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ABSTRACT 

 

 The purpose of this study was to examine elementary instrumental music teachers’ 

perceptions of the inclusion of composing and improvising in their instruction with 

beginning string students. A total of 46 Pennsylvania public-school string teachers 

participated in this study. Participants filled out a 21-question survey consisting of 

questions about demographics, their undergraduate experience with improvising and 

composing, their confidence in both teaching and personally engaging with improvising 

and composing, the perceived importance of learning both skills, the benefits and 

challenges of learning how to improvise and compose, and the resources needed to 

successfully implement further instruction on both skills. Participants were contacted via 

their school email address and were given a total of 4 weeks to complete the survey. Results 

from the survey indicate a majority of participants had few opportunities to improvise and 

compose as well as few opportunities to teach both skills in their undergraduate music 

programs. Most participants rated themselves slightly to moderately confident in their 

ability to teach improvising and composing and in their ability to improvise and compose. 

The most frequently mentioned hurdle to teaching improvising and composing was “time”. 

Substantive and meaningful curricular changes are needed at all levels of music instruction 

in order to equip young students and future music teachers with the skills necessary to 

thrive in the modern, musical world. 

 Keywords: Improvisation, Composition, Music Education, Beginning Strings 
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CHAPTER 1 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Composing and improvising are widely considered to be displays of creativity in 

music. These modes of music-making allow musicians to display their personal musical 

ideas and exhibit their own understanding of musical concepts. It allows students to take 

true ownership of their learning by putting them in charge of making their own musical 

decisions. Composing and improvising have been established standards of music education 

for nearly three decades (NAfME, 1994). Their importance was reaffirmed with the release 

of the new National Standards in 2014 (NAfME, 2014), and have since been used as 

benchmarks for state music standards. Despite decades of advocacy and research regarding 

these creative skills, they remain largely absent from the public-school music curriculum 

(Bernhard & Stringham, 2016; Ward-Steinman, 2007).  

Even now, with a push in education to equip students with skills that emphasize 

creative and critical thinking, a gap remains in music education. Steve Giddings aptly 

stated, “Not only are improvisation and composition essential musical skills for modern 

musicians, the creative process has many implications for human well-being. If students 

are never exposed to improvisation or composition, are they really being given the skills to 

function as real-world musicians?” (p. 46). A review of the literature revealed that the most 

commonly cited reasons for excluding improvisation and composing from the curriculum 

are a lack of professional training, confidence, and time; additionally, the value of teaching 

composing and improvising was emphasized. 
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Professional Training 

Music achievement standards state that students in K-12 music settings should be 

competent in composing and improvising by the time they graduate (NAfME, 1994; Ward-

Steinman, 2007). This expectation requires music educators to possess some skill in these 

areas and receive training in how to teach them. Many educators do not receive instruction 

on how to compose or improvise, nor do they receive instruction on how to teach these 

skills in their teacher preparation program (Bernhard & Stringham, 2016; Hopkins, 2013a; 

Ward-Steinman, 2007; Wright & Kanellopoulos, 2010). This could reflect music teacher 

educators ranking composing and improvising as the lowest of priorities in instrumental 

methods courses (Stringham, Thornton, & Shevock, 2015). Being thought of as the least 

important skills to cover in the undergraduate music classroom must contribute in some 

way to the lack of preparation music teachers experience in these areas. Educators must 

possess some level of proficiency in composing in order to effectively teach it to their 

students (Berkley, 2001).   

It is likely that many music educators believe that implementing all standards is 

important but lack the training and ability to do so (Hopkins, 2013a; Riley, 2009). Riley 

(2009) suggested that music teacher education programs need to provide training and 

experiences for pre-service music teachers to develop their skills in all of the standards, 

with specific attention to composing and improvising. Although an interest in teaching 

these skills may exist, most music teachers do not study composing in undergraduate or 

teacher training courses, and report that teaching composing is difficult due to their 

insufficient skill set in this area (Berkley, 2001; Odena & Welch, 2007).  When given the 

opportunity to mentor young composers, pre-service music teachers gained an 
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understanding of the compositional process and developed a vision for using composition 

in their future classrooms (Menard & Rosen, 2016). These experiences are essential to 

effectiveness and competency in teaching composing and improvising to students. 

Professional development is one potential avenue educators can take to improve 

their knowledge and confidence in teaching improvisation and composing. After engaging 

in a 2.5-day composing and improvising workshop, participants reported immediately 

higher interest and intent in incorporating these skills into their music classes (Hickey & 

Schmidt, 2019). Music education majors’ confidence in teaching improvisation to all grade 

levels increased after participating in an intensive summer workshop on vocal jazz 

improvisation (Ward-Steinman, 2007). Professional development has a positive effect on 

the awareness and application of composing and improvising. Students ultimately benefit 

from the educator’s continued education. 

Improvisation and Composing Confidence  

Educators are most confident in teaching the skills and material they have 

mastered. Teachers may avoid skills or subjects with which they are unfamiliar, perhaps 

out of fear of providing inadequate or inaccurate information to students. A teacher’s 

confidence in their ability to compose and improvise, as well as their preconceptions 

regarding these skills, can impact the extent to which they teach them (Burnard, 2000). Byo 

(1999) and Louk (2002) found that composing and improvising are among the least favored 

standards. Music teachers generally express more confidence in teaching improvisation to 

younger populations, but that confidence gradually decreases as grade level increases 

(Bernhard, 2014; Ward-Steinman, 2007). This decrease highlights a need for educators to 

develop competency in composing and improvising at all levels of instruction. Bernhard’s 
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(2014) study showed that confidence in teaching improvisation was higher in those that 

have experience teaching or playing jazz. It is important to note that jazz is not the only 

genre where improvisation can occur, and other forms of improvisation should be 

encouraged with students. 

The lack of confidence in teaching composing and improvising in PK-12 settings 

highlights a need for the inclusion of courses and experiences at the undergraduate level. 

Berkley (2001) states that, “teaching composing is challenging because composing is 

challenging” (p. 135), but when music teachers have the opportunity to mentor young 

student composers, their confidence in their ability to teach composing increases (Menard 

& Rosen, 2016). Viig (2015) mentioned in his review of literature that “through 

experiencing creative processes, preconceptions of creativity are changed and student 

teachers gain confidence to teach creative activities” (p. 247). It is difficult to feel confident 

in doing something that one has never done before; in other words, the potential exists for 

experience to breed familiarity. When lack of confidence is combined with the daily 

pressures that educators experience in preparing students for a performance, trying to find 

time to include composing and improvising can seem daunting. 

Time Constraints 

Beginning instrumental music students at the elementary school level are often 

working on basic, albeit important, foundational technique. In the limited time students see 

their instrumental music teacher, educators feel a substantial amount of pressure to work 

on technique-building, note-reading, and concert preparation. Due to the performance-

based nature of instrumental music classes, educators must determine the skills that are 

most worthy of the limited instructional time. More often than not, creativity does not make 
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the cut. Music teachers spend the least amount of time on composing and improvising 

(Orman, 2002). Limited instructional time is often cited as a reason for not implementing 

all of the music standards (Bell, 2003; Byo, 1999; Hopkins, 2013a).  

Likely a symptom of time constraints, many music teachers feel pressure to spend 

time on other activities and do not include composition (Strand, 2006). In one case study, 

a middle school orchestra teacher commented that while they value improvising and 

composing, she had a difficult time trying to imagine where it might fit into the curriculum 

due to insufficient class time (Hopkins, 2013b). This comment is similar to Hopkins’ 

(2013a) finding that music educators, particularly ensemble directors, spend a majority of 

class time preparing for performances of already-composed music, leaving little time to 

work on composing, let alone to figure out where it would fit into their curriculum. When 

asked whether students have opportunities to be creative in school, more than half of 

respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed, and nearly all participants believed that the 

teacher has a significant role in enhancing and encouraging creativity (Kladder & Lee, 

2019). Music educators agree that creative activities such as composing and improvising 

are important to teach, but struggle with finding enough time to fully implement them.  It 

is worthwhile to consider revisions in structure and expectations of music education that 

will allow educators to include improvising and composing in the curriculum. 

Due to time constraints, it is nearly impossible under the current structure of music 

teacher training programs to include separate courses on composing, improvising, and how 

to teach it (Stringham, Thornton, & Shevock, 2015); however, some researchers have 

found ways to incorporate activities and projects into existing courses so that prospective 

music educators have experience with, and potentially more confidence in executing 
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similar activities with their future students. Students in a secondary instrument techniques 

course were given a composition assignment as their final course project. Interviews with 

students after the completion of the project found that they gained a greater understanding 

of the instrument, compositional process and teaching process, gained insight into teacher 

and student experiences, and pedagogy (Eros, Harrington, & Miller, 2020). It may be that 

instructional time works against the inclusion of composing and improvising, however, 

“teachers typically make room for what they value” (Stringham, Thornton, & Shevock, 

2015, p. 20).   

Value of Composing and Improvising 

School-based instrumental music ensembles primarily perform pieces of music that 

have been performed numerous times by other ensembles. In other words, the primary 

emphasis is not on creating, but on recreating. This creates a hierarchical environment 

where the teacher is the primary source of knowledge and decision-making, and students 

are expected to fall in line (Allsup, 2003). Allsup (2003) questions whether instrumental 

music programs can be redesigned to “include more opportunities for creativity, self-

expression, and cultural relevance” (p. 27). In doing so, a democratic environment is 

created, where teacher and student learn from one another and their peers. Students have 

an opportunity to create something that is not only new, but that is uniquely their own.   

Wright and Kanellopoulos (2010) suggest that formal music education breeds 

“elitist, competitive, and alienating music education contexts” (p. 79). Partaking in creative 

and informal music processes such as improvisation may relieve the feelings of 

intimidation and fear that occur in formal music settings and can allow the student to find 

their personal musical voice (2010). Burnard (2000) argues that by allowing children the 
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opportunity to display what they know through improvising and composing, music 

educators can enhance student learning. One study sought to examine the particular effects 

that improvisation has on beginning instrumental music students. Wall’s (2018) findings 

indicate that when given the space to explore musical fluency and personal decisions in 

music via improvisation, students learn how to connect with each other during 

performances while developing independence and willingness to explore personal 

musicality. His findings indicate that students “can make pedagogical and music-making 

decisions relevant to their interests” when the teacher does not intervene (p. 132).  

Students that experience this type of freedom and personal allowance in their 

playing develop a more nuanced relationship with music and their musicality. One might 

argue that it counters the elitist and competitive contexts of more formalized music settings, 

therefore making it a worthy endeavor in all instrumental music classrooms. As Quinton 

(2012) mentions in her essay on creativity in band, “a focus on creativity helps to put 

students at the centre of our curriculum, by engaging them in a form of learning that can 

be meaningful and fulfilling” (p. 36). Music educators wish for students to leave their 

classroom with a love and appreciation for music, and the skills to make music for the rest 

of their lives. Much research on this topic indicates that informal music methods such as 

composing and improvising may be the way to achieve those goals with music students. 

Previous research has indicated that while teachers see these skills as important, 

most face significant hurdles in implementing these activities in their classrooms. This is 

particularly true of instrumental music classrooms. Limited research exists regarding 

elementary string teachers’ perceptions of implementing these activities, and this study 

aims to fill some of those gaps. 
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The purpose of this study was to examine elementary instrumental music teachers’ 

perceptions of various aspects concerning the inclusion of composing and improvising in 

their instruction with beginning string students. Specific research questions include:  

1. To what degree do practicing teachers feel that their teacher education program 

prepared them to teach composing and improvising?  

2. How confident are current educators in their ability to teach composing and 

improvising?  

3. How frequently are beginning string teachers including improvisation and 

composition activities in string lessons?  

4. How frequently do beginning string teachers compose and improvise themselves?  

5. What are the perceived challenges and benefits of incorporating composing and 

improvising into the curriculum?  

6. Does years of teaching experience have an impact on how frequently teachers 

incorporate these skills into their lessons?  
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CHAPTER 2 

PROCEDURES 

Participants in this study were fully certified and practicing Pennsylvania public 

school string music educators (n=46), teaching third, fourth, and/or fifth grade strings. All 

participants were contacted through their public-school email address, which was obtained 

via the publicly available teacher directory for each school district. The email individually 

invited teachers to voluntarily participate in the study. Data were obtained through a survey 

created on Google Forms. Over the course of one month, participants were sent two emails: 

(1) the initial invitation and instructions, plus link to the survey, and (2) a follow-up 

reminder to complete, including the link to the survey. The initial email to introduce the 

researcher and the research study (Appendix A) was sent to 411 Pennsylvania public school 

music teachers. The second email (Appendix B) was sent at the three-week mark and was 

used to garner additional participation and remind them to complete the survey before the 

deadline. Participation in the study was voluntary, and the survey was completed entirely 

online. After seven days, the survey was closed to receiving additional participants and 

data collection was concluded. Data were downloaded as a spreadsheet and stored on 

OneDrive, a secure storage service of Microsoft. Data from the survey were analyzed using 

non-parametric and descriptive statistics. 

Survey Design 

 The 21-question survey (Appendix C) for this study is researcher-designed with 

similar studies serving as models (Hopkins, 2013a; Riley, 2009; Ward-Steinman, 

2007). The first section collected participants’ demographic information. Questions from 

this section asked participants how long they have been teaching, identification of their 
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primary instrument, and whether they use national or state standards in their lessons. Prior 

studies on the perceptions and use of standards in music classrooms indicated that 

improvising and composing are often least favored and underutilized (Bell, 2003; Byo, 

1999; Louk, 2002; Orman, 2002; Riley, 2009) and I was interested in finding whether that 

trend has changed over time. I assumed that adding a question about the participant’s 

primary instrumental area may provide insight on how string players perceive improvising 

and composing compared to primarily non-string players, as woodwind and brass players 

may have had more exposure to jazz and improvisation. Therefore, determining major 

performing medium was necessary. 

The second section of the survey contained questions regarding the extent to which 

participants were provided opportunities to engage in and teach improvising and 

composing in their teacher training courses. Answers to these questions would reveal the 

strength of foundational knowledge offered to these practicing teachers during their 

teacher-training experiences, with the assumption that those with more exposure would 

likely choose to include these experiences in their own teaching. The third section 

contained questions regarding participants’ confidence in their ability to perform and teach 

improvising and composing. The fourth section contained questions about the frequency 

which participants engage in and currently teach improvising and composing. Data from 

the third and fourth sections would offer insight into the relationship between comfort level 

and inclination to include these areas of music learning in their curriculum. The fifth 

section asked participants how important it is for beginning string students to learn 

improvising and composing and supposes that magnitude of importance may be reflected 

in the extent to which improvisation and composing might be included in their 
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teaching. The sixth and final section contained four, short-response questions asking the 

participants to list the ways in which they believe students would benefit from composing 

and improvising, the challenges they believe students would encounter while trying to learn 

how to improvise and compose, the challenges they personally would encounter while 

trying to teach students how to improvise and compose, and the resources they need to 

incorporate more instruction on improvising and composing into the curriculum. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

 The following research questions guided this study: 1) To what degree do practicing 

teachers feel that their teacher education program prepared them to teach composing and 

improvising? 2) How confident are current educators in their ability to teach composing 

and improvising? 3) How frequently are beginning string teachers including improvisation 

and composition activities in string lessons? 4.) How frequently do beginning string 

teachers compose and improvise themselves? 5) What are the perceived challenges and 

benefits of incorporating composing and improvising into the curriculum? 6) Do years of 

teaching experience have an impact on how frequently teachers incorporate these skills 

into their lessons? At the close of data collection, a total of 46 string teachers had 

responded. 

 The beginning of the survey asked participants to respond to several demographics 

questions. These questions included indicating which set(s) of standards string teachers use 

in their lessons (national, state, other, or none), how long they have been teaching public 

school music (0-10, 11-20, 21-30, 31+ years), and what their primary instrumental area is 

(strings, woodwinds, brass, percussion, voice, piano, other). Fifty-four percent of teachers 

use more than one set of standards in instruction with their students. A large majority of 

participants (91%) use standards in their instruction; only 9% responded that they do not 

use any set of standards to guide the planning and teaching of their lessons. Most 

participants (61%) are string players by trade. Wind players make up 13% of the string 

teachers in this study, brass players make up 13%, percussionists make up 4.3%, pianists 
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make up 6.5%, and vocalists make up 2.2%. Teachers were relatively evenly spread out 

amongst years of teaching experience. Thirty-seven percent of participants have been 

teaching for 0-10 years, 33% have been teaching for 11-20 years, and 30% have been 

teaching for 21+ years. 

 In order to answer the first research question, four questions were included in the 

survey related to preparation of teaching composing and improvisation. Responses were 

rated on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from Never (1) to Always (5). The first two 

questions asked participants to indicate how often they were provided opportunities to 

improvise and compose in their teacher education courses. Participants responded that they 

never or rarely had opportunities to improvise or compose at a rate of 59% and 43% 

respectively. Respondents gave an average answer of 2.33 for opportunities to improvise, 

and 2.61 for opportunities to compose, falling within the range of Rarely and Sometimes. 

The second two questions in this section asked participants to indicate how often they were 

provided opportunities to teach children how to improvise and compose. Respondents gave 

an average answer of 2.20 for improvisation teaching opportunities, and 2.22 for 

composition teaching opportunities. Table 1 shows the results for this section of the survey. 

The results from this section indicate that most participants had few opportunities to learn 

how to improvise and compose, as well as learn how to teach these skills to students while 

in their undergraduate studies. The lack of opportunities to gain experience with these skills 

may have an impact on a teacher’s confidence and/or willingness to teach these skills in 

their own music classroom. 

 To answer the second research question, four questions relating to confidence in 

improvising and composing were included in the third section of the survey. Responses for  
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Table 1 

Frequency of Opportunities to Engage in and Teach Improvising and Composing 

Question Never Rarely Sometimes Very 
Often 

Always 

How often were you provided 
opportunities to improvise? 
 

     8     19        15 4       0 

How often were you provided 
opportunities to compose? 

     7     13        17 9       0 

How often were you provided 
opportunities to teach children 
how to improvise? 

    10     19        14 3       0 

How often were you provided 
opportunities to teach children 
how to compose? 

    10     21        12 3       0 

 

this section were rated on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from Not Confident (1) to 

Very Confident (5). When asked how confident the respondents were in their ability to 

improvise and compose, an average answer of 2.80 was given for improvisation and a 2.93 

was given for composition, falling between the range of Slightly Confident to Moderately 

Confident. When respondents were asked to indicate the level of confidence in their ability 

to teach improvisation and composition, the average response was 2.63 for improvisation 

and 2.67 for composition. Table 2 below shows the results from this section of the survey. 

These data indicate that most participants are slightly to moderately confident in their 

ability to improvise and compose, and in their ability to teach children how to improvise 

and compose, even though most had little to no instruction in these areas during teacher 

training. 

 Four questions on the survey were included to answer the third and fourth research 
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Table 2 

Participant’s Confidence in Improvising and Composing 

Question Not 
Confident 

 

Slightly 
Confident 

Moderately 
Confident 

 
Confident 

Very 
Confident 

How confident are you in 
your ability to improvise? 
 

       7       12         13        10        4       

How confident are you in 
your ability to compose? 

       6       11         12              12        5      

How confident are you in 
your ability to teach 
improvisation? 

       6       17          14         6        3 

How confident are you in 
your ability to teach 
composition? 

       8        8             24         3        3 

 

questions. Participants were asked to indicate the frequency with which they implement 

improvisation and composition activities with their students. Answer choices were rated 

on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from Never (1) to Always (5). Improvisation 

activity implementation received an average of 2.48, while composition activity 

implementation received an average of 2.33 placing both between the range of Rarely to 

Sometimes. This section of the survey also asked participants to rate how frequently they 

engage in improvising and composing in their personal musical lives. Improvisation 

engagement averaged 2.57, and composition engagement averaged 2.41. Two additional 

questions on the survey sought to gain perspective on the perceived importance of students 

learning how to improvise or compose. The mean response for importance of learning 

improvisation was 3.00, while learning to compose received a 2.67. 

 The averages from these survey questions indicate that most beginning string 

teachers in this study rarely include improvisation and composition activities in their 
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instruction with students.  They also show that beginning string teachers rarely engage in 

these activities themselves. Table 3 below shows the results from questions that focused 

on frequency of improvisation and composition activities. 

Table 3 

Frequency of Improvisation and Composition Activities 

Question Never 
 

Rarely Sometimes Often Always 

How often do you implement 
improvisation activities with 
your students? 
 

     5     20          17        3      1       

How often do you implement 
composition activities with 
your students? 
 

     8     21          10            4      1      

How often do you personally 
engage in improvisation? 

     9     14          13         8        2 

How often do you personally 
engage in composing? 

     9     17            13         6        1 

 

 In order to answer the fifth research question, open-ended response questions were 

included on the survey asking respondents to indicate how they believe students would 

benefit from learning how to improvise or compose, as well as the challenges teachers 

themselves would encounter while trying to teach these skills. Many respondents noted 

benefits such as expression of creativity, developing a greater understanding for music 

theory, opportunities to build confidence and take ownership, as well as engage in other 

forms of music-making. One respondent believed that learning how to improvise provided 

no benefits to students. Other respondents gave particularly interesting answers to this 

question.   
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One participant said,  

Improvising and composing allow for students to connect with music in a different 
manner and understand it in a new way. Some students may struggle with playing 
written music but excel in improvising or composing; there are many types of 
musical intelligence, and I believe that the more diverse musical opportunities we 
present, the more likely we are to reach each and every student and help them 
expand their musical experience. Teaching these concepts allows for students to 
understand music more deeply and appreciate the many ways one can be involved 
in music. 

Another participant believed that,  

The skills of improvisation and composition give students a much greater 
ability to participate in music over the course of their whole lives, especially 
after high school. While most students will not become professional music 
performers, those who are competent improvisors and/or write their own 
music will be able to join in informal music making through outlets like 
bands and songwriting. Many students who do not have these skills simply 
stop playing after high school for lack of musical outlets, as amateur 
orchestra or band groups are much less common.  

 

Both of these respondents write about the bigger picture in music education. They see 

learning how to improvise and compose as a means of reaching every student in their 

classroom and creating life-long musicians.  

When respondents were asked to indicate the challenges they would encounter 

while trying to teach improvisation or composition, 60% cited a lack of instructional time 

as the biggest concern. Participants noted that nearly all of their time with students is spent 

teaching beginning string players how to play their instruments and prepare for concerts. 

Other challenges mentioned by participants included feelings of inadequacy and lack of 

confidence in their own ability to improvise and/or compose, and a lack of personal 

knowledge and instructional resources in how to teach both skills. One participant wrote 

that their own musicianship was the biggest challenge that they face. This person continued 

to say that they were “never taught improvisation, and therefore have no idea how to even 
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begin teaching it… [they were] taught in a very traditional, classical manner.” Indeed, it 

may seem like a daunting task to teach a skill that one has little to no experience with. 

Additionally, there was a question included on the survey asking participants to indicate 

the resources they would need in order to incorporate more instruction on improvisation 

and composing into their lessons. The most commonly cited needs were time, professional 

development, and access to appropriate curricular materials. 

Participants were also asked about the challenges they felt that students would 

encounter while trying to learn how to improvise or compose. Many teachers expressed 

that students would be hesitant to engage with either activity for fear of making a mistake. 

One participant wrote,  

Beginning students need to have a firm grasp on basic skills before entering 
the world of improvisation. Improvisation requires an understanding of the 
music and how to fit in to the piece. If students cannot play well enough, 
they will be unsuccessful in truly improvising. 

 

Challenges like those mentioned above, lack of technical facility and musical 

understanding, were echoed by many participants. 

The final research question sought to determine whether teaching experience had 

any impact on how frequently teachers incorporate improvisation and composition 

activities into their lessons. To determine significance, two Kruskal-Wallis H-tests were 

performed. Respondents were divided into three groups based on years of experience; least 

experience (0-10 years), intermediate experience (11-20 years), and most experience (21+ 

years). Results show no significance between teaching experience and frequency of 

teaching improvisation (H = 0.46, df = 2, p = 0.79; p > 0.01). Results also showed no 

significance between teaching experience and frequency of teaching composition (H = 
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1.59, df = 2, p = 0.45; p > 0.01). Teaching experience among these participants appears to 

have had no impact on the frequency with which teachers chose to incorporate improvising 

and composing into their lessons. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to examine elementary instrumental music teachers’ 

perceptions of various aspects concerning the inclusion of composing and improvising in 

their instruction with beginning instrumental music students. Based on survey results that 

regarding the first research question, a majority of participants (58.6%) never or rarely had 

opportunities to engage in improvisation while in their teacher education courses. Although 

they reported having had slightly more opportunities to compose than improvise, neither 

skill was a prominent factor in their music teaching training. It is feasible to hypothesize 

the likelihood of these participants having few opportunities to engage in and teach 

improvising and composing due to the issues pointed out by Stringham et al. (2015). Their 

study indicates that institutions of higher education exclude courses on improvising and 

composing, as well as courses on how to teach both skills, because there is not enough 

room in the existing curriculum. Those engaging in curricular development in music 

teacher education degree programs would be well informed to take results such as those in 

the present study into account as they seek to find ways to incorporate composition and 

improvisation skills into existing course content so as to provide future teachers experience 

in these areas. With greater experience during the undergraduate degree, in-service music 

educators may be better equipped to incorporate these skills in their own teaching. This is 

important to consider insofar as creating music: (1) exists as a core learning standard in 

music education, and, perhaps more important (2) assists students in development of higher 

order thinking skills (e.g., Beaty, 2015; Biasutti, 2017). 
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A potential limitation of this study exists within the response scale for participants 

on the following questions: (1) How often were you provided opportunities to improvise? 

(2) How often were you provided opportunities to compose? (3) How often were you 

provided opportunities to teach children how to improvise? (4) How often were you 

provided opportunities to teach children how to compose? (5) How often do you implement 

improvisation activities with your students? (6) How often do you implement composition 

activities with your students? (7) How often do you personally engage in improvisation? 

and (8) How often do you personally engage in composition? These questions required 

participants to rate their answer on a scale of Never (1) to Always (5). Choosing “Always” 

as an answer may have been too extreme and as a result, could have skewed participants 

away from selecting that answer. If this study is to be replicated, a scale of Never (1) to 

Very Often (5) may better represent participants experiences. 

 
Most participants in this study are primarily string players (60%). String players 

typically follow a classically trained path through college music programs, leaving few 

opportunities available to engage with improvisation, which is usually reserved for students 

who play jazz. Although some universities are beginning to offer improvisation 

opportunities for string students, this shift has been slow. It is worth emphasizing that 

improvisation can and should occur outside of jazz contexts. Pre-service music teachers 

should be aware of the variety of contexts in which improvisation can occur, i.e., baroque 

ornamentation and free improvisation to name a few, and the various modes through which 

to teach improvisation to future music students. A potential area for further research could 

be examining access and opportunities to learn improvisation at the collegiate level for 
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students who play wind and brass instruments compared to students who play string 

instruments. 

 The absence of opportunities to learn about and engage in improvisation and 

composition during music teacher training seems to be related to participants’ relative lack 

of confidence in their own ability to improvise and compose and in their ability to teach 

these skills. This relationship, unfortunately, is not unique; it has been highlighted in 

several studies that mention familiarity and experience with the skill increases one’s 

confidence in teaching it (Bernhard, 2014; Burnard, 2000; Menard & Rosen, 2016). It 

would surely follow that, given more instruction and guidance in these skills in music 

teacher education curricula, all music teachers, and perhaps string teachers in particular, 

would have the potential for a greater degree of confidence in their own improvisational 

and compositional skillfulness as well as their ability to teach it to others. 

 A very few string teachers in this study regularly engage with improvisation and 

composing on a personal level. Notably, two participants in this category mentioned they 

play bluegrass on their violin, which is why they improvise more often. It is possible that 

the majority of string teacher participants in this sample do not improvise or compose more 

often because they have little experience with both skills which may have had an impact 

on lack of interest or motivation to seek out opportunities for further skills development.  

One additional area for research may be to examine the way in which string music 

educators engage in music-making outside of their professional teaching lives. This study 

could examine whether string teachers play with a music group, what type of music they 

choose to play or seek to play, why they make the choice to engage in that type of music-

making, and whether it has any impact on what or how they teach their students.  
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String teachers in this study cited very low frequency of including improvisation 

and composition in string lessons, caused by a few factors. Most indicated that they had 

few opportunities to improvise and compose and to teach these skills in their teacher-

training program, as well as low to medium levels of confidence in their ability to teach 

both skills. Each likely has somewhat of an impact on the perceived importance of children 

learning both skills. One of the largest hurdles in teaching improvisation and composing, 

as pointed out by several participants in answers to open-ended questions, is time. This 

finding is in line with numerous other studies that have indicated limited instructional time 

as the primary reason for not implementing all of the music standards (Bell, 2003; Byo, 

1999; Hopkins, 2013a).  

Participants in Hopkins’ studies (2013a, 2013b) indicated that while they see the 

value of children learning these skills, they have a hard time imagining how it would fit 

into their curriculum given the small amount of instructional time they have with their 

students during the week. This would indicate that, given all aspects of string instruction, 

teachers in this study give low priority to composition and improvisation, mentioning 

performance preparation as their primary emphasis. With improvisation and composing 

left as an afterthought, teachers and students are not being given an opportunity to hone 

either skill. This continues the cycle of being bound to sheet music and performances of 

already-composed music. Such processes of music-making may leave musicians feeling as 

though music is not the creative outlet they thought it would be. 

It was interesting to find that years of teaching experience had no impact on how 

frequently beginning string teachers include improvisation and composing activities in 

their lessons.  Although it might be assumed that more seasoned educators would include 
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these activities more often as a result of being familiar with the music standards over two 

or more decades, this was not the case. There may be other reasons that influence these 

instructional decisions. When participants were asked to indicate the challenges they would 

encounter while trying to teach improvising or composing, they expressed needs such as 

time, professional development, and appropriate curricular resources. Of these needs, 

professional development and curricular resources are areas that can be realistically 

addressed. Statewide and regional in-service conferences and webinars are platforms for 

specialists to share resources and ways of incorporating creative music-making into 

lessons. They are great ways to share information, but only if they are accessed by music 

educators and followed up with application. Professional development has been shown to 

increase the interest and intent in teaching improvising and composing to students (Hickey 

& Schmidt, 2019). It would be interesting to examine the number of sessions directed 

towards creative music-making in beginning instrumental music ensembles that have been 

offered since the inception of the National Music Standards in 1994.   

Engaging in professional development may help shift the perceived challenges that 

students would encounter while trying to learn how to improvise or compose. More often 

than not, professional development for beginning strings teachers is focused on ways to 

correct common technical problems or is geared toward non-string players who find 

themselves teaching strings. Perhaps there are ways in which simple improvisation and 

composing activities can be worked into these sessions. This would allow practicing 

teachers to see the ways in which both skills can be built into existing lessons without 

requiring extra instructional time. This may reduce the perception that improvisation and 

composing are elaborate and overly complicated skills; that in fact, they can be simplified 
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in such a way that students could potentially do either at their very first lesson. Such 

professional development sessions should be made widely available and accessible to all 

music teachers, whether part of a paid organization or not.  

Many participants shared similar beliefs that lack of technical facility and musical 

understanding will prevent a student from successfully improvising or composing. What 

elements of string instrument performance are critical to students’ levels of success in 

attempting improvisation? For example, do beginning string students need to know an 

entire scale to create an improvisation, or can improvisation skills be developed using as 

little as one note to demonstrate that they can improvise? Would students need to know 

how to draw musical symbols on a staff to compose, or can they use symbols that are 

meaningful to them, and what is the difference? What is the goal with beginning 

instrumentalists and these skills: to facilitate a curiosity to create something that is their 

own, or to be complicit in producing music based on their teachers’ perceptions of the 

critical elements they feel are associated with successful improvisation and composition? 

Additional research would be helpful in gaining insight into the preconceived notions of 

the skills and elements that comprise improvisation and composition for beginning 

instrumentalists and breaking down the barriers to help educators discover what it can be. 

It was encouraging to read many of the participants’ open-ended responses on how 

children would benefit from learning how to improvise and compose. Among these, the 

attributes of ownership, musical comprehension, increased confidence, and creative 

expression, echo what Quinton (2012) and Burnard (2000) mention in their writing. By 

giving students an opportunity to display what they know through improvisation and 
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composing and giving them the means to create music in a meaningful way, music teachers 

can enhance the learning experience for their students. 

Secondary instrument methods courses may be one way that improvisation can be 

worked into existing coursework at the collegiate level. In the following example, pre-

service music teachers would benefit from being on both sides of the podium. The professor 

may choose a different student each week to introduce a new note or technique to the class. 

This student, perhaps in on-the-spot consultation with classmates, must create several 

parameters which the rest of the class uses to create short improvisations that utilize the 

new note or skill. In this situation, students receive opportunities to improvise and to 

practice teaching improvisation. This activity can be replicated in beginning string 

instruction. Improvisation need not be taught separately from other skills, but rather can be 

used as the mode through which students are introduced to and practice new skills. 

 The findings from this study provide further insight into beginning string teachers’ 

perceptions regarding improvising and composing in the beginning strings classroom.  

Furthermore, they highlight an area within music education that requires greater emphasis 

and attention. The beginning string teachers in this study indicated that they lack the skills 

and the confidence to perform and teach improvisation and composing. Combined with 

their own musical experiences, music educators learn what is important to teach when they 

are going through their teacher-training courses.  

A replication of this study with a sample of beginning band teachers may provide 

more information in determining similar or divergent trends in the larger population of 

beginning instrumental music teachers. Considering that composing and improvising have 

been part of established music standards for nearly three decades (NAfME, 1994; NAfME 
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2014), and most participants in this study have been teaching music for equal to or less 

than two decades, it seems that substantive and meaningful curricular changes are needed 

at all levels of music instruction, kindergarten to college, in order to equip young students 

and future music teachers with the skills necessary to produce musicians that can thrive in 

the modern, musical world.   
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APPENDIX A 

INITIAL RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Email #1: Greetings, fellow music teachers! 

My name is Cheyenne Baisch, and I teach 4th and 5th grade strings in the Parkland 

School District, Allentown, PA.  I am also a graduate music education student at Temple 

University.   I am reaching out to you with the hope that you will participate in my graduate 

thesis research project.  I am researching elementary string teacher’s perceptions regarding 

improvising and composing at the beginning string level.  If you do not currently teach 3rd, 

4th, or 5th grade strings, please do not complete the survey.  This survey is intended only 

for elementary string teachers who teach 3rd, 4th, and/or 5th grade strings.   

Your participation would include taking a brief, 21-question survey that will take 

approximately 20 minutes to complete.  The survey consists of questions regarding your 

perceptions of and experiences with improvising and composing in your beginning string 

classrooms.  Your answers will remain completely anonymous.  Your input will help 

provide a valuable perspective on an area of music education that is often overlooked in 

music education research.  

 If you are willing to participate in this study and give your consent to do so, please 

click on the link below.  The link will take you to a Google Form where you can fill out 

the survey.  It will not collect any personal identifying information. 

 Over the course of the next 4 weeks, I will be sending out one additional follow-up 

email to remind you to complete the survey.  If you do not wish to receive this reminder, 

please respond to this email and I will remove you from the list. 
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Survey Link: 

https://forms.gle/ZVUzUSq7VTAMWbGA9 

I greatly appreciate every one of you who has taken the time to read this email.  I hope that 

you will consider completing the survey for my research project.  If you wish to contact 

me about any questions or concerns you have regarding this study, please feel free to reach 

out at the email or phone number below. 

  

Sincerely, 

Cheyenne Baisch 

610-463-6157 
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APPENDIX B 

SECONDARY RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Email #2: Greetings, fellow music teachers! 

 My name is Cheyenne Baisch, and I teach 4th and 5th grade strings in the Parkland 

School District, Allentown, PA.  I am also a graduate music education student at Temple 

University.  You received an email from me three weeks ago requesting your participation 

in my graduate thesis research project.  I greatly appreciate those of you who have already 

filled out and submitted the survey.  Your participation will be incredibly helpful to my 

research! 

 If you have not filled out the survey but are still interested in participating, there is 

one more week to do so.  As a reminder, I am researching elementary string teacher’s 

perceptions regarding improvising and composing at the beginning string level.  This 

survey is intended only for public school music teachers that teach 3rd, 4th, and/or 5th grade 

strings.  Your participation would include taking a brief, 21-question survey that will take 

approximately 20 minutes to complete.  The survey consists of questions regarding your 

perceptions of and experiences with improvising and composing in your beginning string 

classrooms.  Your answers will remain completely anonymous.  Your input will help 

provide a valuable perspective on an area of music education that is often overlooked in 

music education research.  

 If you are willing to participate in this study and give your consent to do so, please 

click on the link below.  The link will take you to a Google Form where you can read about 

the consent process and fill out the survey.  It will not collect any personal identifying 

information. 
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Survey Link: 

https://forms.gle/ZVUzUSq7VTAMWbGA9 

I greatly appreciate every one of you who has taken the time to read this email.  I hope that 

you will consider completing the survey for my research project.  If you wish to contact 

me about any questions or concerns you have regarding this study, please feel free to reach 

out at the email or phone number below. 

  

Sincerely, 

Cheyenne Baisch 

610-463-6157 
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APPENDIX C 

PARTICIPANT SURVEY 

Opening Survey Statement:  

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey!  Your response will be 
incredibly valuable to the research I am conducting for my Master's Thesis. 

My name is Cheyenne Baisch.  I am a graduate music education student at 
Temple University, and 4th-5th grade strings specialist in the Parkland School District.  
This survey contains questions about your perceptions of, and experiences with 
improvising and composing, and their use in your classroom. 

This survey will take you about 20 minutes to thoughtfully complete.  Should you 
have any questions or concerns about this survey, please do not hesitate to reach out to 
me or my thesis advisor, Dr. Deborah Confredo, using the contact information below. 

 

Cheyenne Baisch - tue95567@temple.edu 

Dr. Deborah Confredo - DebConfredo@temple.edu  

 

SECTION 1: Demographics 

 

1. When planning and teaching your lessons, what established music standards do 
you use? 

 

2. How many years have you been teaching public school music? 
 

3. What is your primary instrument area? 
 

SECTION 2: Please answer the following questions based on your experience in 
your undergraduate music education program or other music teacher training 
program.  Rate your answer on a scale of 1 - Never to 5 - Always. 

 

1. How often were you provided opportunities to improvise? 
 

2. How often were you provided opportunities to compose? 
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3. How often were you provided opportunities to teach children how to improvise? 
 

4. How often were you provided opportunities to teach children how to compose? 
 
SECTION 3: Please rate your level of confidence using the following scale: 1 - Not 
confident to 5 - Very confident 

 

1. How confident are you in your ability to improvise? 
 

2. How confident are you in your ability to compose? 
 

3. How confident are you in your ability to teach improvisation? 
 

4. How confident are you in your ability to teach composition? 
 

SECTION 4: Please answer each question using the following scale: 1 - Never to 5 - 
Always. 

 

1. How often do you implement improvisation activities with your students? 
 

2. How often do you implement composition activities with your students? 
 

3. How often do you personally engage in improvisation? 
 

4. How often do you personally engage in composition? 
 

SECTION 5: Please answer the following questions using the following scale: 1 - Not 
important to 5 - Very important. 

 

1. How important is it that beginning strings students learn how to improvise? 
 

2. How important is it that beginning strings students learn how to compose? 
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SECTION 6: Please provide a brief written answer of your beliefs for the following 
questions.  Listing is sufficient. 

 

1. In what ways do you believe students would benefit from learning how to 
improvise and/or how to compose? 

 

2. What challenges do you think students would encounter while trying to learn 
improvisation and/or composition? 

 

3. What challenges do you think you would encounter while trying to teach 
improvisation or composition? 

 

4. What resources would you need to incorporate these skills into your curriculum 
more often? 
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APPENDIX D 

CONSENT FORM 

Investigator and Department: 

Primary Investigator: Deborah Confredo, Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple 
University 

Student Investigator: Cheyenne Baisch; Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple 
University 

 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

        I invite you to take part in this research study because you are a public-school 
elementary strings teacher in the state of Pennsylvania. 

 

What should I know about this research? 

 Someone will explain this research to you. 

 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 

 You can choose not to take part. 

 You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 

 Your decision will not be held against you. 

 You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

        If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
contact the research team at: tue95567@temple.edu; 610-463-6157 or 
debconfredo@temple.edu. 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board.  You 
may talk to them at (215) 707-3390 or email them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the 
following: 

 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 

 You cannot reach the research team. 

 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
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 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

 

Why is this research being done? 

        The purpose of this study is to examine elementary string teachers’ perceptions of 
and experiences with improvising and composing, and their implementation in lessons 
and rehearsals.  Adult participants include 3rd-5th grade public-school string teachers in 
Pennsylvania.   Participants will complete a survey on Google Forms with questions 
about their experiences with improvisation and composition as an undergraduate, their 
confidence in performing and teaching these skills, and how students can benefit from 
learning these skills.  Parametric analysis will be used to analyze the data.   

 

How long will I be in this research? 

        We expect that you will be in this research for 20 minutes.  Your participation in this 
study ends when you submit the survey. 

 

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 

        If you agree to participate in this research you will complete an online survey that 
will take about 20 minutes.  There will be no follow-up or telephone communications.  
You will have two weeks from the date of initial contact to complete the survey. 

 

Will being in this research help me in any way? 

        Participation in this research will allow adult participants to better understand their 
personal experience with and perception of improvising and composing, and how that 
experience potentially impacts whether these skills are utilized in the individual’s own 
classroom.   

 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

        To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 
people who have to review it.  We cannot promise complete secrecy.  The IRB and 
Temple University may inspect and copy your information.  Survey data from Google 
Forms will be secured in Microsoft OneDrive for the duration of the study.  Only the 
researcher will view your responses or have access to the information. 

***By filling out and submitting this survey, you are indicating that you have had your 
questions answered, you agree to take part in this research study, and you are legally 
authorized to consent. 


