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Abstract 
The purpose of this social constructivist inquiry was to examine views of collaboration in 
elementary music education held and co-constructed by three elementary music teachers and 
the researcher in a collaborative teacher study group (CTSG). The research question was: What 
can these music teachers tell other music educators about student collaboration? The CTSG 
met seven times to analyze video from each participant’s classroom for aspects of 
collaboration. Using meeting transcripts, the researcher investigated how CTSG members 
identified and described collaboration in elementary music. The evolution of the group’s 
socially constructed definitions of collaboration was traced and documented. Three principles 
of collaboration were distilled from the definitions: (a) Collaboration facilitates student self-
expression and independence; (b) Students who are collaborating share goals. The teacher 
allows space for, or guides students in creating, productive student-student interactions; and (c) 
A teacher collaborating with her students facilitates their movement toward a shared goal. 
Teacher provides necessary background skills, creates student buy-in for the goal, and then 
fades away to allow students to take ownership. 
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What Is Collaboration in Elementary Music Education? A Social Constructivist 

Inquiry Within a Collaborative Teacher Study Group 

 

I’d like to start by asking you to remember one of your most powerful and/or enjoyable music 

making experiences. I have found when I ask this, often people will cite what I would call 

collaborative experiences. These are situations that not only include others, but are reliant on 

other musicians around them: powerful, memorable experiences that have aspects of the 

sharing and communication that is so special and particular to music.  

I have never had anyone, in answer to this question, describe a completely solo 

situation. This is not to diminish the power of making music for and by yourself, but rather to 

focus our thinking today on the importance of music-making in collaboration with others. A 

great musical collaborator, Cellist David Soyer of the Guarneri quartet, described it this way: 

Our way of ensemble playing is not that someone leads and everyone else just 
follows…but in fact, everyone feels it at the same time; everyone is thinking 
toward a central point: the start of a piece, a ritardando, or whatever it may be. 
We don’t follow each other; we play together (Blum, 1986, p.15). 

 

These notions—playing together, feeling something at the same time, thinking towards a 

central point together—imply a rich non-verbal, yet highly self-expressive, musical 

communication. When I taught elementary music and thought I saw my using students music 

in this sort of non-verbal, expressive communication with others, I often saw that as a happy 

accident. I didn’t think I taught it, but I knew I wanted to provide opportunities for it to happen 

more often. I know many elementary teachers who likewise want their students to collaborate 

in meaningful musical ways: to have experiences like musicians in an a capella choir, a jazz 

quintet or symphony orchestra, but in a way developmentally appropriate for elementary music 

school. So I decided to research collaboration, and its meaning for music educators. 
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Purpose and Research Question 

 

The purpose of this social constructivist inquiry was to examine views of collaboration in 

elementary music education held and jointly co-constructed by three elementary music 

teachers and the researcher in a collaborative teacher study group (CTSG). A larger study 

investigated other aspects of participants’ experience in the CTSG12, but the research question 

discussed in this paper is: What can these music teachers tell other music educators about 

student collaboration?  

 

Definitions and Past Research 

Collaboration is a word with widely varying usage in educational literature, as it has been 

examined in many ways for different purposes. Researchers have studied collaboration from 

cognitive, socio-affective, and pedagogical perspectives. One approach has been to try to isolate 

variables affecting the nature of collaboration: for example, the number collaborating, their 

expertise, social factors, and type of task. Researchers have also studied how to harness 

collaboration as a powerful learning mechanism for students (c.f. Luce, 2001, for a review).  

I searched for a broad, research-based definition of collaboration that could envelop 

ideas of “making music together” as in the David Soyer quote, and in the classroom setting.  In 

Roschelle &Teasley’s (1995) study of students learning together, I found a good one to 

background the work of this study: “[c]ollaboration is a process by which individuals negotiate 

and share meanings relevant to the problem-solving task at hand…a coordinated, synchronous 

activity that is the result of a continued attempt to construct and maintain a shared conception” 

(p. 70).   

I think collaboration is negotiated, and I like imagining the ways students might find to 

share meaning of a piece. I like the idea of students constructing and reconstructing a shared 
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concept of a piece of music. I feel the words “coordinated, synchronous” intimate feeling and 

thinking together, musically.  In addition to Roschelle and Teasley’s work, my study draws 

upon a foundation of others’ work: researchers who have established that children working 

together may personally enact musical thinking, independence, and self-expression. 

 

Collaboration In Music Education Research 

Music education researchers have examined the role and function of collaboration in many 

musical contexts to better understand the nature of collaborative interaction in learning music. 

Recent research has documented the value of classroom musical collaboration. Wiggins (1994, 

2000) studied collaborative problem solving in group improvisation and composition, which 

she found resulted in a shared understanding of musical concepts as well as empowered 

musical thinking in the group and individuals. Younker and Burnard (2004, 2008) analyzed 

small group interaction in collaborative composing and arranging. Other studies detail how 

collaborative processes stimulate creative and critical thinking in compositional problem-

solving (e.g., DeLorenzo, 1989; Dillon, 2003).  

       Researchers cite positive benefits of collaboration in small group music-making. For 

example, mutual learning communities may foster student creativity (Claire, 1993/1994). 

Allsup’s (2003) work, while primarily focused on out-of-school volunteer ensembles, suggested 

that mutual learning communities fostered caring relationships, peer learning, and yielded a 

view of music education as democratic and inclusive. Davidson and Good (2002) studied social, 

cultural, and emotional factors in a college quartet’s collaboration, and Berg (1997) stated that 

members of coached high school chamber ensembles “challenged each other to work at a higher 

developmental level by requiring peers to clarify, elaborate on, or justify a problem solution” 

(p. iv).   
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       Collaboration does not necessarily entail working in small groups. Entire classes can 

be guided in collaborative endeavors; from a social constructivist perspective, it is the 

interactivity and negotiation in these whole-group interactions that stimulates students’ 

higher-order thinking (Dillenbourg, 1999; Palincsar, 1998). St. John’s (2006) study was an 

examination of how preschool children collaborate. She defined collaboration as “collective 

musical engagement” and found examples of it in music-making groups of all sizes. Social 

aspects of the classroom played a crucial role in how these children seemed to learn music: 

“[i]deas traveled around the community of learners culminating in a rich quality of experience 

that was the result of many contributed efforts” (p. 252). King (2004) created an ensemble 

rehearsal framework using collaboration as a central component, as performers take 

leadership to negotiate their own technical and interpretive ideas. Hoffman (1991) was 

positive on aspects of collaboration in a computer-aided music theory class, citing evidence of 

shared understanding in a lively atmosphere that contrasted with passive attitudes of non-

collaborating students.  

 

The Study 

 
Collaboration would seem to be a natural and valuable element of any group of students 

making music together. But music teachers may not have a clear picture of exactly what it is, 

and may wonder if it is possible, or necessary, to teach or encourage collaboration. The 

characteristics of collaboration overlap those of other pedagogical schools of thought: 

constructivism, active learning, student-centered learning, project-based learning, and 

communities of learners. This ambiguity, and the many images the term collaboration evokes, 

makes it an unwieldy yet fruitful area of inquiry. To help further define collaboration in the 

elementary music classroom, I took a sociocultural approach to studying this sociocultural 

phenomenon.  
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Methodology 

Patton (2002) defines social constructivist inquiry as research with “the emphasis on the 

socially constructed nature of reality” (p. 99). I was primarily interested in participant’s 

beliefs and viewpoints as they emerged and evolved within the group. A social constructivist 

stance helped me understand the mediated reality—“what is collaboration in elementary 

music?”—co-constructed by each member and held in common by the group. 

 

Sampling 

The collaborative teacher study group (CTSG) was a group of three elementary school music 

educators and me, a general music education professor. Participants were chosen by intensity 

sampling, or choosing “information-rich cases—cases from which one can learn a great deal 

about matters of importance and therefore worthy of in-depth study” (Patton, 2002). Patton 

notes that intensity sampling does not use extreme cases, but rather “excellent or rich 

examples…not highly unusual cases” (p. 234). I identified three teachers, Marlene, Andrea, 

and Karly (pseudonyms) in [STATE] who were willing to participate. They might be 

considered atypical only because they wanted to add CTSG meetings to their busy schedules. 

They are not unusual cases in any other sense. Their outlooks and commentary provide an 

informative, and I believe characteristic, look at elementary music. My actions and 

perceptions as CTSG facilitator are also part of the study. 

 The participants have different backgrounds and assignments. Marlene has Orff-

Schulwerk training and a master’s degree with a Kodàly emphasis. She has taught for twelve 

years in districts in other states and her native Puerto Rico, but this was her first year teaching 

in a large urban district. She travels to three elementary schools weekly and teaches from a 

cart. Andrea is a third-year teacher who teachers at one K-5 school in a wealthy suburban 
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district with a very homogenous population. She has taken one level of Orff-Schulwerk and 

has a master’s degree in music education.  Karly is also a third-year teacher with a master’s 

degree. She often emphasizes tonal and rhythmic audiation according to Music Learning 

Theory (Gordon, 1997). She teaches ten classes per day in her inner suburban school, all 

second grade and younger. Many of her students are English language learners or have 

Individual Education Plans (IEPs).  

 

The Collaborative Teacher Study Group 

The CTSG had seven weekly two-hour meetings, after school on Thursdays. Our work was 

structured according to my adaptation of a protocol) from The facilitator’s book of questions: 

Tools for looking together at student and teacher work (Allen & Blythe, 2003). At each 

meeting one teacher presented about 10-20 minutes of unedited video from her classroom for 

us to watch and discuss. We took turns hosting meetings in our homes, and leading 

discussion. Our protocol called for describing, analyzing, and speculating on evidence of 

collaboration in students at work in an elementary music class. Following the protocol kept us 

objective and focused on video evidence, yet allowed us to find many “a-ha!” moments. From 

the beginning, CTSG members were conscious of two dimensions of this study: we were 

collaborating in a teacher study group to talk about collaboration in the classroom. Their 

knowledge that this study focused on collaboration was the only criteria guiding them in their 

choice of what video to bring. 

 

Sources of data 

I used video transcripts and CTSG meeting artifacts as data sources. I recorded all seven 

meetings on digital video, which was then transcribed verbatim. As I coded data from the 

transcripts, artifacts such as notes we wrote on protocols and chart paper were used to confirm 
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words or statements. I interviewed each participant privately in two, semi-structured 

interviews before and during the course of the CTSG. 

 

Data Analysis 

 
The researcher in social constructivist inquiry is best described as a “passionate participant…a 

facilitator of multivoice reconstruction” (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p. 196): one who seeks 

“individual or collective reconstructions coalescing around consensus” (p. 194). A social 

constructivist inquiry allowed me to participate in the group, recognize social aspects of our 

learning, analyze how meanings might be constructed and appropriated within the group, and 

then reconstruct multiple voices into an overview of our consensus on collaboration. 

The challenge in research from this perspective is how to study the language and 

artifacts from the CTSG in a way that lets me claim that I actually understand what this 

experience was like for the teachers and what, if anything, was socially constructed and 

unique within our group. I present the findings here balanced between themes in common and 

individual perspectives. They are all connected with my own interpretations and conclusions. 

I try to make it clear what’s coming from me as “passionate participant”, and what’s 

reconstructed from the participant voice. 

 I combed the data for evidence allowing me to trace, chronologically and thematically, 

definitions of collaboration as socially constructed by the CTSG. Our group’s understanding 

of collaboration was an evolutionary process, as the definitions converged and diverged over 

the course of our meetings. I looked for consensus and disagreement throughout in how 

Marlene, Andrea, Karly, and I described student collaboration. Analyzing meeting transcripts, 

I searched for social creation and exchange of knowledge within the CTSG by examining 

which attitudes and words changed or stayed the same between meetings. I talked with the 
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participants about my interpretations of what we learned in the CTSG meetings, and we 

agreed that we ended up with a shared understanding about collaboration. 

 The following quote from Karly illustrates the nature of coming to know and share 

understandings within a social constructivist framework like a collaborative teacher study 

group: ‘You pick up on nuances about people, and you start to know what they’re thinking 

and things like that.  And that’s when you can really be honest and start getting to the nitty 

gritty’ (Karly, Interview Two).  

 

Findings 

 
In the following sections, I describe the emergence of our socially constructed definition of 

collaboration in CTSG meetings one, two, and three and provide a figure that summarizes how the 

definitions continued to evolve in subsequent meetings. I then explain our three principles of 

collaboration. 

 

Meetings One and Two 

For meeting one, Karly brought video of students creating a class arrangement of a tune. The 

main theme of our talk was how students can collaborate with their teacher. First, we saw 

groups working with Karly on solo improvisation and bass line singing. The rest had freedom 

to make up other parts vocally or on instruments. Karly asked groups and individuals open-

ended questions to guide or refocus their work. We saw an atmosphere of creativity: children 

freely experimented with ideas, and sang improvisations to Karly and each other.  They were 

not self-conscious. All around the room kids were experimenting in a noisy atmosphere, free 

from criticism. Karly was not an evaluator but rather a co-worker in the arrangement process. 

It was not a free-for-all, however:  on video we observed Karly telling them they all have 

jobs, and her job is to help all their ideas come together and be organized. 
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We saw Karly helping each child find opportunities to express themselves musically. 

For instance, we noticed that she had students sing the bass line while others improvised. This 

resulted in a shakier rendition than if Karly had played the bass line on the piano for the 

improvisers. We identified this as a strategy to keep every child ‘speaking up’ musically. 

Andrea said, ‘If you’re talking about collaboration, that’s pretty neat. Some teachers wouldn’t 

have a problem with kids waiting quietly during the solos, but she wants everyone to speak up, 

to stay musically involved’. 

After helping students hone very specific skills, then guiding them in creative use of 

those skills, Karly faded away, and ceded some power to students in the final product. At the 

CTSG meeting, we noticed Karly’s lack of intervention in the final arrangement; Marlene 

said, ‘You can’t even tell she’s there half the time!’ 

At our second meeting, we watched Andrea’s video: students working on a rhythmic 

canon. Andrea created, assigned & taught the parts. Instead of the minimal teacher presence 

Karly represented, Andrea actively directed the group toward an end product. We said in this 

collaboration, the teacher’s role is to keep the class going in a clear direction toward a goal 

shared by all. Andrea said: 

They want to get to the next step, and you wanted to know how I got them excited 
to get to that next level? It’s how I present it… I can get them excited, and they 
want those challenges, they want to make each time through better and they know 
I can help them do it, and then they say, ‘Can we try something else? Harder?’ 

 

We saw students reflecting on their own behavior, and sharing their ideas with others in order 

to answer Andrea’s questions like, ‘What are you thinking of to help you stay with the 

group?’ The class seemed driven to achieve “the perfect ending,” and we saw an atmosphere 

of friendly helpfulness among the students to get there. Marlene said that was the strongest 

aspect of collaboration in the video: the caring way the students listened to and built upon one 

another’s ideas.  
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I said I had learned from this video that a classroom could still be collaborative even if 

the teacher creates the arrangement, and is actively directing the students. This was a change 

in my conception from meeting one. I left meeting one feeling students collaborate best when 

directions from the teacher are minimized and students create their own parts.  But this was 

something different. Karly described it: 

If you foster musicality in your classroom, if your end goal is something really 
beautiful and musical, then you’re probably using collaboration, and the kids are 
naturally collaborating.  I just think it’s so cool that [in Andrea’s video] it wasn’t a 
big deal… you were just making music, and making music better was the most 
important thing.  

 
 

We admired Andrea’s manner with the class; the way she brought students along 

implied planning and leadership. We did not find her dictatorial. In fact, I said, ‘It was great 

classroom management but I didn’t get the sense that the kids were being managed: your 

management was of the time and the activity’.  

 

The beginnings of a socially constructed definition of collaboration 

In these two meetings, a socially constructed definition of collaboration was emerging. From 

four separate conceptions we brought to the first meeting, we converged on the idea that 

collaboration in the elementary music room involves all students in the musical process, and 

that students need to feel free to offer input.  

At the first meeting, one area in which my definition diverged from other members 

was in the role of the teacher. Neither Andrea’s nor Marlene’s remarks indicated they 

believed, as I did, that the teacher in a collaborative classroom does less direct instruction and 

more gentle facilitation. I believe Karly shared this idea, as that is how she enacted her role of 

teacher in the video she brought. She also made statements throughout the meeting that 

confirmed that viewpoint. 

In our second meeting, we all agreed again.  We marveled at Andrea’s remarkably 
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engaged students, and asked a number of times how she established such strong student buy-

in. After watching Andrea’s video, we defined collaboration as a joint student-teacher effort 

to move toward mutually shared musical goals.  We saw a teacher’s strong presence in the 

front of the room, leading the group, does not preclude a collaborative atmosphere. If students 

participate in making the end product musical, their contributions toward that end will likely 

be collaborative. We all perceived the students’ excitement on video.  We attributed that 

enthusiasm to a goal shared with their teacher: to make their rhythmic canon crisply accurate 

and end with a concerted flourish. 

One divergence in our understanding of student musical collaboration concerned the 

amount of student creativity in the lesson. Karly said the activity on video seemed familiar to 

Andrea’s students, so she wondered if Andrea could next try letting students improvise. She 

speculated this would involve students in ‘conversing with each other and going to the next 

step of collaboration’. Karly also wondered if adding a student-created element could enhance 

‘buy-in’: a term we used frequently. She said, ‘Then it’s really their tune, it’s like they’re 

creating it together so they have that personalization, their stamp on it…that piece can be so 

powerful to kids’. From these comments, I understand that Karly perceived student creativity 

as an important part of collaboration; creativity was not a salient part of Andrea’s lesson.  

 

Meeting Three 

In our third meeting, we talked about Marlene’s video. Marlene has to go into the students’ 

classrooms to teach music while they sit at desks.  In this video, she was teaching them to 

play on recorder some songs they already knew how to sing. We immediately identified 

collaboration in students turning their bodies, heads, and ears to listen and play together, 

compensating for a less-than-ideal room arrangement. Andrea said: 
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I focused on these two kids in the video: they were watching each other, they were 
really making sure they did the same fingering at the same time and were playing 
right together. They were working together to listen…bouncing to the beat, doing 
whatever they needed to stay working together.  

 

Students turning around to watch and listen to each other seemed to indicate their strong 

desire to be in sync. While they might not actually be able to hear other students playing 

recorder across an acoustically dead classroom with many desks and bodies in the way, they 

could certainly look at one another to make sure their physical movements were coordinated. 

We defined this aspect of collaboration as similar to what we’d seen in Andrea’s video: 

collaboration can evolve naturally from students’ strong desire to make a musical ensemble 

work. 

We saw students in their desks talking and working side-by-side. We agreed that 

students should be able to process information together. For the first time in our meetings, we 

explicitly connected collaboration with the possibility of outward chaos. Because Marlene 

goes into classrooms to teach, she sometimes feels that other teachers working in the room 

disapprove of student chatter. Marlene said she wants a classroom with more student choice, 

which means ‘…sometimes you’re going to have a mess…where you give them freedom, to 

do more creating, there’s going to going to be talking’.  

Marlene’s students loved picking duet partners from way across the room, and bravely 

played duets, bringing back the idea from meeting one of collaboration including student 

choice, freedom and risk-taking. 

 

Refinement of Socially Constructed Definition of Collaboration 

In this meeting, we continued to refine two previously identified conceptions of collaboration 

as (a) encompassing whole-group involvement, and (b) naturally occurring when students 

work toward a goal of musical ensemble. We added two components to our definition. First is 
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the idea that students’ eye contact, body positioning and body language are markers of 

collaboration. This evidence might be overlooked by teachers, especially when we insist that 

students face forward and watch the teacher. Second, we wrestled with the idea that 

collaboration in the music classroom might necessitate chaos and noise: side effects that other 

teachers, administrators, and even students might be uncomfortable with. Our language in this 

part of the discussion reflects ambivalence; no one wanted Marlene to manage her class to the 

extent that there was no freedom of self-expression and student choice left. On the other hand, 

we understood the difficulties that teachers face when letting go and allowing students to 

collaborate more freely. We wondered if skills for peaceful, productive collaboration could be 

taught. 

A Socially Constructed and Shared Definition of Collaboration 

Figure 1.  Construction of a Socially Shared Definition of Collaboration, Meetings 4-7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meeting Video 
Presenter 

Theme Defining Characteristics 
Students Teachers 

Meeting 
Four 

Karly 
 

Teaching 
Collaboration  

Interact socially and 
musically 
 
- All students are musically 
involved at all times 
- Interact with partners, small 
groups, and whole class 
- Identify own and others’ 
strengths  
- Feel part of a musical 
community 
 

Consciously teaches collaborative skills 
 
- Enables collaboration through logical 
steps 
- Enables collaboration in full group unison, 
then pairs, then full group performing 
different parts (whole-part-whole) 
-Allows time for students to experiment and 
find strengths 
 

Meeting 
Five 

Andrea 
 

Collaboration and 
Self-Assessment 

As a group are self-reliant 
 
- Rely on each other to meet 
shared musical goals 
- Give input and feedback to 
fix problems and evaluate 
progress 
 

Steps back and listens to students self-
assessing 
 
- Releases responsibility as tasks get harder 
- Gets important information on students by 
listening to them self-evaluate 
- Views collaboration as a life skill 
 

Meeting 
Six 

Marlene 
 

Student Freedom Freedom  
 
- Work in groups on a project 
- Can envision themselves 
doing the task by seeing 
classmates as models at the 
beginning 
- Can move freely, talk, and 
make own decisions in group 
- Share results with the class 
at the end and all discuss the 
task 
 

Relaxed demeanor 
 
- Allows movement and talking 
- Creates an authentic musical task that 
highly interests students  
- Uses student models to think aloud for the 
class, instead of giving strict direction 
- Rejects goal of perfect, quiet class in favor 
of messier evidence of learning 
 

Meeting 
Seven 

 Wrap-Up Large Concepts Discussed 
- Collaboration is community 
- The teacher’s role in collaboration 
- What collaboration is not 
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The above figure summarizes how the group’s understanding of collaboration continued to be 

constructed throughout the course of the last four meetings.  

 

Our Principles of Collaboration 

Cochran-Smith and Donnell (2006) summarized some of the complex issues surrounding 

making teachers’ study widely accessible. They warned that some researchers see the 

‘wisdom of practice’ resulting from teacher research as only situated, personal, and relational:  

that it cannot be a substantial contribution to the body of formal teaching knowledge.  While 

this is not a teacher or action research study, per se, we did use evidence from the 

participants’ classrooms and teaching practice to define collaboration. In analysis, when I 

looked holistically at the emergence of these definitions, I determined that throughout the 

CTSG we chunked recurrent characteristics of our definitions together. I extracted these 

recurring characteristics and distilled them into principles. Bearing in mind the research 

question— What can these music teachers tell other music educators about collaboration? - I 

posit that while these principles took shape as a way to codify the characteristics of 

collaboration for our group, they are robust enough for meaningful consideration by other 

music educators for applicability in other music education contexts. 

 

Principles of Collaboration 

Our three principles of collaboration are:  

1. Collaboration facilitates student self-expression and independence. 
2. Students who are collaborating share goals. The teacher allows space for, or 

guides students in creating, productive student-student interactions. 
3. A teacher collaborating with her students facilitates their movement toward a 

shared goal. Teacher provides necessary background skills, creates student buy-in 
for the goal, and then fades away to allow students to take ownership 
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Principle One 

The CTSG members consistently defined collaboration as a phenomenon not an end to itself, 

but starting something bigger. For example, in our evolving definition of collaboration 

throughout the CTSG we credited collaboration with enabling personalization of musical 

choice, freedom from reliance on the teacher, creativity, and ownership of new ideas, among 

other things. Summing up the power of collaboration in collaborative principle one was 

helpful as it encompassed all our ideas within one statement: collaboration facilitates student 

self-expression and independence. Principle one dovetails with Wiggins’s (2000) findings in a 

longitudinal study of classroom collaboration. As Wiggins’s students shared ideas and 

reshaped them in response to interactions with others, they became confident about their own 

creations and were more likely to change and play with musical ideas in response to others’ 

input. She found that successful classroom musical collaboration results in a process that 

‘generates within the individual a sense of possibilities’ (p. 49). 

 

Principle Two 

In the CTSG, we found that in order for students to converge on a new meaning - in other 

words, learn something about music - they need to be able to talk. Roschelle and Teasley 

(1995) agree, stating: ‘…[c]ollaboration does not just happen because individuals are co-

present; individuals must make a conscious, continued effort to coordinate their language and 

activity with respect to shared knowledge’ (p. 94). Teachers need to allow space for this 

effort, and provide mechanisms and situations for the talk to be productive.  

Principles two and three of collaboration relate to shared goals: goals shared among 

students, or between teacher and students, or both. In the CTSG videos, the situations which 

we deemed productive, effective for student learning, and collaborative featured a visible, 

tangible effort to share goals. But for goals to truly be held in common, everyone must accept 
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them. The CTSG teachers portrayed a number of ways to instigate group ownership of goals, 

and regardless of the teaching or learning situation, it is clear that collaboration required a 

great deal of Roschelle and Teasley’s ‘conscious, continued effort’. Therefore, merely 

working alongside one another is not enough, the target must be shared by all, which is why 

principles two and three specify “shared goals” along with space, or teacher facilitation, to 

create and maintain them. The CTSG teachers’ videos demonstrated to us that true 

collaboration requires students to share a vision or desired outcome with each other and/or 

with the teacher.  

 

Principle Three 

Principle three describes collaboration in a sequence in which a teacher facilitates her 

students’ progress toward a shared goal. Younker and Burnard (2004) found a similar pattern 

in teachers’ interventions within groups of students collaborating to compose and arrange. 

They found that teachers guided students in a learning process by asking them to describe, 

clarify, and reflect together. We talked often in the CTSG about the role of teacher as guide 

and facilitator, much like Allsup (2003) described: ‘I needed to teach with my students, rather 

than to my students’ (p. 34). Our definitions of collaboration included much language about 

how teachers enable and provide space for collaboration. Principle Three condenses our 

multifaceted views of the teacher’s role into a shorter and more direct idea.  

 

Conclusion 

 

To help me answer the research question, ‘What can these music teachers tell other music 

educators about collaboration?’ the participants first brought forth information about how 

collaboration occurred in their music classrooms. Their perceptions about collaboration, the 
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analysis of the videos at the meetings, and my subsequent examination of the data, allow me 

here to describe collaboration in many guises and situations. These findings illuminate a 

number of collaborative strategies that the CTSG members were already incorporating in their 

practice, and aspects of collaboration that were naturally occurring among students. Taking 

apart the lessons on video helped us better understand and name some of these phenomena. 

Some of our understandings about collaboration were usual practice for the CTSG teachers 

and me; some were new ideas. We were able to explain and name this knowledge in order to 

make it clearer for us and for others.  

The collective thinking of the CTSG participants helps contribute to the knowledge of 

what collaboration looks like in the elementary music classroom. The presence of 

collaboration in music education should continue to be investigated, specifically in terms of 

how collaboration may enhance students’ musical experiences and learning.  Future 

investigation of our principles of collaboration may illuminate how these ideas may or may 

not transfer to other teaching settings and levels. Future research may also lead to a 

refinement of definitions of collaboration in music, and a more precise determination of how 

definitions of collaboration are co-constructed by different groups of teachers. Evidence of, 

and for, student musical collaboration is a rich area for future study. 
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Endnotes 

                                                
1 Author’s doctoral dissertation: “The experiences of elementary music teachers in a 
collaborative teacher study group” (University of Michigan, 2009). 
 


