Music in the Classroom:
A Case Study Report

“A critical incident is any unplanned and unanticipated event that occurs during class, outside class or during a teacher’s career but is “vividly remembered””. (Brookfield, 1990, p. 84)
Critical incidents are important in the teaching profession as a method of reflective practice. Identifying a critical incident can sometimes be difficult as they are not as dramatic as they sound and are mostly straightforward or trivial. As a teacher, one should be using every opportunity to learn new skills and practices to develop their knowledge and approach to teaching. Having had the chance to observe a class for a day, there seemed to be flaws in the case study research approach. For example, the teacher requiring assistance and therefore having to step in and possibly miss an occasion of a critical incident because of this. However, the day proved to be beneficial for observing the use of music in the classroom. The aim of this critical evaluation is to research and identify ways of using music in the classroom in the most beneficial way to learners and to discover if music in the classroom benefits or hinders learning.

When conducting this kind of observation, it is important to take note of the school context and any external factors that can have an effect on the findings such as what area the school is in or if there are any minorities. 
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Upon discovering the Estyn inspection report on the school carried out in February 2017, I got to understand the school in greater context. The school comes under the Bridgend local authority which only has a 3.3% ethnic minority population for the area. The Estyn report observes this as well as the school had nearly an all-white British ethnicity with English as the main language. It is also fascinating to see that in this area of a low ethnic minority population; the school only has 10% of pupils eligible for free school meals with a national average of 19%. This seemed interesting as there have been studies that are looking into the correlation between free school meals and ethnic minorities and this report supports the theory that there is a link, as the number of children eligible for free school meals, with a school of almost all white British children, is below the national average. The school also has only 12% of pupils with additional learning needs which is once again below the national average of 25%. 

The class the observation was carried out in was a single-aged year 2 class with the school total being 16 single-aged classes. Therefore, it is known that the children in the study were either six or seven years old, almost entirely of white British ethnicity and all spoke English as their main language. The class was split into three groups in terms of ability and separated onto different rows with the middle ability being the middle learners, the independent learners on the back row and the lowest ability learners taken out of the class to work with the teaching assistant. Although there were one or two pupils left in the class with suspected learning difficulties.

Choosing an observation model for a study is critical as different observation models are better suited to some studies more than others. For example, the archival research method analyses data that already exists that you can use to reinforce your own theories or studies. However, because of the use of past data it may not be in the same period of time as the study and it will be dependent on what the study is if this is a reliable method. This method would be best in circumstances where you can no longer access a place or group but through the use of former collected data, studies can still be carried out.

Another example of a research model is Structured Observation. The study is carried out in a controlled environment such as a lab so the researcher can focus on one or more specific behaviours instead of recording everything. This already makes the study more efficient by having the researcher look at specific behaviours and therefore should reduce the time and expenses of the study. However, you could argue the study won’t translate well to real-world scenarios because the environment is controlled and could create responses generated because of the environment and participants realizing it is a research scenario. 

The method of observation used to observe the critical incident in this study was the case study method. “A case study is a problem to be studied, which will reveal an in-depth understanding of a “case” or bounded system.” (Creswell, 2002, p. 61)

A case study can be an event, an individual, group or community but is all viewed as one. Just like the naturalistic observation and participant observation methods, the study is carried out in the usual or normal environment. “Unlike the experimenter who manipulates variables to determine their casual significance, the case study researcher typically observes.” (Cohen and Manion 1989, p.124)
Just as Cohen and Manion say in their book Research Methods in Education, in a case study, a situation is observed and not influenced by the researched compared to an experiment where the situation is influenced. Because the observation is taking place in the natural class environment it should allow for natural class behaviors. Although, there is always a chance that reactivity can occur where the class will react to having someone observing them. Some advantages to this model are that it provides a detailed investigation, should be easy to understand, shows people in an everyday scenario and so is true to real-life and are “illustrative and illuminating” according to (Wellington, 2015, p. 174). The fact that it is often difficult to describe what a case study is is a disadvantage to the model along with the difficulty faced in generalizing findings and cross-checking data. There can also be an issue of researcher bias. This is where the researcher knows what he wants the outcome of the study to be and can unconsciously pick information from the study to justify their theories or sometimes even make-up information to support the study. When carrying out the observation for this study, a problem that reoccurred was getting pulled into the lesson to support the teacher which turns the observation into a participant observation compared to the unbiased approach intended. This also meant that it was possible to miss critical incidents when assisting with one group in the class instead of viewing the class as a whole.

The critical incident was observed just after lunch at one o clock in the afternoon with the class a bit restless after having no outdoor play due to the weather. The incident took place during registration where I noted the teacher was singing the register to her class in Welsh by singing “Ble mae...” in a call and response fashion as the child whose name was called would then have to sing their name back to the teacher. If a child was not present the class would sing back “dim yma” to the teacher to let them know they weren’t in school. After the register was completed the teacher then put music on in the background for the class to listen to as they continued with the previous maths task set before lunch. In two instances the teacher used music in the classroom to engage her class in different ways. By singing the register the teacher had the opportunity to make a simple daily task more enjoyable and they would also have to be aware of who was and wasn’t present to be able to know when they had to sing back “dim yma”. Alternatively, she used music again to help improve the focus of her class by playing gentle music in the background while they were completing the work that was set. It was interesting to see the class visibly relax and settle down while the music was playing. Although a child with suspected autism noted that it was a little loud and was in fact distracting him from his work. It is clear that there needs to be a balance when introducing music into the classroom to where volume plays a substantial part in maximising its most beneficial effects for the entire class. 

In the new curriculum for Wales, it was decided that a common set of purposes should be established for all children to promote a healthy, confident, well-rounded individual and looks at the whole child. When thinking of the critical incident in the context of Donaldson’s Four Purposes, because of the studies proving that music can be linked to your mood, one would argue that introducing music into the classroom can promote healthy, confident individuals. Particularly in the example of the teacher playing music while the class worked as the mood of the class changed when the soothing music was played and it allowed the pupils to engage with their work maybe even better than what they would have if they hadn’t had music as an influence to help them calm down and focus on the task. Another of Donaldson’s Four Purposes model that integrating music in the classroom would link nicely would be enterprising, creative contributors. This one is more straightforward than the subtle links of the first purpose as this area is all about being a creative individual whether this is through the media of art, music and more. It is about using the skills that come with being creative and applying them to real-life situations.
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When integrating music into the classroom, a good and easy start would be to simply play music as the class comes in at the start of the day and/or leaves at the end of the day. Listening to music promotes a good mood and will encourage a motivated response to learning. It is important to choose your music carefully however as music with lyrics while doing a reading or writing task may prove to be too much of a distraction for your brain to process so many words. This isn’t to say that only music without lyrics can be played, it all depends on the task and what the pupils feel work best for them. 

Alternatively, another simple and efficient way to introduce music to the classroom is during transitions. A transition could be tidying up before lunch or the start of a different activity. Transitions are an effective way of using music in the classroom as the class can hear this this piece of music and automatically recognise that it is time to tidy up. An interesting way to develop this could be to use one or two tidy up songs with varying lengths (one short, one long) and the child will then have to recognise whether it is the short or long track to determine how long is left before the next activity or task.

Another factor to consider when selecting music for the classroom is pitch and rhythm. Music with a slow rhythm will improve focus and concentration compared to music with a fast rhythm which may again prove to be distracting and actually hinder the learning. It is important that if choosing to integrate music into the classroom, there is a lot of trial and error to find what works best for the class as music can improve learning if done correctly. For example, music can alter our brain waves. 

Studies into the stimulation of alpha waves have been shown to increase creativity and enhance mood when feeling down. It is believed that humans have five different types of brainwaves that can alter during the day depending on the task and the mood of an individual. 
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These brainwaves move at different speeds with slower brainwaves promoting relaxation and 
focus, and faster brainwaves indicating notable vigilance. Above there is an example to show the different types of brainwaves and an example of what might be happening to the brain during each type. When choosing suitable music for the class and trying to inspire focus and creativity, music that promotes alpha brainwave functionality is a good choice.  

Music has also been known to boost memory. Whether that is using rhythm and rhyme to remember the alphabet, one of the first songs we are taught and yet never forget, multiplication or maybe even to just remember a list. As shown below, the hippocampus area of the brain is involved in music memories and it is this area and the frontal cortex of the brain that are in charge of memories. Because these areas of the brain are constantly retaining 
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In some cases, classes can be mixed to also include children with any learning difficulties. When carrying out the observation, a pupil in the class with suspected autism noted that the background music actually distracted from the task because it was too loud. Although selecting the right music to promote learning in class is a difficult task that includes many different factors to consider, this interaction sparked more questions. For example, whether it was the volume that created the distraction element or if background music is too distracting for children with additional learning needs?

“Autism spectrum disorder and autism are both general terms for a group of complex disorders of brain development.” Autism can have varying levels of degrees and is usually distinguished by problems with social interaction, communication and repetitious behaviour. Music has a close link with autism in the form of music therapy as it uses music as an intervention to support cognitive and social development. Because of the relationship between music and autism, it is sometimes rumoured that children on the autism spectrum have been known to have “perfect pitch”. This is when a note is played on an instrument and the child can identify the note without any aid. This however is false in most cases apart from a rare few, although music has shown promising results in their development. When compared to typically developing children, an autistic child, with the help of music therapy, can process pitch and label the emotion of emotive music correctly. The most substantial positive effects that support the relationship of music and autism include increased compliance, increased social interaction with classmates, a decrease in anxiety levels and an increase in speech. Therefore, there is an obvious connection with music and social and emotional awareness, as well as communication. This allows me to conclude that the music might have been too loud during my observation day rather than there being a negative correlation between autism and music. 

Those on the autism spectrum have a unique ability in how they memorise and perceive solitary pitches and also how they identify melody “fragments”. It is because of this that it is believed people with autism react so positively to music. In one instance, a study was carried out “to examine the effect of background music and song lyrics to teach emotional understanding to children with autism” where twelve participants were taught to encode and decode four emotions. The emotions were taught to the participants using three methods; telling them the emotions, teaching them the emotions with verbal dictation alone and finally teaching them the emotion with background music. The study showed a considerable improvement in their understanding of emotions with the test with background music having the best results. This proposes that background music can greatly increase an autistic child’s emotional understanding which will benefit their social skills.

Reflection is such an important part of teaching as it allows the individual to develop their skills by using every opportunity as a chance to continue their learning of how to be a good teacher. The aim is to further one’s professional knowledge through analysis of other practitioners and challenging “everyday practice” (Finlay, 2008). It is a reflective approach that allows the teacher to make connections through experiences and apply the most efficient strategies for the best progress.

My observational study aimed to observe a class for a day in their natural environment and make a note of any critical incidents that occurred. On the day I was both excited and nervous to finally get to be in a classroom and was a little anxious that I wouldn’t be able to spot a critical incident or miss one. Although my intentions were to remain unbiased and observe only, I was asked by the teacher to assist with different groups in the class to make sure they were staying on task and so I became a participant observer. I was happy to get involved but feel as though I may have been able to spot more critical incidents had I had the chance to solely observe. So, I would say this was a disadvantage to the case study model. I did however enjoy getting to see teaching practices that we are learning about in a real-life setting. The experience also allowed me to visualise teacher-student interactions as well as student-student interactions and gave me ideas of how I would do things differently in my own classroom. For example, I noticed the primary person to question regarding anything would be the teacher whereas I would personally have the children take more responsibility for their learning by adding in other points of questioning such as peers. As someone with a musical background I enjoyed watching the teacher using music to do her register and also using background music while the class carried out a task. I believe there are so many studies where music benefits the learning experience by allowing children to focus or boost their memory that I hope to use the integration of music into my own classroom in the future. Although there are many different factors when choosing the right piece of music for a class, and there will need to be a trial and error period, if it maximises the learning capabilities and wellbeing of my learners, it is something I am very excited to try in my own teaching practice. 

Using the Gibbs’ reflective model for my evaluation of the study was a great help in how to structure reflections. I found that it gave me a much more detailed way of considering the study and how it went. It then got me thinking what I actually took away from the study and how this will benefit my own learning and teaching practices in the future. 

To conclude, the experience as a whole proved to be very beneficial. The critical incident that was observed inspired questions with research to follow and allowed for the examining of practices that were not once considered. The purpose of the professional standards for teaching and leadership is to overall improve teaching, development and learning. They are also used when reflecting on teaching practice. The new model has been categorised by professional values and attributes, professional knowledge and understanding and professional skills. 

When considering the standards and the critical incident case study it allows for a deeper reflection of the experience. As the study was for observation purposes, there wasn’t much of an opportunity for teaching the whole class, it was more of a one-to-one or group basis. Upon reflection, it is important to be familiar with teaching tools so that if a pupil needs help, it can be demonstrated in a way that the child is used to otherwise it might confuse the child. The next steps in my personal teaching development will be to try out some of the ways I discovered through my research of integrating music into the classroom and finding a system that works best for me and best promotes learning. I believe harnessing the capabilities of music and its influence on learning is an innovative approach that is not often seen in the classroom as finding the balance can be difficult. I also believe the best way for me to further my knowledge as a teacher would be to have more observation opportunities in a classroom setting to actively see different teaching practices, how they are used and how the learners engage with that particular teaching style. 
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