. I say, “I could show it to my dogs, too.”  

“You have dogs?” Emmy asks. “Yes,” I say, “and then I could bring it to school 

here.” Emmy agrees. I ask her what we will do with it when I bring it back to school, and 

she says, “Hang it up.” “Like the other picture you made?” I ask. Emmy nods. “That 

sounds like a good plan,” I say.  

Emmy continues coloring her picture quietly while I watch. She finishes another 

picture as well, this one of a xylophone. She has me pose while pretending to play the 

xylophone so that she can get the drawing just right. She tells me that I am the person in 

the picture playing the xylophone. I am happy to see that I am wearing a smile in the 

picture! When she finishes, I ask her if she would like to label it, and she asks me to 
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write, “Heather is playing the xylophone.” She also wants to write “Emmy made this 

picture” herself, so I help her by spelling the words out letter by letter. 

 

Figure 34: Emmy’s second picture of the day, “Heather is playing the xylophone” 

 

After Emmy finishes drawing her two pictures, I carefully collect them and take 

them with me as she requested. The following day I bring her posters to Temple 

University as we planned. I show them to several of my undergraduate music education 

students, who are thrilled to see her artwork. While at Temple University, I also show 

them to Emily and Alison. Along the way, I take photographs of her posters in various 

locations, so that I can share the journey of her artwork with her when I return to Project 

P.L.A.Y. As a final stop, I bring the posters home and show them to my dogs. I decide to 

collect the photos documenting the journey of the posters and print them out to share with 

Emmy on my next visit.  
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Figure 35: Emmy’s xylophone picture on a piano at Temple University 

 

 

Figure 36: Undergraduate music education students viewing Emmy’s art at 

Temple University 
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Figure 37: Alison in her office at Temple University viewing Emmy’s artwork 

 

 

 

Figure 38: Emily at Temple University viewing Emmy’s artwork 
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Figure 39: Luther at my house viewing Emmy’s artwork 

 

 

Figure 40: The picture book in which I documented the journey of Emmy’s art 

  

I assemble the photos I have taken of her pictures and their journey, and paste 

them into a wordless picture book to give to Emmy. I assemble the photos in 
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chronological order, but refrain from adding my own verbal descriptions to the visual 

story, hoping that this will inspire, or at least leave room for, Emmy to write in her own 

descriptions or even color in the book itself. At the very least, I feel that leaving off my 

own verbal descriptions will not crowd out her voice, whether or not she chooses to add 

to the picture book later.  

On my visit the following Tuesday, I wait on the couch in the hallway near the 

entrance, hoping to catch Emmy as she arrives at school and show her the pictures of her 

artwork’s journey. While I wait for her to arrive, I share the wordless picture book I made 

with Kathy, who looks at the pictures with Max, who also is interested.  

“There’s the xylophone,” Kathy says, pointing to Emmy’s xylophone drawing. I 

add, “That’s me behind the xylophone. I labeled it with what she asked me to.” I point to 

the part that says “Emmy made this picture,” and describe to Kathy how Emmy wanted to 

write that part herself, and I helped her with the spelling.  

“That is amazing,” Kathy says. “It looks just like Heather. Look, that big smile.” I 

am pleased that Kathy associates me with smiling! I continue to describe the pictures in 

the book as Kathy and Max turn the pages: “So this is at Temple, which I was going to 

show her [Emmy] when she shows up. This is in my office at Temple. These are some of 

my students at Temple. These are undergraduate students. So I laid it out for them and 

showed them. They were very excited, actually.” Kathy comments, “But this is so good 

for them to see.” Fran also comes over to see what we are looking at and asks, “Are these 

music majors?”  

“Yes,” I answer, “these are music education majors. They’re all music education 

majors. I set it on the piano in the room, because the children seem to be really interested 
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in what Temple is, like when we say we’re leaving, we’re going to Temple.” I explain 

how several of the preschool children have been interested in where I am going after I 

leave for the day, and have asked me about the university and what it is like, and how I 

have told the children that it’s where we go to learn to be music teachers.  

“Right!” Kathy responds. I continue, “So then I took it into Alison’s office, and I 

showed it to Emily. And then the last request was to show it to my dogs.” Kathy asks, 

“She asked you to?”  

“She asked me to take it home and I suggested that my dogs might like to look at 

it,” I answer.  

“Oh my gosh!” Kathy exclaims.  

“So I showed it to my dog. She requested that after I took it to Temple that I take 

it home. And I brought it back since she wants to hang it on the wall now.” Kathy says, 

excitedly, “I’m so happy for you!”  

“I had fun,” I respond.  

“Oh it’s so good, this is what it’s all about. You have a relationship, and look how 

she’s getting into your world.” I nod in agreement, and say, “So I’m excited. I’m sitting 

here waiting for her to come so I can show her.  

“Oh, that’s so great,” Kathy says. “Oh, it’s beautiful. Yeah, you get moments like 

that where it just all comes together.” While I wait, I reflect on how this indeed has come 

together beautifully as Kathy has said. I could not have planned this. I am continuously 

amazed, although no longer surprised, that following children’s interests results in these 

kinds of moments. I also now know better than to expect that this is the end of the story. 
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Emmy arrives at school a few minutes later and is looking rather shy, hiding 

behind her mom’s leg. I tell her I have something to show her, that I took her posters all 

the places she requested. I restrain my excitement somewhat so I don’t appear to be 

bombarding her the minute she walks in the door. As she appears to get more 

comfortable, I begin to show her each page in the book, describing the pages as I did for 

Kathy and Max, and mentioning how I showed it to my students at Temple and even took 

it home for my dogs to see. I describe the pages of the book as I show them to Emmy: “I 

took some pictures from the very beginning. This is the picture you made the other day, 

and then, here’s how you started from the beginning. We added the face, we added the 

labels . . . Oh, here’s the part I want to tell you about. I took it to my office at Temple. 

These are some of my students at Temple University who are learning to be music 

teachers, and I showed them your pictures, and they really, really liked them. They were 

really happy to look at them and they thought they were awesome. You see them there? 

They look very happy.” Emmy, looking at the undergraduate students, asks, “Where’s 

you?” I explain how I was taking all of the pictures, so I’m not in any of them. I continue 

my narration: “And then they’re looking at the picture right there. I set it on this big cool 

piano that we have at Temple. You know Alison? That’s her office, and I took the 

pictures to her office. And, I showed it to Emily too at Temple [Emmy laughs]. And then 

I took it to my house, just like you asked, and showed it to my dog [Emmy laughs]. And 

he liked it. He actually laid down on it and he rested his head there, and he was going to 

take a little nap on your picture [Emmy laughs]. The end!”  

Emmy, in apparent concern about my dog resting his head on her picture, says, 

“So that means it’s kind of dirty?”  



 158 

“No,” I say, why would it be dirty?  

“The dog!” Emmy exclaims while she laughs.  

“Oh, no,” I say, “He’s very clean. He gets lots of baths. So now what do you want 

to do with these?” I ask, gesturing to her pictures. “You told me to bring them back.” 

Emmy says that we can just hang them up in the music room, and we go inside, where 

she points out an empty place on the wall near the top. Emmy gets the tape, and I hang 

them where she has chosen. 

 

Figure 41: Emmy’s two drawings hanging in the music room 

 

I ask Emmy what she would like to do with her picture book, and she chooses to 

place it in a basket in the music room in case she wants to look at it later. 
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Figure 42: Emmy’s picture book in a basket in the music room 

 

A short while later the same day, Emmy asks me if she can have some more 

paper, because she would like to draw another musical instrument. I get her some more 

paper, and she leaves the room to find Karen, returning with a small basket of colored 

permanent markers. She explains that she is older, so she has permission to use these 

special markers, but the younger students can’t take them or they will mark up things 

they aren’t supposed to. This time she describes how she is drawing a violin, and she 

invites me to draw my own violin alongside her. I find a smaller piece of paper and draw 

a part of a purple violin. Emmy looks at my drawing and decides that it needs some 

additions, so she adds more strings, and additional segments to the violin. She also 

continues drawing her own violin, using many colors of markers. I do not stop her from 

adding to my drawing, as I am curious about what pieces she thinks are missing. Perhaps 

this will give me a clearer idea about her conception of what a violin consists of. 
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Figure 43: Emmy and I draw violins together 

 

Figure 44: Emmy’s drawing of a violin 

 

When Emmy finishes her violin, she asks me to help her cut it out, since she is 

struggling to cut the thick poster board. I cut out her drawing as she describes, and begin 

to play air violin with it. Emmy laughs at me, and then places her violin in her basket to 

take home at the end of the day. 
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Figure 45: Emmy’s finished violin 

 

Later, as everyone assembles on the bench in the hallway for group meeting time, 

Kathy asks me if we can share Emmy’s picture book with the group. I respond, “Sure, but 

she’d have to help me with it.” Kathy asks Emmy if she can read her book to the group, 

and Emmy nods her head yes, but hesitantly. Children are still assembling and finding 

room on the bench. Kathy, Karen, and Fran are negotiating who gets to sit by whom. The 

children are finally all settled in on the bench. Emmy still appears somewhat hesitant to 

speak about her book to the entire group, so I begin describing the pictures while Emmy 

holds the book so everyone can see: “So Emmy made some very beautiful pictures of 

some of our instruments in the music room. Do you want to tell them about them?” 

Emmy nods. “Okay, what do you have there?” I ask. Emmy pauses, and Kathy asks, 

“Can you kind of make up what happened? Tell them what the pictures say.” Emmy says, 

“I don’t remember.” Although she wants to share her book, she still seems hesitant to talk 

about it to the whole group, so I decide to help narrate the story: “Okay, well, I remember 

Emmy telling me that this was me, I was smiling, and this was the bun that was in my 
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hair when I was singing and smiling.” Several of the children chuckle good-naturedly at 

the mention of my hair bun. I continue: “So then she also decided to draw one of the 

drums, one of the colorful drums in the music room, and it looked really beautiful, I 

thought. She added in all these colors here. And then she asked me to write ‘a drum that 

Emmy colored’ [Emmy giggles] so everybody would know what it was. And then what 

else did you decide to make? What instrument? Do you remember, with the bars?” Emmy 

doesn’t answer, and appears to be looking to Kathy and I for help, so we both whisper 

“xylophone.”  

“Xylophone!” Emmy exclaims.  

“And then she decided to color this beautiful xylophone that had all the colors of 

the rainbow. And I had to pose. I had to sit real still and hold my stick, and it was really 

hard because I kept moving all around [the children giggle]. It was hard for me to sit 

still.”  

“Wow!” says Kathy.  

I continue: “And then, I asked her what she wanted to do with it and she told me 

that she wanted me to take it to Temple University. You remember, when I leave, 

sometimes I say I’m getting on the train to go to Temple University? So she asked me to 

take her pictures to Temple University, and I did. So these are some of my students and 

I’m showing the pictures that she made of some of the music instruments to some of the 

students at Temple. And they loved it! You see they’re giving it a thumbs-up. They 

thought it was beautiful.”  

Kathy says, “Look how happy they are. Because when Heather goes to Temple 

University, she’s the teacher.”  
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“So then I put it on the piano and they all came and looked around. At Temple we 

have some big pianos like this.”  

“We have one at Fran’s house,” Kathy says.  

“You have one like that?” I ask Fran.  

“I do,” she responds. I continue to describe the pages in the book, how I showed 

the pictures to Alison and Emily at Temple. Emmy interjects, “And you showed it to your 

dog!”  

“Yes, I did, and he loved it. He laid and rested his head right on it.” Kathy says, 

“Oh, that is wonderful.” I ask Emmy, “Did I get it all or did I leave any parts off?” Emmy 

nods, and Kathy thanks us for sharing with the group. This time, Emmy takes her book 

and places it in her cubby to take home, along with her violin.  

 

Figure 46: Emmy’s basket with her picture book and violin 
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The following week, Emmy is again inspired to draw a musical instrument. This 

time she draws a recorder. She again uses the special permanent markers, and includes a 

wide variety of colors. She again cuts it out, and this time gives it to Anneliese to keep.  

 

 

Figure 47: Emmy’s drawing of a recorder 

 

As I reflected on this experience, it was clear that Emmy showed a definite 

interest in musical instruments, and included very detailed components in her drawings. I 

noticed this interest, and later brought in additional instruments for all the children to 

play. This spurred on another thread of musical inquiry which ultimately provoked 

additional musicking from many more children. I took her sustained interest in drawing 

varied types of instruments to mean that she was interested in musical instruments as a 

line of inquiry. I supported her by valuing and being attentive and appreciative of her art 

as best I could.  

It was important to me to give Emmy a voice in choosing what to do with her 

artwork. Her choice to share her work with the university students resulted in a shared 

connection between the world of Project P.L.A.Y. School and the preservice music 

teachers. Both groups benefitted from Emmy’s learning made visible. Navigating 
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Emmy’s and my roles as teacher, student, co-researchers, play partners and collaborators 

was challenging at times. As a researcher, I am aware that certain behaviors I exhibit can 

serve to either promote or extinguish her musical behaviors. I clearly wish to spark more 

musicking from her and all the children, but I will not relentlessly push this musical 

agenda at the expense of ignoring Emmy’s interests in the moment. At several points, I 

clearly encouraged Emmy to express herself musically, such as when I asked her to share 

her favorite songs with me. At other points we simply sit silently and enjoy the process of 

her artwork, while neither one of us engage in musical behaviors. In the beginning of this 

vignette, I describe how Emmy requested that I read a book to her. Since I am purposely 

highlighting music behaviors, I did not bring this portion of the story to the fore, but it is 

a common occurrence to have students suddenly stop what they are doing and move on to 

some other activity that may at times appear to be unrelated. When I initially began my 

visits to Project P.L.A.Y. School, I was concerned that if I spent too much time engaging 

in non-musical play with the children, that somehow there would not be enough 

musicking, and I would have somehow failed to bring out the children’s musicality. I 

have since learned that this is never the case. I read the story book to Emmy free from 

these previous anxieties, since I have come to trust that musical interactions will always 

occur if children are given time and space. Responding to Emmy’s interests in the 

moment was more important than pushing my music agenda, and as this narrative 

illustrates, in this instance Emmy’s interests returned to musical ideas again naturally. 

This is in stark contrast to many traditional preschool settings, where children are 

grouped and herded according to schedules, and led through teacher-directed activities.  

This is not to say that there are no potential drawbacks to spending focused one-

on-one time co-researching with Emmy. I spent a great deal of time with Emmy, and one 

could argue that this is potentially at the expense of other children’s musicking time. My 

interactions with Emmy initially occurred on a Thursday, when fewer children and adults 

attend Project P.L.A.Y. School. This allowed more opportunity for individual attention to 
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Emmy—to listen intently and collaborate on a subject of interest to her. This is not 

always possible. On other days, the musicking can be frenzied and more chaotic. Project 

P.L.A.Y. School enrolls relatively few children at a time compared to traditional 

preschools. In other settings, children likely would not have the opportunity to spend 

extended one-on-one time with an adult. Although not all preschool children experience 

such focused teacher attention, I am convinced that certain aspects of this play-based 

approach could transfer to more traditional settings. Many of the materials that Kathy and 

Karen use at Project P.L.A.Y. School are repurposed and recycled materials. Resourceful 

teachers could easily acquire many of these materials for free (donations, recycling 

centers, discarded items) for children to use. A bigger challenge would be time and 

human resources. One teacher alone could not supervise 25 preschool children in this 

type of school space. However, I am convinced that even in learning environments where 

adults cannot spend this amount of time interacting with individual children, adults can 

still adopt a pedagogy of listening. Adults can still view children as researchers and value 

their input and ideas as much as possible. This is not an all-or-nothing approach. Even if 

a particular learning environment or student-teacher ratio does not easily support these 

personal interactions, even small attempts at acknowledging and recognizing children as 

individual musickers helps to focus adult lenses on young children as capable music co-

researchers. Project P.L.A.Y. School is a privileged learning environment in terms of 

human resources, but perhaps teachers in more highly structured environments can also 

adopt a pedagogy of listening to the extent they are able. I am convinced that a little 

attentive listening goes a long way in fostering relationships and valuing children’s 

musical capabilities. 

Frequently multiple forms of musicking are occurring simultaneously at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School, and children are circulating in and out of the music room. In a teacher-

directed setting, all children would have equal time with the music teacher. However, I 
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certainly did not turn away children who were interested. If additional children had 

chosen to join us, they would have been warmly welcomed.  

I strove to highlight Emmy’s voice throughout this process. If I had simply hung 

Emmy’s first picture on the wall of the music room, rather than ask her what she wanted 

to do with it, perhaps the story would have ended there. Although I am aware that certain 

behaviors I engaged in provoked additional musical behaviors from Emmy and 

eventually other children, I am acutely aware in every musical interaction that there are 

many possible responses in every moment. I continuously question my own behaviors, 

and although I know that the children are acutely aware of my musical interests, I will not 

provoke their musicking at the expense of our personal relationships.  

This narrative illustrates how allowing Emmy to choose the journey of her work 

resulted in multiple layers of rich documentation. She documented her interest through 

her own drawings, and I added additional layers through audio recordings, photographs, 

and restorying her narrative into a wordless picture book. I view Emmy’s decision to 

send her artwork beyond the walls of Project P.L.A.Y. School as the equivalent of 

disseminating her research to a scholarly community. She reached out and shared a piece 

of herself, declaring her musical interests willingly with others. The adults who viewed 

her artwork responded positively and enthusiastically. At times I wondered if drawing 

about music really constitutes musicking. In the end I am convinced that it does, 

particularly when interpreted as an expression of one of the hundred, interconnected 

languages of children. 
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A Musical Day at Project P.L.A.Y. (A Written Narrative)13 

Earlier this fall, the children at Project P.L.A.Y. School had adopted stuffed 

animals that traveled to the students’ homes, participated in daily activities both at home 

and school, and eventually traveled on to another school. When the children sent off their 

stuffed friends, they included documentation of the activities their friend participated in 

while visiting. During fall 2014, the students had already hosted Calloway the otter and 

Finny the dolphin. In late November, a new friend arrived—Ed the monster. 
 

 

Figure 48: Ed the monster 

 

 
When I arrive on Thursday, December 4, Ed is sitting in the music room. I pick 

him up, and read his tag: “Hello, I am Ed W. Monster. If found, please return me to . . .” 

Evan comes into the music room, so I ask him, “So, does Ed make any music?”  

“No,” Evan says.  

                                                
13	  The following narrative is based on audio and video recordings and photographs from Thursday, 
December 4, and Tuesday, December 9, 2014.	  
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Emmy has also arrived, and sees me looking at Ed. She comes to sit by me. I say, 

“Can you tell me about Ed? I wouldn’t know what to feed a monster.”  

“He eats bones and logs,” Emmy says.  

“What else do you know about him?” I ask.  

Karen peeks in the music room and says, “He ate spaghetti and meatballs at Mia’s 

house. What did he eat at Xander’s house? Let’s get his book and see.”  

“He has a book?” I ask excitedly.  

“He ate pizza and pancakes,” Anneliese adds. I had not noticed her entering the 

music room.  

“Does he make any music?” I ask her.  

“No,” she says, “he doesn’t sing or talk.”  

“He doesn’t make any monster songs?” I ask.  

“No,” she confirms, “No ghost music . . . let’s make some ghost music.”  

“What does ghost music sound like?” I ask. Before I can begin making ghost 

music with Anneliese, Karen returns with Ed’s binder. Emmy and Anneliese come to 

look with me. I see that Kathy and Karen have already collected photographic 

documentation of Ed’s activities, which they have assembled into a binder, accompanied 

by short written captions describing what Ed was doing. As we look through Ed’s book, I 

notice that Mia has already taken Ed home, and her parents have shared pictures of Ed’s 

activities at their house. I am drawn to a picture of Ed with Mia in front of Mia’s piano at 

home. The caption for the photo reads, “Ed plays the piano!”  
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Figure 49: Ed plays the piano at Mia’s house 

 

I tell Emmy and Anneliese that I see Ed playing the piano—that it looks like he is 

a musical monster. “Ed plays piano—that’s cool. So he does make music!” I say. 

“Mm-hmm,” Emmy says in agreement.  

“Does Ed make music?” Anneliese asks.  

“Looks like he does,” I say, “this shows him here playing the piano.”  

 “Here he is in the picture playing piano at Mia’s house. So do you think he makes 

music? I was wondering if he plays piano,” I say to Anneliese.  

“He does make music,” she says.  

She picks Ed up and brings him to the toy piano on the stage, and assists Ed with 

his piano playing.  

“It looks like he does!” I exclaim. Anneliese helps Ed play piano for only a 

moment, and then walks off the stage saying “Let’s go . . . “ I cannot hear the end of her 

sentence as she leaves the music room, off to play elsewhere.  
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Figure 50: Anneliese helps Ed play the piano 

  

I know immediately that I will ask Mia about Ed’s musicking at her house. In the 

past, stuffed animals, dolls and other creatures had functioned as provocations for 

musicking, and the children sometimes had their toys sing, move to the music, or play 

instruments. I had also “helped” toys make music, frequently resulting in great 

amusement on the part of the children, and sometimes inspiring children’s musical 

collaboration. I was curious how Mia would describe Ed’s musicking at her home, and if 

she would have thoughts about Ed’s musicianship. If Ed is indeed a musical monster, 

perhaps he would have songs to share through Mia or other children. I took several 

pictures of Ed at the piano and sitting on the stage with a recorder. I added these to the 

picture of Ed at Mia’s piano and the next day I compiled them into a wordless picture 

book of Ed the monster making music. 

During the previous week I had also noticed several children singing songs from 

the Disney movie Frozen, especially “Let it Go” and “Do You Want to Build a 
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Snowman?” Sometimes the children sang very quietly—at times only fragments of songs, 

but enough for me to recognize the songs and identify where they came from. Children 

had also brought Frozen books, costumes, pencils, and other Frozen items to school. I 

noticed their interest and burned a CD with “Let it Go” and “Do You Want to Build a 

Snowman?” I must admit, that in this instance, I was hesitant to do so. I had previously 

observed other Frozen-obsessed children in other early childhood settings, and to be 

honest, I was reluctant to contribute to a musical “Frozen phenomenon” at Project 

P.L.A.Y. School. I decided that it would be unfair to let my own preferences stop me 

from doing what I normally do—listen to children’s musical ideas and interests, and try 

my best to scaffold and provoke further musicking. It was not that I found the music to be 

particularly annoying. It was more a matter of the constant repetition I had witnessed 

from other young children. I was concerned that Frozen could potentially become the 

loudest voice at the expense of all other musicking. However, I knew I needed to remain 

true to our play-based, co-researcher interactions and follow the children’s lead. I could 

not justify choosing to selectively ignore such clear musical interests, so I chose to put 

my reservations aside. 

I also noticed children’s previous interest in a variety of musical instruments (see 

“Emmy and the Instruments” narrative for an example), so I decided to also bring in the 

book, “A Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra,” which featured pictures of all the 

orchestral instruments, along with a CD. If there were continued interest in instruments 

we didn’t have at school, then I would have an easy way to show them what other 

instruments looked and sounded like.  
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On the following Tuesday, I enter the music room, bringing along Ed’s picture 

book, the orchestra instrument book and CD, the Frozen CD and my assorted recording 

devices. I immediately notice that Kathy and Karen have laid out new drums on the floor 

of the music room. They are constructed of heavy cardboard, and nest inside each other 

like matryoshka dolls. I test one out, and find that it makes a rather dull thump when I 

strike it. I am fascinated, since it seems unusual to make drums out of paper, no matter 

how thick. I am curious how the students will respond to the tone quality of these drums. 

I am acutely aware of my own bias towards the real drums with skin heads that are 

always available in the music room. I am curious if any children will also notice any 

differences in tone quality. 

 

Figure 51: Set of five cardboard nesting drums 

  

Olivia enters the music room first, and immediately begins playing the new 

drums. She notices that I have brought a different CD, and asks me, “What’s that?” I put 

the Frozen CD in the stereo and push play. She hears the music, and freezes, asking me, 
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“How did you do that?” I explain, “I made a CD of some songs that some children were 

interested in. People said they liked this song.”  

“Can you do it to the beginning?” Olivia asks.  

“Sure,” I say, and restart the track. Olivia stands listening silently. Max also 

enters and I greet him.  

“Let it Go!” he says.  

“You love that song too, don’t you,” says Karen from the music room door.  

“It’s been a very popular song, so I brought it in,” I say. 

“Yeah!” says Karen.  

As the song continues, Olivia begins playing on a drum along with the recording. 

She pauses and asks, “Heather, how did you get here?”  

“I came on a train, and then I walked,” I explain.  

Olivia stops drumming, and just as I am in the middle of asking her if she knows 

this song, she enthusiastically begins singing the chorus. She stops midway through, and I 

ask her, “Have you heard this at home?”  

“Yes,” she says, and resumes drumming.  

Meanwhile, Emily comes in and asks me if I brought in “Let it Go.”  

“Yeah,” I say, “there was a lot of interest in this song.” Olivia and Emily strike up 

a conversation about the drums on the floor while the Frozen songs continue to play in 

the background. The song fades out, and for a few minutes there is only drumming in the 

music room. Olivia asks me if I want to wear a cowboy hat from the dress up basket, and 

I agree, placing it on my head. As I check that my phone is still recording audio, Olivia 

asks me, “What are you doing?”  
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“I’m just recording,” I say, “Do you have any music that you want to record? You 

can use my camera if you want.”  

“Yes,” Olivia says, and I hand her the video camera, explaining that it’s already 

recording, and that she needs to point it at whatever she wants to record. Emily re-enters 

the music room, and Olivia gives the camera to her. I faintly hear Esther singing “Let it 

Go” in the background. “Oh, you want me to record something?” Emily asks Olivia.  

“You can record ‘Let it Go,’” Olivia says.  

“Are you singing it?” Emily asks.  

“Esther,” Olivia replies.  

“Oh, Esther’s going to sing ‘Let it Go,’” I say.  

“Now I have two cameras,” Emily says.  

“A lot of cameras,” I say, “and I have another and another . . .”  

“Are you going to sing ‘Let it Go’ for us?” Emily asks Esther.  Esther pauses, and 

then begins describing her new boots and how she wears them in rainy weather. 

Temporarily no one is interested in the Frozen music, and I begin a conversation with 

Mia, who has been playing piano on the stage. I show Mia the picture book and I ask her 

if she could tell me about Ed playing the piano at her house.  
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Figure 52: Musical provocations on the piano 

                                  

Figure 53: Mia looks at the picture book of Ed’s musicking 
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“I saw that Ed plays the piano, so I was curious what sort of things he is playing,” 

I say.  Mia looks at the book while occasionally playing a few notes on the piano. “When 

he was at your house, what kinds of music was he playing?” I ask.  

“He was playing the piano and he was playing ‘Yankee Doodle,’” she says.  

“Oh, he was playing Yankee Doodle!” I exclaim. Do you know that song?”  

Mia continues looking at the book, and I say, “I put some pictures of him here. I 

saw him looking at his own picture in the book with him playing the piano. Is that the 

song that goes . . .?” I sing “Yankee Doodle” for Mia. “That’s the one he was doing?” I 

ask.  

Mia nods yes.  

“Did he play all the notes by himself or did you have to help him?”  

“I just holded him up,” Mia says.  

“You held him up?” I say, and Mia nods.  

“And then he . . .” I say, and Mia interjects, “Played the piano.”  

“Wow, that’s awesome,” I say, “Did he play any other songs while he was at your 

house?”  

Mia shakes her head no. “So if I was going to label what Ed was doing, I could 

maybe write, ‘Ed plays Yankee Doodle?’” I ask Mia, “Or should I say something else?” 

Mia agrees that I can label the picture, “Ed plays the song Yankee Doodle.” She has 

continued to periodically play the piano while we converse. I label Ed’s picture in the 

book. In the background, I hear Emily and Esther singing together on the other side of the 

music room. 
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“Did you ever hear him play a recorder or anything else while he was at your 

house?” I ask Mia.  

“No,” she says, “but he also did some not music . . . he put on a magic show.”  

“So what do you think he says about his own music?” I ask.  

“That he likes it,” Mia says.  

“And it looks like here he was playing the piano at P.L.A.Y. too,” I say, showing 

her the picture I had taken of Esther and Ed playing piano. “I don’t remember what song 

that was,” I say. “Maybe he knows more songs than just Yankee Doodle. So do you think 

that Ed is a musical monster?” I ask. Mia shakes her head no.  

“Do you think he’s more interested in magic?” I ask.  

Mia laughs and says, “He likes everything.”  

“Ed likes everything?” I say. “He likes a lot of stuff.”  

“So I could say about Ed, that Ed likes everything?” I ask Mia. Mia nods, and I 

write “Ed Likes Everything” on the front of the book.  

 

Figure 54: Our collaborative picture book, “Ed Likes Everything” 
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Olivia comes over to see what we are doing, and I explain to her how the book 

says “Ed Likes Everything” because Mia said Ed did a magic show and all sorts of other 

things at her house.  

Mia continues to play the piano and Olivia begins to sing the ABC song, adding 

her own ending to the song on “Y and Z!” I echo her new ending back to her, and say, “I 

like your ending to the song.” I repeat her new ending.  

“Did you make that up yourself?” I ask. Olivia nods yes, and then skips out of the 

music room. Mia goes and stands on a small stool so that she can grab her recorder 

hanging on the wall. She plays a few sounds, and then sets her recorder down on the 

couch. Olivia comes back in and asks to play the Frozen recording, so we start the song 

again. As the CD plays, she changes the track to number two (“Do You Want to Build a 

Snowman?”) and I ask her if she likes this track better than number one.  

“Which one do you like better?” I ask.  

“I like this one,” she says, referring to “Do You Want to Build a Snowman?” The 

song continues as we listen together, and then Olivia moves on to play in another room 

part way through the song. The music continues as a backdrop to a variety of play—both 

musical and nonmusical—that shifts in and out of the music room. I stay in the music 

room as children circulate in and out. As children enter the music room, I ask if they 

know the song that is playing. Everyone I ask answers “yes.” Mia has stayed with me in 

the music room, listening continuously. She comes over very close to the CD player. I 

ask her if she knows this song.  
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“Yes, I’ve seen the whole movie,” she says, “This is the sad part where the king 

and queen are dying. They went on a journey on a ship in the water and the ship sunk in a 

big storm.”  

“Wow, that does sound really sad,” I say. “The music sounds kind of sad to me 

right now,” I say. “Is the ‘Let it Go’ song a sad song?” I ask.  

Mia shakes her head no.  

“That one’s happier?” I ask. “Should we switch to that one?”  

Mia nods affirmatively, and we play “Let it Go” on the CD player.  

“So this song’s a little happier, you think?”  

Mia nods affirmatively. She gets her recorder and hangs it around her neck, 

playing only one note before choosing instead to sing along quietly. When the next song 

plays (“Do You Want to Build a Snowman?”), Mia continues listening, sitting on the 

stage near the CD player. She occasionally makes a quiet sound on her recorder, and 

keeps it hanging around her neck. Olivia and Esther also return, and periodically play 

their recorders, but not seemingly in response to the recording. Ivy arrives and notices the 

new drums. She builds a tower using the nesting drums, declaring that her finished stack 

is a castle. In the background, I can hear Esther discussing a summer song that Olaf 

(another character from the movie) sings in Frozen. Emily asks me if Olaf’s summer 

song is on the CD and I respond that is isn’t.  

“Do you like that one?” I ask Esther.  

“Yes,” she says.  

“Oh, you like the summer song,” I say. “Okay, well, we’ll have to add that one 

then,” I say. Mia occasionally joins in quietly singing along to the CD. Several more 
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children have entered the music room, and Emily has helped them get their recorders 

down, so there are now recorder sounds along with the Frozen recording. When the 

recording stops, Mia asks me if I can put another song on the CD. I ask her what other 

song she would like, and she says, “Really all them, I don’t really care, I like all of them, 

so you could do more,” Mia says.  

“So you would like a CD that has all the songs of Frozen on it?” I ask. Mia nods 

yes.  

“Okay,” I say, “we’ll try and get that too.”  

Mia pushes the button on the CD player, and “Let it Go” begins playing again. 

Olivia is listening, and exclaims, “I don’t like it! I hate ‘Let It Go!’”  

Mia asks Olivia, “Then why do I always hear you singing it?” Olivia doesn’t 

answer, as she is immediately involved in a conversation with several other students as to 

who gets to be Elsa, one of the characters from Frozen.  

“We have a lot of Elsas in the room,” I say. As the debate as to who gets to be 

Elsa becomes more heated, I ask all the potential Elsas, “So how could you work this 

out? If you all want to be Elsa, what could you do?” Their heated discussion continues 

for a few moments, but then dissolves into several children singing “Let it Go” along 

with the recording. The whole group continues singing, and move their “Elsa” play to 

another room. Mia and I stay in the music room while the Frozen songs continue to play 

in the background. When “Let it Go” ends again, I ask her if she wants to hear it again or 

go to the second song.  

“Number two,” she says. When “Do You Want to Build a Snowman?” begins 

again, Mia sings along quietly. I sit and listen alongside her. Before the song ends, 
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several children return to the music room and begin playing recorders and piano while the 

song continues on the stereo. Adrian and Xander also come in to listen. I ask Adrian if he 

knows this song, and he says, “Yeah, ‘cause I’ve watched the show.” I ask Xander if he 

knows the song too. He nods affirmatively. I ask both boys if they like these songs. 

Xander shakes his head no, saying, “Too sad.”  

“Oh, they’re too sad,” I say. “Adrian, do you like them?” I ask.  

“Yeah,” he says.  

“Why do you like them?” I ask.  

“I just like the show,” he says, “It’s a movie.”  

“Oh, you like the movie too, or just the music?” I ask.  

“I like all of it,” he replies, and pauses, “But I do not like this part at all!” he 

exclaims, pointing to the stereo. “Because the mom and dad dies.”  

“Oh,” I say. “So you recognized the music and knew what was happening at that 

part?” I say.  

“Yeah,” Adrian responds.  

Meanwhile, Emily has come back into the music room, and is now continuing the 

conversation with the other boys and Ivy, who is trying to get a show started.  

Adrian and I continue our discussion: “You could tell what was happening just 

from the music?” I say. “So how can you tell what’s happening just from the music? All 

you hear is the sound, so how do you know what’s happening?” I ask.  

“Because I watched the show before, and I heard the music, and I remember how 

it goes,” Adrian says.  
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“Oh, I see,” I say, “so you remember what it sounded like and then you also 

remembered what it looked like in the movie?”  

“Yeah,” Adrian says.  

“We just have the music here, we don’t have the whole movie,” I say. While 

conversing with Adrian, I can hear that Emily is facilitating a show, and asking several 

children if they want the lights on or off. Evan has been listening to Adrian, so I ask him, 

“How about you Evan, do you recognize this music?”  

“No,” he says, and I start laughing because I realize that just as I have asked him, 

the music has stopped playing, and there isn’t any music playing for him to either like or 

dislike. As I restart the recording, I hear Emily asking other children, “Can you have a 

show without music?” I do not hear how any children answer, since Mia picks up two 

pictures and asks me about them. They are pictures of ballerinas dancing in Swan Lake. 

Emily had previously brought in a CD with music from Swan Lake, and this had sparked 

what the girls had described as “ballet music” along with a great deal of dancing. I 

printed out these two pictures, but had simply left them sitting on a shelf at Project 

P.L.A.Y.  

“So what do you think that is?” I ask.  

“A person,” Mia responds.  

“What are they doing?” I ask. 

“Dancing,” Mia responds.  

“Yeah, so that’s a picture of a show, the Swan Lake ballet,” I say. “This is a 

couple of pictures of dancers in the show. Do you want to do anything with these 

pictures?” I ask.  
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“No,” Mia says, and I say, “Okay, I’ll just leave them here in case somebody else 

wants to look at them.” Mia moves around the music room, and then comes back to the 

piano, picking up the book, “A Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra” which I have left 

sitting on the piano. She flips through, pausing on a picture of the insides of a grand 

piano. I ask, “Your brother plays piano, right?”  

“Yep,” she says. “This is not what the inside of our piano looks like.”  

“What does yours look like?” I ask. She appears to be thinking, so I say, “Oh, you 

know what, I have this picture of your piano in the book with Ed,” I say. I flip to the page 

in our picture book where Ed is playing the piano.  

“So is this the piano you have at your house? Is this the one that Ed was playing?” 

I ask.  

“Yes,” Mia says.  

“So how is it different from the one in the picture?” I ask.  

“It’s not the same,” Mia responds.  

“So what does yours look like?” I ask.  

“It’s different, ‘cause there’s these things that when you press a key they go 

down, and there’s not these strings here,” she says, pointing to the strings in the grand 

piano picture.  
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Figure 55: Comparing Mia’s piano to a grand piano, labeling Ed’s song 
 

“Have you ever looked inside your piano?” I ask her.  

“Mm-hmm,” she nods affirmatively.  

“What did it look like?” I ask her.  

“It looked different,” Mia says. She gets up and goes to the CD player, and restarts 

the Frozen recording. Part way through “Let it Go,” she asks, “Can I pause it?” I help her 

pause the recording. 

 “I know the whole song myself,” Mia says.  

“Can you sing it by yourself?” I ask. She sings most of “Let it Go” quietly 

without the recording. When she stops, I say, “Wow! You know a lot of the words.” Mia 

pushes play again, and listens to “Let it Go” from the beginning, quietly singing along. I 

ask Mia if it is easier to sing with or without the recording. She doesn’t answer, but 

continues singing along with the recording. Olivia joins in singing too, and Xander, Evan, 
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and Adrian stand and listen from the stage, leaving part way through the song. Ivy comes 

back in the music room and begins playing the new drums again. 

Meanwhile, Mia moves over to piano, and touches a colorful painting that has 

been taped to the side of the instrument. She asks me what it is. 

“I don’t know what that is,” I say. Ivy hears me and exclaims, “That’s mine! 

That’s my song. That’s my notes!”  

“That’s your notes for your song? Could I look at it?” I ask.  

“Yeah,” Ivy says. 

“Wow!” I say, looking at Ivy’s painting. “So what kind of song does that make?” 

I ask. Ivy plays several notes on the piano, demonstrating what her song sounds like. 

 

Figure 56: Ivy’s song painting 

  

While Ivy continues playing the piano and singing, and the Frozen recording 

plays in the background, Mia picks up the picture book of Ed the monster, asking me, 

“What can I do with this?” I explain that she can do anything she would like with it—I 
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brought it for the children to use. She flips to a blank page and begins drawing with an 

orange marker.  

Olivia returns to the music room, and she is singing “Let it Go” enthusiastically. 

She clearly knows all the words. Ivy joins in for a few phrases, and then, at an 

instrumental interlude, she stands on the bench, exclaiming, “I’m on the top of the 

castle!” Olivia and Ivy continue singing as they walk out of the music room.  

“Look what I drew,” Mia says, “It’s a crown.”  

“Wow!” I exclaim. Mia continues drawing, while the other children sing “Let it 

Go” at the top of their lungs. I do have some concerns about their vocal strain and 

consider whether it was a good decision to bring in recordings from the movie. They are 

trying to imitate the Broadway-style adult singing they hear, and it sounds as if they are 

straining to do so. It is clear, however, that they have already sung this exact version of 

the song many times before. As I consider possible ways about encouraging them not to 

strain their voices, Mia says, “Do you like it?” referring to the drawing she has added in 

Ed’s picture book. 

“Oh, beautiful,” I say. The singing has temporarily stopped, and again I hear 

several children negotiating who will be which of the Frozen character.  

“This is a princess, and this is her pocket, and this is her crown and this is behind 

her.”  

“Oh,” I say, “Is this part of a story?”  

“Yes,” Mia answers.  

“What kind of a story? Can you tell me about this story?” I ask. Mia continues 

drawing.  
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“There’s a princess and a crown . . . does anything happen to her?” I say. Mia 

does not respond verbally, but continues drawing what looks like cursive writing.  

“What does that say?” I ask. “It looks like cursive writing.” Mia giggles and 

continues drawing. In the background, another child is playing their recorder, the 

recording of “Let it Go” from Frozen is still playing on the CD player, and I hear Adrian 

saying, “It’s time for the show.” Mia asks me how to spell “frozen,” and I spell it for her 

letter by letter.  

“Oh,” I say, “your picture has to do with Frozen?”  

“It’s Anna,” Mia responds.  

 

 

Figure 57: A page Mia drew in Ed’s musical picture book showing Frozen 
 

“Oh, okay,” I say.  

Meanwhile, Ivy asks, “What’s this thing?” referring to my iPhone which is 

currently recording audio.  
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“It’s recording the sound,” I say. “Because I’m interested in the kinds of music 

that you make.”  

“I record something,” Ivy says.  

“You want to record something?” I ask. “Oh, okay. That’s why I have all these 

cameras. When you guys make music I record what you are doing. You want to record 

something yourself?”  

“Yeah!” Ivy says. 

 “Let me give you this one. So here is the start button and the stop button.” I hand 

her my video camera, since it is the easier to operate than either my iPhone or my still 

camera. 

“Do you want to record your song you wrote, the one with the beautiful picture?” 

I ask, referring to her painting on the piano. “What does that sound like? We could record 

that. I saw your beautiful picture here and you said it was a song,” I say.  

“Okay, I’ll sing the first song,” Ivy says, handing the camera back to me and 

sitting at the piano.  

“Are you ready for me to start recording?” I ask.  

“Yeah,” Ivy says, “I’m going to sing you all the songs.” She begins singing while 

accompanying herself on the piano. Her song sounds similar to “Row, Row, Row Your 

Boat,” with her own unique variations. Her song then morphs into something similar to 

“Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.” She stops, saying, “I’ll sing the other song tomorrow,” but 

immediately continues singing her own unique medley of “Twinkle Twinkle”/”Row Your 

Boat.” 

“I’m done,” she declares.  
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“Okay, so I’ll stop the recording,” I say. Ivy immediately comes over, saying, “I 

want to see all the pictures!”  

“Okay, just a second,” I say, as I pull up Ivy’s video recording so that she can 

watch herself. “There you go,” I say, “I recorded your song like you asked. What would 

you like to do with this recording?” I ask as she watches herself. She doesn’t respond, so 

I continue, “So your recording . . . I can show this to Kathy or Karen or Alison or Emily 

or your parents . . . is there anybody you would like me to show it to?” Ivy doesn’t 

answer this question, and instead says, “I’m going to sleep with this thing.” She takes her 

song painting and places it beside her, pretending to fall asleep.  

“Oh, you’re going to sleep with your song,” I say.  

Meanwhile, Mia says, “Look what I did. This is a tree and this is a flower.” Mia 

holds up her picture for me to see.  

“Oh, it’s beautiful!” I say. “So what do you think Ed would say about your 

drawing?” I ask. “Because I think he’s in that book. Isn’t he in that book?” Mia flips to 

the page showing Ed playing piano. “I was also wondering, have you ever shown the 

movie Frozen to Ed when he visited you at your house?”  

“No,” Mia shakes her head.  

“So he’s never heard it before?”  

Mia shakes her head “no” again.  

“Do you think he would like it?” I ask. Mia nods her head “yes.” 

“Well, maybe when he comes back, since we now have the CD here at P.L.A.Y., 

somebody could play him the songs and see if he likes them,“ I say. 

“I had them on my iPad, but I couldn’t bring my iPad,” Mia says.  



 191 

“Oh,” I say, noticing that she has use of an iPad at home. Mia puts down her 

marker, and I ask her, “So what would you like to do with this book?” 

“You could look at that, she says, but I just wanted to draw some.” 

“Okay,” I say, “so I can look at it.” I look through the book beginning on page 

one. I notice how several stories intersect in her book now. Earlier that morning she 

identified the song Ed is playing on the piano as “Yankee Doodle.” We compared her 

piano at home to the grand piano picture. Now, on a blank page, Mia has added her own 

drawing of Anna from the movie Frozen.  

The recording stops, and no children have requested to continue playing the CD, 

so the room is now relatively quiet. Ivy has found markers, and is adding to her song 

painting. “I’m all done!” she declares.  

“So those are your notes?” I ask.  

“Yeah,” she says.  

“So what do the notes do?” I ask.  

“They sing songs I want to do.” She tapes her picture back on the piano.  

“Oh, that’s a good idea to put it on the piano. So you use that to help you sing the 

song?” I ask. 

“I made a note!” Ivy exclaims.  

“So what does that tell other people if they see that?” I ask. Ivy is occupied with 

adding more tape to her picture on the piano. After she finishes her taping, she asks me, 

“What’s this thing?” referring to the book, “A Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra” 

that I had brought in. 
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“I brought this book in because it shows pictures of all the different instruments of 

the orchestra. We were noticing that Ed the monster played the piano when he was at 

Mia’s house. We were looking through this book and found a picture of a piano, and we 

were comparing the two pianos. This is a book that has all the instruments in the 

orchestra.” I say. Ivy looks at the book only briefly, and then leaves to play in another 

room.  

When children move to other rooms, I get up and leave the music room, 

circulating to other spaces to observe what else is happening at Project P.L.A.Y. School 

today. I see Xander playing with Adrian and Evan. When I stop in the doorway, Xander 

describes a trap they have constructed, and how it works. In the hallway, I see Neva is 

absorbed in cutting. I ask Neva about the project she is working on, and she says she is 

making a beautiful picture for her mom. I hear Frozen play continuing in the studio, 

without musical accompaniment. For the time being, there is no musicking, as all the 

children are engaged in other play, spread out in different spaces of the school. As I 

continue wandering and observing, I hear Max tell Fran that he wants to play in the music 

room.  

“What do you want to play?” she asks, “The piano, the drum?”  

I follow them into the music room, and Max begins playing on the set of 

cardboard drums.  

“Where is the radio?” he asks.  

“Heather, do we have the radio?” Fran asks.  

“Yes,” I say, “I brought in some music from Frozen today, and I also have a CD 

that has some sounds of instruments.”  
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“I don’t want Frozen on,” Max says.  

“Okay,” I say, “ I have this CD that has sounds of instruments, or we could put 

the radio on.”  

“Instruments,” Max says, and I get the instrument CD ready. Ivy has now come 

in, asking, “What’s that?”  

“Well,” I say, “this is a book that has a CD that goes with it that plays sounds of 

different instruments.”  

“Oooh, that’s nice,” Fran says. Fran recognizes the first track, and begins to sing 

along.  

“It sounds like Fran knows this music,” I say.  

“Yes, I do,” she says, “I’ve heard it many times.”  

“This is fun,” Max says. After Max listens for several minutes, he says he doesn’t 

want to listen anymore, so I turn off the music.  

“I want to put the CD out,” he says.  

“Should I put something else in or just leave it empty?” I ask. 

“Empty,” he says. 

I take the CD out and ask him, “Are you going to make some other kind of music? 

We could make our own music without a CD too.”  

“Okay,” Max says.  

“Do you have any ideas?” I ask.  

“I want to do the Frozen song now,” he says. 

“Oh!” I say, somewhat surprised. “Do you want to sing it by yourself or with the 

CD?” I ask.  
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“With the CD.” 

“Okay,” I say, and put the Frozen CD back in. I explain that there are only two 

songs on the CD from Frozen, and I ask him which one he likes better. He answers, “Let 

it Go.” We sit together and listen to the recording for a few moments. Several other 

students come in to listen as well. Neva says, “I want to hear the snowman one after this 

one.”  

“Okay,” I say, “The snowman song is the second one. Max, is it okay if we listen 

to the second one?”  

Max nods yes. I explain to Neva that I have labeled the CD with the word 

“Frozen” and will leave it here at school so that they can play it anytime they want to. 

Neva says that she knows this song too. Max says, “I want the other song now.” I ask him 

if he means the other Frozen song, and he shakes his head “no.” Before I can find out 

what other song he means, Neva asks me about operating the CD player, and I show her 

how to press play and change the tracks. I ask her and Max if they want to add anything 

with marker on the CD to show that it is the Frozen CD. Neva chooses to add to the CD 

with permanent marker, while Max points out another CD to play. I put in the CD that 

Emily previously brought that has music from Swan Lake.  

“What music is this?” Max asks.  

“This is the CD that Emily brought. It has the music from Swan Lake,” I say. 

Neva has continued drawing on the CD, and asks, “How do you spell Anna and Elsa?” I 

spell them for her while she writes on the CD. Max listens for a moment, and then asks to 

try another CD.  
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“What is this one called?” he asks me, and I respond that I don’t know, “We’ll 

just have to listen and find out.” The CD has music from “In the Hall of the Mountain 

King.”  

“Ooh! Sneaky. It sounds like something is sneaking,” I say. 

“What makes it sneaky?” Max asks. 

“What do you think makes it sound sneaky?” I ask.  

Ivy interjects, “I think foxes are!” Max only listens for a few more seconds, and 

then says that he wants different music. 

“Do you know what I like imagining?” Neva asks.  

“What?” I ask.  

“That so many people are dancing, that’s what I like to imagine.”  

“Do you sometimes imagine yourself dancing?” I ask. As I have become 

distracted by my conversation with Neva, Max repeats that he wants different music. I 

stop the CD and ask say, “So why don’t you like that song?”  

“Because I want a different song,” he says.  

“Okay, let’s try . . .” We switch to a different track. This one with drums only.  

“That’s my cowboy song!” Ivy exclaims.  

“I don’t want a cowboy,” Max says.  

“Okay, let’s try the next one and see what we have,” I say. The next one is a 

bluegrass song, and as soon as the fiddle comes in at the beginning, Max immediately 

says, “I don’t want this one either. Take this CD out.”  

“Okay,” I say, and stop the CD.  

“May I listen to Frozen?” Neva asks.  
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“Sure,” I say, and switch the CDs. As soon as the CD starts, Max says again that 

he doesn’t want this CD. I explain that Neva asked for it, and we would take turns, since 

he just chose several CDs. “They can listen to some that they like, and then you can listen 

to some that you like.”  

“I’m going to go out of the music room,” Max says, matter-of-factly. Neva now 

sings along to “Let it Go,” and it is clear that she also knows almost all the words. In the 

distance, I hear Olivia joining in singing from down the hallway. She comes in the music 

room and joins Neva in singing, moving expressively throughout the music room. In the 

middle of the song, Neva says, “Heather, can you pause this?” I pause the song and she 

explains, “We want to listen to it in the art room.”  

“Okay,” I say, “let me help you take it in there.” We unplug the stereo and take it 

to the studio. I am unsure why they want to relocate, but I think it could have something 

to do with the larger space and the comfy padding over a large portion of the floor. Olivia 

has been singing “Let it Go” loudly in the studio by herself. In the studio, I start the 

recording from the beginning, and she sings along, even imitating the melody of the 

instrumental introduction. Neva, Olivia, Esther, and Mia all begin dancing and singing 

along to the CD. I notice now that they have found several blankets, and are wearing 

them like capes.  

I sit on the floor of the music room, and watch the Frozen singing continue. When 

“Let it Go” ends, the girls request that I start the song over. I am struck by how 

expressive their accompanying movement is. The CD player stays in the studio for the 

rest of my visit, and I sit and watch for at least 20 minutes while different groups of 

children circulate in and out of the Frozen musical play. 
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Figure 58: Olivia and Mia wearing capes and singing “Let it Go” 

 

Eventually I put the first song on repeat, since they have a clear preference for it, 

and will ask for it again each time the recording stops. The Frozen play shows no sign of 

stopping, but I eventually I go back to the music room, to interact with additional 

children I haven’t spent time with today.  

As I head back to the music room, I pick up my own recorder and begin 

improvising short melodies on my recorder. Adrian comes racing into the room, 

exclaiming, “There’s danger!” I ask him what kind of danger, and he explains that there 

are scary ghosts around. I suggest that maybe if we play some scary music we might be 

able to scare them away. We had previously used music to scare away the “bad guys” of 

various types so I wondered if he would be interested again.  

“Danger! Danger!” Evan says, as he also comes into the music room.  
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“I can do it,” Evan says, and begins to play the toy piano on the stage. “I will 

make them come here!” he declares.  

“What!” I exclaim, in mock surprise. “Why would you want to make them come 

here?” I ask. “Oh no!” I exclaim, and pretend to be quite afraid.  

“Remember my ghost music?” Evan asks me.  

“I remember your ghost music. But I thought we used it to keep the ghosts away!” 

I say. Adrian continues playing the piano, and grins at my frightened expression.  

“Do you think they’re going to come here now?” I ask.  

“Yes, it’s danger!” Evan says. Adrian continues to play piano, and I say, “I don’t 

know, it sounds a little scary to me! I think they heard your music.” Adrian stops playing 

the piano after a few minutes, and begins to discuss with Evan the ways they can defend 

us from the ghosts they are sure are about to arrive. He returns to playing the piano, and 

Evan remarks, “That sounds real scary. It’s dangerous in here.”  

“How do you know it’s dangerous?” I ask.  

“Someone bad is in here,” he says.  

“Well, I don’t see anyone, so how do you know that someone’s here?” I ask.  

“I see a shadow there,” Evan says.  

“What?” I exclaim. “I see a shadow, but don’t hear any sounds, though,” I say. 

“The last time something spooky came in here we heard that ghost music. And now I 

don’t hear anything, so I think we must be safe.”  

“I guess I hear something,” Evan says, as Adrian plays the piano.  

“That is pretty spooky,” I say.  

“Turn off the music,” Evan says, referring to Adrian’s piano playing.  
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“I can’t,” says Adrian, “I heard a whooooooooo.” 

 “So we know there’s a ghost here now?” I ask.  

“We know there’s ninja turtles here, ‘cause we’re the ninja turtles,” Adrian says. I 

make some ghost sounds that imitate Adrian’s, and he continues to play the piano. Then I 

pick up my recorder and play quietly along, improvising my own version of ghost music 

along with Adrian’s. 

 “Quiet, quiet,” Evan whispers. Adrian continues playing, but I stop.  

“I think this is where the ninja turtles and ghosts live,” Evan says, “This is the 

graveyard.”  

“They may be dead right now,” Adrian says. “Sing a dying song,” he says to me. I 

put down my recorder and improvise a slow, quiet melody in minor tonality. I continue 

singing, as Evan whispers to Adrian about how dangerous it is.  

“I think we should be very quiet,” Evan says.  

So I should sing the dying song very quietly?” I ask. Evans nods affirmatively.  

“Okay,” I agree and sing very quietly. 

 “I see one pair of claws sticking out from the graveyard,” Evan says.  

“No, those are our flutes,” Adrian says, pointing to the recorders hanging on the 

wall.  

“Where’s my flute?” Adrian asks, as Evan continues to explain how he sees claws 

in the graveyard. 

 “Can you get my flute?” Adrian asks me, pointing to his recorder hanging on the 

wall.  

“Is this your recorder here?” I ask him. He nods and I hand it to him.  
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“Are you going to play spooky music?” I ask.  

“Uh-huh,” Adrian nods affirmatively, “and we’ll get them away,” he says.  

“Then we’ll scare them away?” I ask.  

“Yep,” he answers. Adrian begins playing loud sounds on his recorder. I pick up 

my recorder and join him, adding what I think are spooky sounds. After a couple minutes, 

I switch back to singing. 

“I’m singing my ninja turtles song,” Adrian says, and continues to play his 

recorder. 

“Yeah,” he says, continuing to play.  

“Can you get my flute?” Evan asks me.  

“Your recorder?” I ask.  

“Yeah, my recorder,” Evan says. I retrieve Evan’s recorder from the wall.  

“What are you going to play?” I ask him. He begins to join Adrian in an 

improvised recorder duet.  

“Oh! I think you’ve scared them away,” I say. “I don’t see them anywhere. I think 

it worked, and you scared them away.”  

“But I still see claws,” Evan says.  

“You do?” I ask.  

“Ed will protect us,” Adrian says, referring to Ed the stuffed monster. Both boys 

continue playing their recorders, improvising sounds that are meant to drive away the 

ghosts. I join them and we play together for a few minutes more, until the boys decide 

that indeed, we have scared the ghosts away and the music room is now safe.  
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When it is time to leave for the day, I collect my belongings, with the exception of 

the books and CD I brought today, which I leave at school. The boys have moved on to 

play in another room. I pop my head in the studio, and see that “Let it Go” is still playing 

continuously on the stereo, and there are still several children singing along and acting 

out the story in their capes.  

Epilogue 

Kathy and Karen said that even on the days I hadn’t visited Project P.L.A.Y. 

School, several children always requested to play “Let it Go” on the stereo. In fact, it had 

played almost continuously for the entire morning every single day. I was amazed by 

Kathy and Karen’s patience. I am quite sure that after hearing that many repetitions of 

these songs, I would likely have tried my hardest to divert children’s attention elsewhere. 

Kathy and Karen were not concerned. In fact, they seemed quite happy at this sustained 

interest in these songs. After not visiting Project P.L.A.Y. School for almost three weeks 

over winter break, when I returned in January, the Frozen CD was still in the stereo in the 

studio, and was still being played every day. However, I noticed that not everyone was 

equally enthusiastic about the songs. I noticed the Evan, Adrian, and Xander in particular 

seemed to avoid the room when the music was playing, or plug their ears if they were in 

the room. I asked them if they liked the music, and they responded emphatically that they 

hated it. I asked them what music they would prefer, and they suggested “Transformers,” 

“Angry Birds,” “Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles” or “Star Wars.” The next time I visited I 

brought in a CD with music they asked for, and Xander stayed by the stereo listening to 

the Darth Vadar theme from “Star Wars,” even refusing to leave the room when Adrian 
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asked him to play in another room. The “Frozen phenomenon” had not come to an end, 

but other voices were starting to be heard again. 

Later, when I restoried this narrative, I reflected on how initially I started to write 

the stories featured in this long narrative as separate vignettes. I soon realized that this 

was an artificial division, since these stories have intersecting plotlines and protagonists. 

This narrative really represents a musical day in the life at Project P.L.A.Y. School, and a 

messy but beautiful web of overlapping interactions. Within one relatively short visit, we 

explored drums, recorders, musical shows, the piano, a book of instruments, a recording 

of instrument sounds, student-created representations of a composed song, dramatic 

musical play, discussions of musical preference, creative and expressive movement, 

singing, listening, and dramatic play tied to music. Ivy requested to record herself, and 

we revisited her recording together. Mia documented Ed’s musicianship along with the 

Frozen story. Evan, Adrian, and I even managed to scare away ghosts with our spooky 

music. As I left that day, I was completely overwhelmed by the sheer volume of 

musicking that had occurred. However, I recognized that this was not an unusual 

occurrence. Music frequently exploded throughout Project P.L.A.Y. School, and at times 

I simply tried frantically to keep up. I had audio and video recordings that were often 

operating simultaneously as well as photographs to document our interactions, and it was 

a daunting task to sort through and revisit the documentation from this particular day. 

Even in the moment-by-moment interactions it was challenging to decide which 

device to use to record and document, and which musical activities I valued by giving my 

full attention. After every visit, I continue to wonder whose musicking I may have missed 

or chosen to ignore. This vignette illustrates the complexity of focusing our lenses—both 
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mine and the children’s. While I was interacting with Mia, I chose to ignore the show that 

was developing in the background. Documenting the show would likely have yielded rich 

musical stories as well, but it is impossible to document everything musical that is 

happening simultaneously without sacrificing the relationship aspect of our interactions. 

The children choose to ignore certain provocations too, such as when Max and the other 

boys left the room when they did not like the music. We are constantly navigating our 

chosen lines of inquiry as we play together, and children express their preferences 

clearly, although not always verbally. I am realizing more and more, that the more I adopt 

a pedagogy of listening, the more attuned I am to their research interests, and the more 

effectively I can facilitate and scaffold additional musicking. Although children’s 

musicking occurs constantly and persistently in my absence, it is an honor to have some 

small part in facilitating deeper explorations alongside each other. 

At first I wondered if perhaps I brought in too many provocations at once—Ed’s 

picture book, the instrument book and the Frozen CD. However, I genuinely feel that 

these materials reflected children’s interests, and the abundance of new musical 

provocations certainly did not appear to trouble the children, only me, as I scrambled to 

keep up.  
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Video Narratives 

 There are four video narratives attached as supplemental material to this 

dissertation: 1) Musical Movies; 2) The Show is On!;  3) “Can I Record Something?” 4) 

Sylvie’s Song. Although these video narratives can stand alone without written 

descriptions, I have also included written storied descriptions and reflections to clarify 

and represent these stories from different perspectives. The videos serve as a kind of data 

triangulation, and readers/viewers can compare the video story with the written version of 

each story, adding depth to each video narrative.  
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Musical Movies (A Video Narrative) 

 Prior to this Tuesday’s visit to Project P.L.A.Y. School, I had assembled video 

clips of children’s prior musicking from earlier in the fall. I had sorted the clips according 

to the child that was featured most prominently, as I had noticed that children were 

particularly drawn to footage of themselves musicking. I organized the video clips into 

folders in iMovie™. I knew that shorter clips would be best to grab children’s attention, 

so I pulled together short two- or three-minute video clips of their musicking. This 

Tuesday, I brought my laptop loaded with these clips. Children had always been 

interested in viewing themselves on other recording devices, and would often ask to 

watch or record themselves musicking. I was unsure if they would respond similarly to 

the videos on my computer, but I was curious to see what would happen. On their arrival 

at Project P.LA.Y. School, several children were immediately interested in my laptop—

something new! Olivia was the first child to arrive today, so I brought my computer and 

sat next to her at the table where she was working with dough and markers, poking many 

holes. She said she wanted to see her videos, so I played them while we watched together 

at the table. She didn’t stop using her dough, but I could tell she was listening intently to 

the video. Occasionally she would look up and watch. I was curious how she would react, 

so I turned on my video camera and began recording. Olivia didn’t respond audibly to the 

video at first, but when I sing “hop, hop, hop” (a part of a song she had previously 

created that was playing in the video), she echoes, singing “hop, hop, hop.”  

“I remember that song,” I say. When I sing “hop, hop, hop,” Olivia responds, 

“like a bunny,” just as she did in the video. She pauses, leaves her dough alone for a 

moment and watches the screen. When I ask her what she thinks of her song, she 
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continues working with the dough and marker and doesn’t respond. I ask again, and she 

says it was good. When I ask her what made it good, she responds, “It was really good.” I 

agree. As Olivia continues working with her dough and marker, I explain how I can show 

these movies to her parents or Kathy and Karen, and Olivia interjects, “and my daddy and 

mommy?” I explain how I can share these movies on a website so that others can watch 

them too. “All right,” Olivia agrees, and says, “Look at all the holes I made!” I comment 

on her dough with holes, saying “Oh cool!” and then confirm that she is okay with my 

sharing her videos on the Project P.L.A.Y. website. She wants to look at the video camera 

I am using to record, so I temporarily stop it and we watch a little of what I just recorded 

together. 

 I tell Olivia that we can add things to her video clips—words or colored pages and 

pictures, and she wants to work together to add to her videos. Olivia decides that she 

wants me to add the words “Hop Hop Hop,” so I add these to her video. She chooses a 

blue, water-like background for her words. She also wants to add “Like a Bunny,” so I 

add that to another blue screen.  

Meanwhile, Neva has come over to see what we are working on. Olivia decides 

that she doesn’t want to add any more words. I ask her if we can put her name on her 

video, and she says no, so I don’t add it. I play her video for her from the beginning so 

she can see what her additions look like. She watches silently, apparently absorbed in her 

video. As Olivia’s video plays, I explain to Neva what we’ve been working on, and ask 

Neva if she would like to watch her own video clips too. “Sure,” Neva says, so after 

Olivia says her video is finished, I pull up Neva’s video clips and we watch them 

together. I offer her the same choices as Olivia—to add words or colored pages and 
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pictures. Neva watches a clip of her own reaction to hearing a recording of “Swan Lake” 

that Emily had previously brought in. In the video clip Neva cannot contain her 

excitement at hearing this music. I ask her if she remembers why she was so excited, and 

she says, “Because I heard Swan Lake.” “Yeah, you really like it don’t you?” I say. “It 

was so much fun, because we were all so excited,” I say. Neva also watches a clip of 

herself dancing to “Swan Lake” while wearing her favorite skirt—a colorful, satiny skirt 

with magenta flowers on it. After her clips end, I ask her if it is okay if I share her movies 

on the website so that she can watch them at home and her parents can see them too. She 

agrees. When I ask Neva is she also wants to add any words to her movie, she wants to 

add, “What’s happening in Swan Lake.” I add these words to her video, and she choses 

the background color for the screen as Olivia did. She doesn’t want to add any other 

words, so I play her video for her from the beginning. When Neva confirms that her 

video is complete, I ask again if it is okay to share it with her parents and Kathy and 

Karen. This time I also ask, “Is it okay if I share it with other music teachers?” Neva 

agrees.  

 The video version of this story continues with Olivia’s and Neva’s final versions 

of their movies, which reflect their additions of words, choices of background screens, 

and selections of which portions of the clips they liked the best. This video story 

highlights the multiple layers of documentation that can continue to spark further interest 

and additional musicking. When I began singing a portion of Olivia’s bunny song in 

response to the video, we engaged in the same call-and-response that we had in the first 

layer of documentation. Given unlimited time, there is no limit to the number of layers of 

documentation that we could add together. If I had not documented Olivia’s bunny song, 
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we would not have been able to revisit it together, and it may have been forgotten. 

Revisiting our documentation allowed us to sustain our line of inquiry. Both Olivia and 

Neva were interested in multimodal expressions of the same stories—through active 

participation in the moment, through listening and singing while viewing their videos, 

and through engaging with their video footage and adding additional pieces to their 

stories through their video choices. This video narrative highlights the multimodal ways 

children can engage with their own research interests, and how documentation can 

sustain children’s research interests over longer periods of time.  
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The Show is On! (A Written and Video Narrative)14 

 Before I began visiting Project P.L.A.Y. School, I was already aware that children 

frequently initiated spontaneous shows on the stage in the music room. Alison had shown 

me a video that she and Kerry had made in their first year of visits featuring an example 

of one such show. I was intrigued by the ways children collaborated, navigated the roles 

of leader and followers, and how they managed to come to decisions with little or no 

adult intervention. This culture of shows was firmly in place before I ever began visiting, 

and it continued to resurface throughout my visits to Project P.L.A.Y. School. The 

following narrative is one example of a show story. 

 I am playing air violin with a poster board cutout of a violin that Emmy had 

created. Several other children, along with Emily, are exuberantly playing the drums. We 

play together for a few moments, smiling and laughing, and then the drums fade out 

naturally, in sync with each other. Suddenly the children begin drumming again, and I 

resume my air violin. Again our music fades out, and Emmy declares, “All done!”  

 “All done,” I agree.  

 “Good song,” Emily says. I ask Emmy what she would like to do with her violin, 

the one I have been using, and she says, “Now we’re going to watch a show, and Heather 

and Emily, you’re going to play the music.” Emily and I of course agree. Emmy directs 

us toward the instruments we should play—a drum for me and a xylophone for Emily.  

 “Okay, I’m going to play different music,” Emmy exclaims.  

 “Okay, what are you going to play now?” I ask. 

 “I think . . . this,” Emmy says, grabbing a drum. I begin to tap a repeated rhythm 

pattern on my drum, and Emily joins in on her xylophone.  

 “How about these?” Emmy says, picking up a tambourine. “You can play these.” 

I’m not sure whom she wants to play the tambourine, but Emmy answers my unspoken 

                                                
14	  The written portion of this narrative is based on a transcribed audio recording from November 25, 2014.  
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question by calling out, “Max, Max! Come on, you’re going to play these, okay? Come 

on.” 

 “No I don’t want to play these,” Max responds. Emmy asks Max what he wants to 

play. I can’t quite understand what he says, and it appears that neither does Emmy. 

 “Do you want to do chanting, Max? You can go ‘bah bah bah,’” Emmy suggests. 

 “I don’t want to do that,” Max replies. He picks up a shaker and begins to play it 

instead. He has made it quite clear which instrument he prefers to play. 

 “Okay, you can play that instead,” Emily agrees. 

 Emmy goes up to the stage, saying, “Okay, I’m going to start up here then. Turn 

off the lights. Time to turn them off.” Max agrees, saying, “Turn off the lights.” We play 

our instruments together in the now dimmed light of the music room. Fran comes in, 

watching and listening. The sound of the instruments intensifies, and then fades away. 

 “All done,” Emmy says. 

 “Very good!” Fran exclaims. 

 “Now Fran is going to play,” says Emmy. Emmy gestures to Emily, telling her 

that she is not going to play this time since Fran and I are going to play together now. 

Emmy tells Emily that now she is going to watch the show. 

 “Oh, in the audience? What does a good audience member do?” Emily asks. 

Emmy does not reply, and instead exclaims, “Wait! We have to turn off the lights.” I 

have become so accustomed to the lights being turned off and on in the midst of shows 

that I hadn’t even noticed that they had been turned on again.  

 I begin playing a different rhythm pattern on my drum and Fran joins me. “We’re 

making music, so you need to dance,” Fran says to Emmy. Emmy doesn’t listen to Fran’s 

suggestion, but instead continues playing. Fran and I are coordinating our rhythms and 

the children add theirs at their own tempo.  

“Very good!” Fran exclaims. The music naturally fades out again. This time 

Emmy says that she and I will play together. 



 211 

 “All right,” I say, “Are you ready?” We play the drums together, and Max is 

vocalizing along on his own invented syllables. Emily echoes his vocalizations while we 

play. 

 “All done!” Emmy declares. “Okay, now it’s you two,” she says, pointing to 

Emily and I. “You two are going to . . .” 

 “Can I play the xylophone?” Emily interjects. Emmy agrees, and then decides to 

join us in our trio—drums, xylophone and tambourine. Emmy suddenly stops and says, 

“Hey, wait. I’m going to take a picture of you guys.” I offer to help Emmy get the camera 

ready, and show her which button to press. Emily suggests that she turn on the light to get 

a better picture, since it is quite dim. Emmy agrees and turns on the light. 

 “Okay, now start playing. I’ll stand over here so I can see you,” Emmy says. 

Emily plays the xylophone and I continue on my drum. Emmy takes several photos of us 

playing together. I can tell that she was probably shaking the camera a bit too much to get 

a clear shot, so I give her a few pointers on taking a clear picture, and tell her she can take 

several shots.  

“Play some more!” Emmy says, and Emily and I continue our duet. I pause and 

check to see if her pictures worked on the camera. Many of them are blurry, but there are 

two that are clear. Emily and continue playing so that Emmy can have another 

opportunity to continue photographing us. When Emily and I stop, Emmy asks us to play 

some more, and of course we agree. Each time Emily and I stop, Emmy directs us to play 

some more. Emily and I laugh, and continue to follow Emmy’s directions to continue 

playing.  

 “Because all songs are supposed to be long.” Emmy says. I interpret this as an 

explanation of her continued requests for us to keep playing. 

 “Oh, are they?” Emily asks.  

 “Because they’re supposed to be like 30 minutes.”  

 “All songs are supposed to be 30 minutes?” I ask in disbelief. 
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 “Yeah,” Emmy says. 

 “Wow!” I exclaim. 

 “What about Twinkle, Twinkle? Is that a 30 minute song?” I ask. 

 “No, that’s a 20 minute song. How about you sing it while you are copying the 

music to the singing? And then I’ll take a picture.” 

 “So sing what I’m playing?” Emily asks. 

 “Yeah,” agrees Emmy. Emily models what Twinkle Twinkle might sound like if 

she sings at the same time she plays the xylophone. 

 “Yeah, like that,” Emmy says. “So you’ve got to sing the song but you’ve got to 

play the music while you’re playing the song.” Emily remarks that this might be quite a 

good challenge. I ask her if there are drums with this song, wondering if I should play 

along too. Emmy thinks for a moment, and then says, “ . . . and the challenge is, who has 

the best singing.” Emily and I both laugh. I jokingly mention that Emily (as a trained 

vocalist) has more practice than I do. 

 “Okay! I’m ready,” Emmy says. I’m still unsure of the rules of this singing 

contest, so I ask, “What am I supposed to sing? How am I going to sing the drum part?”  

 “You have to sing A, B, C, D, E, F, G,” Emmy replies. Now that I think I 

understand the rules to this contest, I indicate that I am ready. Emily and I look at each 

other, and simultaneously begin singing the melodies to the ABC song and Twinkle 

Twinkle while playing our instruments. Part way through our song, Max joins in, singing 

the words to “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.”  

 “Okay, all done!” Emmy declares at the end of the song. I ask her if she wants to 

see the pictures on the camera, and we take a look.  
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Figure 59: One of Emmy’s photos of Emily and me 

 

Many are blurry, but she was able to get a few clear shots. I ask her if she would 

like to take more pictures, and Emmy agrees. I ask Emmy what else she wants to take a 

picture of. Before she can respond, Emily says, “Did you notice anything about those 

songs?” Emmy responds that it was kind of different when we were both singing at the 

same time, that we sing differently.  

 “Was the melody the same for both songs?” Emily asks.  

 “No,” Emmy responds, “because you were both singing at the same time different 

songs. And we’re going to play some more music!” I suspect that Emmy does recognize 

that the melody to “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” and the ABC song are indeed the same, 

but she might not understand what Emily means by “melody.”  

Emmy’s plans for playing more music are thwarted by the call to clean up. The 

show is done, at least for today. 

Narrative Reflections 

 For additional examples of shows at Project P.L.A.Y. School, please view the 

accompanying video narrative “The Show is On!” In the video narrative, Adrian takes on 

the role of show director during a show in September. A few months later, when the boys 
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initiate another show in December, the pieces don’t really solidify, and there really isn’t a 

final performance. Each show is unique. Sometimes many children participate, other 

times it’s a solo performance. The issue of who’s in charge is always interesting with 

each show. In the previous written narrative, Emmy was clearly the leader. Of course the 

adults are always amicable, flexible participants, but this is not always the case with other 

children. Children have to negotiate and navigate their roles as principal investigator and 

research assistant. 

Although I would not expect children to verbally describe what they are 

researching when they participate in shows, I imagine that they could be exploring some 

of these questions: How do these instruments sound in combination? Which 

combinations do I prefer? What makes an aesthetically pleasing show? What are the roles 

of the show participants? Of the audience members? How do the lighting, costumes, and 

staging contribute to the overall experience? What is my role in this group experience? 

How do I assert my musical autonomy? How do we work together when we don’t agree? 

What makes a sound musical? 
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“Can I Record Something?” (A Video Narrative) 

 Please view the accompanying “Can I Record Something?” video for this story. 

This video narrative highlights the ways in which young children can take charge of 

many parts of the documentation process. Although there were frequent challenges in 

terms of operating various recording devices, young children were enthusiastic 

documenters of their own musical learning. This documentation served to sustain their 

lines of inquiry. Revisiting their own musicking in turn sparked additional musicking. 
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Sylvie’s Song (A Video Narrative) 

 Please view the accompanying “Sylvie’s Song” video narrative for this story. This 

micro vignette (a short story) illustrates how Sylvie used her own music notation to 

represent her song. She appeared to be inspired by my written musical notation, and her 

own musical notation served to document her song in her own way. She demonstrated a 

clear interest in musical notation as a research topic. Her invented notation approximated 

the notation that I used in a previous song, and served as documentation of her own 

musicking that she could revisit later if she so chose. Her performance at the piano could 

also be considered a kind of solo musical show, since Sylvie appeared to be sharing her 

song with others in the music room. 
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Refocusing Our Lenses (A Written Narrative)15 

 On my last visit to Project P.L.A.Y. School during fall 2014, I reflected on our 

musical interactions throughout the semester. As I pulled up my hood to stay warm in the 

December cold, I reflected back to a pleasantly warm morning back in July of the same 

year. On that day, Kathy, Karen, Alison, Emily and I gathered on a grassy spot under the 

fabric canopies in the side yard. We had arranged to meet together before any children 

arrived that day, in order to discuss our thoughts and answer some lingering questions 

about our ongoing research at Project P.L.A.Y. School. Alison, Emily and I had 

discussed some questions ahead of time, and we were excited for the opportunity to have 

extended discussion with Kathy and Karen. Our interactions with children left little time 

to have lengthy conversations during our visits. After a few minutes of greetings and 

small talk, Alison, as the designated spokesperson, began by asking Kathy and Karen 

how they contextualize music within The Hundred Languages of Children. Karen 

answered, “I really think that you guys opened our eyes up to ‘everything is music.’ 

Walking in the hallway, footsteps, different beat that they have, patterns that they do with 

their bodies when they sing a song, humming—we really take notice of that now, and 

revel in it. So that’s really opened up my eyes” (Reynolds & Waters, 2014a, 2014b). 

Kathy agreed, and added, “I think for us, the value that we see in this approach is the 

relationship, so it’s another way of getting to know them. So kids, they’re just musical 

constantly. I think for us it’s a way to get in. It’s just another way besides art and literacy 

and math. I don’t think we were quite aware of that until we started doing this with you. 

So that’s really added a lot.”  

I remember that, as Kathy and Karen were speaking, I was having an “ah-hah” 

moment. I had been so focused on my own changing perceptions that it hadn’t really 

occurred to me that Kathy and Karen had also experienced dramatic shifts in their own 

                                                
15	  This narrative is based on a transcribed interview/discussion from July 11, 2014. Kathy, Karen, Alison, 
Emily and I were all participants in the discussion. 
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views of children as musical researchers since we (Alison, Kerry, Emily and I) had begun 

visiting and viewing children’s play through our musical lenses.  

 Kathy continues describing how they now have expanded their ideas of what 

music could be, and how she and Karen also try to support children’s musical interests 

using some of the approaches that Alison, Emily and I have been using, such as singing 

along with a child or echoing back part of their song. I had been so focused on my own 

shifting lens that I had not considered that we, as the musically-trained adults, were likely 

changing Kathy and Karen’s perceptions and expanding their musical possibilities. I 

recalled how, during our summer discussion, I had also mentioned how my lens had 

shifted over the course of my visits. “I’ve noticed a change in my mindset from when I 

first started coming here,” I said. “When I first came two years ago, I really wanted music 

interactions to happen. I don’t think I was being too pushy necessarily, because if 

children would refuse I would stop, but now I feel like I’ve let go a little more. I’ve had 

some really great visual art interactions and other kinds of interactions, and yet the music 

interactions are still happening without my trying too hard. I don’t have to push at all, 

because it all just happens anyway. The children are naturally musical and there’s always 

something I can build on when we’re painting or when we’re doing other things.” 

 Kathy described how this fits with what they’ve experienced over the past ten 

years—that fabulous things will happen if adults wait patiently. When Alison asked 

Kathy and Karen if they have suggestions to guide our interactions with children, Karen 

emphasized how much they listen and wait without jumping in immediately. She 

described how children repeatedly test their ideas, and engage in cycles of theory-repair-

theory-repair. I realized that I am also engaged in the same cycle. I try out ideas based on 

children’s interests, and observe and notice what worked and what didn’t. I revisit the 

same idea in a different way, always striving to support children’s own cycles of inquiry. 

As children explored their own research questions, I was exploring and revisiting my own 

questions while “living alongside” (Clandinin, 2006, p. 46). As I approach the train 
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station, I realize that as each one of us expanded our musical possibilities, we in turn 

inspired others—children and adults alike—to expand their musical possibilities as well. 
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CHAPTER 6 

INCONCLUSIVE CONCLUSIONS 

As is the case with all heuristic and narrative approaches to inquiry, the findings 

of this study are not generalizable, but may be transferrable. That is, if teachers, parents, 

administrators and policy makers identify narratives that personally resonate, they may be 

able to use these in reflecting on the practice of teaching and learning within their 

particular settings. In the fall of 2014, by exploring what can happen at Project P.L.A.Y. 

School when young children and adults co-construct music interactions and research in a 

play-based preschool environment, young children engaged as collaborative researchers. 

Children’s interest in documenting themselves via audio and video recordings in the third 

year of my visits to Project P.L.A.Y. School marked another increase in expanding 

possibilities for ways children can actively participate in co-constructed qualitative 

research. 

Viewing children and adults as co-researchers and co-disseminators of research 

has possible implications for communicating with policy makers, music teachers, and 

music researchers in higher education, relative to the role children can play in researching 

and sharing their own musical ideas and personal musical development processes. Music 

instruction (in general) can be linked to 21st Century Skills such as collaboration, 

communication and creativity (Olson, 2014), and play-based schools with emergent 

curricular goals may be particularly well positioned to equip students with 21st Century 

Skills. Narratives from Project P.L.A.Y. School, as examples of narratives from a play-

based and Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschool, may contribute towards powerful models 

for bringing children’s musical voices to the foreground and help make young children’s 

musical research audible and visible. 

Reflecting on our musical interactions at Project P.L.A.Y. School, I have 

wondered how tenets of play-based musicking may transfer to teacher-directed learning 

environments that are more structured. I recalled my own experiences leading teacher-
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directed music lessons with preschool children. How might teachers in these settings 

apply tenets of the Reggio Emilia approach and play-based learning? I am convinced that 

even in structured music lessons where one teacher may have 20 (or more) young 

students at a time, there are still adult behaviors that can support children’s musical 

research interests. Not all environments will provide the resources or individual support 

of Project P.L.A.Y. School. However, even teachers in highly structured environments 

can make small steps towards adopting a pedagogy of listening and supporting children’s 

musical interests. The level of structure will necessarily shift depending on the context, 

but teachers can strive to offer children choices, provide tools for learning, and adopt a 

facilitator role. The musicking begins before children enter the music room, and 

acknowledging children as individuals and valuing their unique musical identities could 

potentially support children’s music lines of inquiry. Children are shaped by our adult 

values. Even in highly structured learning environments, viewing children as capable co-

researchers may potentially support their musical inquiries. 

  Rankin (1998) suggested that we in the United States build on what we are 

currently doing in a more collaborative way. We can observe, document, and analyze 

children’s work and share and exchange this documentation with others who are 

interested. We can strive to create a stronger sense of “us” and continue to co-construct 

an ideal world for young children. We can carefully consider how every one of our 

choices impact young children. As Young and Ilari (2012) stated, determining the 

experiences that best facilitate skill acquisition and competencies valued by society has 

wide implications. Preparing children for their future is no small task. As Clark (2007) 

described, “the abilities young children display can be made visible or hidden by the 

lenses adults use to view them and their lives” (p. 76). What lens will you use? Can you 

view young children as music researchers? I can speak definitively from only my own 

experiences—that shifting my lens has drastically altered my perceptions of children’s 
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capabilities as researchers. When I have opened my eyes and ears and looked and 

listened, children’s personal research agendas appear everywhere.  

The challenges to this approach were evident daily. Balancing our interactions as 

play partners with our roles as co-researchers was never a simple task. Sifting through, 

identifying, revisiting and packaging documentation was extremely time-consuming. 

Uncertainties pervaded our every interaction. Answers were few and far between, and 

additional questions constantly arose. Living with this level of uncertainty requires the 

ability to let go of many preconceptions related to teaching and learning, and to embrace 

an open-ended, emergent approach to musical interactions. 

Throughout our play-based musical interactions, I was frequently struck by the 

sense that the children and I were engaged in flow experiences. Csikszentmihalyi  (1990) 

described flow experiences as states of optimal enjoyment in which a person perceives 

that they are both highly skilled and highly challenged in a given task. Although I was 

not formally looking for indicators of flow in our musical interactions, I also had the 

sense that the children were having these kinds of experiences as well. Custodero (2005) 

stated: 
 

Teaching for flow experience means teaching to the possible—being in a 
state of readiness for the ‘yet to be revealed’—where outcomes are not 
always predetermined but are interpreted from skills and conceptual 
understandings which result from engagement with relevant musical ideas. 
Task definition, and oftentimes, goals and objectives of the lesson, thus 
emerge vis-à-vis the learners’ transformations of the material. This 
requires not only a commitment to the immediate, and a sense of inquiry 
about how the learner is defining the task, but also an openness to surprise 
supported by well-developed musicianship and pedagogical skills. (p. 205) 

Custodero (2005) further stated: “Pedagogical practices rooted in flow are reciprocal: 

teachers who support artistic autonomy by making available challenging musical 

materials and human resources will find themselves engaged in activity which can be 

infinitely complex and rewarding” (p. 206). Navigating our beautiful mess together 

challenged adults and children alike. By facilitating young children’s artistic autonomy, I 



 223 

also engaged in rewarding experiences. Perhaps other teachers will find satisfaction in 

adopting a research facilitator role with young children. 

Musical play may constitute personally meaningful musical research for children 

and adults alike. At Project P.L.A.Y. School, children engaged in musical play and also 

engaged in narrative inquiry alongside adults. Together, we explored their musical 

research interests. Adopting constructivist principles based in the Reggio Emilia 

approach and play-based approaches to musical learning facilitated greater awareness on 

the part of the children in terms of musical possibilities. 

 Many questions remain. Clearly, more research needs to be done on children’s 

play-based musical interactions as co-researchers. This study explored the experiences of 

one specific group of children and adults. Likely, narrative explorations in similar 

educational environments would yield very different yet equally rich stories. As I reflect 

on this experience as a whole, several questions repeatedly resurface: Will persons in 

higher education, as I do, consider children to be capable music researchers? How can 

teachers in highly structured traditional learning environments facilitate children’s 

research interests? What lenses do music teachers use that may impede children’s 

autonomy as researchers? I return to Reynolds’ call for “expanding notions of adults’ and 

young children’s roles in the research processes and honoring young children’s capacities 

to collaborate as both music-makers and researchers” (2014, p. 340).  

 There are no right or wrong answers, only more questions. I reassure myself that 

I have done my best to choose in the moment how to focus my lens and support 

children’s research interests. Could I have done something differently that would have 

better supported them in the moment? Perhaps, but I can never be certain. I sense that 

together, we have explored rich musical possibilities and plotlines. Living alongside, we 

have navigated our ever changing, intersecting identities and overlapping stories. We 

have explored our musical identities as members of a true musical community where all 

voices are heard. 
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Simply acknowledging that children are capable music researchers is often 

enough to help spark or sustain children’s lines of inquiry. Adults shifting their lenses, 

adopting a pedagogy of listening, and scaffolding and supporting children’s research 

interests promotes children’s musical autonomy and musical sense of self. Could it really 

be as simple as adults acting on the assumption that children are capable music 

researchers? I am inclined to say yes, but I am reminded again that Project P.L.A.Y. 

School is truly a unique learning environment and unlike most traditional preschools. As 

a play-based and Reggio-Emilia-inspired preschool, Project P.L.A.Y. School is ideally 

situated to promote the view of children as capable music researchers. The Reggio Emilia 

approach is based on a specific image of children (Nimmo, 1998). In forming this image, 

educators considered:  
 

What are our expectations of the young child? How does the child learn 
and develop? Where does the child’s identity come from? What are the 
child’s goals, needs, desires, and rights? The answers we hold (often 
unconsciously) are a reflection of our values, our aspirations for the next 
generation, our beliefs about child development, and more generally, our 
cultural perspective. This image becomes a lens through which we view 
and interpret the child and decide how we will respond as teachers and 
parents. (Nimmo, 1998, p. 296) 

If, through our collective adult lens, we view children as capable music researchers, and 

our adult behaviors support our views, children’s possibilities for musical research may 

expand. Children’s and adults’ lenses dramatically affect their approaches to learning and 

teaching. These lenses shift, depending on the context, refocusing in the moment. Pam 

Oken-Wright’s poem, Rare Visions (2008, p. 100) sums up this shifting lens: 

 

   A shift of the lens 

  makes the image new, 

  the teacher’s image nudged by 

  observing and documenting, 
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  the child’s image 

  by representing what she sees and knows 

   and imagines, 

  through and for the sake of relationship 

  with others 

  with ideas 

  with the world. 

 

  A shift of the teacher’s lens 

  toward children’s relationships and  

   representation, 

  bending light toward what the children 

   have to say, 

  suddenly makes visible 

  intellectual electricity 

  and joy of a discovery shared. 

 

 

  A shift of the lens 

  suddenly makes visible 

  the way a child’s image of herself transforms, 

  in turn marking changes in the relationship 

  between the child and the world. 

 

  A shift of the lens 

  suddenly makes visible 

  the slow, sure growth of a culture 
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  that will belong only and ever to the children 

  who create it. 

 

  A shift of the lens 

  suddenly makes visible 

  that which must have always been there 

  for the looking, 

  a realm of possibilities 

  and a glimpse at the face of brilliance 

  a thousand times a day. 

Kantor & Whaley (1998) described how a researcher’s own lens frames everything they 

observe and interpret: 
 
As interpretive researchers with an ethnographic orientation, we believe 
that every educator brings an implicit, personal frame of reference on a 
visit to another’s program. This personal framework, constructed over 
time out of one’s experiences, one’s own and others’ orienting theories 
(e.g., theories of child development), one’s curriculum philosophy, and so 
forth, strongly influences what the observer is able to see and how he or 
she makes sense of what he or she sees. (Kantor & Whaley, 1998, p. 314) 
  

As we musically interact with young children, we should constantly be aware of our own 

personal frames of reference. What is your lens? Are you able to view young children as 

capable music researchers? 

 I noticed that Ivy’s artistic representation of her song from several weeks ago is 

no longer taped to the piano. Now it hangs on the music room door.  
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Figure 60: Ivy’s song painting hanging on the music room door 

 

When and why did she move it? I don’t have a chance to ask her. I realize that many 

others who see this painting will think of it as simply that—a painting. Casual observers 

will not recognize that this painting represents Ivy’s composed song. There are always 

deeper layers behind any learning “made visible.” By documenting and uncovering these 

layers, we develop each child’s identity as a musician and researcher. Focusing our lenses 

on children as capable researchers, we foreground their capabilities. What can happen 

when adults and children co-construct music in a play-based learning environment? 

Children’s voices as musical researchers can be highlighted. Consider carefully which 

lens you use. 
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Epilogue 

December 18, 2014. Our musical morning together has come to an end. As Karen 

calls out, “Time to clean up!” many children are still playing, fully engaged in their own 

investigations. It takes several reminders before the children begin to put things away. 

The drums are stacked neatly on the shelf, the papers are placed in cubbies to take home, 

and the markers are back in their cases. I join in the group effort to tidy all the rooms. As 

playtime comes to a close, the children begin to gather for their daily group meeting on 

the hallway bench. It is time for me to go. I collect my belongings from the back room, 

popping my head into each room to say goodbye to the children still dispersed throughout 

the various spaces of the school. As I call out my goodbyes, they are returned in choruses 

of “bye, Heather!”  

I head through the hallway and down the stairs, and pause again to look at the 

documentation boards displayed in the main entrance. Many of them are the same ones I 

see every visit. These boards have remained unchanged, but my shifting lens opens my 

eyes to additional layers to the documentation. And, although these boards have remained 

unchanged, I have not. My lens has changed from that of a disposable camera, to one 

with a wide-angle lens. The possibilities for messy, beautiful, creative, musical work with 

young children simultaneously overwhelms and amazes me. My view of children and 

their capacity to work alongside adults as co-researchers continually expands as we 

explore a world of possibilities together. 

As I open the door, I brace myself against the rush of cold air. I reflect on what a 

complicated, messy, and wonderful privilege it is to live alongside these children and 

adults in an environment ideally suited to developing inquiry skills and creativity. The 

relationships we have carefully nurtured are of greater importance than any research 

deadline. As long as I can, I will continue to visit Project P.L.A.Y. School and interact 

with children as musical play-partners and co-researchers. After this dissertation study 

has concluded, I will still visit Project P.L.A.Y. School as long as I live close by. I sense 
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our interactions have been mutually beneficial. I value our relationships. Together, all of 

us at Project P.L.A.Y. School will continue to revisit our beautiful mess, sorting, sifting, 

adding and subtracting. I do not know how I will say goodbye when the time comes, but I 

do know with certainly that all of our stories will continue. Perhaps our divergent paths 

will intersect again in the future, perhaps not. Either way, I find comfort in knowing that 

we have changed each other. We have navigated our beautiful mess as a true community. 

And so our stories continue, in ways we cannot begin to imagine . . . 
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