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Abstract 
This longitudinal study spans six years, investigating the reasons, benefits, and impact on why 
twelve urban public school students decided to give up their free time to participate and 
volunteer in extra-curricular music activities. Literature and research inform us that the arts 
can be an important part of the curriculum, and has helped reveal several topics in this study 
including: the connection of the music curriculum to real life; the place of music education in 
the curriculum; music education in our society; music and the brain; volunteerism in our 
society; after-school programs; and arts education. I have selected case study as the 
qualitative methodology for the base of this research with the use of ethnographic tools of 
recorded and transcribed interviews, field notes, and questionnaires to help answer some of 
the aforementioned queries.  Twelve youth participants ranging in gender, ethnicity, and 
socio-economic backgrounds were queried on their lived experiences and involvement with 
music, and on the way these experiences have affected them as students and as productive 
members of society. The data analyzed showed connections between my own arts experiences 
in the public school system, to those of the twelve students interviewed.  Community; 
belonging; identity; friendship; emotional intelligence; vehicles to express feelings; self-
esteem; creativity; and skill development were themes that emerged from this research. 
Implications such as the teacher-student relationship; equity; family influence; and technology 
need further exploration in strengthening programs for youth that involve volunteerism and 
music education. Lastly, inquiry into why some teachers and students choose not to volunteer 
or participate in extra-curricular activities and how this impacts educational communities, the 
future direction of music education, and the teaching/learning experience, warrant further 
research. 
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Context 

 

The B.C. School had a population of about 500 students enrolled in grade 7 and 8, located in 

an urban multicultural city, with a diverse mix of families, both cultural and socio-economical.  

Every student in the school played a musical instrument; half of the school population played 

a stringed instrument, and the other half played a band instrument.  String classes within the 

school day were considered to be general music classes, using instruments to deliver the 

Ontario Music Curriculum.  Music theory, technique, method books, and simple two-three 

part music were used to deliver the curriculum.  The majority of the students were beginners, 

and the school day ran from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m.  Extra-curricular activities were strictly voluntary 

on both the part of the students and teachers.  These activities did not affect their school 

grades, and the students were still required to participate fully in the regular string classes 

during the school day.   

The B.C. Orchestra was one of the extra-curricular activities available for students to 

participate.  It was created to give students who attended the B. C. school, a chance to enrich 

their playing, and music making experience beyond the school day, and had a membership of 

about 60 – 70 students, who have chosen to participate in rehearsals and concerts before and 

after school on their own time. 

The rehearsals started at 7:15 a.m., 1 hour and 45 minutes before the start of their 

school day.  The students were required to come to three of these morning rehearsals, in 

addition to a night rehearsal that ran from 6 – 8 p.m., every week.  The ensemble was open to 

any string player in the school; there was no audition process, but attendance and commitment 

were needed for them to remain in the ensemble. 
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Methodology 

 

Twelve students (8 Females, 4 Males) from different socio-economic, religion, culture from 

the B.C. Orchestra, were asked to be a part of this research.  These twelve students were 

invited to participate in this research because of their previous membership in the B. C. 

Orchestra, and the fact that they have all returned back to the group as volunteers and mentors 

after they have graduated. 

I followed these twelve students for six years.  They started with me in the B.C. 

Orchestra in grades 7 and 8, and came back during their high school years to assist with the 

orchestra as volunteers and mentors.  At the end of their sixth year, which was also their last 

year of High School (Grade 12), I gave them a questionnaire that had open ended questions on 

why they chose to participate and volunteer in extra-curricular activities in music.  These 

questionnaires were collected, and a follow up interview asking them if they had anything else 

to add to the research about their experiences was done via face-to-face interaction.  In order 

to guard the identity of these students, I gave them each an Italian music term for mood 

according to their personality, for example:  

Maestoso:  meaning ‘majestic’ (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2007, p. 462, 
Randel, 2003, p. 482, & Sadie, 2001, vol. 15, p. 576) in Italian, 
represents the commanding presence of this student through the 
leadership skills that she developed as a musician.   
 

Agitato: the musical Italian term representing agitation and restless 
(Kennedy & Kennedy, 2007, p. 9, Randel, 2003, p. 28, Sadie, 
2001, vol. 1, p. 215), represents this student because of his energy 
and inability to stay in one spot, except for when he is playing his 
musical instrument. 

 

The remaining Italian terms that were used are:  Affectuoso, Comodo, Cantabile, Vivace, 

Brilliante, Grazioso, Dolce, Animato, Misterioso, and Scherzando. 
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Main Research Findings 

 

Nine themes emerged from this study, which I have tried to find current research from 

scholars such as Rauscher, Higgins, Koopman, Sacks, Jensen, Ward-Steinman, to further 

understand through their lenses. 

 

Community 

Rauscher (2002) informs us that ‘communities are essential to our survival, and music gives 

us the one beautifying language that crosses the bridges that divide us’ (p. 11).  Scherzando, a 

male Korean-Canadian violist participant in this research, tells us that ‘music is often one of 

the tools that gather people to build a community.  It can be a tool to strengthen community.  

Music has many roles in a community and in the processes of building a community’.  

 

Belonging 

Higgins’ (2007) research talks about how ‘playing in a band advocates a sense of belonging to 

those who participate.  It is this welcoming, this sense of community, that has fertilized a 

network of friendships that have their seeds embedded within the band’s identity (p. 290).  

Misterioso, a Tamil female violinist, says that  

… the best thing about being in an extra-curricular music program 
was the sense of belonging and friendship.  It (musical community) 
is the feeling of acceptance and belonging amongst others.  I felt like 
I belonged there (music ensemble) and I was so proud and happy 
with myself whenever I was there.  You definitely feel a sense of 
belonging at your school – if you were never good at sports, you 
usually feel left out.  However, you never had to try out for music.  
Whether you were good or bad, you could always come to orchestra 
rehearsals and feel as if you’re part of a team. 
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Identity 

Jones & Perkins (2006) reminds us that ‘as youth enter their middle-adolescent (ages 14-17) 

years, they become identity seekers’ (p. 92), and that ‘community music helps people develop 

their artistic abilities and identity’ (Koopman, 2007, p. 153).  Scherzando, a participant in this 

research said:  

I wish to become a teacher; therefore, the leadership skills and the 
inspiration I’ve obtained from these teachers would be something 
that I’d like to carry onto my employment.  I know that without the 
experiences that I’ve had in music, I wouldn’t have the same 
opinions, beliefs, and lifestyle as I do now.  My music teacher 
inspired me to take music not just as an extra-curricular activity, 
however, as a way to learn more about myself through music. 

 

Friendship 

Levitin (2008), a researcher in the field of music and the brain, talks about the ‘effects that 

music has on friendship’ (p. 7), while Higgins (2007), inform us that ‘community music was 

initially seen as a way to make new friends.  As well as the creation of new friends, the 

community music nurtured deeper relationships between old acquaintances (p. 288).  

Cantabile, a violist in this study revealed the development of friendship through similar 

interests – ‘I also enjoyed it (orchestra) because I made new friends who were interested in 

the same this as me (music)’. 

 

Emotional Intelligence 

In his recent book, Musicophilia, Sacks (2007) tells us that ‘music, uniquely among the arts, 

is both completely abstract and profoundly emotional.  It has no power to represent anything 

particular or external, but it has a unique power to express inner states or feelings’ (p. 300-

301).  Maestoso, also a violist in this research, reflects on her emotions during orchestra –  

The thing I remember most about the extra-curricular music 
programs I did was all the laughter, I constantly felt good in my 
fellow musician’s presence.  The thing that does stick out in my 
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mind is our string orchestra performances in middle school.  I always 
remember beaming at the end when we’d all stand up and our 
conductor would look at us and smile and give us two thumbs up or 
mumble an inside joke.  That feeling of such closeness within the 
ensemble and to what you’re doing even though all these people are 
obliviously clapping.  It was always my favourite feeling.  Such a 
sense of joy and pride, friendship, and closeness, I always felt like 
the luckiest kid at school. 
 
 

A Vehicle to Express Feelings 

Jensen (2000) talks about how ‘music lets us get in touch with our feelings, our intuition, and 

our hopes and fears.  It activates our dreams and moves us through troubled waters’ (p. 51).  

Scherzando, a male violist born to Korean immigrant parents in this study talks about how: 

Music was a great stress reliever; it was a great way to loosen up and 
relax from the daily tensions of schoolwork; it was a great way to let 
release all the stress and worries by expressing them though music.  
Music is food to my soul and has inspired me to take this food and 
make it taste better. 

 

Self-Esteem 

Ward-Steinman’s (2006) research talks about how ‘after-school outreach activities help at-

risk children develop overall greater self-esteem’ (p. 85).  Self-esteem was also an important 

development for one of the participants in this research, as Affettuoso tells us that ‘being 

involved in the orchestra gave me the self-esteem to continue my involvement in extra-

curricular activities in high school by giving me the confidence to expand my wings into 

leadership roles because I learned my capabilities of handling multiple activities’. 

 

Creativity 

Koopman (2007) reminds us that ‘… community music provides opportunities for creativity 

and self-expression.  Maestoso also refers to her creativity as she realizes that ‘… my social 

skills were the most influenced by my musical experience.  I was very shy before I went into 
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music, but once I got involved in ensembles at school, I blossomed and became a leader, 

outgoing, friendly, and enthusiastic.  I finally really like myself’ 

 

Skill Development 

In recent documents of the Ontario Curriculum for the Arts, it says that the arts ‘help students 

develop their ability to listen and observe, and enables them to become more self-aware and 

self-confident’ (Ontario Curriculum for the Arts, 9-10, 1999, p. 4).  In the most recent 

publication, it says that the ‘development of skills of expressive participation, as well as 

acquisition of knowledge and skills are related to specific arts (Ontario Curriculum for the 

Arts, 1-8, 2009, p. 5).  Cantabile says that: 

… music allows me to be more patient in learning new things in my 
daily life.  I allow myself more time to understand new tasks and it 
allowed me to organize my time more effectively so I can become 
better rounded.  The music program offered me discipline, patience, 
relaxation, and most of all fun, all in one.  Music helps me 
concentrate better.  I thoroughly enjoyed all the time I spent in the 
music program and wanted to spend an extra year to enlighten my 
skills. 

 

Implications 

 

Equity/Social Justice 

White and Gager (2007) inform us that ‘community-based intervention programs can offer a 

bridge between those who are less fortunate and the resources they may need to overcome 

their disadvantaged situations’ (p. 86).   

 

Family Influence 

Research suggests that ‘parents play an important role in initiating as well as sustaining their 

children’s interest in playing an instrument’ (Davidson et al., 1996, Conway, 2000, and 
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Moore, Burland, and Davidson, 2003 in Abeles, 2004, p. 250).  The encouragement and 

support from the parents can take many forms.  The children who continue with their musical 

studies in life came from ‘families that provided a stimulating music environment’ (Ibid). 

Technology/Youth Today 

Will our youth need programs such as extra-curricular activities in music to help them get 

physical interaction and facial expression?  Tapscott (2009), the author of Grown up Digital 

refers to our generation of youth as the ‘NetGeners’, and believes that our kids are more social 

than ever before, as they continue to stay connected through texting, twittering, facebooking, 

etc., but what about the social interaction through face-to-face and playing in the orchestra?  

Even the recent YouTube symphony culminated in getting all the participants together 

physically. 

Technology and immediate gratification are terms that can be important to our 

adolescents in today’s fast-paced world.  Video games, computers, microwaves, cell phones, 

may be factors that have trained our students to expect immediate and quick results.  However, 

with this efficiency, we often compromise quantity with quality.  Opportunities such as extra-

curricular activities in music ensembles, can allow students to work towards a goal, but at the 

mean time, enjoy working with others, and learning social skills.  Being a part of a musical 

ensemble can teach more than patience, it can foster quality and dedication.  In the music 

ensemble in which participants of this study were a part, they rehearsed two to three pieces, 

two to three times a week, for about three months, in order to perform it once or twice at the 

holiday and/or festival concert.  Csikszentmihalyi coins this term as the ‘flow’ experience, 

such that ‘flow’ is not ‘the quick high that comes from exciting experiences.  Rather, it is that 

contented, deeply gratified feeling that comes from being in the groove, from being deeply 

focused on a complex task that has taken time and energy to master’ (Nakkula & Toshalis, 

2006, p. 61).   
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And lastly, why do some teachers and students choose not to volunteer or participate 

in extra-curricular activities in school, and how does it affect their teaching or learning, are 

some of the topics and queries others could continue with this study. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In a study done by Lesley Ann Bayran (2008) from the George Washington University talks 

about the ‘vulnerability of children committing crime or being a victim of crime between the 

hours 2:30 p.m. – 8:30 p.m.’ and that ‘activities that are adult supervised and oriented towards 

the development of cognitive and social skills have been shown to reduce an adolescent’s 

likelihood of engaging in delinquent activities’ (p.1).   

Education in the arts is essential to students’ intellectual, social, physical, and 
emotional growth and well-being. Experiences in the arts – in dance, drama, 
music, and visual arts – play a valuable role in helping students to achieve their 
potential as learners and to participate fully in their community and in society as a 
whole. The arts provide a natural vehicle through which students can explore and 
express themselves and through which they can discover and interpret the world 
around them. Participation in the arts contributes in important ways to students’ 
lives and learning – it involves intense engagement, development of motivation 
and confidence, and the use of creative and dynamic ways of thinking and 
knowing. It is well documented that the intellectual and emotional development of 
children is enhanced through study of the arts. Through the study of dance, drama, 
music, and visual arts, students develop the ability to think creatively and 
critically. The arts nourish and stimulate the imagination, and provide students 
with an expanded range of tools, techniques, and skills to help them gain insights 
into the world around them and to represent their understandings in various ways. 
(The Ontario Curriculum, 1-8, 2009, p. 3)     
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