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ABSTRACT 

Trauma-informed music education is an emerging research area receiving increased 

attention among music educators, music teacher educators, and researchers. The purpose 

of this qualitative single case study was to examine one middle school trauma-informed 

music program. Located in a large urban city of the Northeast region in the United States, 

Wish Middle School (pseudonym) is an independent Title I school. An educational 

provider, partner, and resource center for the local community, the school’s philosophy 

centers on trauma-informed education for all students with the mission to serve any 

middle school-aged student who resides within the school’s neighborhood. Data were 

collected over four months during the 2021-2022 academic school year. Data sources 

included interviews with current students, teachers, and administrators, classroom 

observations, and artifacts. Many of the findings from student-, teacher-, and 

administrator-participant data, align with existing music education research in student-

center learning, social-emotional learning, teacher-student relationships, and caring 

learning environments. To add to extant literature, this study’s findings inform a more 

complete definition of trauma-informed music education, one focused on how music 

teachers and students interact and co-exist in a music classroom within a trauma-

informed school. Music education that is trauma-informed at Wish Middle School 

requires both students and the music teacher to work together, informing, and responding 

to each other. I propose a working definition of trauma-informed music education in this 

study that includes (a) music teachers who develop an affirmative and proactive 

perspective on student growth through individualized instruction and foster a positive 

student-teacher relationship; (b) classroom experiences that balance students’ self-
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selected activities and activities that pose encouraging and empowering challenges to 

students; and (c) curriculum design emphasizing students’ preferences and incorporating 

opportunities for students to connect with each other in a safe learning environment. 

More research specifically on trauma-informed music education programs is needed to 

continue addressing the needs of students and teachers. Future research will benefit all 

music education stakeholders by developing evidence-based studies to better understand 

and further define a trauma-informed music education framework. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 
 As an experienced music teacher, I often met with school counselors and social 

workers to discuss concerns regarding many of my students over the years. I was known 

for connecting with students who were disengaged socially and emotionally at school in 

music class. Devin is one student that I will never forget. I first started working with him 

as his music teacher when he was in sixth grade. Initially, Devin would often frustrate his 

other teachers because of his unresponsive behavior. Refusing to participate in most 

classes, he would try to sneak out of the classroom, taking any opportunity to leave the 

room and escape the confines of the school building. When approached by teachers or 

other adults he would slump over and stare away into a void, refusing eye contact. After 

observing his behavior and learning from previous experiences working with students 

like Devin, I decided to take a different approach and provided him tools to communicate 

his needs. I created a series of magnetic hall passes that hung on my classroom door 

frame. For example, if he needed a sensory break, he would point at the pass which said, 

“water break” and would leave and come back after a few minutes. Over time we 

developed an open communication system and he started increasing his verbal expression 

with me after a year of working together in class. Devin rarely had clean clothes and was 

exceedingly small in stature and size for his age. On a late spring day, toward the end of 

the school year, his eyes were dark with circles, and he was shivering in class with 

extremely soiled clothes after arriving late to school just in time for music class later in 

the morning. School administration offered him clean clothes but he would not accept 

them. I asked Devon quietly if he was feeling okay and if he wanted to talk about 
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anything after class. At this point in the school year and relationship I would have 

expected him to use his words to share the situation, but he would not look at me or speak 

at all. I knew something was wrong. I reached out to the school counselor and school 

administration to update them on his sudden change in communication and demeanor. 

Later it was determined later through investigation by the school administration and child 

protective services that Devin and his siblings had experienced intermittent homelessness 

and neglect, often being left alone without adult supervision for many hours at a time. By 

the time Devin was in eighth grade, I was still his music teacher, he had gained the light 

back in his eyes, his family had a safe living situation, and appropriate social and 

emotional supports were put in place at school. Working with Devin, I wondered how 

many students were experiencing trauma in their lives, preventing them from connecting 

and thriving as children. 

Statement of the Problem 

 School administrators, teachers, support staff, and communities are all challenged 

to meet the needs of students who have or are currently experiencing trauma. Over 40% 

of school children have experienced trauma in their young lives and music teachers work 

with a large portion of the student population in their schools (Thomas et al., 2019). 

Anecdotally, much of trauma-informed education research is centered on Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs). From 1995 to 1997 a large health maintenance 

organization participated in a study conducted by Felitti et al. (1998) whereby their 

patients across the United States completed a questionnaire about ACEs. Felitti et. al 

(1998) identified the following ACE categories in their study: psychological, physical, or 

sexual abuse; witnessing violence against mother; or living with household members who 
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were substance abusers, mentally ill or suicidal, or ever imprisoned. Felitti et al.’s (1998) 

study documented through 17,337 participant data the prevalence of childhood trauma 

and how the co-occurrence of multiple ACEs increase negative health and psychiatric 

outcomes in children and adults. Alongside ACEs, The National Child Traumatic Stress 

Network (NCTSN) currently identifies the following situations as trauma: (a) bullying; 

life-threatening health situations and/or painful medical procedures; (b) witnessing or 

experiencing community violence (shootings, stabbings, robbery, or fighting) in the 

home, school and/or neighborhood; (c) witnessing police activity or having a close 

relative incarcerated; (d) life-threatening natural disasters; acts or threats of terrorism 

(viewed in person or on television); and/or (e) living in chronically chaotic environments 

in which housing and financial resources are not consistently available (NCTSN, 2021).  

Hendricks (2018) suggests that compassionate music educators embrace six 

qualities: trust, empathy, patience, inclusion, community, and authentic connections to 

provide a welcoming and safe learning environment for all students. A challenge tasked 

for music educators alongside working with large student populations in their schools is 

providing compassionate care for students who are currently or have experienced trauma. 

The music classroom is an immersive learning environment where individuals share ideas 

and express emotions and feelings through expansive musical experiences (Walzer, 

2021). Music educators need to better understand how to care and work with students 

who have experienced trauma because of the student emotions and feelings that can 

surface in music class. Educators also need to understand how to support student growth 

in music. Many written resources and research exist on trauma-informed care in the 

school and health settings. However, trauma-informed music education research is 
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limited. This study focuses on participant perspectives experiences with one trauma-

informed music education program. 

Literature Review Introduction 

Trauma is powerful and can consume a child's coping ability (Rice & Groves, 

2005). Trauma can also imprint on children physically (Perfect et al., 2016). For many, 

trauma affects the ability to find goodness and hope, as well as cause distraction from 

learning (Dickinson et al., 1999; Perfect et al., 2016). Trauma can also be distracting 

from learning and undermine concentration and emotion regulation (Cole et al., 2005; 

Dulmus & Hilarski, 2006). To be trauma-informed, in any context, it is necessary to 

understand how exposure to traumatic experiences may have influenced the trauma 

survivor’s life by empathizing and accommodating their needs for healing (Blake et al., 

2011; Harris & Fallot, 2001).  

Trauma-informed education is defined in research by terms that include student-

centered learning, positive teacher-student relationships, caring learning environments, 

and social-emotional learning. Fung (2019) described music classrooms that are based in 

student-centered learning as supportive spaces where students are empowered through a 

positive and supportive community. Trauma-informed teaching also utilizes positive and 

supportive techniques like offering consistent constructive responses and feedback and 

developing healthy teacher-student relationships (Downey, 2007). According to Bryk 

(2010), learning occurs in classrooms when teachers and students collaborate on content 

materials and collaboration can take shape in many different forms in the music 

classroom. Kratus (1995) suggested that providing space for students to explore 

instruments as a pre-improvisation activity was one way for students and teachers to 
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work together through student-directed exploration with teacher guidance. For those who 

have experienced trauma, positive teacher-student relationships or partnerships can be 

beneficial for connecting and individualizing educational experiences to meet students’ 

social and emotional needs (Boykn & Noguera, 2011).  

Depending on a child's race and level of poverty, the urban environment can add 

to one’s disparities. In 2016, the National Education Association estimated that between 

50 and 60 percent of students living in poverty had been traumatized and because of 

systemic inequities, communities of color are disproportionately affected by poverty in 

urban areas (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2014). Urban schools are challenged by the 

number of students who have increased ACEs with a lack of adequate school funding. 

Alongside these issues, current education legislation continues to perpetuate institutional 

racism damaging and often silencing African American voices (Taylor & Clark, 2009).  

Music education research focused on “trauma-informed music education” is 

limited with two apparent publications in existence, including a research article and an 

edited book (Bradley & Hess, 2021; McEvoy & Salvador, 2020). McEvoy and Salvador 

(2020) connected culturally responsive pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009) and trauma-

informed practices in the music classroom. The authors suggest that culturally responsive 

and trauma-informed pedagogies align with factors in similar learning environments 

designed to encourage all students. Bradley and Hess (2021), adopted the perspective that 

trauma is ubiquitous in all populations, suggesting that music educators should learn 

about trauma and the effects it has on student behavior. Additionally, the authors 

encourage music educators to use their music classroom to help students process 

traumatic responses. Other chapter authors featured in the Bradley and Hess’ (2021) 
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publication provided an exploration of personal experiences with trauma from teacher 

and student perspectives. The unique and wide range of narrative, philosophical, 

psychological, and empirical chapters center on trauma and resilience in music. While 

these two sources establish a strong entry point, there is still much to be explored within 

the trauma-informed music education research. 

Operational Definitions 

I define terms used throughout this dissertation here for the reader:   

Trauma: The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 

(SAMHSA, 2014) defines trauma as circumstances that were physically or emotionally 

harmful or threatening resulting in lasting effect on an individual’s functioning ability 

and social and emotional wellbeing. 

Trauma-informed: Trauma-informed refers to the capability of teachers and care 

providers to understand how individual lives have been impacted by traumas such as 

violence and physical and emotional abuse (Carello & Butler, 2015).  

Urban: For the intention of this study, this term refers to The National Center for 

Education (NCES) definition of city as, a territory inside an urbanized area with a 

population of 100,000-250,000 people within its defined lines (NCES, 2006).   

Trauma-Informed Education: Harris and Fallot (2009) outline specific principles 

around trauma scholarship to support students at school, such as providing a safe space, 

establishing trustworthiness, offering choices, emphasizing collaboration, and prioritizing 

student empowerment.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative single case study was to examine one middle 

school’s trauma-informed music education program. Limited literature on the research of 

trauma-informed music education suggests more qualitative studies should be conducted 

to better understand how students, teachers, and administrators define and create trauma-

informed music education. O’Connell and Freidus (2001) explain that to truly understand 

innovative education practices like trauma-informed music education, it is important to 

ask not only what is happening by important stakeholders, like students and staff, but also 

to observe those happenings. Researchers should also strive to extract meaning and 

explanation from the participants and use their perspectives to begin connecting to a 

broader picture in music education literature (Popkewitz et al., 1982). This 

study sought the perspective and experiences of music students, teachers, and 

administrators to better understand trauma-informed music education.   

Research Questions 

(1) How do students describe making music at school?  

(2) What do students cite as important school music experiences?  

(3) How do the school administration and teachers describe trauma-informed 

education?  

(4) How does the music teacher describe and implement trauma-informed music 

education? 

Overview of Method 

I used a qualitative research design to study a trauma-informed music education 

program. Patton (2002) suggested that qualitative research is ideal for investigating and 
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analyzing data to study the underlying meanings, characteristics, processes, and varying 

perspectives. Case study qualitative methodology was best suited for the purpose of this 

study, as it is the first step in inquiry to fully develop and understand the school music 

program in focus (Stake, 1995). A case study represents a single system confined by time 

and place (Creswell, 2012), and as such I engaged with students, teachers, and 

administrators for three months from the beginning of September through December 

2021. Researchers choose case studies because the research requires the “close 

examination of people, topics, issues, or programs” (Hays, 2004, p. 218). To complete the 

close examination required, I completed student, teacher, and administrator participant 

interviews alongside observing music classroom interactions, and collecting student work 

and historical documents.   

Site Selection 

Wish Middle School’s (all proper names used in this study have been changed to 

pseudonyms) mission is to provide a trauma-informed education in an urban setting. I 

first learned of this unique school from my advisor during a qualitative class project 

planning meeting in Spring of 2020. Due to COVID-19 restrictions which occurred that 

semester, I paused on reaching out to the school to learn more and completed a 

qualitative class project that was better suited for the new challenges the pandemic 

presented. In December 2020, I came across a “volunteers needed” posting made by an 

administrator from Wish on social media. I began volunteering at Wish in January 2021 

providing in person support for the music teacher preparing for the eighth-grade 

graduation performance. After a few weeks I knew I wanted to work with the school on 

this study. I met with the Head of the School, equivalent to a principal and she was 
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supportive of me and my project vision. I sought out and received necessary school and 

Institutional Research Board approvals, and began focusing on students' experiences in 

music class, teacher and administrators' perspectives on trauma-informed education, and 

the music teacher’s approach to music education in a trauma-informed school.  

Participants 

I purposefully sampled current teachers and administrators, along with enrolled 

students within the research site, Wish Middle School (Patton, 2002). All participants 

consented or assented with parent/guardian consent to share their perspectives and 

experiences as part of this study. In total, 18 students, ranging from fifth to eighth grade, 

five teachers, and three administrators participated in the study. 

Role of the Researcher 

In the role of the researcher, I gathered a comprehensive review of the literature, 

outlining trauma-informed education and establishing a working definition of trauma-

informed music education from existing literature. I gained Temple University approval 

for this study, school site approval, and participant and parent/guardian consent and 

assent. Ethical care and inquiry were honored as I adhered to the approved protocol for 

data collection (Appendix A). I analyzed qualitative data, and developed conclusions and 

recommendations.  

Study Structure 

In this chapter I provided an explanation of the problem, offered a brief literature 

review, shared the study’s purpose and research questions, and overviewed the 

methodological approach and process. In Chapter 2, I examine select literature 

surrounding trauma-informed schools and their practices along with defining trauma-
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informed music education. Chapter 3 describes the single case study method, data 

collection and analysis procedures, and includes sections on researcher positionality and 

data verification procedures. Chapter 4 includes the findings of the study. Chapter 5 

analyzes and contextualizes the findings, providing conclusions and recommendations for 

future inquiry.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 
Harlen and Schlapp (1998) define the role of the literature review as one that 

informs and guides the researcher’s work. The purpose of this study is to examine one 

trauma-informed music education program. As a result, Chapter 2 focuses on literature 

related to trauma, educational approaches, trauma-informed education, and concludes 

with a working definition of trauma-informed music education. Each main topic area 

includes several subsections (see Figure One for the main topics and subsections 

addressed in the literature reviewed). 

There is extensive research defining trauma and childhood exposure to trauma. 

The large body of research identifies both physical and mental conditions in children who 

have experienced high levels of trauma and includes how learning might be affected by 

student trauma victims. Trauma-informed education research is often defined through 

real-world applications. As a result, I provide examples of various programs widely used 

in United States schools. I also include literature on other key terms cited in trauma-

informed education, such as teacher-student relationships, student engagement, 

individualized experiences, and social-emotional learning. Lastly, it is necessary to 

explore select literature on urban education and describe the challenges of under 

resourced populations in the urban setting to fully grasp the context of school featured in 

this study. 
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Figure 1 
 
Literature Review Structure  
           

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Trauma 

In Greek, “trauma” literally means “wound” (Kaser-Boyd & Evans, 2008). 

Trauma occurs after exposure to a broad range of distressing events, such as emotional, 

physical, or sexual abuse; natural disasters; and car accidents (Perry, 2002). Traumatic 

exposures may also include non-violent situations, such as experiencing divorce and 

other sudden or frequent living situation changes. Trauma-informed researchers often cite 
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adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), such as exposure to abuse and other family 

challenges, as well as social, emotional, and behavioral issues in school-aged children 

(Felitti et al., 1998).  

Behavioral and Physical Conditions 

Trauma is powerful and often overwhelms a child’s coping ability (Rice & 

Groves, 2005), and each child’s capacity to cope with adverse events differs. Coping 

tendencies can be hidden in a child’s response to various environments. For example, 

challenging disruptive behavior at school might be considered as a sign of attention 

deficit disorder instead of a coping tendency for exposure to trauma. Further, children 

with more traumatic exposure are more likely to be diagnosed with mental health 

disorders and less likely to engage in school (Porche et al., 2016). Childhood stress and 

trauma can also result in difficulties connecting with others, contributing to heightened 

anxiety and depression, which may lead to behavioral issues that result in suspensions 

(Perfect et al., 2016).  

Researchers have suggested that trauma can affect children physically, resulting 

in psychological and physical conditions such as eating disorders, chronic migraines, 

irritable bowel syndrome, and autoimmune diseases (Berger et al., 2020; Dickinson et al., 

1999). Additionally, trauma may become imprinted during children’s development, 

thereby evolving into a lifetime emotional experience, instead of a fleeting moment in 

time. For many children, trauma affects their ability to find goodness and hope, as well as 

perform well both academically and socially (Dickinson et al., 1999; Perfect et al., 2016). 
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Diverse Populations 

Trauma affects children across racial and socioeconomic lines. Felitti et al. (1998)  

examined the role of ACEs in 17,337 participants across the United States and identified 

different degrees of negative influence on children; as the number of ACEs increased, the 

risk of negative academic and health outcomes also increased. Felitti et al. (1998) found 

that children with more ACEs were 2.5 times more likely to be enrolled in special 

education programs, exhibit behavioral issues resulting in suspension, fail a grade, and 

score lower on standardized tests. In 2020, Finkelhor asserted that the damaging stressors 

of ACEs are rising and found that childhood trauma is more widespread than previously 

understood. Courtois (2004) proposed that a trauma epidemic has led to trauma-informed 

practices that benefit all children by building self-awareness, self-regulation, and 

teamwork cooperation skills. Teachers and other education professionals must adopt 

universal approaches to childhood trauma because of the widespread need for social and 

emotional learning support.  

Influences on Learning 

Trauma influences children's learning, relationships, and friendships, and 

functioning in classroom settings (Cole et al., 2005) and concentration, emotion 

regulation, and empathetic abilities can also be undermined by childhood trauma 

(Dulmus & Hilarski, 2006). O’Donnell et al. (2002) stated that children who experience 

trauma show signs of depression and anxiety and typically have low ambition and limited 

life goals. Problems related to traumatic exposure often lead to behavioral concerns, such 

as aggression, emotional withdrawal, and attention-seeking behavior (Fairbank et al., 

2007). Absenteeism is also associated with childhood trauma exposure (Blodgett & 
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Lanigan, 2018). Gottfried and Kirksey (2017) studied the impact of absenteeism on 

students’ test performance and found that both excused and unexcused absenteeism affect 

student achievement and are linked to test score declines. Further, trauma can also have 

prolonged effects on social outcomes in early grades, in addition to slower academic 

advancement, and legislators have implemented interventions to improve low attendance 

rates (Cole et al., 2005). Harrison and Klein (2007) suggested disability itself is not a 

problem; however, the environment within which people with disabilities must function 

often is. When educators and administrators apply trauma research in schools, they 

should consider creating learning environments that support the needs of diverse types of 

trauma survivors. Trauma-informed education and commonly utilized trauma-informed 

programs outlined in legislation and in practice can guide school leaders and teachers to 

make the strongest choices for their student community populations. 

Educational Approaches 

Trauma-informed education is defined in research by terms like student-centered 

learning, connection, engagement, positive student-teacher relationships, and social-

emotional learning. The terms and description vocabulary can seem fluid and 

interchangeable at times. I outline key educational approaches frequently described in 

trauma-informed research. 

Caring and Safe Learning Spaces 

Schools must provide a safe space to support students exposed to trauma (Dombo 

& Sabatino, 2019). Dombo and Sabatino (2019) suggested safety in schools starts with 

positive connections and relationships. Redefining negative or non-existent relationships 

for trauma-exposed students with positive teacher-student and peer-to-peer relationships 
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provides security for students both inside and outside of school (Murphey & Sacks, 

2019). Additionally, teachers can influence positive learning environments by providing 

safe and compassionate connections that influence students’ academic success (Cramer et 

al., 2018).  

In music education research, caring and safe learning space literature is 

commonly based on student-peer and teacher-student relationships, as well as the school 

environment as a physical space of comfort. Hendricks, Smith, and Stanuch (2014) 

suggested that safe music learning environments foster students commitment to and 

enjoyment of music making. Parker (2010) found from studying adolescent singers’ 

belonging experiences in a choral ensemble that participants reported chorus as a safe 

space as an important bonding and relationship-building experience. Watts et al. (2020) 

described a caring music classroom through Nel Noddings’ (2005) framework of care 

including modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation. Modeling can include meeting 

with music students outside of class to help with preparing a solo or to provide deeper 

one-on-one practice. By meeting at lunch or at outside of class the teacher models a 

commitment to their students’ growth and success through caring. Dialogue includes 

teachers and students engaging in meaningful conversations where the students do the 

talking and teachers listen. These conversations can be about music and provide space for 

students to share their thoughts. Practicing care can be as simple as putting away music 

and instruments at the end of class carefully and mindfully as to clean and organize 

materials for their next use. Confirmation of care can be established through an inclusive 

music classroom, incorporating positive and team-oriented mentalities.  
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Student-Centered Learning 

Learning environments and perceptions of successful learning are an important 

part of student success, which can be affected by emotions (Meyer et al., 2016). It is 

widely accepted that students’ achievement is strongly associated with their performance 

and motivation (Pekrun et al., 2011; Zeidner, 2014). Student-centered learning occurs 

when students are directing their learning, allowing them to decide what, and how, they 

learn (Glasgow, 1997). Student-centered learning promotes engagement through 

autonomy and scaffolding, offering individualized experiences to students (Wong, 2021). 

Thoughtful communication during rehearsals between the music teacher and students will 

build rapport and a safe space for students to share their voices. Autonomy allows 

students to gain independence and control over their learning (Dochy et al., 2003), 

scaffolding creates a framework for learning (Vygotsky, 1978), and student peer groups 

encourage learning (Kearney et al., 2006). Student-centered learning can also help 

connect students to their emotions and experiences (Kearney et al., 2006). 

Student-centered learning is also found in music education curriculum and 

pedagogy research. Fung (2019) described music classrooms that are based in student-

centered learning as supportive spaces where students are empowered through a positive 

learning community. For example, Kratus (1995) argued music students should have the 

freedom to explore as a pre-improvisation activity to allow for more flexibility and 

understanding of experimentation with their instrument. The pre-improvisation 

exploration process outlined by Kratus (1995) was utilized by Coss (2019) who also 

found the instrument exploration process to be student-centered through discovery and 

experience, with all choices made by students without constraint. Students benefited from 
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exploring melodic and harmonic ideas for later improvisation and composition work 

(Kratus, 1995). Providing time for student-centered learning experiences like exploration 

in the music classroom can deepen students’ understanding of their instrument, empower 

students to make creative choices, and further develop improvisation skills (Coss, 2019).  

Music technology has also played a key role in student-centered learning in the 

music classroom. Bauer et al. (2003) suggested by using internet-based apps, music 

education can be more interactive where both the students and teacher lead classes. 

Utilizing technology can also encourage students to share their learning experiences with 

their classmates, like sharing songs composed in an iPad app with instant playback 

(Bauer et al., 2003). Kim (2013) found in their study of music technology use in a Korean 

elementary school for three months that students’ self-motivation was enhanced along 

with their engagement in music class in general by engaging with technology and sharing 

their work regularly with peers. Music technology creates a two-way teaching 

environment where students can self-direct their music learning and connect through 

digital technology, like connecting in music conversations on a classroom blog, 

collaborating on a song writing project, or sharing the work they are doing. 

Teacher-Student Relationships 

Teacher-student relationships are supportive and limit negative student behavior 

and offer consistent constructive responses at school creating a safe space for learning 

(Downey, 2007). Classroom teachers who strive to connect with their students prepare 

structured and clear guidelines that provide logical consequences and choices to promote 

students’ autonomy and control (Downey, 2007). Teachers who develop strong 

relationships with students and their parents can also improve communication and 
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strengthen student achievement (Boykn & Noguera, 2011). Hendricks (2018) defined 

teacher compassion as a disposition which expands beyond empathy through helping 

others for no other benefit than finding peace in students’ success. It is through teacher 

compassion and care that safe learning spaces begin, bringing students closer to music at 

school.  

In music education, research on teacher-student relationships focuses on student 

musical and emotional outcomes. Bonneville-Roussy et al. (2020) found that music 

students look for teacher support, not only music-focused support but for other well-

being concerns as well, suggesting the music educator remember the whole student's life 

and concerns alongside music for the most supportive teacher-student relationship 

possible. Genuine and positive teacher-student relationships encourage student growth by 

reinforcing a learning environment in which structure and choices are balanced. A 

partnership between teachers, students, and parents yields opportunities for open 

communication and a supportive learning environment addressing students' needs.  

Important to note is the literature crossover with teacher-student relationships and 

safe and caring learning spaces in music education. Blair (2009) found through their 

study with secondary special needs music students, teachers can foster a sense of 

belonging and a family community environment by understanding students desires to feel 

parental love by modeling thoughtfulness. Sweet’s (2008) dissertation study of a middle 

school choral director described how students are regarded as not only important but seen 

as individuals, connecting with their teacher in a safe space through kindness and humor. 

Burnard’s (2008) study centered on three teachers who worked to reengage disaffected 

youth by celebrating students’ creative works and connecting students with local artists to 
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build meaningful relationships. Through this process the three teachers focused on 

respecting students, modeling, and encouraging prosocial experiences in the classroom 

(Burnard, 2008). These three studies blend the lines between teacher-student relationships 

and safe and caring learning spaces to connect the teacher’s role in providing a safe and 

caring space for learning.  

Social-Emotional Learning 

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) is formally defined by Brackett et al. (2019) as 

the “process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply knowledge, 

attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve goals, 

feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make 

responsible decisions” (p. 1). Students' abilities to identify and self-regulate emotions is 

considered an Emotional Intelligence (EI) because one is aware of their emotions and 

responds accordingly (Garg et al., 2016). SEL represents a constellation of approaches 

that foster children’s discovery and development of EI skills (Garg et al., 2016). SEL is 

considered the process of understanding why or the purpose of emotions and how to work 

with them.  

There is extensive research on SEL approaches and their effect on student social 

and emotional awareness and academic success. Wilson et al. (2001) found through a 

meta-analysis of SEL instruction-based studies that students’ drug and alcohol abuse, 

truancy, and behavior problems can be reduced. Edgar (2016) studied SEL in a high 

school instrumental setting and found students were more cooperative and productive 

when the instrumental directors adopted a facilitative rather than a top-down instructional 

approach to classes. Facilitative music teachers not only address the musical aspects of 
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development but also focus on students' wellbeing outside of music class as well (Allsup 

& Benedict, 2008). 

When advocating for SEL, Hymel and Espelage (2018) suggested that reducing 

anxiety and employing mindfulness techniques could improve challenging classroom 

behavior. For example, a mindfulness routine built into the beginning of class might help 

connect students to their emotions. Additionally, SEL development can be successful in 

the music classroom through creativity, connection, communication, and cooperation 

activities (Brackett et al., 2019; Garg et al., 2016; Hymel & Espelage, 2018). Music 

activities like improvisation, singing and playing instruments, and defining emotions with 

music can develop social and emotional learning (Varner, 2020). As music activities 

often emphasize progress more than perfection, engaging in music can help students 

develop emotional connections within oneself and the understanding of others (Garg et 

al., 2016). 

SEL music education is also found in research pertaining to music curriculum 

activity development. Varner (2020) outlined general music lessons and activities that 

align with SEL in three ways, including (a) percussion activities that focus on 

multicultural respect, (b) circle games which are formatted to model careful listening and 

communication skills, and (c) folk songs that encourage social awareness through 

community building. Alongside Varner’s examples, Kupana (2015) also suggested social 

and emotional awareness of oneself is strengthened in music because of the skills related 

to assessment and expression of emotions used in activities like improvisation, ensemble 

playing, and listening to music. By integrating SEL in the music classroom, teachers can 
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complement and expand learning to include social and emotional self-regulation and 

decision-making, enhancing the lives of students (Varner, 2020).  

Trauma-Informed Education 

Trauma-informed educators understand how exposure to traumatic experiences 

may influence students’ lives. Trauma-informed educators also strive to apply their 

understanding of trauma by supporting student needs and connecting students and 

families to services provided in the school setting (Harris & Fallot, 2001). Trauma 

services provided to students and families by schools were established by the federal 

government, through a series of Acts passed by Congress.  

Legislative Backdrop 

In 2000, the United States Congress created the National Child Traumatic Stress 

Network (NCTSN) as part of the Children’s Health Act to provide American youth with 

access to services who have experienced or witnessed traumatic events. NCTSN website 

database and physical locations provide training materials, resources for treatment, 

intervention guidelines, and program development to integrate trauma-informed and 

evidence-based practices in all child-serving systems. Over twenty years, the NCTSN has 

grown its center locations from 17 to 286 in communities all over the United States and 

continues to operate under the Children’s Health Act. In 2012, the United States Attorney 

General’s National Task Force on Children Exposed to Violence published a 

recommendation report suggesting that all United States-based schools should have 

trauma-informed staff providing school-based trauma-specific services. The Task Force’s  

purpose was to recommend services to address trauma in American youth and included 
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practitioners, child advocates, academic experts, and clinicians charged with addressing 

the increased levels of trauma and violence faced by children in the United States.  

Recent legislation also supports trauma-informed practice, such as the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015), which provides funding for evidence-based trauma-

informed training for school personnel. The ESSA outlines grants and program 

development to advance trauma-informed practices in schools across the United States, 

replacing the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The NCLB implemented high 

stakes testing to close the learning gap between affluent suburban schools, urban, and 

rural schools across the United States. The NCLB also created barriers to student success 

by reducing funding, its primary control on schools with low performance and allowing 

states to control education matters (NCLB, 2001). The ESSA, which is currently 

reauthorized each year, continues to provide schools with a framework to support 

achievement of historically under-resourced students, despite high stakes testing 

remaining a requirement at multiple grade levels. 

Adopting Trauma-Informed Education 

Through a survey taken by teachers, principals, and students, Bryk (2010) found 

the bureaucratic hierarchy of schools, such as high-stakes testing, had a strong effect on 

the daily functions in a classroom. Teachers reported instructional methods, like trauma-

informed education, depended on the vision, educational philosophy, and goals of the 

school administration, and leadership. For an instructional shift to trauma-informed 

education to become effective for students, entire schools, or school districts, leaders 

must invest in the changes. Bryk (2010) identified five organizational features necessary 

for schools to support student achievement in classrooms that adopt trauma-informed 
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education, including (1) clear instructional guidance, (2) continued trainings for teachers 

and staff, (3) parent and community involvement (4) student-centered learning, and (5) 

strong administration leadership.  

First, Bryk (2010) argued that a coherent instructional guidance system is needed 

to determine how, and what type of, instruction occurs. This guidance system is 

objective-driven and led by assessments that clearly identify students’ explicit 

knowledge. For example, music classes that focus students on daily objectives and build 

on previous knowledge with each new step would align with Bryk’s guidance system. 

Second, teachers and staff need to continue learning about trauma-informed education 

through professional development. Professional development and lifelong learning are 

crucial for teachers to continually grow as educators and learn new ways to address 

students’ needs in a trauma-informed school setting. Third, a strong parent-community-

school relationship positively influences students’ attendance and classroom 

participation. Partnerships with community leaders and parents are important for teachers 

to gain insight into students’ social and emotional needs and cultural backgrounds. The 

fourth feature is student-centered learning, in which students are encouraged to think and 

solve problems for themselves through a safe and orderly school environment. Student-

centered learning is at the core of trauma-informed education because it empowers 

students to guide their own learning with teacher support. Bryk’s (2010) final factor for 

strong student achievement involved administrative leadership, where principals 

strategically guide, change, hire and dismiss personnel, and leverage instructional 

programs and direct funding resources based on their philosophic academic agenda. The 

administrators must demonstrate their commitment to trauma-informed education in all 
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facets of their school leadership for transparency and consistency. Overall, these five 

factors are strong influencers of student achievement in classrooms (Bryk, 2010). 

Trauma-Based School Programs 

Education administrations have reported implementing evidence-based, trauma-

informed programs in their schools in response to new and expanding research on 

childhood trauma (Chafouleas et al., 2016). The following commonly implemented 

trauma programs draw connections between research and practice in schools: the 

Sanctuary Model, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 

(SAMHSA) framework (2014), the Traumatic Events Screening Inventory for 

Children (Daviss et al., 2000), and School-Wide Positive Behavior Interventions and 

Supports (SWPBIS; Cole et al., 2013; Evans et al., 2014). These program examples are 

widely implemented in schools across the United States. The purpose and applications of 

each program inform this study by providing context and real-world examples for 

reference.  The following is a representation of some of the developed trauma-based 

school programs.   

Sanctuary Model 

Bloom (1997) developed a sanctuary model in a short-term psychiatric clinic for 

adults who experienced childhood trauma. The sanctuary model is based on a democratic 

treatment system that empowers clients to make decisions to build on social and 

emotional growth and change through a community environment (Bloom, 1997). Bloom 

and Sreedhar (2008) defined and transferred ideas from the treatment sanctuary model 

clinic to schools, whereby students use mutually agreed upon goals and practices for a 

shared vision. A shared vision can help establish a “living-learning environment,” which 



 

 26  

Jones (1968) described as a setting in which healing, growth, and creative expressions 

occur.  

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration Model 

Researchers have identified the SAMHSA (2014) as a comprehensive and 

effective program that continues to propel much of the childhood trauma-informed 

movement (Rolfsnes & Idsoe, 2011). SAMHSA (2014) established four key trauma-

informed points for school-based approaches (a) realizing that trauma is common and 

extensive affecting many students from diverse backgrounds, (b) recognizing traumatic 

exposure signs like neglect and behaviors that are disruptive to their learning, (c) 

encouraging students by evidence-based practices in trauma research, and (d) striving to 

attain a standard that prevents re-traumatization of students. SAMHSA’s key points 

suggest that teachers and staff acknowledge how widespread childhood trauma is in their 

schools, recognize how trauma can affect student behavior and learning, and avoid re-

traumatizing students through disciplinary actions.  

Traumatic Events Screening Inventory 

Trauma-informed schools use universal school-wide screenings to determine and 

identify students at risk of exposure to trauma and stress often early in the school year to 

mitigate as many concerns as possible at the beginning of the school year (Listenbee et 

al., 2012). The Traumatic Events Screening Inventory for Children is administered by a 

clinician in an interview format (Daviss et al., 2000) to identify students at risk of trauma. 

Students aged 6–17 years respond to self-report items that include a range of traumatic 

experiences such as accidental trauma, loss of loved ones, physical abuse, and violence 

(Daviss et al., 2000). Identifying at-risk students early through universal school-wide 
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screenings is important for a prompt response from crisis professionals after reviewing 

students’ data who might need immediate services. To prevent lifelong psychological and 

physiological damage, the screening survey addresses potential trauma without re-

traumatizing students through age-appropriate questioning (Dorado et al., 2016; Gonzalez 

et al., 2016).  

Trauma is often disguised as a mental health concern in children (Porche et al., 

2016) and the Traumatic Screening Inventory for Children can also help identify when 

trauma might be present in challenging classroom behavior (Plumb et al., 2016). The 

Traumatic Screening Inventory for Children can help avoid misdiagnosis of disabilities 

linked to executive functioning skills which can result in medication prescriptions that do 

not meet children’s needs, as well as inappropriate placement of children into special 

education programs (Plumb et al., 2016). 

School-Wide Positive Interventions and Support Model 

The School-Wide Positive Interventions and Support Model (SWPBIS) is a 

commonly adopted trauma-informed program that aligns well with many schools that 

have established educational practices (Cole et al., 2013; Evans et al., 2014). 

Administrators find SWPBIS appealing because changing school policies can be difficult, 

and thus embedding trauma-informed practices in existing school structures is 

challenging (Berger, 2019). Developed as a preventative approach to discipline in 

schools, SWPBIS outlines appropriate behaviors for all students, stemming from previous 

school rules and policies (Colvin et al., 1993). Built on a continuum, SWPBIS includes 

targeted interventions for students who need additional support and other monitoring 

systems to progress (Horner et al., 2000). The targeted interventions can be clear steps or 
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actions taken as different behaviors are exhibited or choices are made by the student. By 

adding more support like teacher one-on-one time, teachers can be more informed on 

student needs. In addition, SWPBIS establishes a culture of support for students by 

engaging families and the school community at large to reinforce school-wide positive 

behavior language (Noltemeyer et al., 2019). 

Summary 

Each trauma-informed program addresses various elements of trauma-informed 

education and hinges on different points to implement a specific trauma-informed 

approach, including the teacher-centered SAMHSA framework, the clinician-

centered Traumatic Events Screening Inventory for Children, and the community-based 

SWPBIS framework. Much of the responsibility in the SAMHSA framework relies on 

how teachers understand childhood trauma, recognize behavior concerns that result from 

trauma, and respond to students exposed to trauma. The Traumatic Events Screening 

Inventory for Children, a universal school-wide trauma testing method, is administered 

by mental health clinicians to screen a school’s entire student population for early 

detection of childhood trauma. This framework focuses on identifying trauma exposure 

among students who experienced adverse conditions based on their screening inventory 

responses. With SWPBIS, school staff, families, and communities reinforce the positive 

behavior plan established by a school. Teachers identify students showing trauma-

exposure concerns, and a support team and individual intervention plan are implemented 

for each student who needs additional direction. These examples of trauma-informed 

education connect research to practice through evidence-based approaches commonly 
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implemented by trauma-informed schools. These frameworks also inform this study by 

providing context to understand trauma-informed strategies better. 

Urban Poverty and Race 

The middle school studied in this research is located in a large urban city. It is 

necessary to provide literature about urban poverty and urban trauma in schools to better 

understand the complexity of this trauma-informed middle school. The Federal 

Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics (2018) identifies children’s economic 

circumstances as an indicator of cognitive, behavioral, and socio-emotional difficulties. 

As of 2006, approximately 18 percent of American youth lived in poverty (Forum, 2018). 

Hughes and Tucker (2018) state that poverty qualifies as an adverse childhood experience 

because of its associated hardships. Additionally, in 2016, the National Education 

Association estimated that between 50 and 60 percent of students living in poverty have 

been traumatized and, considering the history of the United States, communities of color 

are disproportionately affected by poverty in urban areas (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 

2014).  

Scholars have proposed that African American children living in poverty go 

unnoticed by government and educational agencies (Delpit, 2006; Kretovics & Nussel, 

1994). Historical examples of this are visible physically through inadequate housing for 

residents in select areas within distinct parts of a city. Wilson (2008) explained the 

concentrated and consistent poverty in African American communities by identifying 

historical political actions that continue to perpetuate poverty in these communities, such 

as the cause and effect of housing and education disparities, which are accentuated by 

construction. For example, the Dan Ryan expressway in Chicago is a multi-lane highway 
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mandated by the Interstate Highway Act of 1956, which allowed large roadways to cut 

through impoverished African American neighborhoods (Wilson, 2008). The Dan Ryan 

expressway also separated African American and White neighborhoods, creating 

boundaries that displaced many residents during the 1950s. Wilson (2008) identified 

other cities and towns across the United States with similar roadway barriers that 

contributed to housing inequity, such as that caused by Chicago’s Dan Ryan.  

In policies and practices, Sanders, Merrell, and Cobb (1999) found African 

American children living in poverty may be even more neglected. Further, African 

American children are more susceptible to adverse experiences, such as neglect or abuse, 

and are simultaneously the last group to receive the services they need (Sanders et al., 

1999). The authors also found that children living in poverty, including African American 

children, are often offered low-quality services. This reality, based on research, requires 

finding ways to address and support the most vulnerable children and respond to their 

individual experiences and differences (Blitz et al., 2016).  

Trauma and Urban Schools 

Many researchers have studied the exposure rate to traumatic experiences of 

youth in urban environments (Breslau et al., 2004; McKay et al., 2005). The negative 

impacts of childhood trauma and stress exist in under resourced communities because 

even adults are affected by trauma, which is often paired together with childhood trauma 

(Abramovitz et al., 2016). It is important to consider the intersections of cyclical 

structured oppression, including racism and poverty, to understand how trauma is 

manifest in urban school youth (Blitz et al., 2016).  
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Institutional racism in schools is a continuing systemic issue in education, as it 

prevents students of color from succeeding and inflicts trauma on them. Taylor and Clark 

(2009) investigated how institutional racism undermines students of color and how this 

“sabotages improvement efforts” (p. 114). Institutional racism in the twenty-first century 

is passive and damaging, often silencing African American voices and preventing justice. 

Esposito and Murphy (2010) identified key areas in American society where racial 

inequality continues to perpetuate racial discrimination: health care, criminal justice, 

employment, housing, and education policies. Schools in urban settings are charged with 

the challenge of supporting the needs of their students with minimal budgets. Much of 

modern racism is covert, fostering silent barriers or dead-end pathways for many African 

Americans, making it extremely difficult to challenge the current racial status quo 

through discourse especially in the education system and policies in place (Esposito & 

Murphy, 2010). 

Lipman and Rajack (2011) envisioned reimagining schools, through their 

connection and relationship with the city in which they are located, by transforming 

oppressive social structures into a world where the full person is cared for and respected. 

Lipman and Rajack also suggested that classrooms could align with trauma-informed 

education when schools adopt a student-centered approach that cultivates student‐teacher 

relationships. High-stakes testing presents a barrier to building stronger relationships 

between students and teachers and between students and schools. Croft, Roberts, and 

Stenhouse (2015) explored the issues surrounding high-stakes testing and teacher 

evaluations, especially considering policies which have dissolved support for trauma-

exposed students in urban schools like educational paraprofessionals supporting in class 
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work with side-by-side guidance. When teachers must focus solely on students’ test 

performance to retain their jobs, the time to develop caring relationships with their 

students becomes inadequate (Croft et al., 2015). 

Trauma presents schools with a major consideration: how to remain focused on 

the primary goal of education with the understanding that, to engage in the learning 

process, many students need help in dealing with traumatic stress (Ko, 2005). Urban 

schools also reflect a place for incoming immigrants and refugee students who join the 

racially diverse and bilingual students (Montero-Sieburth, 1989). Urban schools are 

disproportionately affected by the number of students who have increased ACEs, 

alongside the lack of adequate funding. Several studies have focused on the role and 

perceptions of teachers regarding trauma-informed education (Alisic et al., 2012; Reker, 

2016). However, a significant gap exists in the literature on trauma-informed education 

that includes the perspectives of educators and students from urban areas (Williams, 

2020). This study will also contribute authentic perspectives to the existing trauma-

informed education research from an urban school setting.  

Music Education and Trauma 

Research on trauma-informed music education is scarce. A search for trauma-

informed music education resulted in only one peer-reviewed article and one collection of 

essays. In my literature search, I also identified a related, yet still limited, research key-

term within music education, music education and students who have experienced 

adverse conditions. These searches required me to look beyond music education into 

related music fields. I therefore begin by defining trauma-informed music education with 

music therapy, followed by discussing literature about students who have experienced 
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adverse conditions in music education, and finally identifying a working definition of 

trauma-informed music education based on current literature.   

Trauma-Informed Music Therapy 

When defining trauma-informed music education, insights may be found in the 

relationship between music therapy and trauma-based youth studies. Zanders (2012) 

studied youth in the foster care system and found that listening to music and making 

music helped participants connect socially with their peers and foster families. Although 

participants experienced varying levels of trauma, each relied on music as a 

psychological resource to calm themselves and help them to cope. Zanders (2012) also 

proposed that music helped adolescents express thoughts that might be challenging to 

convey verbally, suggesting that trauma-informed music education might provide 

opportunities for student expression. As many foster care youths have a painful and 

traumatic past, Zanders (2015) described learning about participants’ past-lived 

experiences and how each connects with music. The author suggests that when 

developing practice-based theories for foster care clients, people consider how music may 

provide hope and meaning to clients’ lives. 

While music therapists and music educators have different goals, methodologies, 

and licensure requirements, identifying links with trauma-informed music therapy 

strategies in research can help to develop a working definition of trauma-informed music 

education (Salvador & Pasiali, 2017). For example, Davis’ (2010) case study of music 

therapy in 8- to 11-year-old tornado survivors used music composition to help 

participants process and express their emotions, and thus helped them to heal, as they 

transitioned back to school after the natural disaster. In a separate music therapy study, 
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student participants engaged in improvisation and shared songwriting projects with peers 

to process a wildfire disaster (McFerran & Teggelove, 2011). Participants shared that 

they bonded with, and heard, each other deeply, as each student processed the wildfire 

devastation that had changed the landscape near their homes (McFerran & Teggelove, 

2011). In both music therapy studies, student participants engaged in musical activities 

commonly experienced in school music classes. Although music participation was based 

on music therapy treatments, music education researchers can draw from these and 

similar music therapy studies to develop trauma-informed music education practices. 

Experiences in Adverse Conditions and Music Education 

  Students who have experienced adverse conditions is a research area that began in 

the 1990s and focused on students who may display poor academic performance, lack of 

self-esteem, boredom with traditional school systems, a need for experiential hands-on 

approach to learning, and the desire to experience success in the school setting in some 

way (Shuler, 1992). Shuler (1992) described music education as a valuable setting to 

address the needs of students because of the active performance-based and creatively-

designed experiences that music can offer. Robinson (2004) advocated that all students 

can be considered students who have experienced adverse conditions through their study 

with seven master teachers, who through interviews, shared their music instructional 

methods with students. Three insights surfaced from Robinson’s (2004) participant 

interviews with regard to working with students who have experienced adverse 

conditions in music education (a) treat everyone individually and acknowledge the 

strengths of each student, (b) reflect music curriculum to the diversity of students, and (c) 

build on student success. Goss-Shields (1997) described the role of music education as 
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intervention through qualitative and quantitative methods. Over 16 weeks of music 

intervention for youth who have experienced adverse conditions, Goss-Shields (1997) 

found the role of music education along with a mentor was important for youth as their 

self-perceptions and musical competency improved. The language and descriptors of 

1990s scholarship focused on students who experienced adverse conditions is congruent 

with contemporary trauma-informed education descriptors.  

Trauma-Informed Music Education 

In their article, McEvoy and Salvador (2020) connected culturally responsive 

pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009) and trauma-informed practices in music classrooms. 

The authors suggested that culturally responsive and trauma-informed pedagogies align 

with factors present in similar learning environments designed to encourage all students 

to reach their maximum potential. McEvoy and Salvador (2020) drew from childhood 

trauma research and music therapy to connect inferences relevant to practical music 

classroom activities. Due to the limited research on trauma-informed music education, 

the authors did not attempt to derive a working definition. Rather, McEvoy and Salvador 

(2020) recommended practical music classroom strategies, such as suggesting that 

teachers provide a feeling chart for students to refer to when entering their classrooms 

and allow time to connect with students by encouraging them to share at the end of each 

class. Elementary music teachers might also include personal reflection strategies to 

improve their culturally responsive connections with students. Through journaling and 

understanding their own stress responses, teachers can provide positive and consistent 

music classes (McEvoy & Salvador, 2020). The authors connected their findings and 

successful teaching experiences to culturally responsive teaching by choosing classroom 
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activities relevant to the students’ backgrounds, and trauma-informed practices, like a 

feeling chart, which emphasized the importance of trauma-informed music education. 

In their edited book, Bradley and Hess (2021) adopted a philosophy that trauma is 

ubiquitous in all populations, suggesting that music educators should learn about trauma 

and the effects it has on student behavior. Accordingly, the authors encouraged music 

educators to use their music classrooms to help students work through traumatic 

responses. Centered on resilience, music educators might reflect on life and teaching 

philosophies that “turn from an inward focus to self-with-others” (p. 203). In another 

chapter within the edited book, Niknafs (2021) situated life in Iran around music sensory 

experiences which mimic sociocultural events, suggesting that music teachers remain as 

concerned and aware of their student's day-to-day existence as they are with larger events 

that occur in their lives. Hibbard (2021) described their experiences of teaching African 

American music students as a Caucasian woman early in their career, recommending that 

music teachers reflect on and question their own pedagogical choices that might be 

harmful to perpetuate traumatic narratives about their students. Bradley and Hess (2021) 

conclude by suggesting that music education can also provide a self-perception structure 

that supports students in “self-appreciation and self-kindness when lessons are student-

centered, empathetic, and non-judgmental” (p. 208).  

While these publications provide an entry point into trauma-informed music 

education research, McEvoy and Salvador (2020) and Bradley and Hess (2021) state that 

the subject has yet to be explored deeply by music educators, administrators, and student 

perspectives. This study seeks to add to the limited, yet growing, body of literature on 

trauma-informed music education. 
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Defining Trauma-Informed Music Education 

To develop a working definition for trauma-informed music education using 

previous research, this study drew from music therapy research, student-centered learning 

and SEL principals (Brackett et al., 2019), the SAMHSA framework (Rolfsnes & Idsoe, 

2011), the SWPBIS program (Horner et al., 2000), and studies in urban school settings 

(Abramovitz et al., 2013). Within the SAMHSA framework, teachers and staff 

acknowledge that childhood trauma is widespread in schools and that trauma exposure 

can affect students’ behavior and learning. The SWPBIS program is proactive, providing 

behavioral support and coping tools for all students in schools. These key points—

including awareness, acceptance, and behavioral objectives that support each student 

individually—work together to provide music teachers with an opportunity to develop an 

affirming and proactive perspective on behavior in the music classroom. My definition of 

trauma-informed music education was further supported by music-therapy research 

conclusions that encourage self-expression in students (Davis, 2010) and foster 

connections with others (McFerran & Teggelove, 2011; Zanders, 2012, 2015) through 

curriculum choices and music experiences. Therefore, trauma-informed music education 

might include (a) music teachers who develop an affirming and proactive perspective on 

student growth through individualized instruction, (b) classroom experiences that are 

self-selected by students for emotional connection and empowerment, and (c) curriculum 

design that provide opportunities for students to connect with their peers. Trauma-

informed music education might also include other attributes alongside teacher directives, 

such as neighboring community involvement and student success groups that include 

peers, parents, and school staff support teams. This study began with this working 
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definition and endeavored to dimensionalize the definition through an in-depth study of 

the trauma-informed music education program at Wish Middle School. This study 

directly addresses research deficiencies in trauma-informed music education programs. 

Summary 

This literature review presented two key areas that are missing in literature. The 

first is trauma-informed education research from the urban educator and student 

perspectives, and the second is a study-based definition of trauma-informed music 

education. In this literature, I discussed research on trauma both from behavior and 

physical conditions and trauma’s influences on learning. Educational approaches were 

discussed through caring and safe learning spaces, student-centered learning, teacher-

student relationships, and social-emotional learning. Trauma-informed education focused 

on the legislative backdrop, trauma-based school programs, and urban schools. Music 

education research was reviewed, drawing from students who have experienced adverse 

conditions in music education and other publications based around trauma-informed 

music education. A working definition of trauma-informed music education was defined 

based on the relevant research presented in this chapter. This study seeks to contribute to 

the literature by focusing on perspectives of trauma-informed educators and students 

from one urban middle school. The next chapter, Method, describes the research design, 

case study rationale, population sampling and research approval process, researcher 

positionality, and research validity and reliability. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHOD 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I describe the research design and approach used in the current 

study. Site and participant selection, data collection, analysis, and ethical considerations 

are also reported. This chapter is divided as follows: research design, case study rationale, 

population sampling and research approval process, researcher positionality, and research 

validity and reliability.  

Research Design 

I used a qualitative research design to study a trauma-informed music education 

program. Patton (2002) suggested that qualitative research is ideal for investigating and 

analyzing data from field observations, open-ended in-depth interviews, and written 

documents. Consequently, by engaging in qualitative research design, I was able to study 

the underlying meanings, characteristics, processes, and varying perspectives of one 

trauma-informed music program.  

To minimize the insertion of artificial research procedures, Yin (2014) advocated 

for naturalistic approaches to depict the perspectives and feelings of participants in actual 

situations. I answered the “who,” “where,” “how,” and “why” questions through a rich 

and descriptive qualitative approach. Creswell (2012) describes five primary approaches 

to qualitative research, including narrative, phenomenological, grounded theory, 

ethnographic, and case study. I chose a case study approach to investigate the trauma-

informed music program.   
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Case Study Rationale 

Case study involves exploring a case in a real-life setting and in-depth exploration 

of a physical space that provides the context of human interactions (Stake, 1995; Yin, 

2014). By employing a case study, I provided a descriptive and in-depth interpretation of 

the participants’ experiences and their perceptions of a trauma-informed music program. 

As a case study representing a single system confined by time and place (Creswell, 

2012), I engaged with students, teachers, and administrators for three months at Wish 

Middle School from September 1, 2021, to December 1, 2021, investigating their trauma-

informed music program.   

Stake (2005) outlined three different types of single case studies: instrumental, 

intrinsic, and collective. Researchers working with an instrumental case study focus on an 

issue or topic and select a bounded case to describe and research (Stake, 2005). 

Instrumental case studies prioritize one case which can then be transferred to other 

phenomenon (Stake, 2005). I utilized an instrumental case study to bind one music 

program operating in a trauma-informed school. By doing so, findings from this study 

may inform music educators and researchers about one trauma-informed music program 

or re-establish generalizations on trauma-informed music education (Stake, 2005). Barrett 

(2020) recommended that music education researchers comprehensively design case 

studies to describe the varied environment of experiences in music classrooms. Collecting 

perspectives of students, teachers, and administrators navigating a trauma-informed 

music program to better understand and define trauma-informed music education, 

connected well with the features of the instrumental case study approach.  
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Research Site 

 I engaged in purposive sampling to select a research site to yield rich information 

about trauma-informed music education (Patton, 2002). Wish Middle School is a fifth 

through eighth-grade independent school located in a large metropolitan city in the 

northeastern United States. The school opened with one fifth-grade class in September 

2004 to provide a safe and supportive middle school experience. Wish Middle School is 

centered on trauma-informed education; however, the school does not require students to 

have past or present experiences of trauma to enroll. In the 2021-2022 academic school 

year, 52 students were enrolled across all grade levels. The school’s racial demographic 

comprises 98% African American students and 2% undisclosed race students. Situated in 

a low-income neighborhood, the school provides all students with lunch that is either free 

or is provided at a reduced price. In the current 2021-2022 school year, the school 

employs 14 teachers and administrators; seven adult staff members identify as African 

American, one as Asian American Pacific Islander, and six as Caucasian. The class sizes 

range from nine to 15 students.  

I am interested in trauma-informed music education because of my own personal 

experience as a high school student who processed much of a traumatic event in music 

classes and as a teacher working with students who were experiencing high levels of 

trauma in their own lives. In both instances, I found myself wondering and drawn to 

asking questions about music education and its relationship to trauma-informed 

education. I spent much of my doctoral program working on qualitative research projects 

that centered on trauma, arts-based practices, and informal music. Thus, it was only 

fitting for my advisor to share information about a trauma-informed specialized school, 
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Wish Middle School for future project consideration, during a qualitative research class 

project meeting in January 2020. I completed a study for our qualitative research class 

conducive to the COVID-19 online-only requirement that was in place by the middle of 

the semester. In December 2020, an open call for volunteer teacher assistant positions 

was posted by Wish Middle School administrators on a social media job board. I applied 

and after the interview, was approved to volunteer at the school in January 2021. The 

school is located approximately one mile north of the university I am affiliated with, 

which made it easily accessible for regular face-to-face visits. In February 2021, I began 

volunteering with the eighth-grade class, twice a week; I assisted the music teacher, Ms. 

Yin, in preparing a song for a virtual performance at their graduation by working 

alongside a student in the class. Through this volunteer experience, I developed a 

judgement-free rapport with the school staff and students, which served to build a 

respectful research relationship (Seidman, 2006). I found during my time volunteering at 

Wish that the eighth-grade students were engaged at school, connected to the teachers, 

and appeared to have positive outlooks on life moving into high school, even though 

many had or were at the time experiencing high levels of trauma. I felt this would be a 

strong research site to study because of the thriving music program and student 

population alongside teachers and administrators who had extensive experience working 

in trauma-informed education.     

Shortly after I began volunteering at Wish, I approached the Head of the School, 

Dr. Denson (pseudonym), about studying Wish for my dissertation research project. She 

was very supportive of my interest in trauma-informed music education, and we began 

the process of discussing what the dissertation research would look like at Wish. I began 
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also to acknowledge the potential “we” positionality from my time working as a 

volunteer, which Seidman (2006) stated should be avoided. It was important for me to 

reflect on my researcher’s positionality regularly to avoid bias during data collection and 

analysis. I strove to address the “we” positionality in the following ways. First, this study 

took place after the current eighth-grade students moved to high school; thus, the 

upcoming class grades had no direct connection to my current volunteer work. Second, 

with Dr. Denson, the formal gatekeeper for access to the school (Seidman, 2006), we 

decided to limit my volunteer time to prioritize my role as a researcher appropriate for the 

study.  

In April 2021, my dissertation committee approved the proposal for this study. I 

submitted the relevant documents to the Temple University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) in May 2021. By July 2021, the IRB approved the research protocol (Appendix A) 

and consent documents (Appendix C, D, E). The IRB required informed consent from the 

teachers and the parents/guardians and assent from the students. As mentioned earlier, 

Patton (2002) described purposeful sampling as participants who provide in-depth 

insights into case studies for use in teaching. I chose Wish Middle School because of 

their recognized schoolwide trauma-informed education practices and invited students, 

teachers, and administrators who were currently enrolled or working at Wish to 

participate in this study.   

On August 16 and 17, 2021, I proposed the research study at two school-wide 

meetings and distributed parental/guardian informed consent and student assent 

documents. Nineteen parent/guardians and students completed the consent forms and 

student assent forms at the conclusion of the meetings. After the meetings on August 20, 
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I attended a teacher in-service day to present the study background and obtain consent 

from teachers and administrators. At the conclusion of the in-service presentation, eight 

teachers and administrators completed and returned the consent forms to participate in the 

study. The consent and assent forms clearly stated that participants could withdraw from 

the study at any time. Participants’ rights and identities were protected, and 

confidentiality was guaranteed throughout the study.  

Participant Selection 

Qualitative research studies require sampling approaches to recruit people to 

describe or discuss explanations on a particular topic. Purposeful sampling is a 

commonly used selection process for identifying information-rich cases (Patton, 2002). 

Creswell and Clark (2011) state that the process of participant selection involves 

choosing individuals or groups of people who are especially knowledgeable or have 

experience with the phenomenon being studied. Participants should also be prepared, 

willing, and able to articulate their perspectives and experiences clearly (Bernard, 2017).  

Among the various purposeful sampling section strategies for this study, I used 

criterion purposeful sampling because it allowed me, the researcher, to identify 

similarities and differences in the topic of interest (Patton 2002). I purposefully sampled 

current teachers and administrators, along with enrolled students, specifically based on 

their relationship with the research site, Wish Middle School. All participants were 

actively involved with the school in their respective roles during the time of the study, 

possessed knowledge about trauma-informed education, and had experience with the 

music program. All participants were willing to share their perspectives and experiences 
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as part of this study. Participants’ names and schools are referred to by pseudonyms for 

privacy and ethical considerations.   

In total, 18 African American students, ranging from fifth to eighth grade, five 

teachers, and three administrators participated in the study. The three administrators 

identified as African American females; one teacher identified as an Asian-American 

Pacific Islander female, whereas the remaining four identified as Caucasian, with three 

identifying as female and one as male.  

Data Collection 

I collected data over the course of three months, from September 1, 2021, to 

December 1, 2021, using semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, and artifact 

analysis. Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, all data collection occurred during regular 

school hours, face-to-face with IRB approval, and school safety protocols in place. 

Reaching a point of data collection saturation, I followed Creswell’s (2008) 

recommendation of interviewing participants twice each. Data were collected through 

interviews with two participants, student work examples, and classroom observations.  

Participant Interviews 

Stake (1995) suggested that qualitative researchers should discover and present 

multiple perspectives and views on a case study. Although observations allow the 

researcher to collect rich qualitative data, observations are limited by the researcher’s 

interpretation of the environment, thus interviews provide perspectives from multiple 

voices (Stake, 1995). Creswell and Poth (2018) describe interviews as a key player in 

qualitative research data. I chose to conduct, per participant, two semi-structured 

interviews, which were fluid and conversational, following my developed protocol and 



 

 46  

allowing space for open-ended responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Yin, 2014). 

Participants’ shared their own words and insights from their perspective to answer and 

expand freely during interviews.     

I developed the interview questions by first reflecting on the reasons for 

conducting this research (Appendix F). After careful consideration of the study’ primary 

research questions and the case, I developed and confirmed a series of key interview 

questions while remaining cautious of over-structuring the interview questions. I 

prepared questions in such a manner that participants could freely discuss and elaborate 

on their responses. I also used a semi-structured interview approach to reflect and ask 

additional questions pertaining to the study not initially considered in the question 

development phase (Rubin & Rubin 2012). I was permitted to enter and conduct this 

study face-to-face after providing required clearances, vaccination records, COVID-19 

negative test results twice a week, and allowing temperature checks every time I arrived 

at the school.  

Student Interviews 

To gain a full understanding of the trauma-informed music program, I conducted 

two interviews with each student participant (Appendix F). After completing the first 

initial interview, I scheduled a second one-on-one meeting with each participant. 

Questions in the second interview were based on the first after reviewing transcripts and 

reflecting on questions I had, or clarification needed. The second interview was meant to 

illuminate additional music experiences and to clarify any ambiguous statements from the 

first interview (Read, 2018). Student participants were provided with a copy of the 
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transcript first and once they provided their approval, the parents were sent a transcript 

copy, if they requested one.  

The student participants outlined in Table 1 include an equal mix of nine females 

and nine males of African American descent. Interviews for student participants occurred 

on Fridays during school open-access time, which is similar to a study hall. Student 

participant interviews were conducted in the school conference room located next to the 

library on the first floor. Each interview lasted between 10 and 20 minutes. Ms. Jackson, 

the school counselor, played a crucial role in transitioning student participants from their 

study hall classrooms to the conference room. I provided her with a list of students I was 

planning to interview individually each day, and she gathered them, one by one, and 

walked them down to meet with me. I greeted each student participant in the hallway, and 

Ms. Jackson would excuse herself after checking that the student was all set to meet with 

me.  

In the conference room, there is a large wooden oval table in the middle which 

can accommodate ten chairs. My laptop computer was my recording device, and it was 

set up between two chairs pushed into the table. Due to COVID-19 protocols, the 

participants and I remained at least three feet apart, with masks on, throughout the 

duration of the interviews. A two-chair distance in separation helped remind us of the 

safety distance required. I welcomed each participant to sit in the chair I pulled out for 

them and asked that all mobile devices be in silent mode. I sat to the right of each 

participant immediately after the two-chair distance. Students were excited to talk with 

me; furthermore, the conference room is a location where students are not often allowed, 

unless they are granted special permission, which added to the specialness of the 
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interview. Once participants settled into their space, I reminded them that I would be 

recording and asked if they approved. After they provided verbal acknowledgment to 

record, I began recording the interview.  

 
Table 1  
 
Student Participants   
________________________________________________________________________ 

Name  Gender        Grade Level    Years at Wish  
 

Jaydon  M  7  
 
2  

Issac  M  5  
 
1  

Stefon  M  6   
 
2  

Mhina  F  8   
 
4  

Hana  F  8   
 
4  

Hayfa  F  6   
 
2  

Mahlik  M  8   
 
4  

Sakeem  M  
 
8  

 
4  

Promise  F  
 
7  

 
2  

Keon  M  
 
7  

 
2  

Ethan  M  
 
8  

 
4  

Safiya  F  
 
8  

 
4  

Naeem  F  
 
8  

 
4  

Dameon  M  
 
7  

 
2  

Brexton  M  
 
6  

 
2  

Halima  F  
 
6  

 
2  
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Sanura  F  
 
8  

 
4  

Nayo  F  
 
8  

 
4  

 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Teacher and Administration Interviews 

Adult participants were represented by both teachers and administrators and are 

referenced this way throughout the study. Interviews were conducted at varying days and 

times based on each adult participants individual schedules. Once a date and time were 

approved by the adult participants, I confirmed the availability of the conference room 

with Ms. Rodney, the office administrator. Scheduling the space was never a problem 

because most Wish school meetings remained virtual in the fall semester of 2021. 

Additionally, to mitigate any exposure to COVID-19, outside community organizations 

were not allowed to use the school’s indoor spaces. I conducted two interviews with each 

adult participant (see Appendix F for interview protocol). After completing the first 

interview, I scheduled a second one-on-one meeting immediately following to begin 

aligning schedules with the teacher and administrator participants. Questions in the 

second interview were based on the first after reviewing and reading transcripts and 

reflecting on questions or clarification needed.  

Due to COVID-19 protocols for each participant, I remained at least three feet 

from each respondent. Both the respondents and I wore masks the entire interview 

session. I greeted each participant in the hallway and welcomed them to sit in the chair 

that I pulled out for them and requested that all mobile devices be set to silent mode. My 

interview routine and seated position remained consistent throughout the duration of the 



 

 50  

study. I sat to the right of each participant immediately after the two-chair distance. 

Interviews for the adult participants ran for between 20 and 30 minutes. After participants 

settled into the space, I reminded them that I would be recording and if they approved. 

Each provided their verbal acknowledgment, and I began recording the interview. 

Teacher and administration participant data are provided in Table 2. During the second 

round of interviews, I asked for member clarification and confirmation of statements 

made in the first round of interviews, and for their approval to record. I provided teachers 

and administrators’ a copy of their transcripts via email, after which they granted their 

approval and confirmation of the transcribed data.   

Table 2  
 
Teacher and Administrator Participants   
________________________________________________________________________ 

Name         Gender   Race  Role at Wish  

Ms. Rodney  F  African American  Office Admin  

Ms. Jackson  F  African American  School Counselor  

Mr. Swanson  M  Caucasian   8th Grade Teacher  

Ms. Kiplinger  F  Caucasian  7th Grade Teacher  

Ms. McKelvy  F  Caucasian   Art Teacher  

Ms. Yin  F  Asian Pac. Islander  Music Teacher  

Ms. Oberlin  F  Caucasian  5th Grade Teacher  

Dr. Denson  F  African American  Head of School  

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 



 

 51  

Classroom Observations 

Classroom observations took place in the music classroom and other settings 

throughout the school day where students and teachers went about their daily routines in 

a non-controlled environment (Zaharlick, 1992). Guest, Namey, and Mitchell (2013) 

advocated for observation as an essential part of qualitative research, placing the 

researcher in the study space to gain an understanding of how things are organized, laid 

out, what the rules are, and how participants relate to one another. Angrosino (2007) 

stated researchers should fully lend themselves to the practice of observing, employing 

all five senses to experience the people and the setting of study. I observed music class 

sessions with a focused and clear mind. I strived to remain present the entire observation 

and checked in with myself regularly to make sure I was not trailing off in thought. I also 

jotted how I was feeling at the beginning of each observation field note document to 

acknowledge any distractions that might have clouded my sensory observation ability.    

Classroom observations occurred twice in all four music courses at one class hour 

each. In observations, I was able to experience the participants in the music classroom 

setting and to learn what life for them was like while keeping my distance remaining 

quiet, and taking notes as a nonparticipant (Bernard, 2011). I entered the classroom with 

the students as they transitioned from one class to another. Finding my place in the back 

of the classroom, I remained seated, taking notes in my field notebook for the duration of 

each class. Particular attention was paid to student-teacher interactions, pacing of 

instruction, curriculum design, and student emotional responses throughout each class. 

As questions emerged during my observation, I noted and reflected on them; I also added 

these questions to the second round of participant interviews.   
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Students seemed accustomed to additional adults in the classroom alongside the 

teacher. Ms. Yin introduced me during my first observation of each music class. I waved 

and said hello and remained quiet for the rest of the class. No introduction was made 

during the second observation period. Other informal observations were obtained during 

the back-to-school night, lunchtime, and recess. I spent much of this time viewing student 

and adult interactions and student emotional responses throughout different periods of 

their day. Informal observations allowed me to openly examine the school environment 

and sample the complexity within.   

Artifacts 

The use of documentation is important for case studies and should be used to 

support data from other sources, such as interviews and observations (Yin, 2003). 

Collecting documents or artifacts should be based on the study and research questions, 

similar to observational and interview data. Whereas much of what happens within the 

music education program can be accessed by observations and interviews, student work 

examples in a trauma-informed school and historical school documents aided in the 

discernment of deeper meanings.   

I asked student participants to share their work examples and describe the musical 

project they were most proud of. Two student participants shared the drawings they had 

created while listening to their favorite music. One was a cartoon character drawing, 

dressed in black depicted doing a backflip off a staircase. The second was a pencil 

drawing of a young woman’s face looking down over her right shoulder. Five students 

shared song lyric virtual artifacts on their tablets that each had written in class and four 

students shared drawings from an art project about joy. Due to COVID-19 protocols, hard 
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copy assignments had become almost obsolete to mitigate any surface transmission of the 

virus. Virtual artifacts and hardcopy-drawing resources supported the observations and 

interviews regarding students' experiences in a trauma-informed music program. See 

Table 3 for student work artifacts shared.  

In addition to student work, I collected and read the historical documents about 

the founding of the school as well as the notes from board meeting minutes as a school 

site location was secured and the school was being formally set up. Other documents 

reviewed included the mission and vision of the school and other informational school 

policy records. All documents were in hardcopy form kept in a three-ring binder in Dr. 

Denson’s office. Dr. Denson shared them with me upon request and I returned them to 

her once I had finished taking notes on them. I kept field notes while reviewing the 

historical materials, noting the mission and vision statement themes for the school and 

community.   

Table 3  
 
Students Work Artifacts Table   
________________________________________________________________________ 

Work Type Participant Names  

Drawings when listening to 
music 

1.   Jaydon  
2.   Keon 

 
Song lyrics created in music 
class   
 

 
1. Mhina   
2. Hana  
3. Mahlik   
4. Sakeem  
5. Nayo   



 

 54  

 
Drawings on joy created in art 
class   

  
1. Stefon   
2. Hayfa   
3. Brexton   
4. Halima  

________________________________________________________________________ 

Data Transformation 

After each interview, I saved each interview audio file on a password-protected 

laptop and uploaded the file to my university cloud-based Microsoft OneDrive. Within 24 

hours, I uploaded the audio file to Temi, an application-based robotic transcription 

service. It typically took 15 to 20 minutes for Temi to provide transcribed data extracted 

by the computer program within the application. I reviewed each transcript twice by 

listening to the audio file and adjusting mistakes as needed. Although there is an option 

for humans to review the data within the Temi application, I chose to personally review 

the transcription process twice, which heightened my researcher sensitivity to analysis. 

During the first transcription verification process, I changed all subjects and school 

names to their pseudonyms to remove any identifiable school or participant information.   

After each observation, I typed my fieldnotes from my notebook onto my laptop 

and saved each observation as a different file. Before the second observation in each 

class, I reread my observation field notes to remind myself of the previous class session. 

As back up, I uploaded each file to my university cloud-based Microsoft OneDrive. I 

followed the same steps for my notes on the document review. I typed my notes on each 

document and student work sample, saved the files to my laptop, and backed them up to 

the cloud-based Microsoft OneDrive. Each interview transcript, observation field notes 
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file, and document notes file were uploaded to Dedoose, a cloud-based coding application 

for use in data analysis.   

Data Analysis 

Stake (1995) cautioned that case studies can be too subjective, relying too much 

on the researcher’s opinions and perceptions. When analyzing the data of this case study, 

researchers must also follow rigorous procedures to develop a sound project. My analysis 

procedures began in the third month of the study. First, I carefully read through each 

transcript and observation. After the read-through, I began the first cycle of the initial 

open coding process, which included separating data into tentative initial codes and 

establishing preliminary categories (Saldaña, 2014). Saldaña (2014) described an open 

coding process when the researcher looks for patterns in the data that are then assigned 

their own unique code. This type of coding can be a single word or an entire paragraph, 

used by the researcher to reflect and translate data for later purposes to categorize, 

predict, and build themes (Saldaña, 2014).    

After the first-level open coding process, 144 single codes were applied 704 times 

to 514 excerpts. I then engaged in peer coding to verify the emerging codebook 

agreeability and trustworthiness regarding early categories and themes (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). My peer coder and I were colleagues and PhD candidates in the same music 

education department during the period of this study. Over the course of four years, we 

worked together numerous times on previous projects as peer coders and share similar 

research interests within music education. The peer coder did not have access to 

identifiable information because I had previously changed participant names and 

removed all identifying school information in the first round of transcription verification.  
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Independently open coding three transcripts, the peer coder worked with two 

students and one teacher transcript. Upon completion, she and I compared our code lists. 

After our initial meeting comparing and discussing our open code lists, we met for a 

second time after I pared and combined similar codes agreed on during our first meeting. 

In addition, during our second meeting, we discussed the meanings and implications of 

each code term again and reviewed 11 coded themes, each including multiple categories. 

After our second meeting and category-reducing meeting, I immersed myself in my field 

notes and document notes to check my interpretations of the coding process. I reread all 

the transcripts and refined the 11 themes to four. During our third meeting, my peer-coder 

and I discussed my decisions based on our previous meeting notes and reflected on each 

code term theme and category. We then coded another transcript together and took our 

time to ensure a high level of agreement between us.   

We discussed five themes; four themes containing two subcategories each and the 

fifth theme with no subcategory. Once the code book was set, I coded the second round 

of interview data using second-cycle-focused coding to identify the main themes and 

categories and understand their relationships more clearly (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; 

Saldaña, 2014). In second cycle coding, first cycle codes are transformed into pattern 

codes that often summarize categories or themes, causes or explanations, relationships, or 

theoretical constructs (Saldaña, 2012). Saturation was reached with categories, meaning 

no other codes emerged from the data as I worked through the data applying the 

established code book that emerged during the peer coding and reflection immersion 

process.   
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Researcher Positionality 

Interpretivist research requires the researcher to play an active role and be part of 

the research. In addition to playing an active role, Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) 

suggest researchers should make their position known in the research. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) advocated that the researcher commit to data neutrality due to the intimate 

involvement of the researcher in the study. Outlined by Weis and Fine (2000), I used 

reflective questioning to guide my writing and examine my approach to this study. My 

reflective questions included, “Has my writing connected the participants voices back to 

their setting,” “How is my language used depicting the study,” and “Am I sharing 

anything in my writing that is not common or challenges status quo in music education?” 

By pausing to answer these questions regularly I took responsibility and questioned my 

writing choices often.   

Creswell and Poth (2018) proposed that researchers write reflexive comments 

throughout their study to understand the influence that conclusive thoughts and other 

reactions have on the participants and topic studied. My reflexive self-awareness was 

consistent throughout the study, cycling between my reflective questioning and reflexive 

comments as the researcher to continue questioning my own dynamics in the research 

process itself (Creswell, 2008; Weis & Fine, 2000). Through this self-awareness process, 

I strived to avoid bias in the research process based on my personal experience with 

trauma and trauma-informed education in the music classroom. I consistently reflected in 

my research notebook, keeping notes on how I felt and what I was thinking throughout 

the study. Member checking with my participants, and discussing analysis with my peer 
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coder and dissertation chair helped me stay close to the data, making sure that the 

findings were data based and not subjective.   

Creswell (2008) argued that qualitative data are conveyed and transmitted through 

the “human instrument” instead of other means, while highlighting the hidden biases that 

researchers may possess that may impact how they interpret and report data. However, if 

researchers acknowledge their bias, they can address it throughout their research process. 

I admit the presence of biases in this research, which I regularly wrote and challenged 

myself about in my personal reflexive process.  

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in case studies may address validity and reliability concerns. In 

this study, I first established trustworthiness by triangulating multiple sources of data 

collection, spending prolonged time in the field, and gathering different participant 

perspectives. Yin (2014) stated that case study inquiry is accomplished only when 

multiple sources of data are considered. Consequently, this study utilized multiple data 

sources for triangulation, including interviews, classroom observations, and artifact 

examples of historical school records and student work. The triangulation of all data led 

to a comprehensive understanding of the case, providing a credible examination of a 

trauma-informed music education program. Second, I spent three months in data 

collection, this prolonged time studying the school allowed me to exist in and linger with 

the data in the space for an extensive amount of time. Thirdly, I collected interview data 

from different volunteer participant populations within the school such as students, 

teachers, and administrators to gain a wide range of perspectives. Lastly, another way to 

ensure trustworthiness, member checking, was achieved by emailing transcripts to 
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participants and clarifying interpretations of transcribed data throughout the analysis 

process and engaging with a peer-coder during the analysis phase of the study (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  

Working with minors younger than 18 years of age requires careful awareness of 

ethical issues when developing a research study. This study gathered data in a sensitive 

and considerate way from middle school adolescent students, fifth through eighth grade, 

as well as adults. Like Hatch (2002) recommended, throughout the research process I 

reflected on who would benefit from this research and what the potential risks were for 

conducting this study. My own experience as a high schooler who experienced trauma 

and who participated in a school music program initially drew me to this research topic. 

As an educator, I wanted to learn more about students who also had experiences with 

trauma and what their perspectives and experiences in music class were. To better 

understand adolescent student perspectives and experiences, adolescent voices must be 

present (Parker, 2010). I also sought the perspective of adults working in the school as 

teachers and administrators to further my understanding of Wish Middle Schools’ music 

program. There were no anticipated risks for participants in this study, and through our 

interview conversations, I hope participants gained a new perspective from reflecting on 

their own musical and other experiences at school.   

Summary 

Throughout this chapter, I describe the research design and investigation approach 

for the current study. The method chapter is divided into research design, case study 

rationale, population sampling and research approval process, researcher positionality, 
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and research validity and reliability. A rationale for approaching this research as a single 

case study is also provided.  

The first three chapters sought to develop this qualitative research inquiry. 

Chapter 1 provided an overview of this project and Chapter 2 included  a review of the 

literature defining trauma-informed music education and other concerns of this case 

study. Chapter 3 addressed the research design used in this study. The last two chapters 

of this dissertation explore the data to describe the findings and conclusions of the 

research. Chapter 4 contains findings of the data analysis and Chapter 5 outlines the 

possible conclusions that may be drawn from the data. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

In chapter four, I begin by describing Wish Middle School. I then share my 

findings regarding research questions one and two, focusing on student participants 

experiences in music and what is most important to them. I then describe the findings for 

research question three, pertaining to teacher and administrator participant descriptions of 

trauma-informed education, and research question four, centering on the music teacher’s 

perspective. Within each theme, I provide context from classroom observations, student 

work samples, and artifacts to contextualize the interview data. In total, six themes 

emerged from student participant data: music technology projects, playing instruments, 

interdisciplinary connections, self-pride, happiness, and family support. Four themes 

emerged from adult participant data: student engagement, connection, social-emotional 

outcomes, and individualized experiences.   

Case Profile 

Wish Middle School is nestled on a corner lot surrounded by abandoned or 

rundown row homes. Driving to Wish so frequently, I began to recognize three or four 

people who sat each day on the bus stop bench just down the street from the school 

entrance. It seemed they noticed me as well, and towards the completion of this study, 

each would wave and smile. Weathered but kind faces, as numerous buses passed by, 

each person remained on the bench talking and waving to passersby. With no parking lot 

for school guests, teachers, and staff, I typically parked a block or two away from the 

school. The school building exterior is unquestionably unique to the neighborhood. On 
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the front windows, pictures of students playing musical instruments, participating in art 

projects, reading, and smiling with friends are displayed, which become larger than life 

while passing them on the way to the front door. A small brick amphitheater sits below 

the ground, with two small trees growing on either side of the half circle in the courtyard. 

While waiting to be buzzed into the school building, visitors have time to read 

motivational quotes like, “Love and hope grow here” which have been taped on the 

door.   

Upon entry, the smell of freshly baked bread from the kitchen—located on the 

opposite side of the hallway—unfailingly welcomes visitors. Visitors find the main office 

to the left and a sitting area with a couch and chair to the right. Wish was founded in the 

tradition of the Society of the Holy Child Jesus and the Sisters of Mercy, a Catholic 

women’s religious congregation with an interest in education. The sitting area consists of 

a table with pictures of the founding nuns, who established the school in 200. The first 

floor primarily comprises school-community spaces with a cafeteria, gym, library, and a 

large assembly space. Brightly painted mindful quotes adorn the walls, along with 

pictures of peaceful world leaders featured on a glass bookshelf. Computers, flexible 

seating, and books fill the sunny library with student artwork hung on the walls.   

Upstairs on the second floor, large high-ceilinged classrooms with long windows 

facing outside line the hallway on both sides. Eight classrooms are upstairs. Each room 

represents a classroom grade level (fifth through eighth grades), art, music, student 

resource room, and a teacher’s lounge space. Teachers decorate classrooms with student 

work and other materials. At Wish, the art and music rooms occupy the center rooms, and 

the outer rooms spread out in each direction of the main hallway are grade level rooms. 
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Accordingly, the music room is located in the middle of grade-level classrooms. I note 

the position of the art and music rooms as significant and different from other schools; 

incorporating the music room in the middle or the heart of the school is typically not 

desired in schools because of the sounds coming from the space. In most schools the 

sounds coming from the music room are considered distracting, but Wish the sounds 

coming from the music room and overheard in the hallway are celebrated. The physical 

location of the music and art rooms demonstrates how the arts are at the heart of the 

school.    

In the music room, I see a grand piano, string instrument case holders, and 

organizing cabinets lining the music classroom. At the front of the room is an interactive 

whiteboard. Students sit in chairs with desktops that can slide to the side for flexible 

usage. The music room is clean and organized with a solfège poster, and student work 

hanging on the walls. In the afternoons, classroom lights are not needed as sunlight 

illuminates the space while music classes are in session. I found myself periodically 

drowsy as I sat warmed by the sun at the back of the room, observing music classes. The 

calming sound of the strings class with the warmth of the sun on an October day can be 

very relaxing.   

Ms. Yin, the music teacher, is a soft-spoken, petite Asian Pacific Islander woman 

who stands eye to eye with most middle-school students. She works part time at Wish, 

more than half time but certainly not full time. Frequently Ms. Yin worked as a substitute 

for classroom teachers if needed. Even though she was not teaching music full-time, Ms. 

Yin was often in the building for full school days because of this. Her stylish clothing 

with scarves and notable accessories helped set her apart from the students dressed in 
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navy uniforms. Without these differences, she could easily get lost in among the students 

moving classes in the hallway. She also teaches at local University as an adjunct violin 

instructor and is involved with a non-profit music organizion that provides strings 

education and large ensemble playing to children in the city where Wish is located. 

Framed pictures of her young children and husband were arranged on her desk along with 

organized soft pink and white notebooks and a silver-plated pencil holder. The music 

room space is perfectly, tastefully, and simply decorated with organization and 

cleanliness at the forefront. All my music class observations occurred in Ms. Yin’s 

classroom during the school day.  

Even though Wish was founded by the Catholic Church, students and school staff 

are not required to be members of the Catholic Church and the school does not engage in 

faith-based curriculum or activities. Students are required to pay tuition to enroll in the 

school, however I could not find an amount listed or published on the school website or 

in other artifacts. I did review an announcement for a fundraiser to help fund scholarships 

for students in need of financial assistance. The school website and publications do not 

highlight tuition and fees or how the Catholic Church might be involved with the students 

formally or informally. Also, similar to Ms. Yin, the school counselor, nurse, and art 

teacher also work part time at Wish. The counselor and nurse work hours fluctuated 

throughout the week. The art and music teachers’ hours were similar as they taught in the 

middle of the day, beginning in the late morning and ending in the early afternoon.  

The Wish Middle School administration identifies the school as trauma-informed, 

working through all decisions of their educational program with a trauma-informed lens. 

Staff receive bi-annual in-service trainings from a trauma-informed clinician and 
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counselor who specializes in working with schools at large. I first heard the phrase 

“trauma-informed” used in the school by Dr. Denson, the Head of School. She described 

the school as trauma-informed and circled back to this phrase often when talking with me 

or when advising a teacher on a student that might have needed additional support in their 

classroom. Teachers seem to be encouraged to read educational publications and 

resources on relevant trauma-informed practices and research which are readily available 

for anyone to access in the teacher work room. Staff have conversations about trauma-

informed education regularly when discussing a student who might be in crisis or if there 

is a positive or successful connection made when working with students. I observed 

teachers talking in the hall regarding a class that needed individual listening time to 

reduce anxiety about the writing process with a class assignment. To my knowledge, 

students and their families do not know that the school identifies as trauma-informed and 

how the school administration defined a trauma-informed education.  

Research Question One 

The first research question asked, “How do students describe making music at 

school?” From my data analysis, three themes emerged from the student interviews and 

other data sources associated with students’ shared experiences at school in making 

music: music technology projects, playing instruments, and interdisciplinary 

connections.   

Music Technology Projects 

One of the three themes discussed by students regarding their music-making 

experiences is how they engaged in music at school through technology projects. Music 

technology refers to the time spent working on an iPad using Soundtrap, a digital audio 
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application with prerecorded loops and recording capabilities. Soundtrap is accessible 

and user-friendly, with playback options for students to immediately hear how their work 

sounds. Student participants described their experiences working on music technology 

projects in an unenthusiastic way, often desiring other experiences in music classes such 

as instrument playing.   

ETHAN: I like to do the beats stuff on the iPads because it's easy in class.  
  
NAYO: Sometimes we use Soundtrap (an app on iPads) to make different songs. 
You can pick different sounds and have them start and end at different times. It 
gets kind of boring.   
  
DAMEON: I try different things and mess around with sounds until I like how 
they sound by tying out the beats and other sounds together. It’s limiting 
sometimes and I can’t really make it from me.  
  
KEON: Over the summer I was really getting into playing the drums but I stopped 
because we are doing beats on the computer more now.  
  
SANURA: You don’t need to know much about music, you just pick different 
sounds and play them back and mix your song together.  
 

Technology use and active music making looked different for different participants. I 

noted a tension on how students described their engagement in active music making 

versus technology in class. Visible in my field notes, I made the following entry 

following an observation of seventh-grade music class about technology and active music 

making student engagement.   

October 5, 2021 - 1:30 P.M.  

Today in seventh-grade music class students enter the room, bursting with energy, 

 dropping their backpacks on the floor by their desks and falling heavily in their

 chairs. Three boys, seemingly friends, hummed a sound bite song from TikTok,

 moving their arms and sliding their feet on the floor to the choreography. A
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 group of four girls gathered by the door hanging their backpacks on the wall

 hooks just inside the classroom. The boys ask Ms. Yin to play the melody of a

 song from TikTok on the piano. She cheerfully says, “Later, at the end of class.” 

 She asks the four girls to take their seats, they reluctantly walk towards their

 chairs, and the room starts to quiet and settle in. Without giving any other 

 directions, Ms. Yin commences the class by keeping a steady beat tapping the side

 of her legs with her arms extended as she walked around the room, making eye 

 contact with students to join in on the steady beat if they had not already. They

 began with a body percussion warm-up activity. The students smiled and

 maintained a steady beat on their laps. Some are tapping their desks, but for the

 most part, they are fully engaged with their faces up and alert. It seems to be a

 drum-circle-based game in which leaders take turns and the group follows.

 Students are scanning the room silently, deciding who is going to take the lead

 next using eye contact only. I imagine this would be easier without masks on, but

 COVID-19 protocols are in place, and we are all required to wear masks. This

 process was repeated for five minutes. When the activity ends with Ms. Yin

 counting down from five, everyone starts laughing and joking around because

 someone did not pick up that it was their turn to lead. Chatter among the class

 begins, and in a moment’s time, Ms. Yin instructs students to get their iPads out

 to work on their Soundtrap projects. A noticeable change in classroom energy 

 was visible. Students were now slumped over in the chairs opening the app on

 their devices on their desks. They plugged in their headphones, and suddenly, the

 room was quiet with no social engagement. A complete change in the atmosphere
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 of the room. I see one student seated on the edge of the class staring at the

 ground, and another holding their forehead with the palm of their hand leaning

 back in their chair, letting out loud sighs periodically.   

During this class observation, students were engaged with their iPads; however, the body 

percussion class warm-up saw more energy with a community spirit behind it. I observed 

a shift in student engagement, moving from upbeat class community interactions to 

withdrawn silent independent work on the iPad.   

Playing Instruments 

The second of three themes, playing instruments, represented students’ 

engagement in learning a new instrument or refining their skills on their main instrument. 

When discussing engagement in class, most student participants shared their feelings 

about playing or learning a new instrument as fun and interesting, or something they 

would like to spend more class time doing.   

NAYO: I’m not that good at playing instruments but I like experimenting and 
learning about them more.  
  
HAYFA: I like experimenting and learning new things about instruments and 
music. Last year, I learned how to perform pizzicato on my violin and it was fun 
to be silly and try different rhythms.  
  
SAFIYA: I like playing instruments because it is way more interesting and 
interactive than staring at a computer all day. Looking at the screen makes my 
eyes hurt so much. I like to talk and move more like when we are playing rhythm 
sticks and things like that in music.  
  

Four student participants shared their drawings of instruments they play in class, which 

hung on the wall of the hallway for a few weeks. The drawings were the result of an art 

class project titled “Draw something that brings you joy.” I made the following field note 

entry reflecting on the shared student work:   
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October 29, 2021 – 12 P.M.  

The drawings of the instruments were colorful, with multiple marker shades being 

used. Each drawing included phrases such as “I love playing my instrument” or 

“I love music.” One of the drawings was unique as it was the student’s self-

portrait playing the violin. The violin was drawn much larger than the person 

holding the instrument. The hands holding the instrument were much more 

detailed than the rest of the drawing. The hand and fingers were placed on the 

bridge, and the bow hand seemed to be in motion to play down bow. With a 

smiling and happy expression on the face, the person was standing with 

disproportionately larger feet. I feel like the students have joyously connected 

with music through their color selections. It is interesting to me that one student 

drew themselves with their instruments. Their self-perception of playing 

instruments appear to bring them joy.   

My field notes describing student art projects based on the theme, “what brings you joy” 

is visible from their color choices, quotes included with their work, and simply choosing 

to answer the project question by drawing an instrument.  

Interdisciplinary Connections 

The third theme, interdisciplinary connections emerged from data describing 

music class activities. Student participants established connections and provided 

examples of core class content like in math and social studies that was reinforced in or by 

music. My classroom observation field notes from an eighth-grade music class provide an 

example of an interdisciplinary social studies activity that occurred in class. The student 
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participants shared their experiences through interdisciplinary work with music and other 

subjects.   

SAFIYA: Sometimes in music we talk about beats and math. For example, how 
do two whole notes create eight beats? They add up and create different math 
equations and that makes sense to me.  
  
STEFON: Ms. Yin, the music teacher sometimes does math and music. I liked 
that part too. Similar to rhythms and math. Addition, Subtraction, Time, and 
Division. I really like that.  
  
KEON: I like it when we draw to music in class sometimes. When we are 
songwriting, I will draw the characters or people I create in the songs. I also like 
to draw the places I am writing about and thinking about the lyrics to my songs in 
that way.  
  
NAYO: Sometimes in my other (non-music) classes like Social Studies, we learn 
about history and music. Like right now, we are learning about the Beatles while 
we are working on our world history projects on Europe.  
  

Written in my field notes from an eighth-grade music class observation, I describe an  

interdisciplinary connection between music and a social studies project:   

November 11, 2021 - 2:30 P.M.  

In eighth-grade music class today, students are preparing to perform selected 

monologues from Hamilton Musical in social studies. All the recited material 

must be memorized, and the students seem excited, but nervous. Ms. Yin has set 

time aside in class today for a practice session before the students present their 

final projects in the social studies class. A group of three girls eagerly volunteer 

to go first. They were asked to perform the Schuyler Sisters song. They stood up in 

a circle with their backs facing the class remaining in the middle area of the 

classroom, close to where they were seated at their desks. Beginning with 

internalizing a steady beat, the group started to sway side-to-side together. No 
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lyric sheets or background music was used. They sang acapella and remained in 

sync for the entire duration. Periodically, performing students would step out of 

singing and speak-sing slightly louder if someone was starting to lose their pace 

in the words. Their classmates were a respectful audience and gave a round of 

applause at the end of their performance. Performance quality is not the formal 

point of this assignment. After singing, the group discussed how Schuyler Sisters 

fit into the Hamilton musical storyline. Additional discussion continued about 

Hamilton, the person, and the information gained from the specific scene where 

the Schuyler Sisters are singing their song together. Each of the group members 

presented facts about the specific character part they sang. During the discussion 

phase of the presentation, one of the performing students verbally ran through the 

lyrics quietly, seemingly trying to remember some facts she wanted to share in her 

portion of the presentation. When it was her turn to speak and share in the 

presentation, she spoke in a pulsed pattern, like the song.   

This classroom observation provides an example activity of students performing a song 

from Hamilton, a contemporary United States history musical to learn facts and 

internalize the story of early American government. Ms. Yin and Ms. Kiplinger, the 

eighth-grade social studies and English teacher worked together, providing an effective 

and engaging interdisciplinary activity for students. Ms. Yin ultimately provided a few 

musical feedback comments at the end of the Hamilton presentation; however, the 

primary goal was to ensure students provided historically accurate information.    

Music technology, playing instruments, and interdisciplinary connections were 

the three themes that emerged from the data describing how students view their 
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engagement in making music at school. Student participants shared examples of music 

experiences that surfaced in our interviews together, including iPad work with the 

Soundtrap application, learning how to play and improving their skills on instruments, 

and students’ learned knowledge in other content areas outside of the music classroom, 

deepening students’ connection to various materials. Furthermore, on reviewing the 

student participants’ artwork after being instructed to draw what brought them joy, I 

discovered that playing their instrument was their first choice.   

Research Question Two 

The second research question asked, “What do students cite as important school 

music experiences?” From my data analysis, three themes emerged from the student 

participant interviews associated with students’ sharing of important experiences at 

school in making music: self-pride, happiness, and family support. Happiness, the second 

theme of question two, was referenced by student participants in the data when sharing 

their music activity examples either through small group work with the teacher or 

individual music listening time during work sessions in class.   

Self-Pride 

Self-pride described students’ emotional outcomes when they shared examples of 

completing a project or mastering a music challenge. Classroom observation field notes 

from a sixth-grade music class also provide an example of student self-pride through 

sharing a well written and peer-supported song. Student participants felt self-pride when 

they made someone happy, like a family member by gifting their songwriting work or a 

music performance to them.   

ETHAN: When I’m playing an instrument or learning a new instrument it's from 
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 me. When it's coming from me, it shows me how much I'm capable of doing.   
  
ISSAC: I was writing about a shadow. Like, you can do stuff by yourself, and you 
don't have to follow other people like you are a shadow. And be careful with who 
is in your shadow following you. I was thinking and writing about stuff like that 
in music for my song. I want to be able to do things on my own and not be a 
shadow or have a shadow with someone always following me. When I write 
songs in class, I feel good because I can do my own stuff which makes me happy.  
  
STEFON: I wrote a song for my mom, and I sang it at her birthday. She and my 
aunt really liked it. When I get compliments from my mom or family, it makes me 
feel like I can do anything.   
  
BREXTON: I play piano and I am really proud of myself for practicing and 
learning more chords at home. I like to make my own songs and keep learning 
how to read music.  
  
MHINA: When I actually get the recorder, like when I actually do the right thing 
on the recorder, it makes me feel proud and hyped about myself.     
  

In a sixth-grade music class, I observed a student proud of their work when they shared 

their rap song lyrics with the class.   

October 13, 2021 - 12:30 P.M.  

Today, in class, sixth-grade students shared their songwriting progress. Students 

moved their desks from their traditional arrangement to a circle facing the center 

with adjacent desks separated by three feet because of COVID-19. In succession, 

each student provided their song’s background story and why they were writing 

it. Conversations were robust, and sometimes Ms. Yin would ask another student 

to present. One student crafted a spoken word rap about their cousin, who had 

just passed away, and the circumstances surrounding that situation. As the 

students read it, they did not look up from their iPad to make eye contact with 

their peers. At the end of the piece, the students agreed that it was a great work. 

Many of them shared similar sentiments about losing a loved one the way the 
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song was depicted. The student presenter was visibly relieved and started talking 

more freely about the effort involved and how it was easy to put together, and they 

were proud of the work because it was about their family member’s passing. It 

seems that the students are proud of their work, but also proud of themselves for 

representing their cousin’s memory in such an honorable way. It was difficult to 

not get emotional.   

In my class observation, students were supportive and genuine in their positive praise of 

their peers’ work. The supportive environment seemed to help the student share their 

work and reduced anxiety of presenting to the class. Student participant quotes and 

evidence in my classroom observation contributed to the theme of self-pride among 

music students.   

Happiness 

Student participants shared their perspectives on what is most important music 

class by describing their feeling of happiness when engaging with music, the second of 

three themes from answering research question two. An additional two categories are also 

included with the happiness theme: small groups and listening to music.    

NAEEM: Music to me, helps me expand my imagination because I like to 
imagine things. I also want to be a writer, so it helps me get ideas and which make 
me happy.  
  
STEFON: I like writing my own songs for my family. I like to give them away as 
gifts, it makes  me happy to make them happy with my songs.   
  
ETHAN: Music practice to me is peace, and isolation. You know? It makes me 
 happy.  
  
BREXTON: When I am playing the piano, I am the happiest.  
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Students described their perspectives and how music makes them feel when they were 

participating in music activities through providing examples of what is most important to 

them. I provide a lunchtime observation field note entry as evidence that when given a 

choice some students gravitate towards playing music during free time at school.   

September 10, 2021 - 11:45 A.M.  

During lunchtime, students were allowed to hang out in the gym after they 

finished eating in the cafeteria. The gym has a drum set in the corner and a 

basketball in the rolling bin available for students to play while on break. A large 

group of students immediately went to grab a basketball and started shooting 

hoops. Laughing and joking around while making three-point shots or dunking 

the ball, everyone seemed happy to be up and moving at lunch. Two students were 

not interested in playing basketball and went to the drum set. The drumsticks 

rested on the snare rim for the students to use. One of the students, a fifth-grade 

boy, started playing a classic rock pattern, and the basketball players started 

dribbling along with the beat, moving their bodies in time. The drummer nodded 

his head and started to play fill passages that were fast and messy, increasing the 

speed until he had to stop and regain his breath. Many of the students in the gym 

laughed. Everyone seemed to be in a lighter mood, having fun playing either 

basketball or drums. When lunchtime was over and everyone was cleaning up, the 

fifth-grade drummer walked out of the gym talking to his friend, and I overheard 

him saying he could play drums all day every day.   

Student participants shared several ways in which music made them happy. In my 

lunchtime field notes, music not only brought happiness to the drumset player but also 
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enhanced the basketball players’ recreational time. My observation also noted the gym is 

equipped with musical instruments for recreational use and that students willingly chose 

to play the instruments in their free time in a meaningful way.    

Small Groups 

Working in small groups was the first of the two categories which emerged in the 

happiness theme as to how students describe music experiences that are important to 

them.   

DAMEON: Working with my music teacher makes me feel nostalgic because 
when I used to go to my mother's house, we would hang out a lot. We were like 
really close. We were born the same day. We used to listen to calming chill music 
like we play in music class. Working in my small strings group with Ms. Yin 
(music teacher) makes me happy and helps me to remember my mom and 
hanging out with her.   
  
HANA: Working in my small group with Ms. Yin makes me feel relaxed and 
peaceful to be myself. It’s hard in the full music class with everyone to feel 
connected and it’s really loud. When we in our separate small group time with 
Ms. Yin, it feels better.   
  
NAEEM: I feel like small groups in music class brings a since of community 
together. Because you see kids talking about their favorite rappers or favorite 
musicians, stuff like that with each other in the small group. It just brings people 
together. Especially when we are playing all together in our group with our 
teacher. Our outside community has a lot of guns and violent stuff like that. But I 
feel music brings us just together as a whole. Music takes everybody out of that 
kind of violent mindset when we are at school and practicing our music.  
   

In a small group observation field-note entry I wrote:   

October 8, 2021 - 8:30AM  

In the small group practice this morning, three violin players worked with Ms. Yin 

for 30 minutes. Students were talkative and upbeat, an uncharacteristic behavior 

for middle schoolers just starting their day. Usually, they are quiet and in a 

reflective mood at this time of day. Today, they are awake and ready to interact 
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with Ms. Yin. She is working with them on foundational skills without using a 

bow. Each student makes eye contact with her and looks for technique and 

posture confirmation as they warm up and play rhythmic pizzicato patterns. She 

circles around each student as they stand and play, visually demonstrating 

adjustments that need to be made while holding the violin. She demonstrates and 

plays along with the group during the entire warm-up. They rest for a moment, 

and the group of students begins chatting about the upcoming weekend and ask 

Ms. Yin about her plans. Ms. Yin says that she is spending time together with her 

family and may go for a little nature walk with her children. She asks the group if 

anyone has fun plans, and one of the students shares that she is celebrating her 

birthday over the weekend and going shopping with her grandmother. Everyone 

wishes her a happy birthday, and Ms. Yin quickly plays the happy birthday song 

on her violin, and everyone sings along. This is a seemingly meaningful moment 

for the student. The students give the birthday student a high five, and Ms. Yin 

nods her head towards the student. Everyone wears masks because of the 

pandemic, but you can see the smile in everyone’s eyes. The birthday student 

thanks everyone and Ms. Yin motions for everyone to resume their practice; they 

lift their violins, moving on to work as a group learning a new melody.   

The small group moment described in my observation was a happy experience that may 

not have happened in a full class setting, primarily because the student may not have 

shared their birthday information with the class. Happiness working in small groups 

emerged in the data to not only play instruments but also connect in a meaningful way 

with the music teacher. Students shared how working in small groups with their teacher 



 

 78  

had been a positive music class experience which they preferred over full class 

instruction. Happy moments, like the birthday experience in my small group observation, 

fostered the students' positive relationship with the music teacher in a safe, positive, and 

non-competitive way.  

Listening to Music 

Listening to music is the second category that emerged from the happiness theme. 

Throughout the day, students in all classes are allowed to listen to music at numerous 

times while working independently. Walking down the hallway passing by each 

classroom during the data collection phase of this study, I often noticed students listening 

to music while working in their classes. This was a notable difference from my 

experience as a music teacher in a school where students were not allowed to use 

personal devices like cellphones and headphones in school. At Wish, student participants 

often listened to music to help them stay focused and motivated when working 

independently, which is also the second category that emerged within the theme of 

individualized experience.   

DAMEON: I like to listen to nostalgic music. It’s like slow and chill music for the 
background while I do my work or draw. It’s like my sunlight.   
     
JAYDON: I listen to sad music because it helps me to focus when I am working 
at school.   
  
HANA: I like listening to music. I feel like I need music to focus and do my 
schoolwork or to do anything like clean up.    
  
MHINA: Listening to music helps my brain take a break and stay focused when 
I’m working. We get to pick what we listen to independently through our 
headphones.  
 

Listening to music is a way students interact with music throughout the school day.   
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Individual choices and outcomes shared by student participants when listening to music 

emerged in the happiness theme from the autonomy and happiness listening to music 

provides.   

Family Support 

Family support emerged from the data as the third theme. Students frequently 

shared their perspective on making music at school, tied to family memories, or family 

members’ support of music. This reflection connected students to why or who 

encouraged them to begin learning an instrument or furthering their music skills in their 

families.   

BREXTON: I like learning about the notes in music and how to read the sheet 
music. My Dad bought me a saxophone and I like learning about it, it makes me 
happy and reminds me of him.  
  
KEON: My grandpa taught me to drum. Over the summer when I was able to go 
to his house, he let me play on his drumset. I’m not allowed to visit now because 
of COVID-19 but I really like when we play on the bucket drums with the sticks 
at school. Sometimes at lunch they let us play on the drums in the gym too.   
  
SANURA: My mom sings at church and does musical theater sometimes. She got 
the lead role one time. When we do solfege and sing in class, I show her at home 
what I’m doing. She helped me some with our Hamilton project and it was cool to 
do that.   
  
PROMISE: My sister and I practice music together at home. She plays the violin 
and I like to sing. Sometimes she will learn a song that has words and I’ll sing 
with her. We are together a lot so it breaks up the time when we are just sitting at 
home. We practice our school stuff too but I don’t have much to practice because 
I don’t play an instrument like she does and we don’t have a choir at school.    
  

I also made the following entry after a fifth-grade music class observation of family 

connections to music.  

November 4, 2021 - 10:30 A.M.  
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Today at the end of fifth-grade music class, a student excitedly approached Ms. 

Yin, as others were cleaning up, explaining that he had a story to share. He went 

on to tell her and his peers that his mom and aunt had competed in a karaoke 

competition at a local mall, and made it to the final round. He was beaming with 

pride and delighted to share the exciting news. He further stated that his aunt also 

sang solfege like they did in class.He asked her why she was singing do, re, mi, 

and she said that it helped her to sing better. Ms. Yin confirms the aunt’s answer 

by nodding her head. The student then said that he was excited to keep learning to 

sing in music class because he wanted to compete in karaoke competitions in the 

future like his mom. Ms. Yin responded in an upbeat and supportive tone, “That 

sounds like a great plan, and I am going to email your mom and congratulate her 

on the competition!” The student was happy about the offer made by Ms. Yin and 

went on to his next class with his friends singing solfege syllables as they left the 

music classroom.  

Family support and connections to making music at school emerged as a category 

which emphasized the importance of family involvement and support for students. 

References to parents and other family members were present throughout student 

participant data. There is a link in music which connects students with happy memories 

of family members and experiences. Throughout student participant data, music activities 

that made a connection to family memories or a family member were described as most 

important, answering research question two.   
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Research Question Three 

In research questions one and two I explored student perspectives and experiences 

in music. In research questions three and four I specified the term, trauma-informed 

education with adult participants and therefore, they spoke directly to it. The third 

research question asked, “How does the school administration and teachers describe 

trauma-informed education?” Two themes emerged from the data centered on trauma-

informed education: student engagement and connection. 

Student Engagement 

Engaging students through trauma-informed education is described by teacher and 

administrator participants through interdisciplinary work and presenting new academic 

materials that are relevant to students’ lived experiences. Ms. Kiplinger, the seventh-and 

eighth-grade English and social studies teacher, described how interdisciplinary work has 

helped shape her definition of trauma-informed education.   

I teach Greek mythology, and I have students create a world that they could live 
in through writing and acting out a play. Students also wrote music they 
performed with their plays. Ms. Yin (music teacher) helped us and we worked 
together. We do a good job of communication. We can discuss student behavior 
and whether there are behavioral tendencies or positive things to share about 
students when planning collaborative lessons. We know what happens more in 
each classroom so we can pattern some things out with students’ emotional needs 
as well.   
  

Ms. Kiplinger provided an example of how trauma-informed education works in multiple 

ways to engage students by reinforcing materials in her social studies content area 

through music. Teachers working in an interdisciplinary partnership build cross-

curricular experiences for students to strengthen multiple discipline skill sets. Ms. 

Kiplinger also noted she and the music teacher gained insight from each other about the 
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needs of their students, an additional result of working together in as an interdisciplinary 

instructional team.   

Trauma-informed education is described by the art teacher, Ms. McKelvy as 

teaching foundation technique skills through expressive projects that are meaningful to 

students lived experiences. Ms. McKelvy shared her approach to trauma-informed art 

lessons for students.   

I present art, especially in middle school, from a very basic standpoint that can be 
super expressive. I also try to show and discuss various artists. I try to talk about 
what it’s really like to be an artist, and I use artists as examples for exercises. I 
work to make it a place of self-expression and exploration where the students can 
use tools and techniques to think more about their issues or life issues and how it 
applies to feeling better and feeling connected to something by being able to make 
art, and create art, and having a place to do something important.  
 

Ms. McKelvy's curriculum is based on teaching studio art techniques like painting and 

drawing through relevant artist examples and works which students can relate to, 

engaging their own personal stories through technique development. Student engagement 

in art class builds artistic foundational skills to mobilize self-expression in the medium 

that students resonate best with. Ms. McKelvy continued by sharing how the art 

classroom is always available for students who need it.  

I have students that come to my room at lunch. I have students who leave their 
classroom because they cannot handle the stress of the classroom, and they come 
here to the art room. The art room is a safe-haven. I have space available for 
anyone to come in and work; I have markers out all the time, I have materials that 
they can play with, and I have drawing boards. There is always something that 
can be done in the art room.  
  

During my time at Wish, I observed one student who had retreated to the art room from 

his home classroom for what appeared to be a needed break from an afternoon science 

lesson. I saw him walk out of his eighth-grade class and go straight to the art room when 

I was passing down the hallway. I peered into the art room when I walked by, and the 
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student was seated gathering markers to draw with. The art room is a retreat for students 

to refocus their mindset and emotions when needed. Providing a safe space for students 

to pause and move locations in the school for a sensory break and to redirect students’ 

energy when class materials become overwhelming is at the core of Ms. McKelvy’s 

responsive trauma-informed example.   

 The vibrant colors of the school building lend a welcoming nature to the school, 

which is greatly different from the neighborhood of Wish Middle School. Along with 

common spaces, the school classrooms are also purposefully decorated in meaningful 

ways. Ms. Oberlin, a fifth-grade teacher, had motivational quotes and positive mindset 

reminders posted on her classroom walls throughout. Also, she had organized 

bookshelves with class materials stored away bins, providing a clean and well managed 

work space for students. Ms. Oberlin described how she purposefully uses her classroom 

space to support engaging student learning.   

I decorate my room with positive mindset quotes and growth mindset reminders 
and all the teachers display student work around their rooms and in the hallways. I 
play classical and peaceful music during student work times. We have mindful 
minutes where we work to turn negative perspectives into positives through a 
growth mindset approach. We also pause and listen to the Calm app for brain 
breaks and when students are writing in class. My class really likes the rain and 
fireplace sounds on the app; they are just different calming sounds. It’s like a 
diffuser. I like to try to create calm and peace at least here in my room, even if the 
students do not have that in their lives, we want to be calm at school.  
 

When students are in school, the space is safe, welcoming, and warm. Ms. Oberlin 

utilizes her teaching space as an opportunity to engage students learning through a 

calming and positive learning environment. Many teachers design colorful displays of 

student work and exude care and concern for the building and its cleanliness.    
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Both Ms. Kiplinger and Ms. McKelvy shared their perspectives on trauma-

informed education through instructional approaches. Ms. Kiplinger emphasized 

engaging in lessons that build on interdisciplinary work with other teachers and content. 

Ms. McKelvy shared how she draws connections between technical skill development 

with artist examples who are relevant to students’ lived experiences. Through this 

practice students engage their own personal self-expression through practicing newly 

learned artistic skills. Ms. Oberlin shared her perspective by describing mindfulness tools 

like the Calm App and decorating her classroom with positive and peaceful quotes to 

encourage students' growth mindset in their learning.   

Connection 

Connection is the second theme that emerged from the data pertaining to question 

three when teacher- and administrator participants defined trauma-informed education.   

Mr. Swanson, the seventh-and eighth-grade science and math teacher, shared his 

perspective on connecting with students through trauma-informed education.  

I think the main part of trauma-informed education is that you (the teacher) have 
to put yourself in the child’s shoes for a minute and remember that not everyone 
is in the same box. I think that some teachers expect every child to be the same. 
Sometimes, you do not know their background, what they have learned growing 
up, or what they’re dealing with at home. What they are hearing at home from 
parents could be a different story than what you (the teacher) are teaching them at 
school, either in your lesson content or in how students are expected to act at 
school. For me, it is extremely important that students never hear me say that 
what they are learning from their parents’ or their families is wrong. This can 
make them question their parents or result in them shutting me off. I have to find 
a middle ground and engage students through what they are familiar with and then 
teach them new or different things.  
  

Mr. Swanson described how connecting with students in ways that they are familiar with 

when learning new things can help avoid students shutting down in class. From Mr. 



 

 85  

Swanson’s perspective, students are less likely to display concerning behavior in class 

when the teacher adjusts their instructional approach after understanding the students’ 

background. Additionally, a school artifact field note excerpt is shared here, describing 

Wish Middle School’s philosophy on trauma-informed education.  

September 20, 2021 - 4 P.M.  

School Philosophy and Mission Statement Artifact Entry: Wish Middle School 

posted a trauma-informed education plan outline on its website. They also shared 

these points throughout different school publications for parents, the community, 

and educational partners. There are six components of the Wish Middle School 

education program: academic skill-building, music talent development, 

interdisciplinary art programs, health and wellness advisory, technology and 

research, and enrichment and summer programs. When describing the musical 

talent development component, descriptive words such as individual and small 

group lessons, music theory, and history lessons, as well as performances at 

school and in public, are stressed. Health and wellness advisory points to 

providing students with support and knowledge about mental health, physical 

well-being, nutrition, and other concerns for preteen/adolescent middle schoolers. 

Academic skill-building outlines specific connections to interdisciplinary 

instruction among all courses and content. Teaching methods are noted as 

possessing a multi-perspective approach that incorporates various methods of 

instruction to support students in the learning process. A small group or 

individual work with teachers is also noted, as in the music component. I have 

seen these things throughout my time so far, observing, and existing in the school. 
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Students often work in small groups or individually  with the teachers as time 

allows. I have witnessed students taking home grocery bags of food for the 

weekend. There was also recently a health fair to ask questions and prescreen for 

health concerns.    

The school philosophy artifact defined trauma-informed education, providing insight into 

the school’s approach to teaching and supporting their students and community from the 

six components of their program: academic skill-building, music talent development, 

interdisciplinary art programs, health and wellness advisory, technology and research, 

and enrichment and summer programs.   

Dr. Denson, the Head of School, shared her perspective of how a trauma-

informed education, through music and art, shapes and supports the whole child and their 

needs.   

I think art and music can really help students heal from trauma because number 
one, there’s not this heavy testing academic outcome piece connected to it. 
Students do not have to draw in a certain way or play a certain instrument to pass 
or whatever, so it frees them up. And number two, students can express 
themselves better through music and art. If they are angry or upset, they can focus 
on whatever piece they’re playing or whatever art piece they are working on, 
redirecting their energy. We have small group ensembles that can talk and work 
with the music teacher to gain more attention from that focus. I have witnessed 
small-group practices and how they always help students. Sometimes, a student is 
not doing well in their core academic subjects, but really thrives in the music 
classroom or art classroom. Thus, we can use that to build confidence or skills, 
because they are direct connections, particularly in music, to academic skill 
building. Music can be used to help children with reading, math, and 
communication. You just have to make connections with them. I think it is critical 
because it rounds the student out, and music provides joy. When people see 
artwork and hear music, it helps them feel better. It is just like when you hear the 
students, the small group ensembles playing, I can hear it in the hallways, and I 
know students who hear it, you can see the way their body changes. When they’re 
in the art room or when they walk past and they see their artwork and it’s like, “I 
did that.” It is critical to help students learn and grow well. I cannot imagine not 
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having art or music at school. I just cannot imagine it. How do you grow and learn 
without art or music? It’s like not having your full self.  
  

Dr. Denson’s description of trauma-informed education resonates with teacher- and 

student-participant perspectives, my classroom observations, and artifact review. She 

emphasized interdisciplinary work to build confidence in students and stressed the 

importance of music as a way for students to thrive in and out of school. Dr. Denson also 

noted music and art as a way for students to connect emotions and express themselves 

while redirecting their energy in moments of crisis. Small group work with the music 

teacher and connecting arts-based activities back to the students in unique and relevant 

ways are common practices teacher participants defined in their trauma-informed 

education statements.  

Research Question Four 

The fourth research question asked, “How does the music teacher describe and 

implement trauma-informed music education?” Two themes emerged from Ms. Yin, the 

music teacher’s data descriptions of trauma-informed music education: emotional 

outcomes and individualized experiences.   

Emotional Outcomes 

Ms. Yin described her approach to the trauma-informed music curriculum and 

class activities based on the students’ mental and emotional state and how she connects 

individually with each student.   

I think in terms of where students come from, I am not just talking about their 
races or their social economic status. I think, in terms of everything, it is a lot 
different from other schools. At our school, a hundred percent of students have 
experienced or are currently experiencing multiple traumas. So, just imagine that 
every single child that you are teaching in your music class has many kinds of 
traumas happening in their life. We see common behavior in many students: they 
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cannot focus well, get defensive, or yell, and have conflicts with their peers. We 
are not in their homes or see them outside the school. Therefore, when students 
arrive for a music class, I try to provide a space for social and emotional learning 
along with music. It is critical to consider each student, where they come from, 
and how their emotional well-being can be supported.  
  

Emotional outcomes is a common theme found in Ms. Yin’s perspective. She spoke 

empathetically about all students at Wish Middle School who have experienced multiple 

traumas in their lives. She explained that “Music class can be a peaceful and safe place 

for them to explore and process their emotions in a supportive environment.” Ms. Yin 

shared an example of how she provides a safe space for students to process their 

emotions:  

Students are working on being good community members in class and in school. 
We have some students that have conflicts with each other. I try to provide fun 
games where students can get to know each other better. I also share about myself 
too. Through understanding each other better, respect grows.   
 

 Along with understanding each other and providing space for students' emotional growth 

in the music classroom, she stressed the need to limit class sizes for as she puts it to, 

“keep students’ best interest in mind.” In small groups from an emotional outcome lens, 

students are happier and more connected to the music in that learning environment.   

Individualized Experiences 

Individualized experiences is the second of the two themes that emerged from 

data pertaining to the fourth research question. Ms. Yin described how she individually 

checks in with the students when she senses that something might be upsetting them. She 

also shared how the structure of the music class provides an individual experience option 

for those needing additional support.   

I don’t just start class right away. I want to keep my routine consistent as much as 
possible. Knowing every student, their mental and emotional state and trying to 
teach according to their needs, can feel really impossible. However, by looking at 
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their face, you can make out that something is up or if they are doing well. Even 
in the hallway, I can just tell, yeah, something’s up. So, I think, just checking with 
that student displaying some concerning emotions and telling them something 
like, “Hey, I noticed that you are upset and I am here for you, if you want to chat 
about it.” Even simply saying this is helpful. I try to offer this emotional space 
and flexibility during music class for these types of conversations. At the 
beginning of the class, after any necessary student emotional check-ins for the 
first five or six minutes, we perform some rhythmic warm-up activities with body 
percussion. The students are learning to be good community members in class 
because we have some students who have social conflicts with one another. To 
continue establishing respect and building the community, we play improvisation 
games and other musical games where everyone gets a turn. I also try to mix some 
games that help the children get to know one another better. I share about myself 
sometimes too. After we finish the game for the day, we move on to the main 
musical content activity, and then, a closer mindfulness activity.  
  

When discussing individualized experiences, Ms. Yin stressed, “Teachers need to know 

their students for the best care they can provide.” Smaller class sizes, as mentioned for 

emotional outcomes, also applies to individualized experiences. Ms. Yin also shared, 

“Consistency in class schedule and activities provide structure while allowing for 

flexibility if students need individual check-ins throughout the class session.” Along with 

class sizes and consistency in schedule to build connection and understanding for the best 

individualized music experiences at school, Ms. Yin shared her perspective for other 

music teachers working with students who have experienced elevated levels of trauma.   

There isn’t a single kid who wants to come to school because they want to fail. 
When you see students doing what they're not supposed to be doing or responding 
in challenging ways, it's very easy to label them. Like saying, “Oh, if I only didn’t 
have so and so in my class, then my class would be wonderful.” They're just kids 
who want to feel loved and cared for. Do not feel discouraged. Have fun with 
them in class and they will learn a lot by watching you.  

  
Ms. Yin defined her approach to trauma-informed music education through focusing on 

student emotional outcomes like providing a space for students to grow socially and 

emotionally in a safe space built on community and respect. And she also shared ways to 
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provide individualized experiences in the music classroom like working in small groups 

and checking in on each student’s mental and emotional well-being frequently. Her 

advice to teachers to remember to have fun with their students and remember they are 

just kids who want to feel loved and cared for is at the core of her approach to teaching 

music in a trauma-informed school.   

Synthesis 

In Figure 2, I present the study findings in a graphic. From a description 

standpoint, trauma-informed music education is at the center or heart of the visual. On 

either side of the center, students and teachers alongside administrators are represented 

by individual loops, flowing fluidly in and out of the center. Interconnected, the colors 

fade in and out of the center circle, just as the reported findings flow from one theme to 

another. I chose to synthesize the findings in this diagram to represent how student and 

adult participants together define trauma-informed music education at Wish Middle 

School. While the findings graphic might seem simplistic, I emphasize the point that 

students are an important contributor to the development and existence of trauma-

informed music education at Wish Middle School.  

Six themes emerged from the student participant interview data, observations, and 

document analysis: music technology projects, playing instruments, interdisciplinary 

connections, self-pride, happiness, and family support. Student participants reflected on 

their music experiences in music by describing what they do in music class like music 

technology projects in Soundtrap and playing their instrument in research question one. 

In answering research question two, student participants shared why and how certain 

music activities like working in small groups with the music teacher is important to them. 
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Four themes emerged from the adult participant interview data: student engagement, 

connection, emotional outcomes, and individualized experiences. Teachers and 

administrators defined trauma-informed education by providing examples from their 

experiences working with students at Wish Middle School. The music teacher 

described her perspective and approach to teaching music in a trauma-informed school 

through concrete class routine planning and music activities adapted that include all 

students with trauma exposure.   

 
Figure 2  
 
Findings Graphic 

 
 

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented the findings of my data analysis. Qualitative 

data described trauma-informed education and music education from the perspectives of 

students, teachers, and administration at Wish Middle School. Overall, the student 

participants shared their desire to participate fully in music classes by being fully 

immersed in music learning with the music teacher in small groups. Teacher- and 
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administrator participants described trauma-informed education as knowing the students 

well, connecting with them individually, and providing time and space for sensory 

breaks. They also celebrated students’ successes by displaying their work, which 

transformed the learning environment into a positive, vibrant reflection of themselves.  

The next chapter will present a detailed discussion of the findings. Areas for further 

research are suggested, and the findings are placed in context with the trauma-informed 

music education literature that is currently available.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This dissertation sought to investigate one trauma-informed music education 

program. Findings of this study are relevant to music educators and researchers due to the 

high rates of children exposed to trauma and the nature of most music classrooms where 

students shared ideas and express emotions (Walzer, 2021). Music educators need to 

better understand how to care and work with students who have experienced trauma 

because of how student emotions and feelings will surface in music class. Teachers also 

need to support student growth in music.  

Findings from this study reflect literature on trauma-based educational approaches 

including areas of student-centered learning, connection, engagement, positive student-

teacher relationships, and social-emotional learning. Bringing attention to trauma-

informed education programs, these findings also emphasize how students are 

empowered to participate by defining their own academic goals and by developing strong 

relationships with their teachers. In this chapter, I compare each research question by 

using the findings and relevant supporting literature. Lastly, I conclude with an expanded 

definition of trauma-informed music education, and provide implications and future 

research recommendations.  

Music Class Activities 

            The first research question focused on students' music-making descriptions at 

school. Data analysis revealed three themes: music technology projects, playing 

instruments, and interdisciplinary connections. Music class activities included music-
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making through songwriting using iPads, playing natural acoustic instruments, and 

interdisciplinary music activities which incorporated music skills to reinforce various 

other course content materials. Existing literature in music education on students who 

have experienced adverse conditions is consistent with these three themes, connecting 

diverse, hands-on approaches that reflect the school’s student population (Shuler, 1992). 

Shuler (1992) described students who have experienced adverse conditions as those who 

exhibit poor academic performance, lack of self-esteem, boredom with traditional school 

systems, a need for experiential hands-on approach to learning, and the desire to 

experience success in the school setting in some way. Robinson (2004) also advocated 

that teachers and administrators might consider students who experienced adverse 

conditions in their planning,  a point even more critical due to the current COVID-19 

pandemic. Living through the pandemic has caused trauma across the globe, including 

loved ones who have suddenly passed due to complications of COVID-19, routines that 

have been upended numerous times, and major shifts to large group social engagements 

and experiences (Walzer, 2021). Music teachers will be working with students for many 

years to come who have experienced trauma from the pandemic alongside the ACE’s 

outlined by Felitti et al. (2008) extenuating the need for more research on trauma-

informed music education.  

Nayo, an eighth-grade participant shared her thoughts on technology projects in 

music class, “Sometimes we use Soundtrap (an iPad application) to make different songs. 

You can pick different sounds and have them start and end at different times. It gets kind 

of boring.” Most student participants reported experiencing similar feelings while 

working with music technology: projects are quickly completed and easily accessible but 
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are often unmotivating. Scholars have noted a theme of students’ dissatisfaction with 

easy assignments that lie beneath their ability and experience levels. While Shuler (1992) 

stated that students who have experienced adverse conditions possess a desire to feel 

successful in school, Nayo experienced boredom due to her success and experience with 

technology and her motivation during the music technology activity lessened. Nayo also 

provided further evidence of her desire to be challenged with meaningful activities in 

music class by describing instrument playing, “I’m not that good at playing instruments 

but I like experimenting and learning more about them.” Music activities and projects can 

be unsatisfying to students if they are not matched with students’ ability levels or result in 

success with minimum effort.   

Music teachers can address concerns of varying student levels in their classroom 

by drawing from student-centered learning research. Glasgow (1997) described student-

centered learning when students are directing their own engagement and when they are 

allowed to decide what and how they learn. Kratus (1995) emphasized the importance of 

providing time for students to explore their instruments without restraint for pre-

improvisation work. Bauer et al. (2003) found technology use in the music classroom 

to be beneficial for students, fostering a two-way teaching environment where students 

can self-direct their music learning and connect with others through digital technology. 

Ms. Yin assigned music technology projects that were easily adaptable for students of all 

levels, where each could develop their songs in Soundtrap with elements that 

matched their experience level. However, students were not encouraged to share their 

crafted songs with each other. From classroom observation field notes and what student 

participants shared in their interviews, most of the technology-based projects were 
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independently created and rarely, if ever, shared with others. If students share their 

musical projects, they have the opportunity to connect with their peers, learn more about 

each other, and build a positive classroom community. 

The second theme, playing instruments, can also be found in music education 

research focused on student-centered learning. Hayfa, a sixth-grade participant shared, “I 

like experimenting and learning new things about instruments and music.” Hayfa’s 

description aligns with Kratus (1995) and Coss’ (2019) studies through her enjoyment of 

instrument experimentation and exploration in music class. Kratus (1995) advocated 

students should be allowed the freedom to explore and experiment with their instruments 

to better understand their expansive, expressive nature. Similarly, Coss (2019) suggested 

that students who develop their creative choices in a free-play class environment are 

more empowered to make musical choices that enhance their skills.   

The third theme found in research question one, interdisciplinary connections, is 

also reflected in student-centered learning by encouraging student engagement through 

scaffolding and establishing a connection between class materials and students' lived 

experiences (Wong, 2021). Keon, a seventh-grade student participant shared:   

I like when we draw to music in class sometimes. When we are songwriting, I 
draw the characters or the people I create in the songs. I also like to draw the 
places I am writing about and think about my song lyrics in the same way.  
 

Drawing in music class to develop songwriting lyrics may have connected students to the 

objectives of the music activity through student choice and at the same time, helped them 

engage with their emotions and experiences (Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006). At Wish, 

students were encouraged to engage in art-making like drawing throughout the school 

day to process and connect with their emotions or class materials whenever they would 
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like. Many students have drawing notepads which they leave out on their desk, 

drawing as their desire takes hold. In the music classroom I observed students 

drawing when working on songwriting lyrics and during music listening activities in 

class. Music educators should consider how visual studio art techniques like drawing can 

play a role in their classrooms to support students’ musical creativity and engagement.    

I also observed the eighth-grade students preparing a social studies history project 

in music class. Students learned historical facts by performing a song from Hamilton, the 

musical, and they contextualized this information through the story of the musical. 

Hamilton is based on a figure with a unique perspective on United States history. By 

learning the song students were able to internalize the content and apply their learned 

information through the characters’ singing. For example, a line in the song discusses 

going to war and depicts the conflicting notion of violence being the answer for 

peace. The social studies project musical performance was not meant to be flawless as we 

commonly associate musical performance goals to be, but rather focused toward learning 

the story of Hamilton and about American history. Similar interdisciplinary connections 

may be found in social-emotional learning, where students draw from a mindset of 

progress rather than perfection (Garg et al., 2016). I observed the blending of academic 

content boundaries to create a fluid interdisciplinary connection during this music class 

performance.   

What is Important to Students? 

The second research question focused on students’ perceptions of their most 

important musical experiences at school. Three themes emerged from the corresponding 

student data: self-pride, happiness, and family support. These three themes are frequently 
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referenced among studies of students who have experienced adverse conditions in music, 

trauma-informed music therapy, and student-centered learning research. Ethan, an eighth-

grade student participant shared, “When I’m playing an instrument or learning a new 

instrument it’s for me. When it’s coming from me, it shows me how much I am capable 

of doing.” Ethan highlighted an emotional outcome of self-pride, suggesting the 

celebration of students’ personal success and regular acknowledgment of 

accomplishments is encouraging and meaningful for students’ musical growth (Robinson, 

2004). Ethan’s words also highlight how students can be keenly aware of their successes 

and failures, reflecting social-emotional learning research where Bracket et al. (2019) 

proposed that students can acquire and apply knowledge and skills for setting and 

managing goals to engage in their own music learning.     

The second theme for research question two was happiness in music. Naeem, an 

eighth-grade participant shared, “Music to me, helped me expand my imagination 

because I like to imagine things. I also want to be a writer, so it helps me get ideas that 

make me happy.” Naeem’s happiness regarding music helped to expand her imagination, 

which strengthened her writing; similar experiences have been defined in trauma-

informed music therapy literature. Through working with the youth in the foster care 

system, Zanders (2012) found that music helped adolescents express thoughts that might 

be challenging to convey verbally. In most schools, music class is the only time in the 

school day when students can explore their creativity and express themselves through the 

performing arts. The nature of the music classroom encourages students to feel joy and 

happiness as well as other feelings that might be tied to other emotions. Music educators 

need to better understand how to support students' feelings that might arise in music class 
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and how to channel the feelings into meaningful experiences. Again, social-emotional 

learning research can inform music teachers on building self-awareness with their 

students. For example, Varner (2020) suggested defining emotions alongside music 

playing, drawing awareness to different emotions that might occur as students are singing 

or playing their instruments. Garg et al. (2016) also found music activities that emphasize 

progress and not perfection, can help students identify and engage with emotional 

connection within oneself and their peers.    

Within the happiness theme, there were two categories: small groups and listening 

to music. At the core of the literature on student-centered learning, individualized 

experiences describe students’ empowerment for directing their own learning and 

deciding what and how they learn (Glasgow, 1997). Student-centered learning is also 

closely related to building positive teacher-student relationships through time spent 

working together building a rapport with each other (Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2020). 

The data reflected this combined experience when participants discussed playing 

instruments in small groups with Ms. Yin in the music class. Hana, an eighth-grade 

student reported:  

Working in my small group with Ms. Yin makes me feel relaxed and at peace 
with myself. It is hard in the full music class with everyone to feel connected and 
it is really loud. When we are in our separate small group with Ms. Yin, it feels 
better.  
 

Other student participants shared similar feelings of happiness spending time in small 

groups with their music teacher. Students valued their group time, developing a positive 

teacher-student relationship not only for music but also for their general well-being 

(Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2020).  
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Small group work with the music teacher can be a challenge for a typical large 

ensemble class. Scheduling time for small groups can seem overwhelming and 

impossible in the traditional large ensemble class setting. However, music educators 

should consider how important it is and how eager students are to connect and bond with 

their teacher. The findings from this study suggest working in small groups not only 

benefits students’ music content learning but their social and emotional wellbeing as 

well.  Music teachers may need to advocate for their students by meeting with their 

school administration to request workload adjustments for small group instruction. 

Research in trauma-informed music education can inform shifts in instructional modes 

that serve the whole child and provide additional data for these changes. Time spent in 

small groups outside of the traditional rehearsal model can benefit the whole child, 

therefore ultimately benefiting the entire ensemble in a way that is not typically 

supported with a large class.  

The happiness theme also included a subcategory: listening to music. Student 

participants frequently shared their perspectives regarding their freedom to listen to 

music individually at school. Mhina shared, “Listening to music helps my brain take a 

break and stay focused when I am working. We get to pick what we listen to 

independently through our headphones.” Experiences such as this, where students are 

empowered to make their own selections for listening to music during independent work 

time, is found in student-centered learning literature; moreover, Wong (2021) proposed 

that offering individualized experiences to students promotes engagement through 

autonomy and choices.   
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The third theme, family support suggests that experiences in music class are 

important to student participants because family members express interest and support of 

their music engagement. Brexton, a sixth-grade participant shared, “I like learning about 

the music notes and how to read the sheet music. My Dad bought me a saxophone and I 

like learning about it, it makes me happy and reminds me of him.” Students’ awareness 

of positive emotions while participating in music class activities, like those that connect 

Brexton to his dad, are found in social-emotional learning literature as ways to reinforce 

self-regulation through emotional intelligence (Garg et al., 2016). During a fifth-grade 

music class, I observed a similar family connection to Brexton's shared experience. A 

student was excited to share the good news about their mom and aunt making it to the 

final round of a karaoke contest with Ms. Yin. After the conversation, Ms. Yin told the 

student that she was going to email his mom and congratulate her on their success at the 

contest. This additional effort to support the student and their parents visibly encouraged 

their excitement about singing in the music class. Ms. Yin’s response and action to follow 

up with the parent are found in teacher-student relationship literature, where Boykin and 

Noguera (2011) suggested that developing strong relationships with students and their 

parents enhanced students’ connection to class. 

Wish’s Approach to Trauma-Informed Education 

The third research question focused on teacher and administrator participant 

definitions and implementation of trauma-informed education at Wish Middle School. 

Two themes emerged from the corresponding data: engagement and connection. Ms. 

Kiplinger, the seventh- and eighth-grade English and social studies teacher, described 

how interdisciplinary work helped to shape her definition of trauma-informed education:   
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I teach Greek mythology, and I have students create a world that they could live 
in through writing and acting out a play. Students also wrote and added music to 
their play. Ms. Yin (music teacher) helped us, and we worked together. We do a 
good job of communicating.  
 

Ms. Kiplinger's example reflects how students interact within an interdisciplinary 

project like social studies and music. Students applied content knowledge about Greek 

mythology into songwriting for a play that they also wrote. An added outcome to students 

working on interdisciplinary projects was collaboration among teachers. Ms. Kiplinger 

noted that she and Ms. Yin were good communicators with each other, and together they 

developed the mythology project. Teachers that work collaboratively can support student 

growth through close communication on interdisciplinary projects and can observe 

student behavior in different classroom settings other than their own. These observations 

can help inform teachers about students who might be struggling or thriving in one room 

and not another or if there is consistency in behavior concerns from class to class.  

Ms. Oberlin highlighted the classroom learning space as she decorated her room 

with positive quotes and other peaceful messages. Dombo and Sabatino (2019) suggested 

that caring and safe learning spaces are essential to support students exposed to trauma, 

and all participants referred to the school building as a place of warmth and safety. 

During the school hours, students have two or three meals and are provided with a change 

of clothes if needed or additional food and toiletries to carry home. Staff also support 

students’ emotional wellbeing so they can focus more of their energy on learning and 

being a student. Mr. Swanson, the seventh- and eighth-grade science and Math teacher 

shared, “I think the main part of trauma-informed education is that you (the teacher) have 

to put yourself in the child’s shoes for a minute and remember not everyone is in the 

same box.” Mr. Swanson elaborated upon his empathetic teaching approach by taking 
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time to understand more about the students and their background by talking with them 

and learning their personal stories. Connecting in this way with his students, Mr. 

Swanson, identified how he works to alleviate potential assumptions of students by 

openly addressing unknown bias that may be false. Mr. Swanson’s approach to knowing 

each student guides his approach to trauma-informed education, specifically his decisions 

on curriculum design and activities. This type of student understanding and connection 

stretches beyond what teachers typically know about a student, such as their skill-levels 

and basic personal information. Trauma-informed education provides deep context of the 

students and responsive instruction that supports each student’s success individually, 

striving to meet student where they are.  

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 

framework (2014) also noted that teachers should avoid the re-traumatization of students 

at school by working with students on their individual needs. Mr. Swanson’s example of 

viewing his students as individuals and learning about their family and life from an 

empathetic perspective can help to avoid re-traumatization of students because he knows 

his students and their individual situations. I also observed how Ms. Yin, the music 

teacher, checked in on each student every class period and provided space for students to 

talk or share anything with her as they wished. She often paused and lingered with the 

students who she felt might have something going on that needed to be addressed because 

of a change in their behavior or demeaner. She did not rush when interacting with her 

students at the beginning of class, welcoming everyone to music. Just as Sweet (2008) 

suggested, students want to be seen as individuals who connect with their teachers in safe 

and kind learning spaces. Music educators should remember to view their students as 
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individuals with diverse backgrounds, requiring an individualized approach for social and 

emotional support (Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2020). This can be a challenge to pause and 

quietly check in on each student, especially in a large ensemble setting. Rehearsal time is 

valuable, and performances and new content need to be attended to, however, checking in 

with students on their wellbeing can help music teachers cultivate positive relationships 

and discover concerns that need further investigation. Burnard (2008) also found that 

teachers who focused on modeling respect for students and encouraging prosocial 

experiences in the music classroom positively helped to reengage students who had been 

disaffected, or students who were more likely to rebel against authority figures. Music 

class might be the experience or hook to encourage student attendance in school. Music 

teachers should remember this as they plan for inclusive ways to engage all students in 

their classroom and curriculum.     

Dr. Denson, the Head of School, uses music and art to support a trauma-informed 

education. She described how music and art can “redirect student energy” and shared the 

benefits of small groups working with the music teacher for the students’ individualized 

attention needs. She also emphasized that the arts were a place for all students to thrive 

even if they struggled academically, which is a key point emphasized in  the research. 

Shuler (1992) found that students who have experienced adverse conditions seek to be 

successful at school and that music can help to fulfill this need. In this chapter, I noted in 

research question one through student-centered learning literature that student success 

should satisfy skills and knowledge. These data reflect the desire for real challenges 

rather than an easy success. Dr. Denson also highlighted students’ self-pride and 

enjoyment when they see their artwork on the walls or master a new skill on their 
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instrument, which I discussed in existing student-centered learning literature. Meyer, 

Tilland-Stafford, and Airton (2016) suggested that student success is an important part of 

learning and affects their emotions. Displaying student artwork around the school 

celebrated student success and encouraged future student success and motivation. Dr. 

Denson defined trauma-informed education, including the arts, by sharing:   

They (music and art) are critical to helping students learn and grow. I cannot 
imagine not having art or music in school. I just cannot imagine it. How do you 
grow and learn without art or music? It's like not having your full self.  
 

Dr. Denson’s perspective and shared examples encapsulate many trauma-informed 

educational research. It is important for all teachers and administrators to celebrate all 

student's success even when the success looks different from each student. Trauma-

informed education is different than simply good teaching because of one’s intention. All 

students want to be successful and teachers in any educational setting strive to celebrate 

their successes. However, trauma-informed education offers activities and lessons where 

students will be successful in how they choose to complete their work. There are 

failproof opportunities for students at Wish to complete and participate in class activities 

where they will achieve success. The Wish teachers’ curriculum design is connected to 

the work of student-centered learning and students who have experienced adverse 

conditions in music.   

Music Teacher’s Perspective 

The fourth research question is based on Ms. Yin’s approach to teaching music by 

aligning with the school’s trauma-education approach and mission. The corresponding 

data revealed two themes: emotional outcomes and individualized experiences. Ms. Yin 
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shared how she considers students’ general backgrounds as well as their present daily life 

conditions:   

At our school 100% of our students have experienced or are currently 
experiencing multiple traumas. So just imagine that every single child that you are 
teaching in your music class has experienced or is experiencing multiple traumas 
in their life.   
 

Such considerations and concerns are found in caring and safe learning spaces. Cramer et 

al. (2018) proposed that music teachers demonstrate care for their students by creating an 

inclusive classroom that promotes a team-oriented mentality and connection with 

students to strengthen student-teacher relationships. I observed Ms. Yin interacting with 

students before music class, in the hallways, and before and after school. Even when she 

was not in the music classroom, Ms. Yin seemed to be mindful of stopping to ask 

students how they were doing and if she could help with anything. However, this might 

seem like a surface level interaction with students after considering her quote and 

assumption of trauma experiences among the students.  

I also highlight a reality about the school alongside the positive findings on caring 

classrooms; there is an assumption that all Wish students have or had experienced trauma 

even though this is not a requirement to enroll at the school. Families pay an undisclosed 

amount of tuition for their students to attend Wish without an explaination of trauma-

informed education. Additionally, in speaking with Ms. Yin and others at Wish, I noted 

that they did not discuss race, and appeared to take a race neutral perspective without 

considering the whole child’s lived experience. In reflecting on the data, it concerned me 

that the school foregoes discussing race and other social and cultural agency. Stevenson 

(1995) suggested that schools like Wish where students are racially isolated, meaning 
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most students are of the same race, should be having conversations about race and the 

assumptions and biases that come with not discussing and celebrating race with students.    

Trauma-informed music teaching for Ms. Yin centered on meeting the students 

where they were mentally and emotionally on any given day. The difference here 

between good teaching and trauma-informed teaching for Ms. Yin was the 

responsiveness and modifications she made to instruction as she checked in with each 

student. It is one thing to know and understand your students as any effective teacher 

would, however with trauma-informed music education, content and lesson plans might 

change quickly depending on students’ needs. Ms. Yin sought to support students' 

emotional needs while working with them in a safe and engaging music classroom 

through small group work, individualized experiences with music technology, and full 

class music engagement with instrument playing (Hendricks et al., 2014). In social-

emotional learning, teachers develop mindfulness activities with time to reflect on and 

discuss emotional awareness (Hymel & Espelage, 2018). Ms. Yin modified her music 

class instructional approach to meet her students’ emotional well-being needs through 

activities that took time for teacher-student relationship building and social-emotional 

awareness, like adjusting her instructional schedule for special small group work session. 

Regardless of how students arrived mentally and emotionally to music class, Ms. Yin 

provided stability in music class participation through her structure of the class routine 

and learning activities like utilizing music technology projects, instrument playing in 

small groups and as a class, and working with other teachers through interdisciplinary 

projects.  
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Urban Schools 

Found in urban schools’ literature, Lipman and Rajack (2011) discussed 

reimagining schools to connect with the city in which they are located, building 

relationships with the community to transform oppressive social structures into a world 

where the full person is cared for and respected. Wish Middle School actively strives to 

build a strong neighborhood presence by engaging in numerous community partnerships. 

For example, Wish collaborates with a large university healthcare system located in their 

neighborhood by offering free health screenings and preventative care in the school 

building on weekends. Schools in urban settings are charged with the challenge of 

supporting sometimes significant student needs with minimal budgets while facing racial 

inequality (Esposito & Murphy, 2010). Wish provides not only trauma-informed 

education to their students but seeks to meet other needs as well. Students are served 

balanced nutritious meals while at school and given to-go food packages on weekends, 

along with additional clean clothing as needed. Although operating on a small budget, 

students meet with a school counselor and nurse regularly for mental and physical health 

check-ups. 

Music educators working in urban schools should consider how music plays a role 

in their students’ lives outside of the music classroom and how to better foster an 

individualized approach to music instruction. As discussed previously, small group work 

and listening to music were two categories located within the happiness theme. Music 

teachers in urban settings might structure their class and rehearsal times in ways that 

provide for regular check-ins and individualized connecting time. Also, music teachers 

working in urban schools should advocate to work with other teachers in interdisciplinary 



 

 109  

ways. Teacher collaborations like the Hamilton project, shared in chapter four, reinforce 

content knowledge for students and draw meaningful connections from multiple 

disciplines. Administrators of urban schools need to reflect on how music and art can 

support the wellbeing of their students by providing various opportunities for engagement 

throughout the school day. For example, Wish’s art station is stocked with various 

materials for students to use as they want and need throughout their day.  

In this study, African American student participants along with teachers and 

administrator participants shared their perspective and experiences on music and their 

trauma-informed school. Voices shared in the findings of this study are underrepresented 

in research and it remains important to gather and share perspectives to consider future 

possibilities for music education. Working with African American participants from an 

urban area in this study, I strove to reflect participants voices as they are and reflect back 

experiences that they shared . To remain as objective as possible throughout the research 

process, I regularly reflected on my subjectivities that could play into my perceptions and 

potential impact of the research process. I am a white, cisgender female who has 

primarily taught music in suburban middle-class areas in the United States. How I 

interacted with participants and analyzed data for themes was based in-part on my own 

lived experiences as a white woman. Participants provided a wealth of experiences and 

perspectives, which I strived to present from their voice, not mine, in the findings and 

discussion. Regularly reflecting on my thoughts about race and research, I relied on the 

trustworthiness tools outlined in chapter three to challenge my subjectivity. I also 

understand and acknowledge due to my own personal lived experiences, there were 

things I missed as the researcher or may have ignored unknowingly at the school. For 
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example, I did not include intersections of race and trauma-informed education in my 

research questions or in my literature review, and thus did not ask adult participants their 

perspectives. This omission is a limitation in what this study might offer more broadly, 

but especially to the urban education literature. 

Trauma-Informed Music Education Definition Revisited 

The four research questions proposed in this study were balanced with two 

questions focused on gathering student experiences and two focused on teachers and 

administrator perspectives. The findings diagram shared at the end of Chapter Four (see 

Figure 2) presented how Wish builds a trauma-informed music education with students 

and teachers contributing to the music program. To the right of the figure, the students 

loop and flow to the center section. The center of the figure flows inward with students’ 

social-emotional needs, trauma experiences, personalities, and musical and academic 

interests with trauma-informed music education fading into the teacher curve to the left. 

Teachers learn about students and respond to them by providing a caring, empathetic, and 

safe learning space. They accommodate for students’ needs through a social-emotional 

and student-centered teaching approach. As the two groups—students and teachers—

interact and blend in the center, they shape a trauma-informed music education together. 

Without this fluid flowing continuum, students with trauma experiences cannot engage 

and participate fully in music activities because there is no response or modification to 

the teacher's approach or curriculum design, thus, hindering learning and engagement.    

In Chapter Two, I outlined an operational definition of trauma-informed 

education based on the literature presented throughout the chapter. I framed trauma-

informed education on extant literature located within trauma-informed music therapy 
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(Zanders, 2012, 2015), student-centered learning in music classrooms (Coss, 2019; 

Kratus, 1995; Webster & Watson, 2002), SEL principles applied in music education 

(Brackett et al., 2019; Edgar, 2016), care-based learning spaces in music (Parker, 2010; 

Watts et al., 2020), trauma-based school programs (Berger, 2019; Bloom, 1997; Horner 

et al., 2000; Listenbee et al., 2012; Rolfsnes & Idsoe, 2011), students in music education 

who have experienced adverse conditions (Shuler, 1992; Goss-Shields, 1997; Robinson, 

2004), and studies in urban school settings (Abramovitz & Mingus, 2016; Lipman & 

Rajack, 2011). My initial trauma-informed music education definition included (a) music 

teachers with an affirmative and proactive perspective on student growth through 

individualized instruction, (b) students’ self-selected classroom experiences for emotional 

connection and empowerment, and (c) curriculum design that provides students with 

opportunities to connect with their peers.   

Findings of the study compelled me to revise my original operational definition of 

trauma-informed music education. The first trauma-informed music education tenet 

originally included music teachers who have an affirmative and proactive perspective on 

student growth. I added individualized instruction experiences and fostering a positive 

teacher-student relationship because these two topics were prevalent in the data and 

literature. The second tenet of trauma-informed music education at first included 

classroom experiences that students self-select for emotional connection and 

empowerment. I added to students’ self-selected experiences a balance of music activities 

that pose encouraging and empowering challenges. This change highlights the 

importance of student challenges and successes in ways that match their individual 

knowledge and experiences. The third tenet originally included curriculum design that 
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provided students with opportunities to connect with their peers. I added a curriculum 

design that emphasizes students’ preferences and lived experiences based in culturally 

responsive teaching (Gay, 2002) and incorporating opportunities for students to connect 

with each other in a safe learning environment. This change notes the importance of a 

safe learning environment for students to connect with their peers through culturally 

relevant instructional and curriculum design.  

I offer here my refined operational definition of trauma-informed music 

education. An effective trauma-informed music education should include (a) music 

teachers who develop an affirmative and proactive perspective on student growth through 

individualized instruction and foster a positive student-teacher relationship; (b) classroom 

experiences that balance students’ self-selected activities and activities that pose 

encouraging and empowering challenges to students; and (c) curriculum design 

emphasizing students’ preferences and lived experiences, incorporating opportunities for 

students to connect with each other in a safe learning environment.  

Implications 

This study provided insight into one trauma-informed music program which is 

relevant to music educators and researchers due to the high rates of children exposed to 

trauma and the nature of music classrooms where students freely share their ideas and 

emotions. Trauma-informed education is not a fixed model to be followed. However, 

music teacher education programs need to consider how they are modeling their own 

teaching with undergraduate preservice teachers. Much of trauma-informed care in the 

music classroom finds common linkages with social-emotional and student-centered 

learning. However, so often in higher education these types of approaches to teaching are 
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not implemented or considered. Additionally, much of the student experience in higher 

education can cause trauma because of the culture and procedures that have been in place 

for a number of years for degree completion. Beyond modeling in higher education, 

preservice music education programs need to offer faculty training and time for course 

development that allows for the flexibility to meet each student where they are and 

modify as needed to support student success.  

 A course on trauma-informed care and education is helpful for all educators, 

however trauma-informed approaches should be adopted as a key element in all music 

education courses. It is important for preservice teacher education programs to provide 

experiences and externships that help to develop knowledge of trauma-related concerns 

in the music classroom, like teaching social-emotional awareness tools and working 

through their own personal mental health concerns. Due to the high rate of children who 

have experienced trauma in the United States, teachers entering the field need to have a 

trauma-informed base of knowledge to adequately support students through their 

curriculum and teaching approaches. This is a shift from preservice teaching approaches 

where undergraduate students focus solely on fundamental technical skills of teaching 

music and often miss out on learning to teach the whole child through music.   

Music educators should consider how they interact with their students and 

question if they are working to build a safe and welcoming learning environment for all. 

It is important for all music students to have a connection with their teacher, and it can be 

challenging for music teachers to find time for this type of individualized attention. 

However, I suggest teachers find a balance in their instructional time so students can 

connect and feel cared for and not feel like just another number in the ensemble or class. 
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Students who have experienced trauma will also likely experience big emotions or 

changes in mood sometimes especially in expressive spaces like the music classroom. It 

is important for music teachers to be prepared for these situations and to avoid re-

traumatizing students, helping to encourage self-regulation in emotional settings by 

modeling. Music teachers can also incorporate music activities in their curriculum that 

can function as coping mechanisms through music for students which transfer to other 

aspects of their life, like utilizing songwriting and music listening for emotional self-

regulation techniques at home.  

Music educators should also consider their own mental health and regularly seek 

support, including psychotherapy. When working with students who have experienced 

varying levels of trauma, teachers should have access to and regularly check in with 

licensed professional supports. School administrators and other school staff might find 

this opportunity useful as well and school district leaders should prioritize accessible 

mental health care for all adults working in their district.  

School administrators should consider training their entire staff in trauma-

informed education and support changes and adaptations to current school policies and 

curriculum to accommodate students who have experienced trauma. This undertaking 

will require financial support and time for teachers and staff to make the necessary 

changes in their curriculum. Regular trauma-informed training and updated best practices 

should also be considered. There is not one single solution for helping students who have 

experienced trauma. Every child is different and will require individualized support in 

school to optimize their engagement in learning and growing. Schools need to be flexible 
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and provide time and space for teachers to connect with their students and their families 

in ways that are meaningful to build a connected community.    

Lastly, due to the nature of music classroom expressive experiences that can draw 

out emotions in children who have experienced trauma, music teachers will likely work 

more closely with these students than other teachers in the school. Music educators have 

a unique opportunity to advocate for trauma survivors in their classes by advocating with 

their school administrations to remain current with trauma-informed education trainings 

and other supports needed for student care. Trauma-informed music education can be 

helpful for all students in the music classroom and in society as a whole. Through a safe 

and caring learning environment, students are better able to express their emotions, work 

with others, and learn to cope with the challenges of their trauma to manifest a better 

future.    

Limitations 

This study was limited by its sample size and demographics due to its focus on 

one trauma-informed school music program. The small sample size of the current study 

was also limited to the participating students and staff from this one middle school 

located in an urban location. Students, teachers, and administrators may have different 

experiences and perspectives based on the trauma-informed music programs in their own 

schools from different areas of the United States. Future research related to trauma-

informed music education should seek to gain understanding and insight using samples 

from different school levels, such as elementary and high schools, in urban, rural, and 

suburban areas. While I the researcher will not know who in the future might want to 
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transfer the findings from this case study to their site, I provided rich descriptions for 

those to decide for themselves (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 Teachers and administrators who participated in this study have worked in a 

trauma-informed school for at least three years and may possess personal and 

professional interests in teaching trauma-informed education curricula. Their vested 

interest may have developed bias in the adult participant responses. Thus, those who are 

not trained or are new to teaching in a trauma-informed school might possess different 

perspectives and experiences. As described earlier in the case profile, race was not 

discussed at or by adult participants. This is a limitation because I did not ask specific 

research questions regarding race or how that might factor into the schools trauma-

informed definition. Even though the school does not acknowledge race in their school 

culture or language, in the future, researchers should consider investigating race and 

trauma in music education.  

Other limitations to this study pertain the lack of understanding of the school’s 

mission and functioning as a Title One school that includes students who pay tuition. As 

school finances were not part of my research focus, I did not ask questions regarding 

financial support nor did I inquire about tuition or scholarship mechanisms at the school. 

With regard to mission, although Wish Middle School does not require or implement any 

type of religious course of study in their school, the Catholic Church chose to found a 

school within a community-in-need. The school administration did not share great detail 

about why the school was established and how religion played and may continue to play 

a role in school decisions and the school’s trauma-informed philosophy.   
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Additionally, as reported earlier, I volunteered in the school previously before the 

study began. As I am more familiar with the school, I may not have seen everything as 

objectively as others might have. I sought to mitigate bias by debriefing with my mentor 

regularly to discuss my experiences and perspectives throughout the duration of the 

study. I also worked with a peer-coder as described in chapter three for increased 

trustworthiness, regularly engaged with member checking, and data collection was 

consistent with triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).    

Recommendations for Future Research 

The initial literature search revealed a limited number of studies published on 

trauma-informed music education. While there are other descriptive research study 

keywords that neighbor trauma-informed music education as discussed in chapter two, 

there is much more to be explored on the topic. I chose to use qualitative case-study for 

this project on Wish Middle School, which is a private, Title One school located in an 

urban area in the northeastern United States. To fully develop an understanding of 

trauma-informed music education, participants and research sites should be diverse in 

level of instruction, expansive in age range, and vary by location.  

In addition to more PreK-12 studies, higher education research studies should 

explore preservice music teacher education curriculum specifically pertaining to teacher 

candidate preparedness in working with students who have experienced trauma. Other 

studies at the higher education level might include preservice music teachers' perceptions 

of students who have experienced trauma to better understand their perspectives as they 

begin their teaching careers. Participant data can inform future training in trauma-
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informed music education in schools and address deficiencies in preservice teacher 

curriculum and experiences.   

The current COVID-19 global pandemic has also added to children’s experiences 

with trauma. Most of society living in current times experienced some level of trauma 

due to the results of the health crisis pandemic. Trauma-informed music education 

research can contribute to the music classroom by locating ways to support varying 

degrees of trauma experienced by students. Additionally, this research topic may broadly 

benefit from an exploration of community members, legislative leaders, and other 

stakeholders who hold interests in trauma-informed schools and their music programs.   

The literature based on trauma-informed music education will benefit from future 

research that also addresses the limitations mentioned previously. For example, 

researchers should explore current music teachers' perspectives on trauma-informed 

music education who have limited training in trauma and those who have extensive 

training. The wide range of training and experiences among potential music educator 

participants can help inform future research studies. Researchers should also use various 

methods of research like mixed methods to share generalizable findings on trauma-

informed music education.   

Conclusion 

This qualitative single-case study aimed to examine one middle school’s trauma-

informed music education program. The current study’s findings add to the existing 

growing body of literature on trauma-informed music education. As music teachers tend 

to work with a substantial portion of their school's student population, they will work 

with many students who have experienced trauma. In the music classroom ideas are 
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shared, and emotions and feelings are expressed through meaningful musical activities. 

Students who have experienced trauma can explore their creativity, learn about their 

emotions, and utilize trauma coping skills through music, emphasizing the importance of 

trauma-informed music education. Trauma-informed education is ever evolving and 

changing as research to practice continues to flex with the needs of students. Trauma-

informed educators and researchers should consider the student as a whole person and 

how all aspects of themselves and their lived experiences define their own trauma 

adverse experiences. This study makes visible the active nature of the trauma-informed 

music education model, requiring the involvement of students and teachers in the process 

of music participation and informing experiences responsive to trauma survivors.  
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Research Integrity & Compliance
Student Faculty Center

3340 N. Broad Street, Suite 304
Philadelphia PA 19140

Institutional Review Board
Phone: (215) 707-3390
Fax: (215) 707-9100
e-mail: irb@temple.edu

Approval for a Project Involving Human Subjects Research that Does Not Require Continuing Review
 

Date: 19-Jul-2021 
Protocol Number: 28421

PI: PARKER, ELIZABETH
Review Type: EXPEDITED
Approved On: 19-Jul-2021

Risk: Minimal risk
Committee: A1

Sponsor: NO EXTERNAL SPONSOR
Project Title: A Case Study of One Trauma-Informed Music Education Program

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The IRB approved the protocol 28421.

The study was approved under Expedited review. The IRB determined that the research does not require
a continuing review, consequently there is not an IRB approval period.

If applicable to your study, you can access your IRB-approved, stamped consent document or consent
script through ERA. Open the Attachments tab and open the stamped documents by clicking the View link
next to each document. The stamped documents are labeled as such. Copies of the IRB approved
stamped consent document or consent script must be used in obtaining consent.

Note that all applicable Institutional approvals must also be secured before study implementation.
These approvals include, but are not limited to, Medical Radiation Committee (“MRC”); Radiation Safety
Committee (“RSC”); Institutional Biosafety Committee ("IBC"); and Temple University Survey
Coordinating Committee ("TUSCC"). Please visit these Committees’ websites for further information.

Finally, in conducting this research, you are obligated to submit the following:

Modifications - All changes to the research must be reviewed and approved by the IRB.
Changes requiring approval include, but are not limited to, changes in the design or focus of the
research project, revisions to the consent document(s) for participants, addition of new measures or
instruments, increasing the subject number, changes to the research funding, and changes to the
personnel. Changes made to eliminate apparent immediate hazards to subjects and implemented
prior to IRB approval must be promptly reported to the IRB.
Reportable New Information - Using the Reportable New Information e-form, report new
information items such as those described in HRP - 071 Policy - Prompt Reporting Requirements to
the IRB within 5 days.
Closure report - Using a closure e-form, submit when the study is permanently closed to
enrollment; all subjects have completed all protocol related interventions and interactions; collection
of private identifiable information is complete; and analysis of private identifiable information is
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complete.

For the complete list of investigator responsibilities, please see the HRP–070 Policy – Investigator
Obligations, the Investigator Manual (HRP-910), and other Policies and Procedures found on the
Temple University IRB website: https://research.temple.edu/irb-forms-standard-operating-procedures.

Please contact the IRB at (215) 707-3390 if you have any questions.

If you would like to tell us how we are doing, please complete this 5-minute Satisfaction Survey:
https://forms.gle/9EcgYGDEEANnvMw37
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APPENDIX C 

RESEARCH SUBJECT CONSENT FORM 

  

            RESEARCH SUBJECT CONSENT FORM 
          For Parents of Students 

  
Title: A Case Study of One Trauma-Informed Music Education 
Program 

Protocol No.: 28421 
  

Investigator:      
  Principal: Elizabeth Cassidy Parker, PhD 

                                             Associate Professor of Music Education 
                                             Center for the Performing and Cinematic Arts 
                                             Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple University 
                                             2001 N. 13th Street 
                                             Philadelphia, PA  19122 
                                             elizabeth.parker@temple.edu 
  
                         Student:  Lauren Ryals 
                                             PhD Student Music Education  
                                             Center for the Performing and Cinematic Arts 
                                             Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple University 
                                             2001 N. 13th Street 
                                             Philadelphia, PA 19122 
                                             lauren.ryals@temple.edu 
  
Daytime Phone Number:  (303)594-4454 
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RESEARCH CONSENT SUMMARY 
 

Your child is being asked to take part in a research study and your consent is required. This 
document provides a concise summary of this research. It describes the key information that we 
believe most people need to decide whether to take part in this research. Later sections of this 
document will provide all relevant details. 
 
What should I know about this research? 

භ   Someone will explain this research to you. 
භ   Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether your child takes part is up to 
 you and them. 
භ   If your child does not WDNH�SDUW��LW�ZRQ¶W�EH�KHOG�DJDLQVW�them. 
භ   Your child FDQ�WDNH�SDUW�QRZ�DQG�ODWHU�GURS�RXW��DQG�LW�ZRQ¶W�EH�KHOG�DJDLQVW�
 them. 
භ   If you or your child does not understand, ask questions. 
භ   Ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

How long will I be in this research? 

We expect that your FKLOG¶V�engagement in this research will last roughly four months, beginning 
in September 2021. Their participation will include 2, 30-minute interviews and observations of 
their music class. Interviews will take place in the school library conference room. Your child 
may share their written work or an audio recording of their work, however this is not required to 
participate.   

Why is this research being done? 

This research is being done to explore the ways students participate in music, like songwriting, 
playing an instrument, and singing at a trauma-informed school. 

What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research? 

If you decide to allow your child to take part in this research study, the general procedures 
include two 30-minute interviews scheduled outside of class time. 
  
Could being in this research hurt me? 
 
Student participants may experience some emotions during the interviews when discussing 
music experiences at school. If this occurs, the school mental health counselor will be available 
to assist as needed. It is not anticipated that students will have a negative emotional reaction 
talking about their music experiences at school. However, in the event someone does, the school 
counselor will be available for drop-in support. 
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Will being in this research benefit me? 
 
This study may benefit you by sharing your voice and perspective on participating in music at 
your school. There is no compensation available to participate. 
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DETAILED RESEARCH CONSENT 
For Parents of Students   

 
Your child is invited to take part in a research study and your approval is required. A person who 
takes part in a research study is called a research subject, or research participant. 
  
,Q�WKLV�FRQVHQW�IRUP�³\RXr child´�JHQHUDOO\�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�UHVHDUFK�VXEMHFW��,I�\RX�DUH�being asked 
as the legally authorized representative, parent, or guardian to permit the subject to take part in 
WKH�UHVHDUFK��³\RXr child´�LQ�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKLV�IRUP�JHQHUDOO\�PHDQV�WKH�UHVHDUFK�VXEMHFW� 
 
What should I know about this research? 

භ   Someone will explain this research to you. 
භ   This form sums up that explanation. 
භ   <RXU�FKLOG¶V�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�in this research is voluntary. Whether your child 
 participates is up to you and them. 
භ   You can choose not to allow your child to take part. There will be no penalty or 
 loss of benefits to which your child are otherwise entitled. 
භ   You can consent for your child to take part and later change your mind. There will 
 be no penalty or loss of benefits to which your child are otherwise entitled. 
භ   If you or your child do not understand, ask questions. 
භ   Ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Why is this research being done? 
 
The purpose of this research is to learn your FKLOG¶V perspectives and thoughts about a trauma-
informed music program. 

How long will I be in this research? 

We expect that this research project will last four months, with your FKLOG¶V�participation will 
include two thirty-minute interviews. 
 
What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research? 
 
Your child and you the parent/guardian will be provided consent forms prior to involvement. The 
timeline for the first audio recorded interview will likely begin in month one. The second follow 
up interview will be scheduled two or three weeks later depending on your availability. Both 
interviews will last approximately 30 minutes. After receiving assent from your child and 
consent from you the parent/guardian, I will schedule your FKLOG¶V interview at a time that is 
convenient for your child and you the parent/guardian outside of class time in the school library 
conference room via email or phone call. Before each interview, I will ask for permission to 
audiotape. Alongside the interviews, your child is invited to share written work like songs they 
have created and audio only recordings if they choose. Sharing their work is not required of them 
to participate in the interviews. Student participant approved transcript copies can be emailed to 
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you, if you would like to have a copy. Please indicate you would like a copy of their transcript at 
the end of this consent form.  
 
What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
  
If your child takes part in this research, you will be responsible to communicate their availability 
and commit to interview meeting dates and times through your preferred means of 
communication, either by email or phone. Interviews will be held in a setting which allows 
confidential interviewing. You will also provide consent to audiotape the interviews. 
 
Could being in this research hurt me? 
 
Your child may experience some emotions during the interviews when discussing music 
experiences at school. If this occurs, the school mental health counselor will be available to assist 
as needed. It is not anticipated that students will have a negative emotional reaction talking about 
their music experiences at school. However, in the event someone does, the school counselor 
will be available for drop-in support. 
 
Will it cost me money to take part in this research? 
 
There is no cost to participate in this research. 
 
Will being in this research benefit me? 
 
We cannot promise any direct benefits to your child or others from taking part in this research. 
However, possible benefits include sharing your voice and perspective on music participation at 
school. Possible benefits to others include providing insight as to how arts-based practices like 
music support the mission of your school. 
 
What happens to the information collected for this research? 
 
Your private information will be shared with individuals and organizations (if applicable) that 
conduct or watch over this research, including: 

භ   The Institutional Review Board (IRB) that reviewed this research 
භ   Temple University 

We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your FKLOG¶V�name and other 
identifying information confidential. 
We protect your FKLOG¶V�information from disclosure to others to the extent required by law. We 
cannot promise complete secrecy. 
Data collected in this research might be de-identified and used for future research or distributed 
to another investigator for future research without your consent. 
 
Who can answer my questions about this research? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you or made you 
sick, talk to the research team at the phone number listed above on the first page. 
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This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review %RDUG��³,5%´���$Q�,5%�LV�D�JURXS�RI�
people who perform independent review of research studies. You may talk to them at (215) 707-
3390 or irb@temple.edu if: 

භ   You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the research    
 team. 
භ   You are not getting answers from the research team. 
භ   You cannot reach the research team. 
භ   You want to talk to someone else about the research. 
භ   You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

Can I be removed from this research without my approval? 

The person in charge of this research can remove you from this research without your approval. 
Possible reasons for removal include: 

භ   It is in your best interest 
භ   You are unable to keep your scheduled appointments 

We will tell you about any new information that may affect your choice to stay in this research. 

What happens if I agree to be in this research, but I change my mind later? 

If you decide to leave this research, contact the research team so that the investigator can remove 
you from being contacted for interviews and your FKLOG¶V data collected can be destroyed. 

Will I be paid for taking part in this research? 

There is no payment for taking part in this research. 
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Your signature documents your permission for you or the individual named below to take part in this 
research. 

 
 

 

 
6LJQDWXUH�RI�DGXOW�VXEMHFW�FDSDEOH�RI�FRQVHQW��FKLOG�VXEMHFW¶V�SDUHQW��RU�
LQGLYLGXDO�DXWKRUL]HG�XQGHU�VWDWH�RU�ORFDO�ODZ�WR�FRQVHQW�WR�WKH�FKLOG�VXEMHFW¶V�
general medical care  

 

3ULQWHG�QDPH�RI�DGXOW�VXEMHFW�FDSDEOH�RI�FRQVHQW��FKLOG�VXEMHFW¶V�SDUHQW��RU 
LQGLYLGXDO�DXWKRUL]HG�WR�FRQVHQW�WR�WKH�FKLOG�VXEMHFW¶V�JHQHUDO�PHGLFDO�FDUH 

 

 

Printed name of subject 

 

   

Signature of person obtaining consent 
 
 

 Date 

   

       Printed name of person obtaining consent   
 

 
Please also provide your email and phone number for interview scheduling communication.  
 
Parent Email: __________________________________ 
 
Parent Phone Number: ___________________________ 
 

x Choose one option regarding student transcript copies.  

 ______ YeV��,�ZRXOG�OLNH�D�FRS\�RI�P\�FKLOG¶V�LQWHUYLHZ�WUDQVFULSW�HPDLOHG 
  
 BBBBBB�1R��,�ZRXOG�QRW�OLNH�D�FRS\�RI�P\�FKLOG¶V�LQWHUYLHZ�WUDQVFULSW�HPDLOHG� 
 

x If my child shares their work during their interviews, it can be included in this 
study: ______ Yes  ______ NO 
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APPENDIX D 

 INFORMED YOUTH ASSENT  

 
 
 

INFORMED YOUTH ASSENT  
For Students 

 
Title of research: A Case Study of One Trauma-Informed Music 
Education Program 
 
Protocol No.: 28421 
  
Principal Investigator:      Elizabeth Cassidy Parker, PhD 
                                     Associate Professor of Music Education 
                                             Center for the Performing and Cinematic Arts 
                                             Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple University 
                                             2001 N. 13th Street 
                                             Philadelphia, PA  19122 
                                             elizabeth.parker@temple.edu 
  
Student Investigator:         Lauren Ryals 
                                             PhD Student Music Education  
                                             Center for the Performing and Cinematic Arts 
                                             Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple University 
                                             2001 N. 13th Street 
                                             Philadelphia, PA 19122 
                                             lauren.ryals@temple.edu 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 
We invite you to take part in a research study to explore the ways you participate in music, like 
songwriting, playing an instrument, and singing at a trauma-informed school. We hope to 
provide insight as to how arts-based practices like music support the mission of your school. 

What should I know about this research? 
භ   Someone will explain this research to you. 
භ   Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
භ   You can choose not to take part. 
භ   You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
භ   Your decision will not be held against you. 
භ   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 303-594-4454 or by e-mailing: lauren.ryals@temple.edu. 

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

 

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

Temple IRB Approved 

07/19/2021 
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භ   You cannot reach the research team. 
භ   You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
භ   You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
භ   You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 
This research is being done to explore the ways you, a music class student at your school, 
participate in music like songwriting, playing an instrument, and singing at school. The answers 
you give in semi-structured interviews will help provide insight as to how arts-based practices 
like music support the mission of your school. 
 
Will being in this research benefit me? 
We cannot promise any direct benefits to you or others from taking part in this research. 
However, possible benefits include sharing your voice and perspective on music participation at 
school. Possible benefits to others include providing insight as to how arts-based practices like 
music support the mission of your school. 
 
Could being in this research hurt me? 
You may experience some emotions during the interviews when discussing music experiences at 
school. If this occurs, the school mental health counselor will be available to assist as needed. It 
is not anticipated that students will have a negative emotional reaction talking about their music 
experiences at school. However, in the event someone does, the school counselor will be 
available for drop-in support. 
 
How long will I be in this research? What happens if I agree to be in this research? 
We expect that this project will last four months, and your participation will last for two thirty-
minute interviews scheduled two or three weeks apart. Interviews will take place in person in the 
library conference room. You will be asked questions about your music experiences at school, 
the meanings behind your music making, and the choices you make when making music. You 
will not be identified by name in any documents related to this research study. When discussing 
your responses in the research report, investigators will use a made-up name. 
 
Alongside the interviews, you are invited to share written work like songs you have created and 
audio only recordings if you choose. Sharing your work is not required of you to participate in 
the interviews. I will keep your names confidential on all documents by keeping them in a locked 
cabinet in my office and stored on a password protected computer. I will also be observing two 
of your music classes. You will see me sit in the back corner of the classroom taking notes and 
experiencing your music class in real life.  
 
The investigators will also ask your parents or guardian for their permission for you to 
participate in this study. Please talk this over with them before you decide whether or not to 
participate. If you have any questions at any time, please ask us. You can contact us by phone or 
by e-mail.  

What happens to the information collected for this research? 
Your private information will be shared with individuals and organizations (if applicable) that 
conduct or watch over this research, including: 
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Ɣ�� The Institutional Review Board (IRB) that reviewed this research 
Ɣ�� Temple University 
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name and other 
identifying information confidential. We protect your information from disclosure to others to 
the extent required by law. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Data collected in this research 
might be de-identified and used for future research or distributed to another researcher for future 
research without your consent. 
 
Can I be removed from this research without my approval? 
The person in charge of this research can remove you from this research without your approval. 
Possible reasons for removal include: 
Ɣ�� It is in your best interest 
Ɣ�� You are unable to keep your scheduled appointments 
We will tell you about any new information that may affect your choice to stay in this research. 
 

,I�\RX�FKHFN�³\HV´�LW�PHDQV�WKDW�\RX�KDYH�GHFLGHG�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH�DQG�KDYH�UHDG�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�
is on this form. You and your parents will be given a copy of this form to keep. 

______ Yes, I would like to participate in the study. 
______ No, I do not want to participate in the study. 
  
Audiotaping:  We are asking for your permission to audiotape the interview(s) in order to type 
your words into text. Your real name will not be associated with the tapes because you will be 
assigned a fake name. Your fake name will be labeled on the audio file as well as the transcript. 
7KH�DXGLR�ILOHV�ZLOO�EH�NHSW�LQ�D�ORFNHG�FDELQHW�LQ�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�RIILFH�DQG�ZLOO�EH�WUDQVFULEHG�
and destroyed within six years of your interview(s). 
  
______ Yes, I allow the interview(s) to be audiotaped 
______ No, I do not want the interview(s) to be audiotaped 
 
Student participant approved transcripts will be emailed to your parents if they request a copy. I 
will email you a copy of the transcript first and seek approval. After you approve via email, I will 
forward the transcript on to your parents if they requested a copy. You may modify or clarify 
anything you wish on the transcript.   
 
 
---------- 
 
 
3ULQW�6WXGHQW¶V�1DPH�+HUH ________________________________________ 
  
 _______________________________________________      ____________________ 
Signature of Student                                                                    Date 
  

Printed Name of Person Obtaining Assent___________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________      ____________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Assent                                        Date 

  
  

Student email: _____________________________ 
 
 

If I share my work during my interviews, the student investigator can share it as 
part of her research. ______ Yes  ______ NO 
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APPENDIX E 

 RESEARCH CONSENT TEACHER CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS 

 

DETAILED RESEARCH CONSENT 
Teacher Classroom Observations   

 
 
Title of research: A Case Study of One Trauma-Informed Music 
Education Program 
 
Protocol No.: 28421 
  
Principal Investigator:      Elizabeth Cassidy Parker, PhD 
                                     Associate Professor of Music Education 
                                             Center for the Performing and Cinematic Arts 
                                             Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple University 
                                             2001 N. 13th Street 
                                             Philadelphia, PA  19122 
                                             elizabeth.parker@temple.edu 
  
Student Investigator:         Lauren Ryals 
                                             PhD Student Music Education  
                                             Center for the Performing and Cinematic Arts 
                                             Boyer College of Music and Dance, Temple University 
                                             2001 N. 13th Street 
                                             Philadelphia, PA 19122 
                                             lauren.ryals@temple.edu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Temple IRB Approved 

07/19/2021 
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You are being invited to take part in a research study by allowing the researcher to observe your 
classroom when working with students. A person who takes part in a research study is called a 
research subject, or research participant. In this consent form ³\RX´�JHQHUDOO\�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�
research subject.  
 
What should I know about this research? 

භ   Someone will explain this research to you. 
භ   This form sums up that explanation. 
භ   Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether you take part is up to you. 
භ   You can choose not to take part. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits to 
 which you are otherwise entitled. 
භ   You can agree to take part and later change your mind. There will be no penalty 
 or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 
භ   ,I�\RX�GRQ¶W�XQGHUVWDQG��DVN�TXHVWLRQV� 
භ   Ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Why is this research being done? 
 
The purpose of this research is to learn your perspectives and thoughts about a trauma-informed 
music program. 

How long will I be in this research? 

Your participation will include classroom observations throughout the four-month duration of 
this study. 
 
What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research? 
 
The participant teacher will be provided a consent form prior to involvement. The classroom 
observation portion of this research study will take place in month one and four of the study. 
After receiving consent from you, the teacher participant, I will schedule your classroom 
observation at a time that is convenient for you. I will sit in the back of your classroom avoiding 
distraction and take notes. Classroom observations will not be video- or audio-recorded.  
 
What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
  
If you take part in this research, you will be responsible to communicate your availability and 
commit to observation dates and times.  
 
Could being in this research hurt me? 
 
There are no risks to participate in this research. 
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Will it cost me money to take part in this research? 
 
There is no cost to participate in this research. 
 
Will being in this research benefit me? 
 
We cannot promise any direct benefits to you or others from taking part in this research. 
However, possible benefits include sharing your classroom observations on music participation 
at school. Possible benefits to others include providing insight as to how arts-based practices like 
music support the mission of your school. 
 
What happens to the information collected for this research? 
 
Your private information will be shared with individuals and organizations (if applicable) that 
conduct or watch over this research, including: 

භ   The Institutional Review Board (IRB) that reviewed this research 
භ   Temple University 

We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name and other 
identifying information confidential. 
We protect your information from disclosure to others to the extent required by law. We cannot 
promise complete secrecy. 
Data collected in this research might be de-identified and used for future research or distributed 
to another investigator for future research without your consent. 
 
Who can answer my questions about this research? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you or made you 
sick, talk to the research team at the phone number listed above on the first page. 
7KLV�UHVHDUFK�LV�EHLQJ�RYHUVHHQ�E\�DQ�,QVWLWXWLRQDO�5HYLHZ�%RDUG��³,5%´���$Q�,5%�LV�D�JURXS�RI�
people who perform independent review of research studies. You may talk to them at (215) 707-
3390 or irb@temple.edu if: 
 

භ   You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the research 
team. 
භ   You are not getting answers from the research team. 
භ   You cannot reach the research team. 
භ   You want to talk to someone else about the research. 
භ   You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

Can I be removed from this research without my approval? 

The person in charge of this research can remove you from this research without your approval. 
Possible reasons for removal include: 

භ   It is in your best interest 
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භ   You are unable to keep your scheduled appointments 

We will tell you about any new information that may affect your choice to stay in this research. 

What happens if I agree to be in this research, but I change my mind later? 

If you decide to leave this research, contact the research team so that the investigator can remove 
you from being contacted for interviews and your data collected can be destroyed. 

Will I be paid for taking part in this research? 

There is no payment for taking part in this research. 

 
Your signature documents your consent to take part in this research. 

 
 
   

Signature of adult subject capable of consent  Date 
   
   

Printed name of subject   
    

Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
 

 
Printed name of person obtaining consent 

 
 
Teacher Email: ________________________________ 
 
 
Teacher Phone Number: _________________________ 
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APPENDIX F 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
Research Questions 
The purpose of the qualitative single case study is to examine one middle school trauma-
informed music program at a trauma-informed specialized school. 
  
(1) How do participants describe making music at school? 
(2) What do participants cite as important music experiences? 
(3) How does the school administration and teachers describe trauma informed 
education? 
(4) How does the music teacher describe and implement trauma informed music 
education? 
  
Interview Questions for Students  
Tell me about a music experience or project you have participated in or completed in 
music class. 
Is there a different music project you are especially proud of?  
What about it makes it so memorable or your favorite?  
How do you participate in music outside of music class? 
Are there other classes at school where you participate in music?  
Tell me more about what you do musically in some of those classes. 
Where else do you participate in music outside of school? Home, Church…?  
What are your favorite musical activities you participate in? What about those said 
activities make them your favorite?  
What type of music do you create or practice on your own? What does your own self-
directed projects mean to you? 
Are there any questions that I haven’t asked you about music in your life?  
 
What does making music mean to you? 
How do you feel when participating in musical activities at school?  
Do you feel the same or different than when you are participating in music outside of 
school?  
 
Previous developed student questions  
RQ 1: How do participants describe making music at school? 
What is your musical background? 
Tell me about what it’s like to make music at school. 
How do you develop your musical ideas? 
What is your creative process? 
What types of music activities do you participate in at school? 
Are there other classes besides music class where you experience music-based activities? 
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RQ 2: What do participants cite as important music experiences? 
What is important about the music you make? 
How does participating in musical activities make you feel? 
What is your favorite experience in music class so far since you started at Wish? 
What is the most challenging part of music class? 
What does your music aim to say?  
Why do you create music in the ways that you do? 
Who are your favorite musicians? 
What is important about the work of a musician/artist? 
 
Follow up student questions 
What is the most challenging thing about music making?  
If music is fun, how is it different than other parts of your day?  
How do you think music can do that?  
Why does the teacher make those choices?  
How do you feel at school?  
 
Interview Questions for School Staff  
 
RQ 3: How does the school administration and staff members describe trauma informed 
education? 
What is your job title and responsibilities at Wish Middle School? 
What does a trauma-informed education at Wish mean to you?  
How are you aware of and respond to students' trauma when working at the school? 
How would you describe the music education program at your school? 
Are there other classes students participate in through music? What classes are they? 
Is the community involved in music making at your school? When? How? 
What music based reflective practices do students participate in at school to express their 
thoughts and feelings? 
  
RQ 4: How does the music teacher describe and implement trauma informed music 
education? 
What does a trauma-informed education at Wish mean to you?  
How do you describe your music education program at your school? 
How are music activities and experiences developed? 
Are there times when students have choices in music class? When? How? 
How is music used at school with regard to student trauma?  
What types of musical activities do students participate in? 
How do you decide to teach what you teach in your music classes? Is there a curriculum 
framework or program you follow? 
How important is self-expression in music class? 
What is your advice for other music teachers from your experience teaching music at 

Wish?  
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APPENDIX G 

INITIAL CODE LIST 

 

Id Parent Id Depth Title
1 0 COVID-19
2 1 1 Student: Continue Learning Instrument From Home
3 1 1 Student: Stopped Engaging With Instrument 
4 1 1 Teacher: COVID Added Trauma Layer to Students
5 1 1 Teacher: No more community involvement at school
6 1 1 Teacher: Saw a glimps of how students live over Zoom
7 0 Good Quote
8 0 Student Emotional Outcomes 
9 8 1 Feelings: Confidence

10 8 1 Feelings: Enjoyment
11 8 1 Feelings: Excited
12 8 1 Feelings: Feedom
13 8 1 Feelings: Happy
14 8 1 Feelings: Indifference
15 8 1 Feelings: Less Creative Now
16 8 1 Feelings: More Connected
17 8 1 Feelings: Motivation
18 8 1 Feelings: Music Can Be Any Emotion
19 8 1 Feelings: Music is Sunlight
20 8 1 Feelings: Nostalgic
21 8 1 Feelings: Not Peaceful
22 8 1 Feelings: Peaceful
23 8 1 Feelings: Pride
24 8 1 Feelings: Relaxed
25 8 1 Feelings: Special Time
26 0 Students Engaging With Music 
27 26 1 In School Actvities 
28 27 2 In School Activity: Art Projects
29 27 2 In School Activity: Composing
30 29 3 Writing Lryics
31 27 2 In School Activity: Interdisciplinary
32 27 2 In School Activity: Learn New Instrument Individually
33 27 2 In School Activity: Learn to Read Music
34 27 2 In School Activity: Learning About Music History
35 27 2 In School Activity: Listening Full Class 
36 27 2 In School Activity: Listening Individually
37 27 2 In School Activity: Movement to Music
38 27 2 In School Activity: Music Technology
39 38 3 Collaboration Within App
40 27 2 In School Activity: Performance
41 27 2 In School Activity: Play Instruments Full Class
42 27 2 In School Activity: Play Instruments Small Group
43 27 2 In School Actvity: Drawing to Music
44 26 1 Out of School Activities
45 44 2 Out of School Activity: After School Music Club
46 44 2 Out of School Activity: Composing
47 46 3 Out of School: Arrange Music
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48 46 3 Out of School: Writing Lryics
49 44 2 Out of School Activity: Dance
50 44 2 Out of School Activity: Drawing to Music
51 44 2 Out of School Activity: Learn to Read Music
52 44 2 Out of School Activity: Listening
53 44 2 Out of School Activity: Music Family Time
54 53 3 Family Member is a Musician
55 53 3 Family Member Supports Music at Home
56 53 3 Family Members Do Not Engage With Music
57 44 2 Out of School Activity: Music Technology
58 44 2 Out of School Activity: Performance
59 44 2 Out of School Activity: Play Instruments
60 0 Students Using Music
61 60 1 Music as a Coping Mechanisim 
62 61 2 A Break From Worrying
63 61 2 A Reward System
64 61 2 Adds Context To A Space
65 61 2 Avoid Being Bored
66 61 2 Block Everything Out
67 61 2 Brain Break Time
68 61 2 Brings Community Together
69 61 2 Creative Inspiration
70 61 2 Expands My Imagination
71 61 2 Fills a Void
72 61 2 Helps The Mind
73 61 2 Listening to Music Feels Good
74 61 2 Makes All The Stress Go Away
75 61 2 Perservance
76 61 2 Playing Music Is From Me
77 61 2 Regulates My Emotions
78 61 2 Represents My Emotions
79 61 2 Reset Mindset
80 61 2 To Be Calm
81 61 2 To Feel Better
82 61 2 To Focus
83 61 2 To Make Things More Chill
84 60 1 Music Goals
85 84 2 Get Better at Composing
86 84 2 Get Better at Current Instrument
87 84 2 Learn New Instrument
88 0 Trauma-Informed Education
89 88 1 TI: Best Practices
90 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Beyond Graduation Support
91 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Choices
92 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Community Building
93 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Consistent Routine
94 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Crisis Team
95 94 3 Financial Assistance
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96 94 3 Replacement Clothing
97 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Emotional Support
98 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Empathy
99 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Inclusive

100 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Individualized Attention
101 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Interdisciplinary
102 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Investing in the Process
103 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Make Content Relatable
104 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Make it Fun
105 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Open Communication
106 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Parents Are Partners In Childs Educations
107 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Positive Reinforcement
108 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Relationships
109 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Responsive Classroom
110 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Safe Haven
111 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Self-Expression
112 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Small Group
113 89 2 Trauma-informed: Structure
114 89 2 Trauma-Informed: Transition Time
115 88 1 TI: Music Examples
116 115 2 Dictation
117 115 2 Include Students in Repertoire Choices
118 115 2 Individual Instrument Instruction
119 115 2 Listening to Music
120 119 3 Listen to music as a class
121 119 3 Listening to music individually
122 115 2 Music Technology
123 115 2 Play Envrionment Sounds (listening)
124 115 2 Recorder Ensemble
125 115 2 Rhythmic Activity with movement
126 115 2 Small Group Instrument Instruction
127 88 1 TI: Teacher Perspective
128 127 2 Differentiating
129 127 2 Music Less Valued in School
130 127 2 Music Valued
131 127 2 Perseverence
132 131 3 Growth Mindset
133 131 3 Mindfulness
134 127 2 Positive Colleague Relationships
135 127 2 Reflecting
136 127 2 Schedule Issues
137 127 2 Student Behavior
138 127 2 Student Engagement
139 138 3 After school enrichment music club
140 138 3 Music technology
141 127 2 Student Interests
142 127 2 Students Trouble Focusing
143 127 2 Teacher Making A Difference 
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144 127 2 Teacher Self Care Importance 


