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ABSTRACT 

Playful Pedagogy in Classroom Music: An Instrumental Case Study  

Elizabeth Ojeda-Petito 

​ This dissertation examines the role of playful pedagogy in elementary classroom music, 

addressing the gap between the importance of play and playfulness in child development and its 

limited use as teaching methodology. Playful pedagogy, which uses the structures and mindset of 

play to foster engagement and desire for students, remains underexplored in music education. 

This study investigates what playful practices look like in music classrooms, how they influence 

students’ musical learning, and how teachers understand and apply them. 

​ Using an instrumental case study design, the research focused on three third-grade music 

teachers in one school district, in which data was collected over four weeks through 

semi-structured interviews and classroom observations. Analysis was guided by frameworks 

identifying elements of playful teaching (Playful Learning Practices and Tools, Mardell et. al., 

2023) and playful learning (Indicators of Playful Learning, Mardell et. al., 2019). 

​ Findings show that elements of playfulness were present in both planned and spontaneous 

forms in all three music classrooms, despite teachers’ explicit awareness or intentions. Teachers 

incorporated musical playfulness through improvisation, collaboration, competition, singing, 

musicking, and movement. Students demonstrated empowerment, meaning, and joy through 

active engagement, autonomy, exploration, and risk-taking.  

​ This study concludes that playful pedagogy enhances music teaching and learning by 

aligning instruction with students’ natural desires and musical abilities, and calls for greater 

exploration and experimentation in its use. 
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Chapter 1: Background  

Introduction  

As a classroom music educator for almost a decade, my interest in the intersection of 

play, playful practice, and music teaching and learning, stemmed from my earliest years teaching 

classroom music in an early-childhood community music school program. In this position, I was 

expected to deliver quality musical instruction that was engaging, responsive, and focused on 

facilitating the aural and kinesthetic learning experiences of young children through music - all 

to a room of children under the age of four years old, for an hour every Saturday morning 

(completely without parent presence). I was a senior in college with no prior classroom teaching 

experience, and although I was provided a mentor, there was no set curriculum or repertoire. Up 

until this point, my only experience teaching music in any capacity was private instrumental 

instruction for the harp; the only people I had ever taught “classroom music” to were my peers in 

practice sessions for our seminars. 

 My first week, being terrified and unsure where to start, I had only the suggestion to 

teach the echo song, “The Other Day I Met a Bear”. Remembering how much I loved to pretend 

as a child, I thought to myself, “What if the students were the bear?”. They could access their 

aural learning through rote and solo singing as the bear(s), and their kinesthetic learning through 

“bear-stomping” the macro and micro beats around the room. I decided to become the “park 

ranger” and made a spectacular showing about the weather conditions, the snacks at camp, the 

scary bears (oh, my!) in the forest, before leading my part in the echo song for students to follow. 

Each student took turns being “it” as the bear, and got their turn to echo-sing the verses (or even 

solo-sing for the strongest students), while the rest of the students joined. It was an immediate 

success, much to my intense relief - the students were engaged, excited, the parents thrilled, and 
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they came back each week excited to “play” and make music. As the weeks and months passed 

and I continued to fall in love with classroom music, I latched more and more onto the idea that 

playful practice could be an avenue into children’s expression of their own musicianship, and 

continued to frame my lessons with that tenet in mind.  

Working in and desiring such close proximity to music education that was at its core 

guided by playful practice had me questioning my own history as a music learner; what did I 

remember about my own classroom music experiences as a student? Did I enjoy the experience 

of learning it? Frankly, I remember very little of the classroom music instruction I received in the 

five years of my elementary education (bordering even on a default of non-enjoyment), but I do 

vividly remember the rare occasions where we played “games” (I still remember the steps to the 

sword-wielding folk dance I was taught for “Pop Goes the Weasel!”, all these years later), and 

how the extreme fun those special days provided made me so very engaged and excited. 

Since moving into public school elementary education as a classroom music teacher 

almost a decade ago, and reflecting on my own experiences as a student and early educator, my 

teaching has become heavily wrapped in playful practice. I use it in delivery of content, review 

of content, and as my overall affectation of teaching; more specifically, I lean on playful practice 

as a foundational element for communication, trust, and rapport in my classroom, leading to my 

belief that high-quality music-making, music-learning, and music-teaching by way of playful 

pedagogy are all possible.  

Contextualization   

In the current educational landscape, there is little focus on facilitating the innate and 

desired ability of children’s play habits as a means of instruction; specifically, as an approach 

with which the teacher imparts information and engages with students. While children have 
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always “cultivated their own underground of unstructured and self-structured play, which they 

did not often talk about with adults” (Chudacoff, 2007, p. xii), the play habits of children have 

been observed to fall into three broad categories: Behavioral (Positive Affect, NonLiterality); 

Motivational (Practice, Communication, and Cooperation); and Contextual (Presence of 

Toys/Props) (Jenvey, V.B. and Jenvey, H., 2002, p. 733). According to Pellegrini and Smith 

(1998), these three often manifest as Activity Play (play with external narrative/movement; 

usually more common in boys and older children), or Pretend Play (play with internal narrative; 

usually more common in girls and younger children, aged 3-5) (p. 577-598). It is important to 

note, according to Costabile et al. (1991), that while we may study and categorize broadly the 

habits of play exhibited by children, the difference between a specific action as a play habit and a 

non-play habit is often social context; children asked to define the actions of their peers as play 

or non-play used 1) Behavior cues; 2) Physical proximity between participants; 3) Outcome of 

the activity; and 4) Motives of the players, to distinguish between the two - what may be shoving 

in one context, may be play in another (p.881-886). In understanding this, teachers seeking to 

facilitate the play habits of children for instructional purposes must do more than simply plan for 

the behavioral and motivational elements of a learning environment or activity; they must 

socially contextualize their affectations as playful for students’ habits to become appropriately 

playful in return.  

 Significant research exists on the relationship between play itself and education, and 

play-based learning at the early childhood levels, where the emphasis is on the value of play in 

the formation and development of childhood (Moyles, 1989). However, research on adults 

intentionally using playful practices as a methodology of communicating to students, and 

therefore increasing their potential for accessing instruction, is relatively small in comparison - 
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and even more so in practice. As a result, it is only in recent years that the coining of the term 

“playful pedagogy” has even come to be, created as a way to describe teaching and learning that 

is capable of  “... bringing together cognition and emotions, and the physical and social 

dimensions of learning; [it] is a powerful strategy for supporting learning in schools.” (Mardell et 

al., 2023, p.18). It is important here to note what exactly is meant by “playful pedagogy”, for the 

term often gets used interchangeably with “play pedagogy”; while the literature uses both terms 

in varying degrees, the subtle difference is vital. Mardell et al. (2023) frame the intended 

definition of “playful” in “playful pedagogy” as “... a mindset in which one is inclined to see 

situations and activities as containing possibilities for leading, exploring, and enjoying. A playful 

mindset is the active ingredient that turns activities and other experiences into play.” (p.17). This 

is a further reinforcement of the idea that the play-habits of children do not exist in a vacuum: 

they must have social context to be distinguished as playful. In essence, playful pedagogy refers 

to a teaching approach in which the intent of the instructor is to access children’s play structures 

and attitudes as a form of motivation and information; that is, to see the adult as one who can 

engage with them in a manner enjoyable, accessible, and understandable to them, by forming and 

executing lessons that use the spirit and lexicon of play. This, however, is not necessarily play 

itself (however ephemeral the word “play” might be), for it is not always child-initiated and 

sustained; the goal of the learning activity is usually pre-determined by the teacher’s learning 

objectives. Rather, it is the harnessing of the behavioral, motivational, and contextual play 

practices of children, combined with their ability to pick up on social “play-cues” with adults as 

the instigating force, as a methodology of motivating teaching and learning.  

Piaget and Vygotsky have long served as established references for understanding how 

children learn from play as they grow (Piaget, 1945; Vygotsky, 1978). Piaget and Vygotsky, 
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however, were theorists who mainly focused on the inner dramas of play and its presentation in 

children, rather than its outward affectations, and applications in broader adult-child 

relationships. Shifting the focus instead to how the play in the lives of children can connect them 

to the adults that surround them in teaching and learning environments, Mardell et al. (2023) 

state that the impact of play and playful interaction on child development is significant and 

informs all aspects of childhood, especially their learning processes, and ability to relay and 

receive information. However, even though understanding and using playful pedagogies might 

be as, or even more effective in the delivery of instruction to children, the confusion in educating 

through playful teaching practice exists in the dichotomy between the perception of instructional 

and learning practices as rigidly structured and formal, and the perception of play as an informal 

activity (Nilsson, et al. 2018). Furthermore, the research states that not only does the persistence 

of rigidly formal teacher-directed academic instruction continue despite significant evidence that 

play practices inform children’s development and learning (Allee-Herndon and Roberts, 2020), 

and are in themselves highly complex, but that some of the narrower definitions of playful 

pedagogy as a child-led activity (much more closely aligned with the study of quality play, than 

using playful practice as teaching methodology) exclude the role of the teacher - as playmate, as 

observer of play, as director of play - and therefore the possibility of harnessing the behavioral, 

motivational, or contextual play habits for instructional learning (Pyle and Danniels, 2016; 

Parker and Thomsen, 2019).  

The interaction between children’s play and music making has been studied by Littleton 

(1998) and Littleton and Sole (2023), who outline 1) Co-operative musical play; 2) Functional 

Musical Play; 3) Dramatic Musical Play; 4) Kinesthetic Musical Play, and; 5) Games with Rules, 

as the five main types of musical play children experience. Littleton states, “If play is central to 
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children’s development, and music is central to the development of play across time and cultures, 

then it seems to me that understanding the relationship of play and music is essential to fully 

comprehend the music learning process.” (Littleton, 1998, p.9). She crucially illustrates several 

times throughout her work in observing children’s musical play, however, that “...often children’s 

play with music takes place outside the presence of adults and inside the child’s world of 

make-believe” (Littleton, 1998, p.8). This is where intricacies start to develop; in seeking to 

connect with children’s music learning through playful teaching practice that is adult-driven, it is 

essential to not only understand how children experience their own musical identities through 

play (and that they are often functional and fulfilled without direct instruction), but how adults 

may make space for it, and in some way harness the motivations associated with play for 

learning and growth. Essentially: musical play is alive and well, (and very complete) in children; 

harnessing their innate desire to experience musical play by providing music education practices 

that are playful must first begin with the understanding that they are separate, but inform one 

another. Littleton acknowledges this, first stating, “Young children’s music play and music 

instruction are flip-sides of the same coin, reciprocally child-directed and adult directed.” 

(Littleton, 1998, p.14), and then again with Sole in their work, “Knowing the Children We 

Teach: Essays on Music Learning”; “...we submit that teachers develop music play opportunities 

to enhance children’s learning by revitalizing curriculum, creating new strategies, and 

redesigning music learning environments.” (Littleton and Sole, 2023, p.84). Littleton and Sole 

add that, “The greatest asset in the child’s process of learning is the impetus to play. It is through 

play that the children first seek to understand and be understood.” (Littleton and Sole, 2023, 

p.47).  
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In addition to, or often by extension of their play-motivations and habits, the innate 

musicking habits of children have been studied and found to be highly creative, involved, and 

complicated in a nature that implies ownership and understanding (Campbell, 1998; 2010). 

Shehan-Campbell mentions with frequency in her book, “Songs In Their Heads: Music and its 

Meaning in Children’s Lives” how these acts of musical ingenuity on behalf of children are often 

overlooked due to their conversational, improvisatory, and disruptively-viewed nature 

(Campbell, 1998, p.49-51).  These acts of spontaneity are vital to recognize not just as musical 

communication, but as a foundation of expertise and expression that children already arrive with 

in music classrooms; as this study sought to understand the application of playful pedagogy in 

order to inform best-practice classroom music teaching, and therefore, best-practice music 

learning, it is critical that the innate musical understandings and means by which students 

interact with music be acknowledged.  

This dissertation study was conducted as an instrumental case study, aiming to determine 

in what manner playful pedagogy (that is, the facilitation of music teaching and learning as 

described by Mardell et al. (2023)) was present in the music room (if present at all), and not only 

students’ responses, but how these playful practices guide, shape, or otherwise influence both 

students’ music-making and teacher’s pedagogies; implications for further teaching and learning 

were additionally explored.   
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Rationale 

The academic literature on the scope of play itself in school is quite robust for young 

children; however, several gaps occur when looking at this work through the lens of playful 

pedagogy, furthered by the context of classroom music.  

The first and most significant gap in the literature occurs when considering the objective 

of playfulness in an educational setting; often, the focus on play practice in school is on 

developing high-quality, focused, or attentive play, with the intent of teaching a child to practice 

and internalize skills separately from teacher or adult influence. This frames the ability to access 

playfulness as an exclusively child-led and attainable skill, meant to strengthen understandings 

for already existing knowledge or social desires, rather than as an avenue to learn, conceptualize, 

and practice new skills in conjunction with (or at the behest of) an adult; the Montessori method, 

in which child-led interests dominate direction and duration of instruction, is a prime example of 

this (Gutek, 2004). Playful pedagogy, however, is rooted in the notion that the behavioral, 

motivational, and contextual habits and practices of play can be socially harnessed as intentional 

tools which provide high levels of connection, understanding, and engagement on behalf of 

students; playful communication which is planned for and executed by a teacher or adult 

influence for the express purpose of teaching and learning (Mardell et al., 2023). The 

fundamental divide occurs in the distinction between the concepts of the pedagogy-of-play and 

playful practice-as-pedagogy; the breadth of literature on meaningful play is highly sophisticated 

and incredibly vast, whereas the scope of literature on playful mannerisms as an effective 

instructional tool remains fledging at best - disjointed and difficult to parse together meaningful 

strategies and instructional practices, at worst.  
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The second gap in the literature occurs in the ages and relevancies assigned to play and 

its mannerisms throughout specific ages in a child’s development; as the assigned importance of 

play in an aging child’s life fades, so too does the research on the potential for the impact playful 

pedagogy holds in a child’s life. Early childhood is defined as the ages 0-8 by the American 

Academy of Pediatrics (2024).  Yet, the majority of research focuses on play and playfulness in 

the lives of children at the infant, Pre-K, and Kindergarten levels, both in and out of school. This 

seems to delineate a “drop-off” point in early elementary education in which playfulness is no 

longer considered a relevant tool in the scope of personhood, making it “socially ineligible” for 

study as critical pedagogy outside those age ranges.  

The last gap in the literature occurs in reference to the specific nature of this study; there 

is comparatively little research on playful teaching pedagogy as a classroom tool for music 

education (as opposed to education in general), owing perhaps to a combination of the factors 

listed above. Classroom music tends to lend itself heavily to teacher-directed formal instruction 

(at least at first), and covers an incredibly wide age range (most commonly Pre-K-5, and early 

secondary school). Additionally, classroom music education has long referenced 

song-and-movement vignettes referred to as “plays” or “games” which can be easily 

misinterpreted to be purposeful pedagogical playfulness, rather than disparate musical play or 

simply playfulness involving music; it is for exactly these reasons that the implications of 

intentionally methodological playfulness in classroom music are so important.  

    Problem Statement 

Taking into consideration the limiting factors of:  

1)​ The varying relevancies assigned to play and its manifestations at different ages within 

elementary instruction 
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2)​ The not-yet widely understood or applied theories of playful pedagogy as educational 

methodology, and; 

3)​  The ambiguous objectives of musical playfulness  

 this study intended to address the problematic gaps in the field by extending the scope of 

research on pedagogically playful classroom music instruction delivered to children in an 

elementary (but not strictly “early childhood”) environment; the intent was to enrich not only the 

foundational legitimacy of playful pedagogy as a framework of teaching and learning, but to 

promote high-quality, highly-effective music teaching and learning in the general music 

classroom that utilizes playful methods with intention. 

Theoretical Framework 

This work on playful pedagogy was supported in tandem by the tenets of the International 

School of Billund’s “Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning” (Billund, 2019) and the 

more focused “United States’ Indicators of Playful Learning” (Billund, 2019), as well as the  

“Playful Learning Practices and Tools”, identified in “A Pedagogy of Play: Supporting Playful 

Learning in Classrooms and Schools” (Mardell et al., 2023). While the “Indicators of Playful 

Learning” provide observable outward contexts for playful student learning in classroom 

environments (asking, “What does playful learning look and feel like?”), the “Playful Learning 

Practices and Tools” provide a process for teacher approach in playful classrooms; how to plan 

for and sustain best-practice playful teaching and learning. 

Indicators of Playful Learning  

The International School of Billund’s “Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning” 

(2019) supports the framing of this dissertation case study for its informance of what, exactly, 

could demonstrate successful learning in a playful environment; as playful pedagogy is an 
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environmental influence, rather than a predetermined series of actions, these indicators are a 

means of observing its effects outwardly in student learning. They posit that three core tenets of 

playful learning exist: 1) Exploring the Unknown; 2) Leading Learning; and 3) Finding Joy, and 

give examples of their appearance: 

Fig. 1: Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning (Mardell et al., 2019)

 

​ In 2019, the researchers at Project Zero, working with educators at the International 

School of Billund in Denmark, asked, “What does playful learning look and feel like in different 

cultural contexts?” (Mardell et al, 2019, p.2). They studied schools in South Africa, Denmark, 

The United States, and Columbia, to find out what elements drove playful learning in schools, 

and how they might evolve, change, or have different meaning in different cultural contexts - 
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eventually, developing the “Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning” to describe the three 

most critical (and common) elements of playful learning: 1) Exploring the Unknown; 2) Leading 

Learning; and 3) Finding Joy. These three broad categories were the basis for this case study’s 

questioning into what playful learning looks like in a music classroom.  

Fig. 2: The United States’ Indicators of Playful Learning, (Mardell et al., 2019)  

 

​ While the team at The Billund School and Project Zero was conducting research into 

what playful learning looked like in different social and cultural contexts, they spent time at six 

United States schools in the city of Boston. They discovered that exploring the unknown, leading 

learning, and finding joy (the three main tenets of playful learning cross-culturally) appeared 
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contextually in U.S. classrooms as: meaningful learning, empowered learning, and joyful 

learning, using words like “excitement, authenticity, agency, independence, and fun” to describe 

what playful learning could look like in classrooms (Mardell et al., 2019, p.6). This “United 

States Indicators of Playful Learning” provides further scopes for how playful learning can look 

in the music classroom.  

Playful Learning Classroom Practices and Tools  

Similarly, the Playful Learning Classroom Practices and Tools (2023) sought to provide 

scope for playful teaching practice in the classroom; it gives teachers a set of processes that are 

known to support, encourage, and manifest learning in the context of playfulness as a means of 

framing lesson planning and structure. As this work continues to explore playful practices in the 

music classroom, the use of these classroom habits and tools provides concrete examples on 

which to base theory. 

Fig. 3: Playful Learning Classroom Practices and Tools (Mardell et al., 2023)  
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 Research Questions 

1)​ In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

2)​ Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3)​ Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it shape 

their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

Purpose  

The purpose of this research was to study what playful practice could look like in a 

classroom music setting, with an emphasis on the possible impact that playful practice can have 

on students’ music learning, in hopes that it will offer an alternative approach for classroom 

music teachers that creates dynamic, inclusive, effective, and desired classroom spaces for music 

teaching and learning. 

Plan of Research  

This study used a qualitative research design to explore the implications of playful 

pedagogy on classroom music as an instrumental case study. It focused on the interviewed 

perspectives of elementary classroom music educators and classroom observation, with an 

ongoing data analysis plan informed by the Indicators of Playful Learning (2019) and the Playful 

Learning Practices and Tools (2023).  
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Teachers participated in introductory and concluding interviews, in the middle of which 

several continuous weeks of instruction occurred. The researcher observed during multiple site 

visits what elements of playful practice existed in the music classrooms, how they presented, and 

their possible impact on future teaching and learning. These observations, in conjunction with 

the set of interviews, became the basis of the data that was coded and analyzed.   

Summary of Chapter 1 

​ Play in the lives of children is an uncontested norm. The presence of harnessed 

playfulness as intentional practice in schools, however, (especially as critical pedagogy in 

classroom music) is not yet widely accepted or applied. Play practices themselves, whether 

behavioral or motivational, cannot exist without social context cues; teachers must understand 

and implement these in order to fully engage in playful practice.  

In order to discover what relationship, if any, exists between engaging, high-quality 

music teaching and learning in a classroom setting and pedagogical playfulness, this study 

addressed this problem by asking what playful practice in a classroom music setting looks like, 

and how that informs students’ musical learning, as well as implications for future application. 

Interest in the intersection between playfulness and music education stems from the researcher’s 

own lived experiences as a music student and classroom music educator, and a belief that high 

quality instruction using a pedagogy of playfulness is possible in a music classroom.  

​ Using a qualitative research design, classroom music educators were asked to complete 

introductory interviews, participate in classroom observations, and respond to reflective 

questions about their teaching practices, and their effects on students' learning. The use of the 

Indicators of Playful Learning (2019) and Playful Learning Practices and Tools (2023) as a basis 
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of reflection allowed the researcher to help to frame understanding of playful pedagogy in the 

music classroom.  

In seeking to understand the role that playfulness as a pedagogical tool plays in music 

education, it is hoped to become an understood and available resource to teachers and students, 

providing engaging and dynamic spaces for learning. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

Introduction 

“Teachers mean very different things by ‘play’ - and often it is not play at all” (Millar and 

Almon 2009; p.5). The goal of this literature review was to examine how the nature and 

affectations of play in the lives of children, the extension of these play-habits when harnessed by 

adults as playful pedagogy, and the intersection of musicking habits of children with play and 

playfulness, are given scope in academic research in order to lend understanding and legitimacy 

to the application of playful pedagogy as methodology in classroom music instruction. 

This literature review will first explore the understanding of how children experience 

play and recognize playfulness; doing so acknowledges that fully accessing children’s play habits 

in a pedagogical manner involves an examination into often contradictory definitions of play, in 

order to more completely understand the breadth of the issue at hand. A proper understanding of 

play in the life of a child is twofold: both its immediate value and broader scope must be 

considered. In choosing to begin with the immediate implications of childhood play, specifically, 

delineating the mannerisms in which the literature posits the play-experiences of children, and 

the inevitable shortcomings of theory vs. practice, it positioned the researcher to think critically 

about the manner in which play manifests in childhood. The broader implications of 

understanding childhood play set up the legitimization of the concepts and practices of children’s 

play habits as critical pedagogy to be harnessed by teachers for the express purpose of education. 

This review will begin to narrow its focus in the second section; in exploring the 

musicking habits of children, both in and outside of the context of play, this section of the 

literature review will act as a lens through which the established understandings of play and 

playful pedagogy were applied to the work at hand; doing so will allow this work to explore the 
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implications of playful pedagogy in classroom music education. It positions the researcher as 

someone who understands the complex and deeply personal musical lives children lead, and how 

these may interact.   

Finally, an overview of how playfulness as critical pedagogy manifests, constituting not 

only an exploration of its definitions and current understandings, but of arguments for and 

against its implementation, as well as the realities of its use, will position this selection of 

literature as the foundational theme on which this dissertation study is based. 

 In focusing first on a true basis of understanding for how children experience play, and 

how the experience of personhood (from childhood through to adulthood) is affected by 

accessing elements of playfulness, the current understandings of playful pedagogy are informed 

richly and deeply; a more complete understanding of its implications in classroom music is 

formed as a result.  

Related Literature 

Understanding Play in Children’s Lives 

​ Defining Play 

 Perhaps surprisingly, play is not universal. Pellis et al. (2014) state that not all creatures 

exhibit play-like behaviors, and not all those who do are able to reap the benefits of play; 

however, not only do human beings experience a spectrum of play-behavior, it is successfully 

proven that, “the juvenile experience of play refines the brain to be more adaptable later in life” 

(p.73), underscoring the importance of its study. 

When seeking to understand play in children’s lives, one must first try to understand play 

itself - an easily underestimated task. Many definitions of play exist, and they quite often 

contradict one another. Dyson, (2008) acknowledges this when they state “Play is multifaceted, 
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diverse, and complex. It resists easy definition and engages many disciplines” (p.iv). Take, for 

instance, the Oxford Dictionary definition; “an exercise or activity engaged in for enjoyment or 

recreation rather than for a serious or practical purpose”. This definition takes an outwardly 

narrow, quite exclusive view - for who is to say that play cannot have serious or practical 

purpose? Cross (2008) would support this counterargument, when he says that ,“Obviously and 

inevitably, play is shaped by work”, citing examples such as gardening, hunting, and sewing 

(among many others), to demonstrate the incredibly practical, and at times, even serious, 

work-driven nature many play-behaviors exhibit themselves as in adult life (p. 8). 

The word itself, “play”, can function as a noun or a verb, and even this subtle linguistic 

shift causes it to take on different meanings; the noun use of the word play references an overall 

outward summative activity or experience, “the children in a play”, whereas the verb, in making 

it an action word, makes play an inner narrative directed outwards: “I play the piano”; “They are 

playing together”. In taking a critical view of what, exactly, “play” means, this juxtaposition of 

both inner and outer meaning begins to demonstrate that no singular definition of play can 

encompass the nuance necessary; in order to truly understand play, it must be approached as 

multi-presentational. 

Childhood Play and its Immediate Implications 

In the lives of children, the manner in which play is exhibited affects their immediately 

lived experiences, making it ever-important to understand the narratives and motivations behind 

it. This has long been theorized; Vygotsky (1978) stated that play is vital to learning to 

self-regulate, positioning self-regulation as the basis of children’s successful inner selves. In his 

chapter, “The Role of Play on Development'', he makes the extended point that play develops out 

of a need for children to feel satisfied, and is intrinsically produced to fill desires not easily 
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realized. However, Vygotsky often leaves the impression that play is no more than inner dramas 

in which children pretend as practice for later experiences of adulthood, or to participate in 

self-soothing through “escape”, and focuses primarily on the experience of the singular child, 

rather than the intricacies of play in groups. This characterization of play as an exercise in 

imagination made real, commonly referred to as “symbolic play”, is not uncommon in theory; 

Piaget (1945) asserted, similarly to Vygotsky, that children sought meaning and built 

understandings from imaginative play, but was much more focused on how the act of pretending 

informed the current lived experiences of the child (that is, play-acting to re-enact), than in how 

their imagined scenarios would impact their future selves. Again, Piaget, like Vygotsky, was 

focused primarily on the study of the individual rather than groups of children; these theories 

disregard the experience of symbolic play in social groups, when a hugely important presence in 

the lives of children is their connections amongst themselves, and others. In his “Oxford 

Handbook on the Development of Play”, Pellegrini states, “largely because of this omission by 

Piaget and Vygotsky, there is a prevailing tendency among play researchers to conceptualize 

symbolic play as primarily an intrinsically motivated activity…placing the source of the 

motivation to play at the level of the individual […] fails to acknowledge the role of children’s 

sociocultural content in shaping children’s play” (p. 51). This rebuttal frames play as not only an 

internal drama, but an external one, shaped socially, culturally, and by communities; it positions 

the understanding of play in a child’s life as a highly complex system of contributing factors 

which guide its execution and purpose.  

In further distancing play beyond a simple characterization of imagination that informs 

internal life, Gronlund (2010) discusses the nuance and structure of how play presents externally, 

specifically in regard to delineating the different types of play children experience together; she 
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identifies them as 1) chaotic out-of-control play; 2) simplistic and repetitive play; and 3) 

purposeful, complex play that engages the child’s full attention (p. 11). In Gronlund’s analysis of 

when the different types of play present themselves, she is careful to note that the environment 

the children play in - that is, how safe they feel, and how connected they are to their peers and 

community - is the most important factor in determining how children will play; the more secure 

a child is in their physical and social environments, the more “children can engage in high-level 

play confidently and give all of their attention and energy to their play” (p. 15). This is a direct 

attestation to the notion that play is not simply an internal mechanism of imagination; it is a 

highly complex method of interpersonal interaction, informed by environmental and social 

influences. Gina Yi builds on this idea, referencing the works of several, including Rubin et al., 

1983; Pellegrini 2009; and Soccio 2013; when she states, “... a child raised in a family where 

play is valued and perceived as part of natural development and learning would engage in active 

and creative play. Conversely, a child from a family where play is undervalued and merely 

perceived as an activity to replace boredom or as an external reward after work might display 

different play behavior.” (2021, p. 21). 

In accepting that children’s play is constructed both internally and externally, with the 

possibility for high-level and complex iterations, it must also be explored that play extends 

beyond the social world of children, and into their day-to-day functioning. Gray (2011) asserts 

that play is integral to mental health and processing in children; she states, “Play functions as the 

major means by which children 1) develop intrinsic interests and competencies; 2) learn how to 

make decisions, solve problems, exert self-control, and follow rules; 3) learn to regulate their 

emotions; 4) make friends and learn to get along with others as equals; and 5) experience joy” (p. 

443). The breadth of this is critical to note - often in the literature, play is analyzed as only a 

21 



 

method of interaction, or an experience for children; treating play instead as a method of 

communication (and more to the point, as transactional) allows observers to more fully 

understand and realize the needs of children, and make deeper, more impactful connections.  

If play, then, is communication, it is vital to treat it as such - as a skill that needs time, 

space, and assigned relevance to be practiced. When speaking of her time in the classroom, 

observing the “de-evolution” of play skills in young children as the twentieth century unfolded 

and young children of pre-school and kindergarten age became more beholden to media sources 

like television for play-inspiration (and then for replacing time for play in their lives), and 

curriculum began to treat younger and younger children as “school-ready” in a fashion that 

presented “school” as the antithesis of “play”, Viven Paley says, “...Having not listened carefully 

enough to their play, we did not realize how much time was needed by children in order to create 

the scenery and develop the skills for their ever-changing dramas. We removed the element 

-time- that enabled play to be effective, then blamed the children when their play skills did not 

meet our expectations.” (Paley, 2004, p.46-47). This, as she states, sets up a catastrophic crisis 

not only in the education system, but in the lives of children; as we remove play from its 

importance in children’s lives as a social tool, teachers now “... no longer wonder, “Who are 

you?”, but “How can we fix you?” (2004, p.47). 

Childhood Play and its Broader Implications 

Understanding childhood play involves looking at a more expansive view than just its 

immediately lived value; Farné (2005), states that “adult identity is not built on the negation or 

loss of childhood, but it is achieved starting from its development and exploitation” (p.170). He 

takes a view sometimes overlooked in theory; that of adulthood being a direct result of, or 

extension of childhood, rather than childhood being a preparatory activity to enter adulthood.  
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This notion that the events of childhood have lasting and deep effects on adulthood is 

further supported by Whitebread et al. (2012), who posit that childhood play directly affects 

adult experiences. They theorize that play cannot exist within the “vacuum” of childhood; 

according to them, the five main types of play in which children engage: 1) physical play; 2) play 

with objects; 3) symbolic play; 4) pretence/socio-dramatic play; and 5) play with rules; have 

implications for all levels of human interaction and society, specifically delineating its 

importance to anthropological, sociological, historical, psychological, and educational contexts, 

and the dire consequences to human health and development if allowed to suffer. Unlike views of 

play rooted only in theory (Vygotsky's “Mind in Society” (Vygotsky, 1978) and Piaget’s “Theory 

and Stages of Cognitive Development” (Piaget, 1945) being prime examples), their work 

upholds the scope of this review on the literature of play; it acknowledges that play manifests 

with incredible variance for children, and is beholden not only to their inner selves, but external 

influences, which have broader implications for their adult lives. Further to the point, in outlining 

the many ways with which play impacts society, they position play as a foundational element of, 

and link between, all social sciences; ultimately making the point that play in childhood is 

perhaps the most critical issue in personhood.  

The outlined issues in the scope of research on children’s play paint a clear picture that 

not only is play nuanced, multi-presentational (at times, escaping a single, categorizable 

definition), and has the potential to be structured in a deep and impactful way, but that play is 

essential to the well being of children and their development into successful, regulated, capable 

adults, with a particular emphasis on their mental and social well-being and adaptability.  
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Musicking Habits of Children and Playful Music Making 

​ Children’s Musical Understandings and Behaviors 

In seeking to understand the musicking habits of children as it relates specifically to their 

music education, one must begin by recognizing that they have authority and autonomy as 

musical creatures, and are not limited in their ability to “musick” (Small, 1998) by the manner in 

which they experience it in a classroom.  

The landmark “Pillsbury Foundation Studies”, conducted by Moorhead and Pond 

(1941,1942, 1944, 1951/1978) were among the first to seriously and systematically record the 

spontaneous musicking habits of young children, and their unguided free-play with music 

(without the influence of adults), supporting their authority and autonomy as musicians. These 

were published under the title, “Music of Young Children”, and in four volumes explored vocal 

chants (Chant, 1941); how children played musically by themselves and in groups (General 

Observations, 1942); an almost “counter-study” in which children were purposefully taught 

non-playfully how to read and write music (Music Notation, 1944); and finally, how, without the 

influence of adults, children developed musically over time through free use of musical 

instruments (Free Use of Instruments for Musical Growth, 1951). These studies overwhelmingly 

concluded that not only was there a disconnect between what adults thought children would 

enjoy musically and should be learning/participating in, and the music that children innately 

create and experience, but that it was no less complex or “musical” for having received no adult 

influence in its creation; Littleton speaks of this, saying, “Moorhead and Pond observed that the 

songs adults teach children to sing are in all ways unlike the music children create.” (Littleton, ​

1998, p.10).   
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Campbell (2010) posits that music is meaningful in a social and emotional context for 

children; her ethnographic study of the musicking habits of children found them to be highly 

complex, spontaneous, and personal. In building this concept, her book, “Songs in Their Heads: 

Music and Its Meaning in Children’s Lives” explores the relationship between structured, 

“given” music, and the internal narrative music that exists “in their heads” (chants, small musical 

vignettes, pitched vocalizations, shared song/musical movement or clapping games, humming or 

echolalia, etc.), as well as the spaces that exist between the two; Campbell presents the idea that 

children develop and experience their musical lives through internal narratives made external, 

and it is often overlooked, or even misunderstood by adults (seeing, often, these musical 

moments as purposeful disruption or distraction). This notion of an internal understanding 

functioning externally as connection drives much of the developmental theory surrounding 

childhood; the concept, while not unique, is made important in this instance for the simple fact 

that children, young children especially, are not usually treated as having “prior knowledge” as 

musicians, or as musical experts. In earlier iterations of her work studying the movements of 

children through music, she stated that children are spontaneous, musical beings, who have inner 

musical voices that are both uniquely personal and quite complicated. (Campbell, 2000). 

The personal connection between musicking and inner narrative has been explored in its 

ability to provide effective social spaces for children; particularly, those experiencing change. 

Marsh (2017) stated that the well-being of children in states of transition, (specifically, 

immigrant children assimilating to new cultures and experiences) is enhanced by musical 

experiences (in particular, playful ones) which contribute to new social beginnings; this concept, 

however, should not limit itself to the narrowness of physical spaces. All children, in one manner 
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or another, are in a state of transition; music, then, holds a powerful place and space for all of 

them as a result.  

Musicking in practice for children has implications that go far beyond a classroom 

setting, and are complex and emotional in nature. Custodero, et al. (2016) illustrate the ability of 

musicking in a real-world setting to serve as a functional basis for children’s interaction with the 

spaces and places that surround them; they found that in the case of the subway, a “known” 

location, it (in spite of its familiarity) was not immediately predictable for the children observed, 

as it is a place that is always both geographically and sonically in transition. The noted 

spontaneous musicking (composed mostly of vocalizations and movement, invented and 

otherwise) children exhibited in search of comfort in this “known-yet-unknown” place supported 

the idea that children seek out their inner musical dialogues to serve as comfort, function, and 

expression.  

As classrooms look to support foundational musicking, it is critical to remember that 

participation in music is a fundamentally innate human activity and experience; children are 

already capable of high-level musical expression, and have internal musical lives that are 

influenced by (and help shape their understanding of) the world around them, should we care to 

listen. 

Play, Playfulness, and Music-Making  

“Children play with music. On their own or with others, they make up spontaneous 

songs, improvise dance moves, and play at rhythm making, often all at the same time with props, 

costumes, and toys.” (Littleton, 2015). 

 In seeking to understand the exact ways in which play presents itself musically, Littleton 

(1998) details 1) Co-operative musical play; 2) Functional Musical Play; 3) Dramatic Musical 
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Play; 4) Kinesthetic Musical Play, and; 5) Games with Rules, as the five main types of musical 

play children experience; these categories, drawn from her analysis of Piaget and Smilansky’s 

cognitive play categories, sought to classify beyond “functional, constructive, and dramatic” the 

nuances of musical play (Piaget, 1962; Smilansky 1968). According to Gina Yi (2021), this 

categorization profoundly affected the way the connection between music and play is viewed in 

the lives of children, for it “...also offered insight into the social play in children’s dramatic play. 

Littleton verified that in a free musical play setting, rich social play occurs.” (p. 21). It is, 

however, important to note that Littleton’s work revolves around the inherent play-qualities that 

overlap with children’s music making, not playful instruction; to understand and acknowledge 

how deeply entwined the notion of play and musicality are for children. 

Gina Yi talks more of the connection between play and music-making, saying, “Music 

researchers have observed that music regularly accompanies children’s play because music is 

part of their culture, and “playing with music” is the most natural form of expression of their 

existence as musical beings (2021, p. 20). She acknowledges, however, summarizing the work of 

Niland (2009), and in reflecting on Littleton’s (1998) work that details the richness of children’s 

musical play without adult influence, that in drawing out specific functions of play through 

teacher-guided practice, more research is needed (2021, p. 20). Littleton does not go without 

mentioning how children may experience musical play in classrooms in her work; she makes 

significant note that while “games with rules” are commonly referenced in classroom music, 

especially at the early childhood level, a more complete engagement with play in music should 

include a diversity of enriching play-based experiences in order to acknowledge the whole child; 

as the pedagogical implications of playful music making in the classroom are explored, it is 

critical that teachers plan specifically for the suitability of learning objectives to the type of 
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musical play they expect children to engage in (Littleton, 1998). Take, for example, Littleton and 

Sole’s “Knowing the Children We Teach: Essays on Music Learning” (2023): They reference 

how children’s exploration of different styles of musical play are appropriate in various 

educational contexts; “Dramatic play with children usually involves a group of children, each 

taking turns at directing the narrative …Functional play [...] is characterized by exploring ways 

of playing with musical instruments and eliciting varieties of sound-making.” (p.49, 50). They 

give improvisatory drum-circles in which young students are able to exhibit high-level 

musicking, puppetry as a form of not only the delivery of instruction, but deep questioning and 

answer strategies, and pretend-play that exists as a form of sound exploration as examples of this 

“wider context” in which educators were able to facilitate children’s learning through play-habits 

(p.54-56).  

Music making has an inherently playful quality which influences its study in the lens of 

music pedagogy; Reichling (1997) focuses on the commonalities between the two, saying “Play 

as a way of knowing is an exercise of the imagination, central to education and, I emphasize, to 

music education” (p. 42). These writings suggest, however, that planning for teacher-guided 

music making that references children’s innate ability to play musically as a pedagogical tool, 

involves more than just conditioning the environment for a specific type of musical play to 

occur; it involves a kind of questioning: What is the goal of this musical activity?; In what ways 

can a child’s “ways of knowing” be a tool to further their learning? This connection between the 

two is not coincidental, nor is it invisible; Niland (2009) references the work of Littleton (1998) 

and Smithrim (1997) when she states, “Studies of children’s musical play have shown that 

children will be more deeply engaged over long periods of time and show greater persistence”, in 
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reference to their sustained music-making abilities in an educational setting when play is present 

(p. 18). 

In a succinct review of the value play holds in music education, Niland (2009) crucially 

states, “When music educators adopt a playful approach to music, they are valuing children’s 

music [making] in its wider context” (p. 19). Littleton and Sole (2023) support this, saying that a 

critical component in quality musical pedagogy is “recognition of the value of musical play.” (p. 

50).   

Playful Pedagogy 

Background  

Fred Rogers once stated “Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious 

learning. But for children, play is serious learning.” (Rogers, 1995). This characterization of play 

as work acknowledges playfulness as not only purposeful in childhood, but harnessable as a form 

of understanding. As the literature on play in children’s lives (especially within the context of 

music-making) has demonstrated, there is a rich body of knowledge from which to build on 

when referencing these play-abilities for classroom learning. It is, however, important to note 

that understanding children have deeply rooted play-identities is not enough to constitute, or 

even signify the same thing as playful instruction; it simply means that there is a legitimate basis 

for its pursuit as critical pedagogy in music education. The recognition of children as 

autonomous playful and musical creatures is the first step toward developing a communicative 

pedagogy that is richly translatable to suit their learning needs.  

Fascination with the learning habits of children and their intersection with play habits can 

be traced back quite significantly; in Locke’s 1693 essay, “Some Thoughts Concerning 

Education”, he notes the ease with which children learned in the context of game-like playing 

29 



 

and the use of toys. Contemporary understandings of play as they relate to education, however, 

are only recently starting to distinguish between the presence of play and play habits as a tool. 

For instance, Janet Moyles’ seminal work, “Just Playing” exploring play and its value in 

education, (in which she draws on global research to argue heavily for play in classrooms, 

illustrating its benefits) was considered one of the first major anthologies of its kind; her work 

demonstrated in incredible detail how teachers can encourage and participate in play, to create 

enriching and meaningful classroom spaces for children (Moyles, 1989). Moyles’ work however, 

was not focused on the pedagogical implications of playful habits and practices used by the 

teacher for learning, so much as the value of the presence of play itself.  

In seeking to precisely define playful pedagogy, Mardell et al. (2023) posit in their 

overview, “A Pedagogy of Play: Supporting Playful Learning in Classrooms and Schools” that 

playful pedagogy is, “when what students want to be doing is the same as what their teachers 

want them to be doing. Because the learners care, the result is often deep learning. By bringing 

together cognition and emotions, and the physical and social dimensions of learning, playful 

learning is a powerful strategy” (p.18). This definition is fascinating; it makes no mention of 

approaches or types of playful behavior, games, or any of the oft-associated concepts with the 

presence of playfulness in schools. Instead, it positions playful pedagogy as an emotional 

approach which taps into effective and deep communication strategies that are inherently known 

to children in play, rather than a physical or curricular shift in learning; one that seeks to align 

motivations, rather than methodologies. Heimann and Roepstorff (2018) support this approach, 

saying, “Play and playfulness have repeatedly been suggested to promote learning and 

performance; [...] consider playfulness as an attitude, mode, or mental stance, that can be 

modulated independent of the activity pursued and out of the general character of the person.”. 
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(p.1) This is further supported by Goouch (2010), who states “Teaching and learning is relational 

in essence, dependent on individuals’ knowledge, understanding and experience, motivations and 

levels of engagement…adopting playful pedagogies in educational institutions [...] enables 

teachers to create contexts which enable them to follow children into play, co-constructing the 

action.” (p. 94-95). To do this successfully, she argues, a teacher must “trust both children and 

their own intuitive responses” (Goouch, 2010, p.95). 

Mardell et al. (2019) in their essay, “The State of Play at School: Defining and Promoting 

Playful Learning in Education Settings” seek to clarify the confusion surrounding the distinction 

between pedagogical playfulness and learning through play; namely, the argument in academic 

spheres that pedagogical playfulness (in which children engage in play-practices at the behest of 

the teacher to further their learning with set objectives) exists as an entirely antithetical idea to 

true play, due to the involvement of an adult (p. 233). They posit that playful pedagogy and play 

exist on a “continuum”; to have one, you must understand and acknowledge the other. Seeking to 

successfully implement a teaching methodology that is playful involves also honoring children’s 

autonomy to exercise play-habits, practices, and expectations , which “...can help educators 

navigate a balance between children’s and adult’s priorities, and provides a variety of strategies 

to facilitate and engage students.” (Mardell et al. 2019, p. 234). This idea is once more supported 

by Goouch (2010), who states playful pedagogy is an “invisible pedagogy”; she quotes Hartley 

et al. (1999), saying, “control will be achieved implicitly: that is, the child may rearrange and 

personalize the context which has been pre-defined by the teachers” (p. 26).  

Arguments for Implementation  

One of the more salient arguments in favor of the implementation of playful practice as 

pedagogy is given by Pinchover (2017). They synthesize the work of Wood and Attfield (2005) 
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when they say, “There is substantial evidence that through play and playfulness children 

demonstrate improved verbal and social communication, high levels of interaction skills, 

creativity, imagination, divergent thinking, and problem solving skills” (p. 2). Furthermore, in 

reference to several studies on the relationship between teacher and student playfulness, 

Pinchover (2017, p. 2-3) states, “Teacher playfulness is related to teacher-child interaction and 

relationship [...] the absence of teachers’ playfulness was often associated with lower levels of 

child engagement in play, and activities in general.” (Tegano et al., 1999; McMillan et al. 2017; 

Walsh et al., 2011). Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2011) supports this work; they state, “Learning and play 

are not incompatible. Rather, playful learning engages and motivates children in ways that 

support better developmental outcomes and strategies for life-long learning. [...] Findings 

indicate that developmentally appropriate curricula in which playful experiences are central 

foster school-readiness outcomes, whereas formal academic instruction interferes with most of 

them - yielding increased child stress, lower self-ratings of ability, reduced pride in 

accomplishments, lower expectations for academic success, and less favorable academic test 

scores.” (p.1). 

Parker and Thomsen, (2019) again provide support to this work, providing a scope of 

learning practices that all constitute playful pedagogy (active learning, collaborative and 

cooperative learning, experiential learning, problem-based learning, and project-based learning) 

to demonstrate the strong correlation between curricularly playful methodologies and student 

achievement. They make specific mention of the harm that increased educational focus on 

didactic and structured learning does, while reinforcing the benefits of playful practice in all 

aspects of curricular skill and advancement. Allee-Herndon and Roberts, (2020) go further, 

stating that instruction in primary grades of schooling is much more focused on test-driven 
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instruction than on playful pedagogy, and the social and emotional well being, as well as the 

overall academic performance and achievement of students, is negatively affected. Interestingly 

enough, their study delineated specifically a research-based rationale for playful primary 

pedagogy as a way of “striking a balance between purposeful play and rigorous educational 

expectations”; one could argue that there is no balance necessary - the presence of a highly 

effective, purposeful, playful methodology, can be in it of itself, a rigorous educational 

expectation (p. 54). The children themselves support this through their own voices; a 2015 letter 

written by then 7-year-old second grader, Saige Price, talked of her test-weariness and attitudes 

toward the school environment; “I would like to talk about play in school and the need for more 

time for free play. Children should have more recess because it allows us to play with our 

friends. Instead, we spend most of our time just reading, doing math problems, taking math tests 

and reading tests. [...] What about more time to [...] learn what we want? [...] I think it should be 

about play time and exploring.” (Strauss, 2015, p.1) Interestingly enough, Sadie doesn’t 

associate these negative identifiers with her teacher, saying “I love my teacher”, but rather the 

activities themselves, how they are taught, and how, as a result, it makes her feel; “Every time I 

sat after the computer after I was done with the test, I would think to myself, “I stink! I am bad at 

this.” No kid should feel that way about school.” (p. 1).  

As an important nod to the experiences of all learners, Mastrangelo, (2009) makes clear 

that in spite of ongoing debate as to the efficacy of playfully based learning in general education, 

the benefits of curricular playfulness (with suitable modifications and extensions) are far 

reaching in children with disabilities, autism spectrum-disorder most specifically. Playful 

communication and instruction gives students with autism spectrum-disorder and other cognitive 
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disabilities choice and flexibility in a way that strictly teacher-led direct instruction does not 

(p.36). This has further-reaching implications for differently abled learners.  

The most effective arguments for playfulness as pedagogy in the educational setting 

occur when considering the lived experience of the students; playful pedagogy is proven in the 

scope of the literature to be a conduit to high levels of engaged and deep learning, rather than a 

precursor or accessory to knowledge.  

Playful Pedagogy in Practice  

Playful pedagogy in practice is much more complicated than simply understanding its 

theories of efficacy, in part due to the incredibly varied manner in which play can present. Zosh, 

et al. (2018) state that play in school exists on a spectrum ranging from completely child-led free 

play to heavily involved teacher-directed play, and that understanding the necessary approach 

needed in the curriculum is critical to implementing successful playful pedagogy. 

A significant impairment to enacting a comprehensive and widely implemented structure 

of playful pedagogy is the wide-ranging spectrum of understanding on behalf of educators on 

what constitutes intentional playfulness in a learning environment, and whether it can be 

successfully implemented. An international survey on early childhood educator’s views on; 1) 

the compatibility of play and curriculum, and; 2) the reality of implementing playfully based 

curriculum; resulted in varied answers, with the general consensus being that the lack of formal 

support for playful pedagogy made it difficult to implement with fidelity, further inconvenienced 

by a lack of agreement on the specific approaches, strategies, and aims (Bubikova-Moan, et al. 

2019). Martlew, et al. (2011) explored six primary school classrooms in Scotland that shifted to a 

playful curriculum and found that the experience of both the teachers and students varied 

extensively, as “the main findings suggest that the role of the teacher varies between what could 
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be considered as teacher‐intensive and teacher‐initiated activities. ‘Active’ or ‘playful’ learning 

was interpreted differently by teachers; playfulness in some classrooms was peripheral rather 

than integral to the learning process and curriculum‐embedded” (p. 1).  

Similarly, Pyle and Danniels, (2016) explored how the pervasive perception of 

playfulness as exclusively a child-led practice makes playful pedagogy increasingly difficult to 

implement in a teacher-led manner, leading to a significant loss in opportunities for curricular 

playfulness in spite of significant evidence that supports its presence in education. This study 

reported that the involvement of teachers in playfulness existed on a continuum, and the teachers 

more likely to engage in classroom playfulness as instruction were the teachers who believed 

with a higher level of certainty that playfulness and curriculum could co-exist; this supports 

earlier findings that playful pedagogy is an emotional practice - not a physical or curricular one.  

Additionally, in places where playful pedagogy is not the “norm”, it is an added barrier to 

access to have to integrate “expected” curriculum with play habits. Pyle, et al. (2020) give the 

example that the accountability movement in education has shifted kindergarten from a place 

intended to be freely play-exploring to an academically driven environment, in which teachers 

must provide formal assessment. They followed motivated teachers in their efforts to integrate 

assessment into playful practice, providing a space where the two could coexist, developing a 

comprehensive framework that “underscored the cyclical relationship between student learning 

goals, types of play, and assessment concepts and practices”, noting that play behaviors were an 

integral part of the students' learning process (p. 2251). Significantly, this success, (however 

much it underscores the validity of playful pedagogy for these students) illustrates that until 

playful pedagogy is “expected”, it cannot become a “norm”; teaching, administration, and 
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curricular development, like every profession, exhibits a spectrum of motivation on behalf of its 

professionals. 

​ This spectrum of motivation, understanding, and implementation of playful pedagogy on 

behalf of the adults directly impacts the learning experiences of children. This is made especially 

clear by McInnes, et al. (2011), who posit that how adults who lead play practices understand 

playful pedagogy directly impacts the experience of children in those spaces; specifically, the 

relationship between children’s perception of those adults as a cue to experience a “play” or 

“non-play” activity. In the same manner, Wing (1995) states that children develop a personal 

lexicon determining whether a classroom activity is “work” or “play” based not on the context or 

outcome of the activity, but on characteristics such as “obligatory nature of activities, the 

cognitive and physical effort required, the involvement and evaluation of the teacher, and the fun 

children experienced while engaged in activities”; what this clearly illustrates, once more, is that 

the success of playful pedagogy is framed emotionally, rather than curricularly, and that the 

affectation and intent of the teacher is the single greatest predictor of its success (p. 223).  

While research driving playful pedagogy to a place of importance and proven 

competency is beginning to exist, in practice it is hindered by several things: the already held and 

expected “norms” of curricular delivery and assessment, the perception of playfulness as an 

informal activity in contrast to formal learning, and the understanding of play practices that 

adults in educational spaces hold; this results in varied successes on behalf of the children 

learning. The scope of this literature proves that playful pedagogy is ultimately an exercise in 

communication and motivation, and in order to be effective, the adults in charge of learning not 

only need to work at and believe in its efficacy, but develop and encourage strategies that allow 

their students to feel the same.  
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Summary of Chapter 2  

Play is “easy to recognize, but very hard to define” (Johnson, et al. 1999, p. 15). It is, as 

acknowledged by theorists such as Piaget (1945), and Vygotsky (1978), an internal mechanism 

of imagination, regulation, and control. However, play supersedes internal definitions to exist in 

complicated inter-personal spaces in which children are heavily influenced not only by one 

another, but their environments, throughout their experiences of play (Gronlund, 2010), making 

it an emotionally motivated form of communication and engagement. 

​ Play is an essential part of personhood. It is transactional, communicative, and has the 

ability to present quite deeply in children, influencing the manner in which children not only 

experience the world around them, but develop through it (Whitebread et al., 2012). In 

understanding the vitality of play, and how those play-behaviors may be harnessed by teachers, 

one can begin to understand its place as critical pedagogy in the classroom; not only for its 

ability to connect all aspects of a child’s lived experiences (Zosh, et al., 2018), but for its ability 

to facilitate deep learning through high levels of engagement and attention (Mardell et al. 2023). 

​ Playful pedagogy is not universally understood or accepted; Nilsson, et al. (2018) and 

Rogers (2010) posit that this is due to adults’ perceptions of play and work as opposing ends of a 

spectrum of formality - playful behavior being, essentially, the lack of work. This 

misunderstanding extends to the classrooms; a significant barrier to enacting effective playful 

pedagogy in schools is the incredibly varied understandings of pedagogical playfulness as either 

teacher or student-led, and the resulting quality of experience on behalf of the students (Martlew, 

et al. 2011; Pyle and Danniels, 2016). Pyle, et al. (2020), McInnes, et al. (2011), and Wing 

(1995) take this further; they argue that the spectrum of motivation adults in learning situations 
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exhibit on behalf of pedagogical playfulness determines not only the amount of learning that 

occurs, but also whether or not students perceive their learning experiences as play-based.  

​ In applying playful pedagogy to the lens of classroom music, it must be noted that 

children have deep and musical inner narratives that inform their lived experiences (Moorhead 

and Pond, 1941,1942, 1944, 1951/1978; Littleton, 1998; Campbell, 2010; Yi, 2021; Littleton and 

Sole, 2023). Music functions not only as a transitional aid for children (Marsh, 2017), but as a 

bridge for expression and understanding (Custodero et al, 2016).  In an effort to acknowledge the 

high compatibility between the act of musicking and playfulness, Littleton (1998) reviews the 

five types of play children experience in musical situations, making specific reference to the fact 

that effective music education makes use and reference of all. Niland (2009) makes one of the 

most salient arguments for playful pedagogy as a tool in classroom music; she posits that its use 

acknowledges the whole child, and thus the whole child may be educated.  
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    Chapter 3: Methodology  

Introduction  

​ This dissertation study aimed to understand the role playful pedagogy can hold in 

classroom music as a manner of instruction; specifically, what playful teaching in the music 

classroom looks like, and its impact on student learning. As an instrumental case study, this work 

was focused on the observation of three specific elementary general music teachers employed 

within one district, in the third grade classroom setting. The teachers, who themselves have a 

wide range of experience and approaches to classroom music instruction, were not expected to 

have an intentionally or exclusively playful approach to their teaching practice; rather, this case 

study sought to highlight elements of playfulness already present in their pedagogy (whether 

known or unknown), and connect its effects to student music-making. In order to facilitate this, 

teacher participants took part in semi-structured interviews and classroom observations; these 

interviews, combined with passive participant observation, were “ …a key venue for exploring 

the ways in which subjects experience and understand their world” (p.10), and helped the 

researcher more fully understand the connection between playful teaching practice and music 

making in a classroom setting (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018). In particular, the use of the 

Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning, The United States’ Indicators of Playful Learning,  

(Billund, 2019) and the Playful Learning Practices and Tools (Mardell et al, 2023, p.87) as 

theoretical frameworks guided the observations and data collection; it acknowledged playful 

pedagogy as a motivation, communication, and engagement strategy, rather than a prescribed set 

of actions, in order to answer the following research questions:  

1)​ In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 
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2)​ Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3)​ Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it shape 

their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

Planned Research Methodology Overview  

​ This study utilized two methodologies to inform data collection and analysis during 

qualitative case study research: semi-structured interviews and passive participant observation. 

This is supported by Merriam (1991), who affirms that interview and observation are essential 

data in valid case study work (p.208).  

Qualitative Case Study Research 

​ In her work, “Case Study Research in Education: A Qualitative Approach” Merriam 

defines the case study as “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single instance, 

phenomenon, or social unit.” (Merriam, 1991, p.21). This is upheld by her review of the 

literature as it pertains to case studies; she elaborates, saying, “Rather than surveying a few 

variables across many cases, the case study intensively examines the interplay of all variables in 

order to provide as complete an understanding of the phenomenon as possible.”’ (Merriam, 1991, 

p.206). A case study, unlike ethnographic research, or even research based in grounded theory, is 

one that frames the culture of the phenomenon as the “principal organizational or conceptual tool 

to interpret data.” (Bogdan and Biklin, 1982, p.7). As this case study sought understanding for a 
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specific mannerism of instruction, Merriam supports its appropriateness as a research 

methodology; she states, “education has recognized the advantage of using a case study approach 

for better understanding the process or dynamics of certain aspects of practice.” (Merriam, 1991, 

p.204).  

This examination of practice was conducted more specifically as an instrumental case 

study. Sage defines an instrumental case study as, “...the study of a case (e.g. person, specific 

group, occupation, department, organization) to provide insight into a particular issue, redraw 

generalizations, or build theory. In instrumental case research, the case facilitates understanding 

of something else.” (Mills et al. 2010, p.474-475). In this instance, the research is asking what 

playful practice looks like in classroom music, and possible implications for future teaching and 

learning. The similar environment, with similar distributions of students by gender, race, 

socioeconomic background, and resourcing of their learning, allowed the focus to reside on the 

influence of the teacher’s pedagogically playful practices. This is again well supported and 

exemplified by the work of Laframboise and Shea (2014), and Cooke (2016); in their respective 

studies, “Developing Understanding of Research-based Pedagogy with Preservice Teachers: An 

Instrumental Case Study”, and “Attempting to Make Place-Based Pedagogy on Environmental 

Sustainability Integral to Teaching and Learning in Middle School: An Instrumental Case 

Study”, the researchers study specific educational pedagogical practices through classroom 

observation and interview of teacher participants to draw conclusions.  

Semi-Structured Interviews  

​ As an extension of their take on what constitutes a research interview, “A conversation 

with structure and purpose; it involves careful questioning and listening with the purpose of 

obtaining thoroughly tested knowledge”, Brinkman and Kvale (2018) define semi-structured 
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interviews as, “A planned and flexible interview with the purpose of obtaining descriptions of 

the life world of the interviewee with respect to interpreting the meaning of described 

phenomena” (p. 173). The use of semi-structured interviews in this work allowed it to go beyond 

simple and scripted conversation; allowing for flexibility, interaction, and deep listening on 

behalf of the researcher in order to best inform the data.  

Passive Participant Observation 

​ This study made use of passive participant observation to further collect data; defined by 

Conway (2020) as “minimal interaction with the participants, as when the researcher sits in a 

corner of a classroom taking notes.” Spradley (1980) challenges the researcher to see themselves 

as learners, rather than simply observers, for as Stake (1995) makes a point to say, “the burden of 

the host should be acknowledged” (p.57-58). That is, no researcher should expect their work to 

occur in a vacuum; analysis of observations, according to Shmidt (2020), should instead seek to 

inform itself in as many different ways as possible, with as much detail as possible, to draw 

informed conclusions. 

Participants & Setting  

​ This case study focused on the interviewing and observation of three separate elementary 

classroom music teachers from one school district identified through a sample of convenience 

over the course of four weeks; the interviews (introductory and concluding) took place at the 

beginning and end of the study, respectively, with the observations between. Classroom music 

teachers at the elementary level (in this case, observed teaching third grade), were the focus of 

this study for two reasons: 1) At the third grade level (ages 8-9), students are on the cusp of what 

the American Academy of Pediatrics defines as early childhood (0-8); this gives us an idea not 

only as to how playful practice applies in the music classroom to young learners, but how it may 

42 



 

have implications for older learners as well; 2) At this halfway point in their elementary 

education, their musicking habits are in a similar stage of transition, and are able to provide a 

point of reference that is generalizable for classroom music instruction.  

The three teacher participants work in a district that regularly facilitates collaborative 

work from educational and research institutions, and was agreeable to in-person observation of 

teachers and students. Additionally, all three participants hold the same job description 

(classroom music educator) and teach separate sections and homerooms of children from the 

same backgrounds and resourcing, providing for a sample focused on the variations in pedagogy. 

For the purposes of this case study, the teaching of three individual third-grade general music 

classes (taught by each of the three teachers, respectively) was observed. The classes in question 

had students and parents sign additional assent and consent forms that re-affirms the permission 

for my presence for research purposes. The school district does not use pre-affixed timelines of 

instruction, but rather sets learning targets for specific grade levels (ex: “by the end of this grade, 

students will be able to ___”), so the lessons observed were planned for at the individual 

discretion of the teachers themselves.  

For the purposes of this case study, classroom music educators must have: 1) at least two 

years of teaching experience in classroom music; 2) currently teach third grade classroom music 

in a school setting; and 3) be open to observation and reflection regarding their teaching practice; 

all three teacher participants meet this criteria. Additionally, they included or in some way 

represented a breadth of: 1) ages taught within the scope of elementary classroom music; 2) 

years of experience or comfort with the concept of playfulness as pedagogy; 3) genders, or; 4) 

nationalities, as a means of determining the replicability of this study in future work.   
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The combination of interview, observation, reflection, and analysis produced data in relation to 

playful pedagogy in music education that is grounded in direct participation. 

Procedures  

Recruiting Participants 

​ Sample of Convenience   

Initially, recruitment was planned through a distributed survey. However, personal 

connections to a secondary teacher in a local district, in which the elementary schools had 

multiple music staff (three music teachers, all teaching the same grade, student body population, 

with the same resourcing and curricular expectations) made it desirable to recruit through a 

sample of convenience. While I did not know these elementary teachers personally, my 

connection to a member of their music staff meant that after an introduction (and the required 

approvals), they were amenable to interview and observation.  

In order to participate, participants had: 1) at least two years of teaching experience in 

classroom music; 2) currently teach third grade classroom music in an elementary school setting; 

and 3) be open to observation and reflection regarding their teaching practice. All three 

participants met this criteria. 

Interacting With Participants  

The researcher interacted with the participants in two ways: directly, during introductory 

and concluding interviews, and indirectly, during classroom observations.  

The introductory interviews aimed to get a sense for each individual participant’s 

approach to classroom music pedagogy, teaching philosophy, and approach to teaching the 

specifically observed class; while not intentionally geared toward identifying elements of 

playfulness, the questions were open-ended and meant to provoke conversation in regard to their 
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approaches for best-practice music teaching and learning. Conversely, the concluding interviews 

aimed to reflect on the lesson(s) observed, and referenced specific moments seen to get not only 

the teacher participants’ perspectives on the lessons themselves, but on their perspectives for 

future teaching and learning based on what occurred, and their understandings of playful 

practice.  

The passive participant observations constituted an additional type of interaction; while 

the goal as the researcher was to have minimal presence during the classroom visits themselves, I 

arrived with enough time to settle in, have a quick chat with the teacher participants to put us 

both mutually at ease within the space, and (especially for the first visit) determined the 

best-practice for confirming safe and ethical research guidelines that denote for the children 

present that a) My primary goal was observing their teacher, not them, and; b) any students 

whose parents agreed on their behalf on study participation may at any point have chosen 

whether or not to continue being part of my observations as a whole. As this is a deviation from 

their “normal” classroom hierarchy and structure, a conversation with the teacher to respect their 

expertise in their spaces was thought to give the best results.   

Pilot Study Support for Dissertation Study  

​ A pilot study was conducted in May of 2023 with two participants, exploring how 

classroom music educators viewed the intersection between play and musical instruction. The 

two educators were chosen for their high level of interest in musical play, their spectrum of years 

of experience, contrasting school environments, and their instruction of the full breadth of 

elementary education (K-5).  

​ Based on the researcher’s previous teaching experience with play-related music teaching, 

an interview protocol with three categories was created to develop an initial structure of 
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questions, from which the study was conducted. This protocol was developed based on the lived 

experience of the researcher as a classroom music teacher, wanting a “full scope” of teacher 

participant’s perspectives on music teaching and learning, while acknowledging some kind of 

playful element, as was the initial impetus of the study.  

The first category, “Classroom Environment” sought to understand how participants 

viewed successful and functional musical classroom environments, including how that 

manifested in engagement and understanding on behalf of their students. The second category, 

“Gameplay” sought to explore the teacher’s relationship to game-related play and experience in 

its use; both as educators and former students. In doing so, it was hoped that a broader 

understanding of the goals and use of broader concepts of play in their classrooms (including 

how they modified pedagogical practices and diversified instruction, as necessary) would be 

achieved. The final category, “Teaching Philosophy”, aimed to understand the motivations 

behind the decisions and instructional practices that the participants engaged in, to more 

completely view the scope of their responses in the context of play pedagogy.  

As a research approach, the individual interviews were successful, with the participants 

contributing significant amounts of codeable data, and deemed to be an appropriate measure of 

data collection for the future study at large; the dissertation study will have two interviews per 

participant, as opposed to one, in order to provide space for reflection and consideration.  

​ Changes Informing Current Study  

​ Several significant changes were made at the conclusion of the pilot study which now 

inform the current study. The first (and most significant change) was in refining the overall focus 

of the study from “gameplay” to “pedagogical playfulness”. This shift was made both in 

response to the data collected and as the literature unfolded - for the true focus of this study was 
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not on the specific mechanics of games themselves, but rather on how a teacher could harness 

the playful habits of children as a communication and motivation strategy; this allows for a more 

purposeful and direct understanding of how pedagogical method can inform instructional 

practice and direction. Secondly, after observing the manner in which the data presented itself in 

initial analysis, it was made clear that the research questions needed to provide clarity for the 

scope of playful practice in the music classroom: what did it look like, and what were its effects? 

What are the teacher’s understandings, and the students’ experience? What are the implications 

for future practice? Finally, the original research questions were rigid in their answerability, 

requiring “yes” or “no” answers; the new research questions allow for a spectrum of response.  

New Research Questions for Dissertation Study  

​ After narrowing the focus, and reflecting on the data, the new research questions were more 

wholly able to address the nature of the case study:  

1)​ In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

2)​ Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3)​ Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it shape 

their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 
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Summary  

​ The pilot study underscored the importance of understanding playful pedagogy in a 

musical context by illuminating specific connections between students' musical engagement, 

joyful and emotional buy-in to their learning, and play in the classroom. The pilot, however, was 

limited in its scope by the single interview-only format, and its assumption of “games” as an 

exclusively foundational practice for playful teaching; the use of introductory interviews, 

classroom observations, and concluding interviews in a case-study format which seeks to 

identify and connect playful practice to student musical practice, more wholly encouraged 

reflection and understanding. 

The pilot study allowed for a focusing of the research design and questions into their final 

presentation; the case study focused on how playful practice presents in music teaching and 

learning, and the continued implications of pedagogically play-based musical instruction in the 

classroom. 

Instrumentation and Data Collection 

The qualitative research instruments used in this study in order to collect data were 

semi-structured interviews (both introductory and concluding), and passive participant 

observation in the form of research notes during classroom visits; these instruments are 

appropriate for the study of playful pedagogy in the music classroom as it relates to the 

experiences of classroom music teachers for the sake of their direct involvement in the process. 

The instruments inform one another; specific written observations were reflected upon to support 

the interview data collected. 

All data was collected and stored in a password protected folder within the TC Google 

Drive (encrypted by TC) with consistent checks to ensure sharing permissions are disabled, 
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further secured by its access on a password protected computer. It will be destroyed after the 

study is completed.  

Interview Protocols  

Two semi-structured interview protocols were used in this study: one exploratory in 

nature as an introductory interview, and the second reflective in nature as a concluding interview. 

(See: Appendices) 

These interview protocols were developed, as is the norm with a semi-structured 

interview, to leave as much space for open ended questions and answers as possible. The 

introductory interview focused on drawing out responses from the teacher participants about 

their philosophies, and approaches, with questions like, “Tell me about the best lesson you ever 

taught. What was teaching them like? What did you notice?”, and “Tell me about the class I’m 

going to see.” 

Data Analysis  

Introductory and concluding interview transcripts were generated manually and proofread 

for accuracy; notes taken during classroom observations were additionally compiled and 

proofread. When generated, the written transcripts and notes were coded manually, and 

proofread for accuracy. The resulting data from the coding of interview transcripts, and notes 

taken during classroom observation, provided a more complete picture of playful pedagogy in 

classroom music.  

The table below illustrates which elements of data and analysis addressed which research 

question: 
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Data Analysis through Research Questions 

Table 1: Data Analysis through Research Questions 

Question Data Analysis  

RQ1: In the case of three elementary general music teachers 
observed in this study, what do playful practices look like; are 
these practices planned or spontaneous? 

Introductory interviews, 
Classroom observations 

RQ2: Are the students experiencing playful music learning 
(elements of empowerment, meaning, and joy), and what does 
this look like? 
 

Classroom observations 

RQ3: Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning 
practices, and how does it shape their beliefs and pedagogical 
approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued 
influence for student learning in the general 
music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued 
influence for teacher preparation in the general 
music classroom? 

Concluding interviews  

 

Coding 

Coding for this study was done manually. Handwritten notes were taken during 

interviews and classroom observations that were then typed into a moment-by-moment transcript 

of occurrence. These transcripts were preliminarily coded by simple observation of the 

researcher (using the first of what would become the descriptive codes, like classroom 

management, rapport, enjoyment) then sorted by excerpt into tables with matching descriptive 

codes. These descriptive codes were then grouped into more focused coding, to be able to 

connect them with the theoretical frameworks for later data analysis and description of how 

playfulness exists within the music classroom. (see Appendix tables 7-20 for full coding) 
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Open coding was chosen for its ability to describe moments in the context of teaching 

and learning, both within the dataset, and as a standalone code. It allowed me as the researcher to 

see patterns in the overall work for drawing later conclusions as the interview and observation 

process unfolded. As an example, James’ initial coding in his introductory interview was heavily 

focused on “Desired Learning Conditions, Planning / Preparation, Participation, and Classroom 

Management”, whereas his coding in his concluding interview showed “Rapport, 

Fun/Enjoyment, Participation, Autonomy, Focus, Singing/Musicing, and Reflection” as signifiers 

of his experience.  

Table 2: Coded Data - James Introductory Interview 

James Interview (Introductory) 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“Uh, we base it on curriculum that we’ve 
established over the years, and uh usually it’s 
by units. And then we decide in that unit, um 
certain lessons that we’re doing, and usually 
it’s the next lesson in that unit. So, for 
example, beginning of the year, we did a unit 
on rhythm, and so we spent some time uh 
learning just how long a note is, rhythm 
values, clapping and counting, the using 
rhythm sticks, playing some music, um and at 
this point we’re actually - today’s lesson is 
kind of like a game lesson to see if they know 
this material in a meaningful way to “win”, or 
not lose - I think. So, um, I think too, the 
curriculum here is based on, like we want kids 
in fourth and fifth grade, which is their 
starting point for instruments, is that we want 
them to have tools, so that when they start an 
instrument, they can have maybe some 
immediate success with the reading part of the 
music - so that’s my view of general music, 
here at [school], anyway, is it kind of feeds 
into what we do with instruments later.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
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“Um - I’d say, it’s um, fun, but I also expect 
like, a lot from my kids. So I would say it’s 
fun and engaging, but also, like I want my 
kids - if I’ve taught them something I want 
them to know - I want first, I want myself to 
know that I’ve taught it correctly, and then I 
want them to be able to actually say or know 
what they’ve been taught.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Assessment 

“Sometimes I feel like when I go in other 
classrooms, there’s just this sense of like hey 
we have 40 minutes of music, let’s just fill it 
with time of doing … something. And so 
what I try to do, at least with the activities I 
plan, is the activity is meant to reinforce or 
teach or pound in to the kids - in a nice way - 
so that they actually are learning something. “ 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  

“Like, one good class of kids this year, we 
have this little competition that we do  - and 
they’re just so well behaved and respectful. 
They come to class and they try hard, they’re 
not the best “music” class, as far as singing 
and playing and stuff, but it’s just really nice 
working with them, because they’re just a 
nice, genuinely nice class, and they like 
learning, they like coming to music.  
There are other classes that have been really 
good though, that excel at music, like every 
single kid sings - and I don’t mean just 
“sings”, like they sing, and those classes, um, 
they’re fun to work with because you can 
actually push the kids musically beyond to 
maybe what we expect in fourth grade, so.” 

 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  

“It’s usually with kids in their singing, like 
cause a lot of kids have hangups singing 
either for one reason or another - either 
embarrassment, or I don’t think I’m good at it, 
or some kids just don’t like to sing, and like 
when you’re teaching a song, and you’re 
trying to prepare for a concert especially, that 
can be an issue, you know. So, those are 
harder classes, because you have to try to 
motivate them in different ways to sing better. 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Reflection  
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So like, this year we had a class - they weren’t 
so great, but they actually became the best 
singing class.” 

“We used these - I don’t know if you can see 
the emojis up on the board [points to 
whiteboard] I didn’t even plan for it - I just 
put them up there. And I was like, “you guys 
are here” (points to sad face) “You’re at the 
bottom” and they were like what?? And then 
the next time they sang it, all of a sudden, 
they’re singing better. Like silly, it’s playful 
stuff though - so something even as simple as 
that, some classes, it gets them a little more 
fired up to do well. Yeah. “ 

Assessment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  

“Okay [sighs] get ready. Uh, this is a third 
grade class, the teacher is Ms [...] but they 
really - they are super chatty, and they have a 
super hard time focusing. And at this point in 
the year, having been here for a year now, 
they’re actually, some of them are actually 
quite … I don’t want to say snotty ,but even 
mean-spirited sometimes. So, just, like I 
usually have pretty good control over 
classrooms, but this is a tough one.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  

“But, sometimes you just  - it’s like you’re 
just spitballing on the wall, like, how can I get 
through a class, where they function and 
actually get something accomplished without 
the whole thing disintegrating in a pile of 
rubble, you know?” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Classroom Management  

“Like, one’s a team game, and then one’s just 
like a sitting in a circle passing a beanbag 
around with the beats - we’ll see how that 
goes, but uh with this class, you actually, I 
find myself having to try and be a little more 
creative in how I approach it.” 

Flexibility 
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Participation  

“But that’s teaching I suppose; it’s not just the 
material, it’s like how can you get them on 
board and learning? And, respectful and kind 
because I think that’s important, in anything.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Participation  

 

53 



 

Table 3: Coded Data - James Concluding Interview 

James Interview (Concluding) 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“They were much better behaved than normal. 
And I think that was partly due to the game 
that we played.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Reflection 

“So, normally when they come in to class, 
they’re just - they have the attention span of 
maybe two seconds, like an ant, you know. 
And it’s like herding cats. And they’re great 
kids - don’t get me wrong. But, when they see 
a game like this, and like there’s a winner and 
you lose points and you gain points , for them 
- that seems to motivate them a little bit more. 
And so, I guess, we used that to our 
advantage, and I think that did help, with their 
focus at least, counting rhythm, whereas if I 
didn’t use the game it might have been a 
pretty brutal review of counting. So, it’s just a 
nice fun way to review. And it also was a nice 
thing too, to get them thinking quicker, 
thinking about rhythm.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Challenge  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  
 
Reflection 

“ I would say the game, I wasn’t planning on 
the game going so long , it was more meant to 
be like a 15 minute thing and then we were 
gonna do something else, but, we were having 
a hard time getting teams losing points, 
because they were - I felt they were - so 
focused,” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Participation  
 
Reflection  
 
Focus  

“Well, we played this game earlier in the year, 
individual. And if you got a rhythm wrong - 
so everyone would do it together, and 
everyone would tap together. And if some 
someone tapped, they would be out. Which is 
fine. But that takes a long time, and then what 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Participation  
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do you do with the 23 kids on the rug who are 
out? So this was kind of a more … it kept the 
kids more involved in the game.” 

Reflection  
 
Focus  

“Like I said, there was more buy in, I think, 
from each person, whereas if you do this 
game where you’re getting kids out, like 
they’re out, they’re not going to pay attention 
to anything else you say - and in fact, this 
class, they’re just going to sit there like they 
did the first time. Just sit and fool around. So 
then you have three or four kids you’re 
working with, trying to get to that last man 
standing, and it’s just not - it’s not the best use 
of time for each kid to learn, so. This seemed 
to - and this game I tried to go quickly, so I 
didn’t like dwell on things, it was like boom, 
boom, boom so you had to be ready.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Reflection  
 
Focus  

“So, without making a huge deal, and I think 
they saw too - when kids were given a little 
extra time to look at the rhythm (it’s like in 
8/4 - I’m not going to expect them to get it in 
3.10ths of a second) oh wait - we’re getting 
into the next level of this counting. To me, it 
forces the kid, because we always say “the top 
number gets the number of beats in the 
measure” - but you don’t really use that? 
Unless you’re given a piece of music, which 
is fine - maybe you’re reading on recorder or 
something. But this, man, you have to look at 
it. Otherwise you lose the points!” 

Assessment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Autonomy  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  
 
Reflection  
 
Focus 

“Okay, so at the very end, you had said “we’re 
not going to get down to zero today” (to 
losing, basically), you guys played this one so 
well. Should we play one more? And the 
whole class in unison, was like YES! You put 
an example on the board in 4/4 - I’ll show it 
to you - quarter note, quarter rest, and then 
half rest, and the student played it wrong. 
When he was trying to defend himself, he said 
to you, “But Mr. James, isn’t that one, two, 
threefourfivesix? And another student jumped 

Assessment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Autonomy  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  
 
Reflection  
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in and said, “no, remember the two cornered 
hat?” Tell me about that moment.” 
 
“That was nice. So it’s not the teacher saying 
“you’re right or wrong” - it’s like the kids 
were saying it. I think that’s a little more 
meaningful sometimes. When a kid actually 
says, well, um - I’ll teach it to them too - but 
it’s kind of nice that a student had internalized 
that so much that he could defend and say 
“here’s how it’s done, let me show you”. 
 

 
 

“There were enough students with enough 
rhythmic command, looking, reading, 
understanding - that they were trying to “fake 
out” the other students into playing [when 
they knew it was wrong]. Tell me about that. “ 
 
They’ll ask me, they’ll say, can I do this 
[mimes almost playing], and fake it, and not 
make a sound? And it’s like, you can do that! 
But if you make the slightest sound, you’re 
out. So I leave that up to them - I suppose 
that’s like a little competitive edge or 
something?” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Challenge  
 
Autonomy 
 
Participation  
 
Focus 

“When you asked them to clean up, you posed 
a question to them, you said “now, which row 
is going to do it the best? The best is quiet and 
respectful.” What happened?” 
 
“Well, as far as I remember, it was a complete 
turnaround from the beginning. It was so 
quiet.  
I don’t understand - and this is what bothers 
me about the class. Like, they know, they 
know the right thing to do, and they still 
won’t do it sometimes.” 
 
“What was different about that time than the 
beginning?” 
 
“It’s almost like you have to baby them, like I 
didn’t ask them the first time, I just said come 
get sticks, and they all just like [mimes 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Reflection 
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explosion with sound], you know? And so I 
was like, okay, lesson learned. And then you 
get to the end, and it’s like, alright, row 1, 
let’s see which row does this better - and 
whenever you throw in even the slightest bit 
of competition, they do better. And it’s - it 
boggles my mind, but if it gets them to do the 
right thing for now, then so be it.” 

“Does this awareness of these moments 
influence the way you think about teaching 
these kids in the future?” 
 
“Yeah.”  
 
“In what way?” 
 
“Well, you see with this class that if you sit 
down and lecture with them - you’re not 
going to get much. You’re not going to get 
very far. Or even do, like, practice. But, if you 
can take something that hopefully they’ve had 
a little experience doing, and turn it into 
something where hopefully they’re shooting 
for something, like winning, or points, or 
stickers, or something - with them, that seems 
to light a fire under them. So, it makes me 
think - I mean, there’s not many lessons left 
this year. But, if there are lessons that I can 
get to - whatever material we plan to use, like, 
I’m going be using something like this, like a 
game, or something.Yeah. It’s a lot easier, for 
me, lecturing, as teachers. But for the kids, 
maybe, it’s better sometimes to be doing other 
things.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Challenge  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Playful Persona  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Reflection  

“Yeah, I, I think we as teachers, we do things 
oftentimes that are comfortable for us, 
whereas, if you step outside of that sometimes 
for the kids benefit, it can actually, like - I’m a 
very ordered person, and when I came to this 
district, it was like, alright, you’re going to do 
this and this - you’re going to remain quiet; 
and it finally dawned on me my first year, that 
it’s okay like if I have a group over there and 
they’re working together, and they’re making 

Flexibility 
 
Desired Learning Outcomes  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport 
 
Participation  
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noise, and there’s a group over here, and 
they’re working together, and there’s noise in 
the classroom, that like - that bothered me at 
first - but then when I saw kids working 
together, and actually doing, then it was like, 
okay, noise is fine.” 

Reflection  
 
Focus  

 
Summary of Chapter 3 

​ This dissertation study focused on the experience of three general music teachers, as an 

instrumental case study seeking to observe what playful practice in the music classroom looks 

like, and its implications for future learning. As a qualitative study, the methodology focused on 

the use of semi-structured interviews (both introductory and concluding), as well as classroom 

observation, in order to best address the research questions. This research was supported by the 

initial findings of a pilot study which suggested the presence of strong correlations between 

students' musical learning and engagement, and the presence of playful practice in a music 

classroom.  

Participants were identified through a sample of convenience, meeting criteria for 

diversity in teaching experience, subject matter, age of students, and willingness to participate in 

observation and reflection. Interviews took place at the beginning and end of the study, and 

observations took place over the course of four weeks, in which each of the three classroom 

teachers were observed on three separate occasions; data was consistently collected, analyzed, 

and reviewed in accordance to draw final conclusions. 
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Chapter 4: Participant Data - Playful Teaching Practices 

Introduction 

This chapter will explore collected data in order to determine what elements of playful 

practice appear in the classroom music pedagogy of three studied teachers (whether planned or 

spontaneous) through the lens of the Playful Learning Practices and Tools (Mardell et al., 2023) 

to address the following research questions:  

1)​ In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

2)​ Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3)​ Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it shape 

their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

 The Playful Learning Practices and Tools give concrete examples as to what playful 

teaching looks like, and how teachers can plan for, encourage, and support its use as pedagogy. 

The five categories, 1) Empower Learners to Lead Their Own Learning; 2) Build a Culture of 

Collaborative Learning; 3) Promote Experimentation and Risk-Taking; 4) Encourage 

Imaginative Thinking; and 5) Welcome All Emotions Generated Through Play, not only set up 

classroom environments in which the three core tenets of playful learning (empowerment, 

meaning, and joy) can flourish in safe, seen, and meaningful ways for the students, but 
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encourage the planning of lessons in which the teacher’s preparatory work can be the foundation 

of playful learning as it is co-created by children’s choices, agency, and understandings.  

Figure 3: Playful Learning Practices and Tools (Mardell et al., 2023) 

                                            

Study Demographics 

This district of roughly 2,000 students is located in an affluent suburb. They operate 

within Princeton-Plan school divisions (all students in the same grade within the district attend 

school together from Kindergarten-12th grade, as opposed to “community schools” that 

determine which elementary/primary school a student attends by where they live); there is a 

Kindergarten-2nd grade elementary building, a 3rd-5th grade elementary building, a middle 

school, and a high school. The student body demographic is primarily white students, with South 

Asian students the next largest group.  
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The focus of this study was the teachers in the 3rd-5th elementary building, as the 3rd-5th 

building housed three separate teachers of classroom music (each with their own classload). 

These three teacher participants were identified through a sample of convenience; the similarity 

of the student population, student needs, and resourcing between the three allowed the focus of 

the data to be on the playful practices and pedagogy of the teacher participants. Although these 

teachers all work in the same district, the same elementary building, and see the same population 

distribution of students by grade, race, gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic background, they 

themselves represent a breadth of age, gender, and experience (see below), which influences their 

work.  

Table 4: Teacher Participants 

Teacher Years of 
Experience 

Teaching 
Responsibilities 

Class Observed for 
Study  

Teacher A, 
“Olivia” 

8 Elementary Classroom 
Music, Elementary 
Chorus 

3rd Grade Classroom 
Music: Homeroom 
Teacher 1 

Teacher B, 
“James” 

25 Elementary Classroom 
Music, Elementary 
Band 

3rd Grade Classroom 
Music: Homeroom 
Teacher 2 

Teacher C, 
“Ellie” 

2 Elementary Classroom 
Music, Elementary 
Orchestra 

3rd Grade Classroom 
Music: Homeroom 
Teacher 3 

 

The data was collected over four weeks, and included a preceding (introductory) 

interview with each teacher participant, classroom observation notes from one or two classroom 

visits per participant, and a reflective (concluding) interview with each teacher participant. While 

the focus of the study remained on the teachers and their pedagogies, students whose families 

consented to participate (and again gave their own assent) were also included in the context of 
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classroom observations to provide a larger scope of how the teacher’s pedagogy and any 

observed playful practice impacted the learning environment. For the purposes of this study, each 

teacher participant was observed during their own section of third grade classroom music.  

Table 5: Research Timeline 

 Week 1 
6/2/25 - 6/6/25 

Week 2 
6/9/25-6/13/25 

Week 3 
6/16/25-6/20/25 

Week 4 
6/23/25-6/27/25 

Teacher 
Participant A, 
“Olivia” 

Introductory 
Interview  

&  
Classroom 
Observation #1:  
12:45 PM-1:30 PM 
Homeroom 
Teacher 1 

 
 
 
Classroom 
Observation #2:  
12:45 PM-1:30 PM 
Homeroom 
Teacher 1 

 Concluding 
Interview 

Teacher 
Participant B, 
“James” 

Introductory 
Interview 

Classroom 
Observation #1:  
2:20 PM-3:00 PM 
Homeroom 
Teacher 2 

 Concluding 
Interview 

Teacher 
Participant C,  
“Ellie” 

Introductory 
Interview 

Classroom 
Observation #1: 
2:20 PM-3:00 PM 
Homeroom 
Teacher 3 

Classroom 
Observation #2: 
2:20 PM-3:00 PM 
Homeroom 
Teacher 3 

Concluding 
Interview 

 

The data in this chapter is organized by teacher participants for ease of reference; for the full 

interview protocols and data coding, please see Appendix .  

​ ​ ​ ​ Teacher Participant A: “Olivia” 

Teacher Background  

Olivia comes from a vocal background and has been teaching for 8 years. She was trained 

in the Kodaly approach to general music instruction in college, and considers vocal pedagogy to 
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be her area of expertise. Her primary responsibility in the district is K-5th classroom music and 

3rd-5th Chorus, although in years previous she has led middle school level choruses.  

Evidence of Playful Teaching Practices  

Olivia approached her classroom music teaching pedagogy from the perspective of 

student engagement and musicianship, focusing on the classroom environment as a predictor of 

student success, with particular strength in encouraging imaginative thinking. Her approach to 

lesson planning was informal; she was able to describe procedures and elements of the lessons as 

she wanted them to unfold, and her musical and emotional goals for students - however, no 

formal plans were provided. These measures were seen to be assessed by Olivia informally 

during the classroom observations (without rubric or written elements), and her classroom was 

community-oriented with opportunities for movement, singing, and instrumental musicking, 

which provided for some of the elements of playful teaching practices. The data in this section is 

based on her interviews, and the observation of two lessons: a lesson on a minor-key song with 

instrumental improvisation, called “Pass the Pumpkin”, and a lesson on song-form, using 

parachutes and dance patterns as manipulatives. 

​ Build A Culture of Collaborative Learning 

Olivia focused heavily on the “doing” aspect of music-making as a foundation of her 

teaching philosophy in her interviews  - that is, the musical means in which her students engage 

with content outwardly. In this way, building a culture of collaborative learning is something that 

is obviously important to her as a teacher; when asked, “How would you describe your teaching 

style?”, she responded,  

I want them to learn, but not know that they’re learning. That’s the key, I think - they’re 

having fun, but they’re learning stuff too. Um, my teaching style is definitely like - I 
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don’t want to say “loosey goosey”, but I am pretty flexible. I think that I’m pretty quick 

to squash stuff that happens, like in terms of being unkind, I really want music to be a 

safe and supportive space, and I want the kids to have as much enjoyment as they can, 

while also learning these concepts. Because -  music as a communication tool is 

inherently fun [...], music in this sense is a way of communicating and creating that 

community within a classroom. 

Olivia’s ideal music teaching practice seemed to be outlined here as something that could occur 

well because the classroom spaces have a focus on her conception of ‘fun’ as a tool for 

community-creation. This was echoed in the physical space of the classroom and in the manner 

in which students interacted both with it, and the teacher; not only were there welcoming and 

bright elements to the classroom decoration, and community oriented rug-seating, several 

students came in at the beginning of both lessons that were observed from other homerooms to 

deliver birthday treats to Olivia, stopping for stickers at the sticker wall on the way out (quietly 

and respectfully, so as not to disturb the learning environment).  

Olivia seems to put deep thought into how the creation of a collaborative culture can 

affect student learning, as this philosophy of enjoyment over authority enhancing the musical 

learning experience was a theme in her responses. When asked, “Tell me about your best class; 

either now, or ever”, she responded,  

Um, it’s a class I have right now. [..] They know how to have fun and be silly, they know 

how to reign it in, they really listen and focus when it’s time to focus [...]. They are very 

comfortable with each other, and very comfortable with me as their teacher. They’re not 

afraid to ask questions, they’re not afraid to like, push the envelope in terms of like, “why 
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are we doing this? What does this teach us, how can we improve on this?” Also, they’re 

just, um, a really sweet group of kids.  

In the same manner, Olivia put emphasis on this notion that the student’s manner of 

interacting with the classroom space and one another playfully is something that she can 

cultivate as her own responsibility, saying,  

I also think that the idea of playfulness in the classroom is really really powerful in the 

moments where it is not even necessarily planned, but where it is executed well. Like [...] 

how can you try to be creative enough as a teacher in your lesson planning to incorporate 

more moments like that? What does that look like, what could that look like? 

These thoughts and interpretations were obviously quite intentional for Olivia - it was clear that 

the students were comfortable and felt well-adjusted to their learning environment. .  

​ Promote Experimentation and Risk-Taking 

Promoting experimentation and risk-taking in her students is obviously something Olivia 

is beginning to think about, and wants to include in her practice through planned activities. In the 

first lesson observed, a minor-key song taught with instrumental improvisation, called “Pass the 

Pumpkin”, she set up a musical game in which the students who were “out” from singing and 

passing a stuffed pumpkin rotated through instruments set in a circle around the singers, meant 

for the students to improvise on the strong and weak beats of the song. She asked students to 

improvise, saying students who are “out” will play “whatever they like” on the xylophones and 

other instruments. This acknowledged the spirit of experimentation and taking risks, but without 

parameters in which to experiment or define the task, in practice it was sometimes overwhelming 

(or progressing toward success) for some students who ended up copying the strongest musically 

among them in order to be “correct”, rather than musically independent.  
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She acknowledged this, saying:  

Especially when there are kids that are really competitive, I think that it’s like - 

[improvising] that can be a little motivating, but also, deflating, if that makes sense, 

because sometimes the kids that are like [imitates complaining] when they get out - they 

don’t want to. 

Her second lesson, however, gently encouraged bravery and risk-taking through engaging 

with movement and dance in front of their peers. Olivia used a parachute as not only a physical 

and musical manipulative, showing through turning around a center for a certain amount of beats 

(first to the right, then to the left, then in, then out) how the form of a song manifested physically, 

but as a barrier for embarrassment; students were so invested in getting to use the fun object, that 

they were so much more willing to move, dance, and “mess-up” in front of their peers as a result. 

Olivia introduced the dance song-form lesson in conjunction with the parachute itself, 

purposefully planning for the students' hesitancy, and making it clear that one could not exist 

without the other. As a result, the class was full of student movement that was overwhelmingly 

present and engaged in the musical material.  

Encourage Imaginative Thinking 

Encouraging imaginative thinking is a particular strength of Olivia’s, and is seen in both 

planned and spontaneous teaching. When asked, “Tell me about the best lesson you’ve ever 

taught”, she responded,  

I think that one of the most successful things [...] is teaching the kids what is the 

difference between flat and sharp in singing. We have a big bullseye, and [...] what makes 

it successful is that I turn it into a game. I’ll have the kids come up and they’ll point to 

the bullseye, and one part says sharp, and one part says flat, and there’s a center that’s the 
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center of the pitch we’re going for. And I will point (or I’ll have the kids point) to the 

bullseye and say, “Here’s your Do, so now I want you to follow with your voice with 

where I point.”, and they’re going [imitating raising and falling pitch], and they’re doing 

different levels of sharp and flat. And, they always get it, because what I ask them to do is 

start reflecting, in that next lesson, like “Are you hitting the bullseye? Do you hear your 

classmates hitting the bullseye?” And I think it’s the times where they don't hit the 

bullseye that I’m more interested in, because it’s like, can you detect that, and then, can 

you fix it? 

This reflection shows not only pedagogical awareness of the coexistence of playfulness through 

imagination and “serious” learning, but her ability to use it in practice in a manner that addresses 

behavioral concerns, assessment, and musical expectations due to high levels of engagement.  

​ Imaginative thinking seems to be part of Olivia’s teaching persona, and she was able to 

use it spontaneously to focus and improve the musicking of her students in both lessons observed 

to create high levels of student buy-in and engagement. In the first lesson, students were 

expected to improvise on instruments when “out” from singing a minor-key song, “Pass the 

Pumpkin”. Students were experiencing moderate success, but the culture of the room was not up 

to Olivia’s standards for musicking and community. She spontaneously changed her approach to 

demonstrating the instruments for student use, using the rain-stick imaginatively: 

After several turns, it was observed that Student 1 finally arrived at the rain-stick in the 

circle of instruments you play when “out”. Olivia decides to play it several times (without 

talking), which immediately gets the attention of the room. She pretends to be taking a 

shower underneath it [giggles from the room - there is rapt attention once more], and says 

“this is a RAIN-STICK!”, while gently tapping on all the sides, and turning it every 
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which way. Olivia never explicitly mentions to “be careful”, but Student 1 - and then 

every student after - used it with respect and caution. Additionally, Olivia’s behavior was 

noticeably relaxed, playful, and slow while explaining, which had a noticeable impact on 

the classroom environment. While no “musical” terms were used to describe the rain 

stick’s function, students improvised successfully on big and small beats. Some turned 

the stick, some shook it. All students seemed musically to “play” with the stick, and 

many of them seemed to imitate or improvise on the “water” element. Student 6, after 

playing the rain-stick, exclaimed, “I LOVE this game!”, referencing the fact that his 

being “out” let him use this instrument.  

When reflecting on this lesson, she stated:  

I just thought it was a  great moment. [...] Um, I just wanted to have some fun. I wish 

there was a playful way I could have demonstrated the other instruments, after thinking 

about it, because that was really cool.  

In the second lesson observed, she similarly improvised in-the-moment, adding imaginative 

language and description to approach student engagement musically (waves, bubbles, up and 

down movements to match the song-form lesson) with a particular learning material, the 

parachute: 

Olivia purposefully demonstrated parachute safety, showing how the parachute can move 

up, down, make a bubble, and make waves. When demonstrating the waves, she 

continued, speaking playfully, saying, “Please don’t make huge waves, you’ll DROWN 

me!” [in response to the two students yanking hard on their parachute handles - they 

immediately stop, and other students correct their posture and grips]. 

When reflecting on this lesson, she stated:  
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Any lesson where they’re up and engaged and moving the whole time, and you can’t feel 

time passing is always a good one. [...] Because I think that learning is the most fun when 

you don’t know that you’re learning, it’s like you’re tricking them into it. 

The students were incredibly responsive and receptive to Olivia’s authenticity when imaginative, 

and participated fully in not only the spirit of the playfulness, but the musical act it was in 

service of.  

​ Welcome All Emotions Generated Through Play 

Olivia seems to care deeply about her students' experiences and emotions, and is 

beginning to reflect on and develop strategies to incorporate the varied feelings students can 

experience while being playful. In her first lesson, the “Pass the Pumpkin” game involved 

students rotating around instruments to improvise on when “out”. One of these stations was not 

an instrument at all, but a stuffed animal “Stitch” plushie, which she spontaneously included 

when she realized there were not enough instruments in the classroom for the amount of students 

playing. A student, upon reaching the station with Stitch, was seemingly unsure how to interact 

with the stuffed animal, and, after a moment, began hitting it, which gradually escalated into a 

meltdown as other students attempted to correct or scold the behavior. Olivia, seemingly unsure 

how to respond, ended the game. Upon reflection, she stated, 

I think I needed to give them more clear parameters about how to do what I actually 

wanted them to play on the instruments, rather than just letting them play [...] because I 

do think that it becomes like a lot to manage, and I do think that I am not great at that 

skillset yet, but it’s the thing I want to work on. I would have had them practice, maybe 

with body percussion or something, some examples of rhythms that they could have 

done, like let’s practice the steady beat, or let’s practice the improv, or let’s practice “Pass 
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the Pumpkin” before I transferred it onto the instruments. I knew that they were going to 

be excited about the game, so I remember, once I started the game, that kind of took over 

any instructional things, because they wanted to play the game. 

She continued, saying: 

I think that I’m aiming for more of the like, rain stick moments vs. Stitch. I think that 

that’s kind of an example of how it can kind of go awry, vs. how it can really engage their 

learning. I think that like sometimes I get so caught up in the weeds of like they have to 

know this or this this this and this, that I don’t let it breathe enough, and I don’t let there 

be space for that kind of silliness, and I don’t let there be space for that kind of 

playfulness.  

​ This is an interesting and honest reflection that acknowledges the struggle as teachers to 

wrestle the paradox between what students “need to know” and the experience of the learner 

while learning; it shows further thoughtfulness in Olivia’s desire to welcome all emotions 

generated through play. 

Summary  

​ Olivia expresses through interview and observed practice care and consideration of the 

spaces her students musick in, whether by planned design or in improvisatory response to lesson 

elements as they unfold. She has a strong imaginative side to her teaching persona, which comes 

through to the students as playfulness, and they respond either through increased participation 

and engagement in the material, or co-creating a curricular environment in which they are 

beginning to take risks. While most of her elements of playful practice are present in a 

spontaneous fashion, she shows a desire to connect deeply with her students' musical learning 

and abilities, and they respond in kind.  
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Teacher Participant B: “James” 

Teacher Background 

James comes from an instrumental band background, and has been teaching for over 25 

years. He has interacted with different approaches to classroom music education in college and in 

various training since (like Orff and Kodaly, although he holds no formal levels in either), but 

considers instrumental band to be his primary area of expertise. His primary responsibility within 

the district is 4th-5th grade band, but he teaches a few sections of classroom music as the 

administration and school schedule necessitate.  

Evidence of Playful Teaching Practices  

James’s pedagogical practices revolve first around creating a learning environment that 

meets his behavioral expectations (namely; quiet unless asked specifically to do otherwise, and 

contained or still bodies), and then demonstrable evidence of music learning, with particular 

strength in building a culture of collaborative learning. These measures were seen to be assessed 

by James informally during the classroom observation (without rubric or written elements), and 

are reminiscent of expected outcomes in ensemble rehearsal (i.e. careful/still bodies to facilitate 

close-by sitting with instruments, noticeable musical cohesion, sound improvement, musicking 

together). Every element of the lesson (introduction, body of the lesson, assessment, conclusion) 

was planned for in a provided lesson plan, shared with me, and James was able to describe his 

motivations and choices behind each pedagogical decision. While on the surface his teaching 

practices seemed “serious”, and antithetical to playful teaching, many of the elements of 

successful playful pedagogy were present with fidelity in his instruction. The data in this section 

is based on James’ interviews, and the observation of a lesson on rhythmic review, in which 

students were expected to respond to, read, and play different rhythmic patterns in varied time 
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signatures on rhythm sticks in groups. This was facilitated by the use of the game, “Poison”, 

commonly known as “Poison Rhythm”. 

​ Empowering Learners to Lead Their Own Learning 

James taught a rhythmic review lesson, focusing on students being able to read and play 

rhythmic patterns in assorted time signatures and mixed meters. He used the rhythmic game, 

“Poison” (in which students must be able to read successfully to determine which rhythm not to 

play - i.e., the “poison rhythm”) to facilitate this.  As the elements of the lesson unfolded, it was 

obvious that the hallmark of playful practice - that is when what the teacher wants students to 

learn is what the students want to be doing - was in full effect. Students were highly invested in 

the rules of the game, asking deeply musical questions that showed their ability to lead, analyze, 

and make sense of the rhythmic objectives: “...are we only doing 4 notes[beats] in a measure or 3 

notes[beats]?”, “does this count as a tap/sound?”. James involved the students in explaining the 

directions, rather than just answering questions outright, which had the intended effect of not 

only retaining the engagement level and pushing the students to lead their own learning, but 

seemingly motivating the students to see past James’ stated and reinforced pedagogical 

expectation for “quiet”, turning it into “respect”:  

“Well, let’s look at the numbers in the time signature for the first question. What do you 

see? Would there be 4 beats or 3?”, to which the student responded, “in this one 3 cause 

the top time signature number says how many notes [beats] there are and it says 3/4“. 

James responded to the whole class (who had called out slightly trying also to answer, but 

were visibly and respectfully trying to ‘reign it in’), “if you said 4, are you out?” 

Students, accepting that their ‘calling out’ was culturally acceptable at this moment, 

responded unison, “yes!”, but immediately stopped their noise after answering. James 
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asked, “Why? What is the bottom number for?”, to which three separate students, quite 

literally leaping out of their chairs, hands thrust in the air, chanted “I know I know I 

know”. The chosen student was correct in their answer, and their teammates cheered.  

These playful moments very interestingly seemed to set up a cycle of reinforcement for both the 

students and the teacher; both parties understood that class could continue in this manner if a) the 

students were fulfilling the teacher’s musical and behavioral expectations, and b) the students 

continued to demonstrate their enjoyment of their learning as engagement and leadership in their 

learning.  

​ Build A Culture of Collaborative Learning 

While James expressed some desire in his interview to make spaces collaborative and 

“fun” (but did not elaborate on what, exactly that can look like or why it is important), his 

primary definition of a successful classroom music lesson seemed to revolve around the auditory 

evidence of learning outcomes (rather than, say, levels of student participation, or markers of 

student achievement compared to previous classes); pointedly, these were all positioned as 

‘serious’ learning, in contrast with ‘fun’ or collaboration. When asked, “How would you describe 

your teaching style?” James responded,  

Fun, but I also expect a lot from my kids. [...] What I try to do, at least with the activities 

I plan, is the activity is meant to reinforce or teach or pound in to the kids - in a nice way 

- so that they actually are learning something. Sometimes I feel like when I go in other 

classrooms, there’s just this sense of like, hey we have 40 minutes of music, let’s just fill 

it with time for doing … something.  

However (perhaps ironically), in practice, his teaching persona and planned lesson 

encouraged high levels of collaborative learning, with students who were determined to show 
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their ability and musicianship by working well together - even out of necessity. While James’ 

diversion in their music class plan to the playfulness of “Poison” did not seem to be typical of a 

day-to-day music lesson (a brave and thoughtful way to try something new as a teacher), and was 

noticed by his students, it was a powerful motivator in meeting James’s stated pedagogical 

expectations for both quiet and order, and quality musicianship - seemingly to his surprise. James 

started the musical portion of the lesson by stating, “...they can’t play a game today if you’re 

going to behave like this.”, which as an attention-grabber for the students, completely affected 

the course of the student engagement for the rest of the observation period: 

When students hear “game”, they become quiet with a different undercurrent; excitedly 

restless, but more obviously compliant (the two side conversations cease and one student 

who started calling out raises their hand to speak, to ask a question.) James does not 

pause, but instead asks students, “Do  you remember the game, Poison?”, to which 

students excitedly unison cheer, “YES!”.  James explains that they will be starting the 

day with “Poison” as a review activity, and sets the expectation that in order to play, 

students must quietly, in line order, walk to their assigned seats in the classroom 

[configured facing the Promethean board, the chairs are ordered in 4 rows of 8, with an 

aisle in the middle distinguishing two separate ‘teams’ that have 4 to a row.] Students 

proceed immediately to their chairs, obviously containing their excitement, but 

completely meeting the expectations for quiet and order.  

As the game seemed to continue to motivate students into more clearly meeting his 

expectations for quiet and order, James both visibly and audibly relaxed, and became not only 

more comfortable with introducing the musical concepts, but communicatively playful. This, in 

74 



 

turn, motivated the students to become more concerned with their own musical learning, and act 

collaboratively, while still once more remaining mindful of the teacher’s expectations.  

After introducing the game, James was visually surprised at their change in behavior, and 

his speaking tone shifted dramatically when students were seated; he began explaining 

the rules of the game, even making what seemed to be an obvious inside joke to some of 

the students, “it’s impossible to play it like that - I’ve tried!”, which elicited some laughs 

and a general baseline of calm attention. Student noise quietly began again while the 

rules were being explained, but the class noise became dedicated toward strategizing the 

game, “...guys we’re all a team so don’t mess this up on purpose”, and the ‘culture’ of 

quiet remained high while working collaboratively with their peers; when a student 

would raise their hand to ask a question, the “undercurrent” of sound paused for the 

speaker, seemingly both out of respect, and in case the question was relevant to their 

success in the game.  

This was a complete shock to James, who had stated that he planned “game(s)”, plural, 

and based on the interview questions, didn’t expect the students to be able to handle them, let 

alone succeed at them. In fact, the more the students worked together, the more focused and 

engaged they became not only with one another, but with the teacher and assigned material, until 

the very end of class.  

The lesson went quickly; after several more turns, James looked at the clock for the first 

time since class started, and was visibly shocked that 40 minutes had elapsed. He said to 

the class, his demeanor still relaxed, transactional, and highly engaged with the students, 

“we’re not going to get down to zero today” (losing, as when the teams played a pattern 

wrong, they lost the number of points the question was worth; however, the students were 
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so highly engaged in their reading, despite the different challenges given by James, that 

neither team was remotely close to zero) “…[surprised and friendly tone], you guys 

played this one well!”. He paused, looking at their faces and sensing something about 

their energy - a little sad it was over, maybe, or that they still were “there” together and 

could learn “just one more thing” and said, “Should we play ONE more?”.  In unison, the 

class shouted. “YES!”, some students literally standing out of their chairs. 

As an experienced teacher, although this lesson was perhaps not in the “normal” scope for 

day-to-day practice, James leaned heavily into the success of the collaborative learning 

environment; he was able to successfully improvise off his planned lesson, extending its reach 

and impact beyond its original purpose as review, and kept the momentum going until the very 

end. When asked about the successful collaboration within the lesson, James responded:  

I think we as teachers, we do things oftentimes that are comfortable for us, whereas, if 

you step outside of that sometimes for the kids benefit, it can actually, like - I’m a very 

ordered person, and when I came to this district, it was like, alright, you’re going to do 

this and this - you’re going to remain quiet; and it finally dawned on me my first year, 

that it’s okay like if I have a group over there and they’re working together, and they’re 

making noise, and there’s a group over here, and they’re working together, and there’s 

noise in the classroom. That like - that bothered me at first - but then [today] when I saw 

kids working together, and actually doing, then it was like, okay, noise is fine. 

Promote Experimentation and Risk-Taking 

When asked, “Tell me about the class I’m going to see”, James’s response about the 

students who were being observed was seemingly antithetical to an environment that would 

promote experimentation and risk-taking. He stated, 
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Okay [sighs] get ready. Uh, this is a third grade class, [...] but they really - they are super 

chatty, and they have a super hard time focusing. And at this point in the year, having 

been here for a year now, they’re actually, some of them are actually quite … I don’t want 

to say snotty, but even mean-spirited sometimes. So, just, like I usually have pretty good 

control over classrooms, but this is a tough one.  

He expressed some doubt about their ability to participate in a classroom environment that would 

promote experimentation and risk-taking, saying:  

[...] But, sometimes you just  - it’s like you’re just spitballing on the wall, like, how can I 

get through a class, where they function and actually get something accomplished 

without the whole thing disintegrating in a pile of rubble, you know? 

However, in practice, repeated demonstrations of excellent student musicianship propelled by the 

game “Poison”, not only inspired James to make in-the-moment adjustments to his teaching to 

further the musicality of the game (diving deeper into the students' learning through more 

advanced rhythmic challenges), but to provide more opportunity for continued high-level 

engagement. As the lesson progressed, his teaching affectation was no longer about classroom 

“control” - it became empowerment, and the students demonstrated highly experimental and 

risk-forward musical practices as a result. Toward the middle of the lesson, James said, “I think 

we should make this part of the game. I’m going to ask YOU whether they are right.”, and for 

the remainder of the class, students were expected to act as judges for their peers, playing both in 

groups and alone. The atmosphere of engagement and willingness to participate never wavered; 

in fact, it seemed to increase as a result.  

​ When asked about this shift, James responded: 
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Well, you see with this class that if you sit down and lecture with them - you’re not going 

to get much. You’re not going to get very far. [...] But, if you can take something that 

hopefully they’ve had a little experience doing, and turn it into something where 

hopefully they’re shooting for something, like winning, or points, or stickers, or 

something - with them, that seems to light a fire under them. So, it makes me think - I 

mean, there’s not many lessons left this year. But, if there are lessons that I can get to - 

whatever material we plan to use, like, I’m going to be using something like this, like a 

game, or something. It’s a lot easier, for me, lecturing, as a teacher. But for the kids, 

maybe, it’s better sometimes to be doing other things. 

​ Encourage Imaginative Thinking 

James has a classroom environment that is capable of deep thinking, as evidenced by 

their ability to justify and explain their learning processes and outcomes.  

Toward the end of “Poison”, the patterns were no longer in 4/4; James changed the 

patterns to 5/4, 6/4, 7/4, 8/4, and 10/4 without explicitly saying so. Seemingly, the point 

of doing so was to encourage student skill in interpretation and reading, and the students 

were doing a musical and accurate job. The patterns ranged wildly, and the students 

continued to give interpretive feedback (“yes, that was right because…” “Yeah it had 6 

beats…”), until one student incorrectly played a pattern. 

Immediately, a student from the other team, hand thrust in the air but calling out anyway, 

shouted, “NO! You shouldn’t have done that!” James, despite this technically breaking 

his set expectation for “quiet” and “following the rules” with this student speaking out of 

turn, was in a flow state of engagement; obviously in a place where he felt comfortable 

with the fact that knowledge was being exchanged, he leaned into this moment saying, 
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“Prove it.”. The disagreeing student came up to the board (unprompted, just excited), and 

pointed to the whole rest saying - “that’s NOT a hat rest/half rest. That’s a whole rest. It’s 

4 [beats]. You only played it for 2 [beats] and sat down.” This student’s teammates 

nodded enthusiastically in agreement. 

His teaching persona in this lesson seemed to adjust methods of communication with 

improvisatory imaginative language to enhance student learning. Should James choose to apply 

strategies to provide for learning imaginatively in his planning, even in small ways in places 

where it already exists (say - using the imagery of the “half rest/hat rest” to have the students 

pantomime a hat while looking at a half rest as a review strategy before playing), it might 

broaden their already successful learning, or catch the less vocal students who might otherwise 

“slip through the cracks”. 

​ Welcome All Emotions Generated Through Play 

​ James, as a seasoned teacher, seemed to anticipate that a competitive game would create a 

competitive atmosphere in which students would experience heightened emotions. He negotiated 

this relationship (whether purposefully or not) by making the emotional focus of the game more 

about whether the students were capable of the task - not necessarily which team was the “most” 

capable.  

The game began seamlessly: students taking turns, playing correctly, counting out 

loud/playing when it was their turn - consistently reminding each other of James’s 

expectations “be quiet! No cheating!”, and James noticeably enjoyed the atmosphere in 

the room; smiling, speaking warmly, and quasi-joking in the manner in which he 

displayed the next slides, trying to “fake” them into playing. This affected the student 

response; they were highly attentive, but noticeably relaxed, and had an incredibly huge 
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demeanor shift from the beginning of class. It no longer seemed like the classroom 

environment was “us” vs. “him”, but rather “all of us”.  

When asked about this, James responded: 

Yeah, yeah. Sometimes they’ll ask me [...] “can I do this [mimes almost playing], and 

fake it, and not make a sound?” And it’s like, you can do that! But if you make the 

slightest sound, you’re out. So I leave that up to them - I suppose that’s like a little 

competitive edge or something? [...] It’s these little things, like play - that’s what it is. 

You’re playing around with kids, but getting them hopefully learning something through 

it. 

When competitive emotions inevitably arose between the students playing, James had a calm and 

measured air about him, and took it in stride, solving the musical problem at hand to settle the 

argument. His connection to the emotions of the students met their expectation that he take it as 

seriously as they do; however, instead of scolding them for how they were interacting with each 

other (or their feelings), he took the response for what it was - care and engagement in their 

learning.  

One student took a turn, and then during the bumped one of the rhythm sticks right at the 

end. This immediately ignited debate in the other team (who, like the first team, were 

watching each opposing turn like a hawk). They began to exclaim, “he made a sound!”, 

to which students on the other team took turns alternating semi-shouting in return, “no he 

didn’t”, or “it wasn’t a REAL sound” James responded by changing the pattern, and 

asking the student to play a slightly altered version, saying to the whole class “Stop. Let’s 

let this decide.”. Without explicitly saying so, he gave the student a musical challenge - if 

you can do this, then we know your other noise was an accident, and you may keep the 
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points. The students accepted this without question, as the room noise immediately 

ceased. The student perfectly played the pattern and showed his mastery by counting out 

loud. The other team accepted this without complaint. 

Summary  

​ James, perhaps antithetically to many of his assumed practices based on his given 

answers, demonstrated many of the abilities and teaching persona necessary to execute quality 

playful teaching practices. His ability to respond calmly, spontaneously, and musically to student 

stimuli, coupled with meticulous planning, means not much of what happened in the classroom 

was accidental or unintentional. The result of his playful practice, whether a deviation from his 

norm or not, was often deep engagement and demonstration of musical ability on the part of his 

students.  

Teacher Participant C: “Ellie” 

Teacher Background 
 
Ellie comes from an instrumental orchestra background, and has been teaching for 2 

years. She has interacted with different approaches to classroom music education in college and 

in various training since (like Orff and Kodaly), but does not have any formal levels in either, 

and considers instrumental orchestra to be her area of expertise; her primary responsibility within 

the district is split equally between 4th-5th orchestra and 3rd-5th classroom music.  

The data in this section is based on Ellie’s  interviews, and the observation of two 

lessons: a lesson on strong vs. weak beats, in which students demonstrated their knowledge 

through the games “Meter Tag” and “Blind Kareoke”, and a rhythmic review lesson in which 

students were expected to demonstrate their rhythmic knowledge through the reading of different 
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notes, patterns, and time signatures; this second lesson was facilitated by the use of the game, 

“Rhythm Jeopardy”. 

Evidence of Playful Teaching Practices  

Ellie has not yet distinguished for herself a teaching philosophy she holds strongly to, and 

takes most of her classroom music teaching cues from Olivia and James, her in-district mentors 

and peers; however, she shows a real level of care for the student's shared experience, 

collaboratively and imaginatively. Ellie’s pedagogy is heavily influenced by her strength as an 

orchestral instrumentalist (her planning for classroom music is largely not vocal-based), yet it 

does not seem to define her approach to classroom music teaching - she treats them as separate 

experiences, rather than classroom music serving as a preparatory activity for instrumental 

music. Similarly to Olivia, her approach to lesson planning was informal; while she was able to 

describe some of the procedures and elements of the lessons as she wanted them to unfold, and 

some of her musical and emotional goals for students, no formal plans were provided, and many 

of her observed teaching procedures seemed improvisatory, rather than planned for. These 

measures were again seen to be assessed by Ellie informally during the classroom observations 

(without rubric or written elements), and her classroom was a sometimes unpredictable mix of 

community-oriented opportunities for movement, singing, and instrumental musicking, which 

provided for some of the elements of both playful teaching practices, and rigidly formal 

teacher-directed-instruction. 

​ Empower Learners to Lead Their Own Learning 

Ellie shows an awareness of her newness in classroom music pedagogy, and is honest 

about characterizing it. When asked, “Tell me about the best lesson you’ve ever taught.”, Ellie 

responded,   
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Again, I don’t have a lot of experience, and I barely remember what I did like 30 minutes 

ago. [...] In general music, it’s still like newer for me, so I - like obviously I know the 

curriculum, but I don’t necessarily have the best ways to communicate it yet, or like pull 

them in, or like I don’t have the best ideas for how to make it fun. 

In practice, while her preparation and planning might reflect her newness, she has the 

ability to see when students are struggling, and attempts to improvise within her instruction to 

create environments for more student-led learning. In the second lesson observed, the rhythmic 

review “Jeopardy”, Ellie noticed a disconnect between what the students thought they “should” 

know, and the knowledge that they were able to demonstrate. She decided to pivot midway 

through the game to address this: 

Ellie, noticing the very obviously deflated class energy, that is starting to edge toward 

chatter and out-of-control movement and unease, decides to turn the game into a 

masterclass, in which any team can answer the question (i.e. “steal points” from the team 

who should be “it”), at the behest of a student who asked to make it part of the game. 

This immediately shifts three things: 1) The focus of the room (it becomes much clearer 

and more pointed toward the activity) 2) the musical participation of the group (they 

answer more confidently and more accurately interpret the musical questions, leading the 

learning themselves by explaining their answers) and 3) the noise of the room (while still 

uncomfortably loud, the talking and sound is directed once more to strategizing with 

teammates, explaining the answer, or desperately trying to be picked.) 

In reflecting on her motivation to steer the lesson this way, Ellie stated,  
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It’s just, when the kids asked to steal - I was like -  I wanna incorporate this. I did that 

with some other classes, but I couldn’t think of a better process for the stealing, I didn’t 

know if this was completely fair, so I got rid of it.  

​ Build A Culture of Collaborative Learning 

Ellie seemed unsure about her role as a teacher in the facilitation of learning spaces, 

collaborative or otherwise. When asked, “How would you describe your teaching style?”, she 

responded,  

Um, unknown still! I’m still figuring it out, especially in general music, you know how, 

like - not mean do I be - but how nice and fun am I, compared to how mean and strict am 

I, so I still - I don’t really know. I want to be nice, but sometimes it’s hard to be nice 

when kids like, take advantage of it, so maybe I’m more on the strict side? But I don’t 

have a lot of experience, so I don’t know. You tell me after this is done! 

Interestingly, when asked to describe “...the class I’m going to see”, Ellie used cultural 

and collaborative language to describe the children themselves, and their musical practices. She 

stated,  

They are really sweet. They started the year off more quiet and shy, but now they are 

really just a close knit class, they’re all friends with each other. Um, sometimes, there’s 

friend drama. [laughs] [...] They’re very quick learners, like, musically, you know some 

classes [...] it just so happens they might all have a harder time with like aural skills, or 

like coordination skills, but this class - all of them just pick up on things so easily. They 

love to sing, they love it when we sing for the concert, um, so they’re all very musically 

inclined. They’re good kids. 
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Ellie seems to have a particular sensitivity for the collaborative classroom, and (whether or not 

she is aware of it) it is something she is attuned to as a marker for her student success. She 

improvised on her instructional plan several times in the two lessons observed to shift the culture 

of the learning collaboratively. I asked her to describe her motivations, saying: 

Tell me about this moment: you were asking them to clap and count four eighth notes, 

quarter note, quarter rest, half note, half note. The student that you had asked to do it - 

couldn’t do it. And then the student that tried to steal, also couldn’t do it. Instead of 

moving on you had the whole class do it - you had the whole class do it several times. 

Ellie responded,“I just wanted to make sure they could do it! Well, also to like, help 

further the game, but also to like I’m like - you should be able to do this, so we need to all do it 

together.” I continued, asking,  

There were a couple moments like that - where a student would answer something that 

maybe wasn’t a thousand dollar question, it was like a 4 or 5 hundred dollar question, and 

they weren’t getting it right, and another student would guess the right answer, or 

somebody would be shouting the wrong answer, and you would pause and do it with 

them. What’s your thought process there? 

 To which Ellie responded,  

Just to model. So they know, kind of, what to go off of. There was actually one, I think it 

was that rhythm, I did it loudly with them, and then I did it again, and then I quietly did 

it, just to see if they could do it. They did okay; a little bit better.[...] They still all looked 

kind of not sure of themselves - they did not look confident. They were all like, looking 

at me like, did we get it right, I don’t know? And I’m like , the answer is right there! I 

would have loved to deep dive into like, okay remember it’s 1 2 3 4 , like eighth notes are 
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1 +, quarter rest gets one breath, I would have loved to dive deeper into that, but I was so 

pressed for time. Maybe what could have been beneficial, especially with third graders, is 

having a review session first, and then playing a game of Jeopardy. That could have been 

helpful.  

​ Promote Experimentation and Risk-Taking 

Ellie’s admitted newness and discovery of process as a classroom music teacher leaves 

her in the early stages of promoting experimentation and risk-taking. She plans for scenarios in 

which students are able to demonstrate their knowledge in front of their peers, but sometimes 

without room for more experimentation, or follow through after the risk is taken. In the second 

lesson observed, some students were able to answer Jeopardy questions successfully, while other 

students did not know the answers to the questions, or were unable to understand exactly what 

the question was asking them to do.  

A 200 point (easier) question was displayed: “How many eighth notes are in one beat?”. 

The first student in Team 2 to answer says, “8???”. There was very little reaction from the 

class - especially one you would expect from a question meant to be ‘easy’, when other 

students would know the answer (eagerness, frustration, anticipation); instead the class is 

quiet, almost wondering, as if they possibly are also unsure. Another student in the back 

of the row says “2?” very quietly, and Ellie says, “Yes! How did you know??”. The 

student responds, “I guessed it.” Ellie adds the points to the team and moves on to the 

next question, visibly frustrated.  

She creates, with obvious intention, scenarios in which a risk is presented to the students with 

effort and care, and is growing toward the follow-through stages of how to help them through 

frustration, indecision, and hesitation.  
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​ Ellie acknowledged this in reflection, saying: 

I think I need to have better, realistic expectations, like maybe this was too hard for them 

today? And prepare more, like maybe have a  review session before we play - come up 

with strict rules. Sometimes I’m a little too loosey-goosey in my life. They respond well 

to competitions, they like competitions, [...], if I have to get serious, like, they take it very 

internally -  they care. You know how some kids, like if you reprimand them, or say, I’m 

going to take this away - they’re like - okay whatever - like, um, it doesn’t phase them? 

These kids, it really does phase them, like, they take it personally. 

​ Encourage Imaginative Thinking 

While unplanned, in one observed instance Ellie was able to successfully use imaginative 

thinking to enhance student understanding and engagement. This was the case in her first lesson, 

in which students were learning about strong vs. weak beats: 

Ellie arrives at the slide demonstrating strong vs. weak beats. She noticed the room 

lagging behind her lesson, and decides to change direction for this slide - instead of 

having the students repeat her words (this is strong, this is weak, etc.), she has the 

students try out STRONG beats (emphasizing with her voice the word STRONG, and 

having the students “pump” their muscles) by playing a tune in 4/4 and having the 

students jump on 1 + 3. The students were highly engaged and while still slightly chatty, 

the class noise shifted to talking about their musicianship. The students really focused on 

the movement and were able to use descriptive language to describe its musical purpose.  

The students connected strongly with this language, and would have even more so if it were 

continually used and reinforced; this could be a powerful tool of engagement for Ellie in the 
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future, and she has an obvious ability to improvise within imaginative parameters the students 

enjoy, accept, and benefit from.  

​ Welcome All Emotions Generated Through Play 

Ellie recognizes that the learning environment in the context of play and playfulness 

creates heightened emotions of all kinds. She reflected on her enjoyment of being able to “joke 

around” with her students, but equally lamented she hadn’t thought about how to pre-plan to 

respond to the moments when she needed to “pull them back in”, saying:  

I like being able to joke around. With this class, I think I can do that. I mean, they get 

louder - for sure. Like, they get excited and they kind of bounce off of it. They play into 

it, they like to act, like that kind of stuff. They like to play pretend. So - it’s good. But it 

kind of derails them a little bit more, before I pull them back in, you know? I never 

thought about being able to plan it, even, that was never a thought that crossed my mind. 

I kind of like, from watching people, and collecting things that I say - I don’t know. But I 

usually never plan it. But, I never thought that you could plan it, like, I mean that’s my 

hope. I would love to do that every time. But like, today, I’m just so tired. Every class 

today was so chatty and wouldn’t listen. But I would hope that in a couple of years that 

could be my, like, my norm. 

As before, however much her responses were unplanned, she is able to assess the 

temperature of the room - how her students are feeling, how they are responding to the content 

and the learning situation, and make some spontaneous adjustments, even if it takes some 

instructional time to do so. In the second lesson observed, the “Jeopardy”, she successfully 

steered her students out of their frustration, and back into their learning by focusing on positive 

reinforcement: 
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Ellie begins by asking “Row 1”, to pick a category and point question, but does not 

explain which student should do so. The students in Row 1 get into a verbal argument 

over which student should be allowed to pick, and start debating with Ellie; some 

students feel it should be the most confident student who should be allowed to pick, 

others feel everyone should get a turn, and the other teams decide to chime in (sometimes 

loudly), which results in the loss of 3.5 minutes of instructional time. Ellie finally decides 

that they should just go in order for the rows, and that everyone must take a turn - the 

explanation she gives the students is that it is “fair” (positioning this as an activity in 

which everyone must demonstrate their learning). The first student takes a turn - they 

pick the easiest question in the “clap and count” category, and do it correctly. Ellie 

verbally reinforces their demonstration, saying, “I love how you gave the quarter notes 

one beat each, and clapped a steady beat. Great job!” The noise in the room focuses after 

this first example, and the student chatter shifts toward strategy “I know this one, pick 

that one because …. Etc.”, as students become more invested in the game.  

Summary 

Ellie, as a new teacher, is beginning to truly think about her classroom music pedagogy - 

not just what to teach, but how. She is honest and reflective about her newness, and shows care 

for the experience her students have while learning in her room. Her instincts let her make 

improvisatory adjustments to her plans to account for elements of playful practice, and with 

planning and intent, these instincts could be powerful tools for student learning and engagement.  

Summary of Chapter 4 

Olivia, James, and Ellie, all demonstrate various approaches to playful practice, and 

strengths therein. Olivia has strong imaginative instincts, and puts particular emphasis on 
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collaborative learning; her skills are developing in leading student risk-taking, improvisation, 

and creating a learning environment in which she is able to anticipate, acknowledge, and plan for  

emotions and circumstances generated by play. James is a strong planner and pedagogue, and 

skilled at not only creating collaborative learning environments, but allowing students to lead 

their own learning. His experience lets him steer through and anticipate the various emotions 

generated by play, and promote quality experimentation and risk-taking for his students with 

clear parameters that further their success. He seems to believe that his teaching persona is 

seemingly antithetical to encouraging imaginative thinking, as his classroom environment thrives 

on control; however, his students are able to demonstrate and access obvious deep-thinking about 

their own learning and their peers’, which could easily act as a bridge between the two, should he 

choose to implement this playful practice. Ellie’s newness presents as spontaneous adjustments 

to gaps in her planning, reflecting obvious care about her students' learning experiences and 

environment - particularly as it pertains to a collaborative and imaginative classroom; her growth 

in planning will only serve the other aspects of playful practice, should she choose to explore 

them.  
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Chapter 5: Participant Data - Playful Learning and the Classroom Environment 

Introduction 

In order to determine whether students experience playful learning in their music 

classrooms, and how, this chapter will explore collected data through the Billund Foundation’s 

“Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning” (2019) to address the following research 

questions: 

1)​ In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

2)​ Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3)​ Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it shape 

their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

 The Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning (based on studies of playful learning 

from Denmark, South Africa, the United States, and Columbia) center evidence of playful 

learning on three tenets: exploring the unknown, leading learning, and finding joy, and provides 

descriptive language for what these three broad categories might look like, and how they might 

manifest for students.  
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Figure 1: Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning (Mardell et al., 2019): 

 

 

The objective (what playful learning looks like) and subjective (what playful learning 

feels like) language in this chapter will be narrowed in its focus using the Billund Foundation’s 

United States’ Indicators of Playful Learning (2019) to describe how the students experienced 

playful learning in their classrooms. This graphic positions “meaningful”, “empowering” and 

“joyful” as the three descriptive core tenets of playful learning in U.S. schools, with words like 

“agency”, “confidence”, “authenticity”, “excitement”, and “fun” to describe the actions of the 

learning itself. 

 

92 



 

Figure 2: The United States’ Indicators of Playful Learning (Mardell et al., 2019) 

 

Teacher Participant A: “Olivia” 

Indicators of Playful Learning 

Olivia created a learning environment that had particular emphasis on students being 

interested and included, with agency, togetherness, and fun, as hallmarks of their playful 

learning. Olivia’s students often experienced multiple elements of playful learning at once 

(empowerment, wonder, joy); this data is categorized by the section in which they fit most 

strongly. It is important to note that the playful learning of these students did not exist in a 
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vacuum; the learning often resembled more of a venn diagram in which the elements informed 

one another in their overlap, rather than three separate influences. 

Leading Learning: Empowering 

Olivia focused on empowerment through inclusion, setting up a game in her first lesson 

taught called “Pass the Pumpkin” in which all students (regardless of “in” or “out” status) had a 

role to play. The students, whether they were “in” (singing) or “out” (playing instruments), were 

all actively participating in their musical learning: 

The first student gets “out” when the music stops and the pumpkin lands on him. Set out 

in a larger ring outside the singing students are the instruments - and Olivia instructs this 

first “out” student to move to the first one - an alto xylophone with all bars removed 

except Sol Fa Do. She says to this student, while picking up a mallet and 

chanting/playing Sol-Do in time “Keep-the-big-beat-keep-the-big-beat”. The student 

picks up the mallet and imitates, steadily. She starts the musical pumpkin chant again for 

the students inside the inner circle, and the student on alto xylophone continues to keep 

the steady beat on Sol-Do, alternating, just as the teacher demonstrated.  

This inclusion fostered a learning environment that encouraged students to express some agency 

and independence in their musicking - being able to make choices, decisions, and take risks 

while improvising on instruments, even (and especially!) if they weren’t successful the first time 

during “Pass the Pumpkin”: 

Another student gets out, and Olivia directs the original “out” student to move to the next 

instrument - wood blocks. She demonstrates their use, saying, “improvise what you 

like!”. Student 2 is now at the first instrument (the alto xylophone), and receives the same 

direction. Olivia starts the pumpkin chant once more, and although Student 1 begins to 
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play on the blocks, Student 2 initially looks confused and plays nothing. Olivia stops the 

chant, and says to Student 2, “You have to keep a steady beat. You can play what you 

want.”. Student 2 nods - and Olivia starts the pumpkin chant anew. Student 2 echo plays 

Student 1’s rhythmic patterns on improvisatory combinations of Sol-Fa-Do, which have 

turned from the big beat to the small beat (making the class sing faster and louder 

progressively), until another student gets out.  

Olivia’s care about her students' learning environment translated to their “...being heard 

and seen” (Billund, 2019) as a measure of empowerment. She made a special effort to not only 

actively and inclusively involve every learner, but to see their desires, and encourage their 

movement within the space as a measure of ownership and autonomy: 

Olivia got out the parachute, and made a spectacle of opening it wide in the front of the 

room. Many students appear eager and interested, wiggling, wanting to touch it, and 

Olivia leans into their curiosity. She says, “Who can help me demonstrate how to use it?”, 

and calls on 12 students to hold the side handles. The students not picked are 

disappointed, and start to become fidgety. She notices, and says - “How about we all 

demonstrate it?”, to which the students cheer. She instructs one circle of students (the 

original 12) to stay on the carpet with their parachute, and the other circle of students to 

move to the tiled floor to the left of the carpet. There is not quite enough space to fit 

comfortably - the two circles are close together, which means safety is paramount; the 

students take this seriously, and correct one another if too close.  

The empowerment that Olivia’s students experience in their playful learning environment often 

looks like inclusion, whether in task (musically or otherwise), or in their agency and choices.  
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Exploring the Unknown: Meaningful 

Olivia’s students experienced a playful connection to “exploring the unknown” (Billund, 

2019) in the first lesson observed. She created meaning for her students by leveraging their 

engagement and capacity for imagination/pretending to foster “...being interested and invested”, 

and their “connections to the world around them” (Billund, 2019). While unplanned, this 

moment (in which she is demonstrating the use of an instrument for improvisation) was a 

powerfully playful tool for her students, and they responded with enthusiasm, and deep curiosity:  

Student 1 finally arrives at the rain-stick. Olivia decides to play it several times (without 

talking), which immediately gets the attention of the room. She pretends to be taking a 

shower underneath it [elicits giggles from the room - there is rapt attention], and says 

“this is a RAIN STICK!”, while gently tapping on all the sides, and turning it every 

which way. Olivia never explicitly mentions “be careful”, but Student 1 - and then every 

student after - uses it with respect and caution. While no “musical” terms were used to 

describe the rain stick’s function, students improvised successfully on big and small 

beats. Some turned the stick, some shook it. All students seemed musically to “play” with 

the stick, and many of them seemed to imitate or improvise on the “water” element. 

Student 6, after playing with the rainstick, exclaimed, “I LOVE this game!” 

Olivia’s students obviously have a deep capacity for imagination, and it seemed to be an 

engaging and connective aid in their musical learning.  

​ Finding Joy: Joyful 

Olivia’s students found joy in their excitement and anticipation, and Olivia was able to 

create both a safe and fun atmosphere for this type of learning to occur in the second lesson 

observed, a parachute lesson. This looked (like one might expect) like a lot of smiling, laughing, 
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and a general atmosphere of playfulness, but also a “buzz of activity” (Billund, 2019) that was 

learning-centric: 

Olivia explains that they are going to be using parachutes today [audible gasps], and the 

class listened attentively throughout. She continued, setting the learning expectation for 

the day that they are going to be learning a parachute dance called a “tarantella” . Olivia 

says, “First we’re going to learn a tarantella - a dance with big and small beats!”, and 

demonstrates walking clockwise in big beats and counterclockwise in small beats with 

the first circle of students (the students are all grouped around one of two parachutes, 

observing). She then demonstrates the chorus: the students move in toward the center and 

back out, making a wave (ripples by moving up and down quickly) and a bubble (one big 

slow lift to create a big air bubble) respectively with the parachute. The atmosphere is 

focused - she is able to demonstrate, and ask musical questions and behavioral questions 

alike (should we rip the handle? How do you know and show a big beat?) and the class is 

at rapt attention. Olivia begins the activity, and the students participate eagerly. While the 

volume of the class is loud, the chatter is about the music (“no, big beat, big stomps!”), 

and matches the energy and excitement in the room. The students perform the tarantella 

to completion, and then say “Again! Again!”. Olivia looks a little surprised, but says, 

“okay, let’s do it!” 

​ One of the more joyful hallmarks of the learning environment was the students’ 

commitment to “figuring it out” in their excitement and fun. The type of playful learning they 

were engaging in during the parachute lesson meant that there was room for some emotion and 

errant decision-making on behalf of the students - the atmosphere of “togetherness” (Billund, 
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2019), however, was a powerful peer-centered motivator in keeping the learning focused, fun, 

and safely joyful:   

Olivia introduces a parachute song-form activity using a YouTube video of another 

elementary class participating in parachute movements (trading places underneath the 

parachute) during the A sections, and moving in circles during the B sections of the main 

theme to “Star Wars”. Olivia says, “let’s try one ourselves!”, and explains that each color 

on the parachute is paired opposite itself with the same color. She continued, saying, 

“When your color is called, you have to duck under the parachute and get to the other 

side in 4 beats!”. The class tries two practices with “green” and “yellow”. One of the 

green students decides to slide like a baseball player, doesn’t catch the parachute, and the 

“bubble” the other students made for them to duck under deflates. The other students 

become annoyed, and the original student, although seemingly uninterested in the 

musical activity, decides that his behaviors were not worth the reactions of the other 

students, and stops. As a whole, the students seem eager and excited to play - the students 

eagerly participate in the accurate and safe transition underneath the parachute for a 

complete play through of the “Star Wars” theme. When the activity concludes, some class 

noise is present, but much of it is musical (humming the theme, clapping or clicking 

beats, talking about the trade, humming the tarantella from the beginning), and the 

students respectfully transition to their carpet spots without being asked while Olivia puts 

away the parachutes. They line up, asking “can we do this again?”, and head out to the 

hallway in a bubble of happy noise.  
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Summary 

Olivia provides for an environment that encourages students to find meaning, 

empowerment, and joy through playful learning. For the students, this looks like inclusivity, 

pretending/imagining, and togetherness, excitement, and anticipation disguised as fun. Her 

students showed connection to their musical learning while learning playfully, and there were 

ample opportunities for them to demonstrate their knowledge successfully in both lessons that 

upheld both the spirit of the learning objectives and the playful learning environment.   

Teacher Participant B: “James” 

Indicators of Playful Learning 

James created a learning environment that heavily encouraged empowering and 

meaningful learning on behalf of his students (which resulted in joyful learning as well), with 

significant return on engagement, collaboration, competition, and asking deep and meaningful 

questions. As with Olivia, often these elements interacted with one another in evidence of 

student learning; the data is sorted by its strongest leaning characteristic.  

Leading Learning: Empowering 

The learners in James’ room demonstrated their musical knowledge with agency, pride, 

confidence, and ownership; described by the “Indicators of Playful Learning” (2019) as looking 

like “taking risks, discussing and debating, and active and inclusive participation”, this was often 

the result of a combination of lesson planning that allowed students to internalize and 

demonstrate their rhythmic mastery, and improvisatory response to obvious desire of the learners 

in front of him to participate with expertise. This was demonstrated in the middle of the 

lesson-turned-game, “Poison”: 
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James changed the patterns in the game from 5/4, 6/4, 7/4, 8/4, and 10/4, without 

explicitly saying so. The patterns ranged rhythmically therein (containing many note and 

rest types), and the students continued to give interpretive feedback (“yes, that was right 

because…” “Yeah it had 6 beats…”, until one student incorrectly played the 7/4 pattern 

half note, quarter rest, whole rest: 

Figure 4: Rhythmic Example (As Correctly Played) 

 

 

 

They interpreted it as half note, quarter rest, half rest: 

Figure 5: Rhythmic Example (As Incorrectly Played) 

 

 

 

Immediately, a student from the other team, hand thrust in the air but calling out 

anyway, shouted, “NO! You shouldn’t have done that!” James, despite this technically 

breaking his set exception for “quiet” and “following the rules” with this student 

speaking out of turn, leaned into this moment, saying, “Prove it.”. The student came up to 

the smartboard (unprompted, just excited), and pointed to the whole rest saying - “that’s 

NOT a hat rest/half rest. That’s a whole rest. It’s 4 [beats]. You only played it for 2 

[beats].”  

​ The students in James’ classroom showed obvious freedom of expression, and confidence 

in this ownership as the game unfurled, showing again their empowerment through risk-taking, 
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active participation, and discussion/debate. This presented as deep care and engagement in their 

learning, with demonstrated evidence of musical ability through both the language of their 

discussions, and their ability to participate in the rhythmic activities with success: 

The flow of the game continued until one student took a turn in which he played 

the rhythm perfectly, but accidentally bumped one of the rhythm sticks right at the end. 

This immediately ignited debate in the other team (each team was watching each 

opposing turn like a hawk); they began to proclaim, “he made a sound!”, to which 

students on the original team took turns alternating (semi-shouting) in return, “no he 

didn’t”, or “it wasn’t a REAL sound”. James responded by changing the pattern, and 

asking the student to play a slightly altered version, saying to the class, “Stop. Let’s let 

this decide.”. Instead of a half rest at the end, he changed it to the visually similar but 

different length whole rest. James, without explicitly saying so, gave the student a 

musical challenge: if you can do this, then we know your other noise was an accident, 

and you may keep the points. The students seemed to accept this without question, as the 

room noise immediately ceased. The student perfectly played the pattern, and showed his 

mastery by counting out loud - his teammates cheered.  

The students in James’ class seemed most empowered in their learning not by choosing the 

direction or scope of how the lesson unfolded, but by their ability to participate in and 

demonstrate their musical learning with high levels of success; as the playful activity unfolded 

throughout the lesson, their risk-taking and discourse only greatened their agency and 

confidence.  
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Exploring the Unknown: Meaningful 

As the lesson unfolded, the students’ interest and investment dominated the learning 

atmosphere. As shown in the “Indicators of Playful Learning” (2019), this often looked like 

“engagement, curiosity, drive, and asking questions”. The students were able to understand and 

reciprocate authenticity and genuine desire for a successful learning environment as a result of 

not only James’ planning musically for lesson content, but the manner in which he presented the 

material, using musical language to describe learning objectives and ask insightful questions: 

The students were highly invested in the rules of the game, asking deeply musical 

questions that showed their ability to analyze and make sense of the rhythmic objectives: 

“...are we only doing 4 notes[beats] in a measure or 3 notes[beats]?”, “does this count as 

a tap?”. James involved the students in explaining the directions, rather than just 

answering questions outright, saying,  “Well, let’s look at the numbers in the time 

signature for the first question. What do you see? Would there be 4 beats or 3?”, to which 

the student responded, “in this one 3 cause the top time signature number says how many 

notes there are and it says 3/4“. James responded to the whole class (who had called out 

slightly trying also to answer, but were visibly trying to ‘reign it in’, “if you said 4, are 

you out?” The students, accepting that their ‘calling out’ was culturally acceptable at this 

moment, responded unison, “yes!”. James asked, “Why? What is the bottom number for”, 

to which three separate students, quite literally leaping out of their chairs, hands thrust in 

the air, chanted “I know I know I know”. The chosen student was correct in their answer, 

and their teammates cheered.  

​ This interest and investment of the students in their own learning continued throughout 

the class, and the drive to demonstrate their knowledge was shown not only through musical 
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participation in playing the rhythms, but also through asking (or even answering themselves) 

clarifying questions that showed their understanding and thinking about their musical learning. 

This allowed them to participate in applying their expected and existing knowledge to extended 

versions of the concept: 

James drew a final pattern on the board, really trying to stump the students. He said “I’m 

not giving you a time signature. I want you to read it.”, and on the board, put a quarter 

note, quarter note, quarter rest, half rest (as the half vs. whole note distinction was the 

learning objective giving the students trouble, he obviously wanted to give them one 

more chance to decide, use their knowledge, and explain their reasoning). 

Figure 6: Rhythmic Challenge Pattern (No Time Signature) 

 

 

 James said, “ok, everybody try it, ready, go” and 24/26 students played it correctly. One 

of the students who played it wrong indignantly shouted (counting out loud), “But Mr. 

James, isn’t that 1 2 3 4 5 6 7?”.  

​ Figure 7: Rhythmic Challenge Patterns (Correctly vs. Incorrectly Played) 

 

                                                         ​ Vs.  

 

To which the original student immediately shouted back, “NO, that’s 1 2 3 4 5, it’s a 

HALF REST HAT REST!”. James smiled, and said, “Bingo”. 

​ James’ students showed their ability to find meaningful musical learning in exploring the 

unknown through sustained engagement - fostered not only through interest and investment, but 

103 



 

in their own commitment to curiosity, collaboration, and asking deeply musical questions that 

showed both their capability and desire to extend and apply their knowledge. 

​ Finding Joy: Joyful 

James’ students found and demonstrated obvious levels of joy in their learning 

throughout the game-turned-lesson. As shown in the “Indicators of Playful Learning” (2019), 

this often looked like “joking/banter, a buzz of activity, and competition”. One of the biggest 

hallmarks of their joy, perhaps counterintuitively, was in how seriously they treated their musical 

objectives in their excitement. More than anything else, the student’s joy manifested as 

togetherness:  

The game began seamlessly: students taking turns, playing correctly, counting out 

loud/playing when it was their turn - consistently reminding each other of James’ 

expectations, saying things like, “be quiet! No cheating!”. James noticeably enjoyed the 

atmosphere in the room; smiling, speaking warmly, and quasi-joking in the manner in 

which he displayed the slides, trying to “fake” them into playing. This affected the 

student response; they were highly attentive, but noticeably relaxed, and had an 

incredibly huge demeanor shift from the beginning of class. It no longer seemed like the 

classroom environment was “us” vs. “him”, but rather “all of us”.  

This spirit of togetherness took several forms throughout the class as the students were 

joyful in their learning practices: namely, excitement through challenge, and the trust they 

demonstrated in one another to adhere not only to the rules of the musical game, but that their 

knowledge and expertise were solid and able to support the learning objectives (students trusting 

their teammates to perform accurately, and judging the performance of opposing team members 

104 



 

musical practices accordingly). In fact, students on opposite sides of the game began 

manipulating the trust in the room in the spirit of competition (not unkindly, just jokingly): 

Eventually, the students realized that James wanted to see autonomy in decision making 

as it related to musicianship, and began trying to “fake out” the other team by 

pantomiming along with the beats played during their turn, but pretending to start the 

strike of a note at an incorrect time, trying to get the other students to trust them more 

than their reading skills. This was an extraordinary demonstration of high-level 

musicianship as it related to the goal of the day, rhythmic reading. The students had to 

know what to do rhythmically in order to make decisions pretending not to know what to 

do.  

Summary 

James’ students were immersed in practices that demonstrated actively playful learning, 

and were quite serious about it: they were curious, engaged, took musical risks, had thoughtful 

discourse and debate, and were not only driven, they were joyfully competitive in their spirit of 

cooperation. There was much evidence of musical learning entrenched within the obvious 

playful learning as well; students were able to explain their musical choices, debate strategies, 

rules, and extend their knowledge to more difficult (but relevant) applications of the same skills.  

Teacher Participant C: “Ellie” 

Indicators of Playful Learning 

​ Ellie’s students showed particular affinity in exploring the unknown. While their playful 

learning resulted in moments of empowerment and joy, Ellie’s classroom experience was defined 

by the students’ engagement, exploration, interest, and investment. This “meaning” generated by 
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playful learning gave the students an authentic connection to their musical objectives, and the 

goals and activities contained within the lessons observed.  

Leading Learning: Empowering 

When Ellie encouraged students to lead their own learning, they showed empowerment 

through agency; for this lesson, it looked like “moving around” (Billund, 2019), which they were 

able to do safely, confidently, and accurately, to demonstrate their knowledge not only of strong 

and weak beats, but also of their playful connection to the learning environment.  

Ellie introduced the game “Meter Tag”, saying that the song playing would be “3/4 - 

STRONG weak weak” and that to play the game, it worked just like regular tag - but 

students could only move on the strong beat. Ellie had the students stand up and practice 

moving on beat one with giant steps (which they did with great success), saying, “You 

can go anywhere you want!”, to which a student responded immediately by sitting on the 

piano. Ellie laughed, and corrected, “you can go anywhere there is open space”.  

​ Exploring the Unknown: Meaningful 

Ellie’s students showed sustained interest and investment as hallmarks of their playful 

learning, which often looked like “engagement, curiosity, and asking questions” (Billund, 2019). 

Their investment and involvement in their learning in this way allowed them to more fully access 

the musical objectives of their learning through increased attention and dedication: 

While the rules of the “meter tag” game were being given, the students showed a kind of 

quiet and rapt attention; they were very invested in “winning”, and wanted to know what 

to do, by what not to do. They asked insightful questions like, “what if my foot is still in 

the air and beat 1 is done?”, and “Can I get more than 1 person out at a time?”, showing 
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that they trusted their musical abilities to participate, and wanted to understand the 

physical boundaries that would accompany it.  

​ Ellie used the interest and investment of her students to connect their learning more 

broadly to the world around them, asking them to engage through imagination and pretend to 

more fully understand their musical learning:  

Ellie begins the lesson with a question; “Do you know what meter is?”, to which some 

students raise their hands - a few very enthusiastically. One student gives an appropriate 

answer, while in the background, student chatter is busy but related to the subject - some 

are patting rhythms, others are vocalizing sounds, and two are repeating a word play on 

the word meter, saying, “meter miter meter Peter meter miter meter Peter”. Finally, Ellie 

arrives at the slide demonstrating strong vs. weak beats. She has the students try out 

strong beats (emphasizing with her voice the word STRONG, and having the students 

“pump” their muscles) by playing a tune in 4/4 and having the students jump on 1 + 3. 

The students were highly engaged, successful in their application of the movement, and 

really focused, and were able to use descriptive language to describe its musical purpose.  

Ellie’s students found meaning in their connection, and desire for greater understanding of their 

spaces, boundaries, and musical understandings. They were cooperative, imaginative, and 

curious in their engagement with both the teacher, and one another.  

​ Finding Joy: Joyful 

Ellie’s students thrived in their first lesson, demonstrating safety and trust in one another, 

through their excitement, happiness, and fun. The students, playing a game of “meter tag”, meant 

to re-enforce their learning objectives for understanding strong vs. weak beats, were expected to 

move around the room in the musical exercise. Not only were the students capable of 
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demonstrating their musical learning, they were smiling, laughing, with a “buzz of activity” 

(Billund, 2019) that signified a joyful environment: 

Ellie started the music to begin the game of “meter tag”, and the class showed quiet and 

focused determination with an undercurrent of silly, happy energy (there were lots of 

smiles, easy movements, but at the same time - a lot of physical self control, and the 

students moved with intention and forethought). The students who got “out” were calm, 

and generally very accepting of their lot - they moved to the edge of the room and sat 

down (this was demonstrated by the first student who got out, and the rest followed). The 

class energy was busy, full of energy, and the game was easily carried on for over 10 

uninterrupted minutes.  

Summary 

​ Ellie’s students connected playfully to their environment and one another through 

movement and agency, asking questions to enhance their engagement with their musical 

learning. Through the safety and trust they encouraged in one another, Ellie’s students were able 

to find excitement and fun.  

Summary of Chapter 5 

​ Olivia, James, and Ellie’s students were all able to find meaning and connection to their 

musical learning through the three tenets of playful learning - exploring the unknown, leading 

learning, and finding joy. While the students themselves were similar in background and 

classroom make-up, they experienced their playful learning with different emphasis, perspective, 

and duration. Olivia’s students found meaning, empowerment, and joy through inclusivity, 

pretending, excitement, and fun. James’ students were curious, engaged, took musical risks, and 

not only had thoughtful discourse and debate, but were skilfully competitive (and cooperative).  
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Ellie’s students responded to their learning playfully through movement and agency as measures 

of engagement.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion  

Introduction 

In this chapter, the data will be explored through its themes, findings, and connection to 

the literature. The intent of this dissertation study was to determine what, if any, elements of 

playfulness and playful pedagogy exist in classroom music instruction, and how these impacted 

music learning. Interview and observational data drawn were analyzed to address the following 

research questions, and draw conclusions for future research: 

1) In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

2) Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3) Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it 

shape their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

Themes 

Three major themes appeared in the data analysis: 1) Playfulness served as a means of 

amplifying existing teaching strengths and desired classroom outcomes for the teachers through 

increased connection with the students; 2) Students were able to experience elements of 

successful playful learning musically (empowerment, meaning, and joy) in each of the three 

classroom environments as a response to both planned and unplanned playful stimuli, and; 3) 
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The strength and diversity of the students’ playful and musical learning was directly related to 

the extent in which a lesson was planned for and prepared - the more planning that was done for 

a lesson’s objectives, flow, and possible outcomes (playful or otherwise), the more students were 

able to seek, respond to, and successfully participate in their learning. These themes are 

supported by Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2011) who say, “Learning and play are not incompatible. Rather, 

playful learning engages and motivates children in ways that support better developmental 

outcomes and strategies for life-long learning. [...] Findings indicate that developmentally 

appropriate curricula in which playful experiences are central foster school-readiness outcomes, 

whereas formal academic instruction interferes with most of them.” (p.1). 

Theme 1: Playfulness as Amplification of Teaching Strengths and Desired Classroom 

Outcomes 

Playfulness served as a means of amplifying existing teaching strengths and desired 

classroom outcomes for the teachers through increased connection with the students; the culture 

of “being seen and heard” (Mardell et al., 2019) went both ways. The manner in which each of 

the three teachers were playful represented a full spectrum of what the word can mean - serious, 

competitive, invested, fun-loving, silly, and curious - and these qualities uniquely served the 

vision each teacher had for their learning spaces: for fun, serious learning through engagement, 

or overall community and connection. Goouch (2010) describes this relationship between 

teachers and playful practice, saying, “Teaching and learning is relational in essence, dependent 

on individuals’ knowledge, understanding and experience, motivations and levels of 

engagement…adopting playful pedagogies in educational institutions [...] enables teachers to 

create contexts which enable them to follow children into play, co-constructing the action.” (p. 

94-95). To do this successfully, she argues, a teacher must “trust both children and their own 
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intuitive responses” (Goouch, 2010, p.95). This ability to communicate authentically to the 

students in a manner that belied the teacher’s desires for their classroom spaces and mannerisms 

of learning was facilitated by their playful practice. Pinchover (2017, p. 2-3) supports that 

teacher playfulness is a felt presence in classrooms, stating, “Teacher playfulness is related to 

teacher-child interaction and relationships [...] the absence of teachers’ playfulness was often 

associated with lower levels of child engagement in play, and activities in general.” (Tegano et 

al., 1999; McMillan et al. 2017; Walsh et al., 2011). Wing (1995) further emphasizes that the 

manner in which teachers are playful is crucial to the learning environment, saying that children 

develop a personal lexicon determining whether a classroom activity is “work” or “play” based 

not on the context or outcome of the activity, but on characteristics such as “obligatory nature of 

activities, the cognitive and physical effort required, the involvement and evaluation of the 

teacher, and the fun children experienced while engaged in activities” (p.225). 

Olivia 

Olivia has a strongly imaginative and creative teaching persona, and cares deeply about a 

collaborative and “fun” classroom environment, saying, “...that’s the key, I think - they’re having 

fun, but they’re learning stuff too”. 

For Olivia, playfulness often appeared as imaginative descriptions or processes of 

engaging with learning concepts and materials, providing choice and agency to her students, and 

the orientation of community around enjoyment. This was seen in her use of singing games, 

instrument improvisation, and choice and use of certain materials - like the parachute - to 

facilitate musical objectives. These playful moments amplified her imaginative and creative 

teaching persona (in which her language and attitude shifted to become more playful, and she 

focused more intently on the classroom community by listening to the desires and general 
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responses of her students), to which students often reciprocated through increased willingness to 

engage with the learning concepts or materials, or each other, and remain so for the duration of 

the learning. The student’s willingness to participate was heightened by moments in which 

Olivia’s imaginative playfulness and desire for community (like asking them to help demonstrate 

the parachute, and using language like “waves” or “bubbles” to describe their movements, or 

even inviting them to engage with the rain-stick playfully, pantomiming taking a shower), which 

promoted connection and engagement that facilitated further learning. 

Olivia’s playful practice leaned toward building a culture of collaborative learning, 

promoting experimentation and risk taking, and encouraging imaginative thinking, which 

strengthened the student response in (as she desired) a “fun” and productive learning 

environment, with evidence of playful learning in the form of increased meaning and joy.  

James 

James has a focused and driven teaching persona, and cares about a responsive, engaged, 

and controlled classroom environment with demonstrable evidence of musical learning 

outcomes, saying, “...What I try to do, at least with the activities I plan, is [...] to reinforce or 

teach or pound in to the kids - in a nice way - so that they actually are learning something.”. 

James was often playful in a competitive and serious way, inviting students to consider 

musical objectives through the positioning of challenges - inviting debate, discussion, and 

curiosity. This was seen in his use of the game “Poison” - more specifically, in the manner in 

which he allowed students to deeply explore and take personal responsibility for the rules, push 

boundaries of musical progress through analysis of opposing teams’ musical choices, and 

attempt broader and more challenging versions of the musical objectives, all while 

communicating in a manner that expressed intention and care. These moments served his focused 
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and driven nature as a teacher; the students responded as engaged and curious learners respecting 

not only James’ desire for a productive and in-control learning environment, but one that showed 

real progress, attention, and musicianship. 

James’ playful practice encouraged a collaborative classroom environment and 

experimentation and risk taking on behalf of the students, which cultivated the responsive, 

in-control, and engaged classroom he desired. The students showed curiosity, connection, and 

drive to participate in their musical learning, and as a result, demonstrated the musical learning 

outcomes that James desires.  

Ellie 

Ellie is imaginative, and while still developing her teaching persona, cares about a 

collaborative, engaged, and joyful classroom culture, saying, “I’m still figuring it out, especially 

in general music, you know how, like - not mean do I be - but how nice and fun am I, compared 

to how mean and strict am I.”  

Ellie was often playful in an imaginative and spontaneous way, inviting students to 

broaden their understanding of musical concepts like beat and meter with physical movement, 

agency, and curiosity. This was seen not only in their game, “Meter Tag”, but in how she invited 

students to demonstrate strong and weak beats through pretending and movement, encouraged 

their questions related to their beginning understanding, and responded to them with silliness, 

ease, and kindness. These playful moments facilitated the joy and collaboration she sought as a 

teacher - the students responded with increased curiosity about how to apply the musical 

concepts properly, and were focused, silly, imaginative, and joyful in a community-oriented way 

- they respected one another’s learning spaces physically and emotionally, and worked well with 

one another toward their learning objectives.  

114 



 

Ellie’s playful practice encouraged a curious and willing attitude in the students, which 

contributed to the engaged, collaborative, and joyful classroom environment she cares about and 

is beginning to identify as her chosen teaching and learning environment.  

Theme 2: Students Experiencing Elements of Successful Playful Learning Musically 

as a Response to Planned and Unplanned Playful Stimuli  

Students were able to experience elements of successful playful learning musically 

(empowerment, meaning, and joy) in each of the three classroom environments as a response to 

both planned and unplanned playful stimuli, suggesting that the real motivating factor in students 

learning playfully is less about a particular playful objective or activity, and more about the 

attitude and influence of the teacher. Reichling (1997) speaks of the connection between playful 

learning and musical learning, saying, “Play as a way of knowing is an exercise of the 

imagination, central to education and, I emphasize, to music education” (p. 42). The notion that 

the teacher’s understanding, attitude, and approach (rather than the students’ own relationship 

with playfulness) toward playful practice is the determining factor in its classroom success is 

supported by McInnes et al. (2011) and Wing (1995). They call this relationship contextual, 

saying children develop a personal understanding determining whether a classroom activity is 

play or non-play based not on the activity itself, but on the involvement and evaluation of the 

teacher, the fun children experienced while engaged (Wing, 1995), and the perception of those 

adults as a cue to experience play (McInnes et al., 2011). 

Olivia 

For Olivia, planned playfulness in lesson elements - like the inclusion of agency in 

improvisatory elements of instrument participation during “Pass the Pumpkin”, or anticipation, 

excitement, interest, and collaboration in the parachute-led tarantella and song form dances - 
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allowed students to freely demonstrate their musical skills, strengths, and abilities. Students took 

risks improvising, were active and inclusive participants in both games, and showed curiosity, 

drive, creativity, silliness, and togetherness through a buzz of musical and peer-related activity 

(improvising, singing, dancing, movement) as obviously measurable evidence of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy. Similarly, unplanned playful moments (like her demonstration of the 

rain-stick) gave students the opportunity to be interested and invested, and show connection 

through not only her authenticity, but their imagination and exploration improvising musical 

ostinati, again demonstrating their musical learning.  

James 

For James, planned playfulness in lesson elements - like encouraging students to take 

musical risks sight-reading rhythms, planning for content that encouraged students to explore 

meaning through the asking of insightful questions and furthering musical discussion, or joyful 

competitiveness in the planning of a game as rhythmic review - allowed his students to connect 

musically to their learning with obvious desire, enthusiasm, and engagement. Students showed 

excitement and trust in one another in their competitiveness, were thoughtful, interested, and 

invested learners (asking deep questions that showed their mastery of the rhythmic concepts and 

willingness to apply and expand upon it), and were willing participants in their meaningful and 

joyful learning. Unplanned moments of playfulness - like his encouragement of student 

confidence and risk-taking, and how he negotiated not only their disagreements during the 

rhythmic challenges, but involved them in the explanation of concepts and strategies - still 

further encouraged students’ playful and musical learning through empowerment.  
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Ellie 

For Ellie, planned playfulness in lesson elements - like giving the students musical 

agency through movement in the game, “Meter Tag”- allowed her students to, through their 

interest and investment, demonstrate their musical learning and abilities. Students showed 

curiosity, interest, asked questions that showed desire to participate in understanding the 

rhythmic concepts through being appropriately playful, and often were smiling and laughing in 

their excitement while moving to the steady beats, or demonstrating their understanding of meter. 

Ellie was imaginative, and heavily encouraged her students to find meaning in exploring their 

unknown in an unplanned playful manner as well - encouraging students to use their bodies to 

pantomime “muscles” - representing big and small beats - and connect their musical learning to 

their real-life knowledge.   

Theme 3:  Planning and Preparation of the Lesson Directly Influenced the Strength 

and Quality of Playful and Musical Learning 

The strength and diversity of the students’ playful and musical learning was directly 

related to the extent in which a lesson was planned for and prepared - the more planning that was 

done for a lesson’s objectives, flow, and possible outcomes (playful or otherwise), the more 

students were able to seek, respond to, and successfully participate in their learning in different 

playful ways. The data seems to suggest that a combination of factors is responsible: not only 

does increased planning done in preparation of lessons naturally increase the amount of lesson 

elements (and therefore playful and musical elements) present, but that more planning allows for 

a solid foundation on which the teacher can improvise playfully with confidence and agency 

toward the directive of the lessons and learning. 
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The data in this dissertation study challenges the work of Pyle and Danniels, (2016) who 

state the the teachers likeliest to successfully engage in classroom playfulness as instruction were 

the teachers who believed with a higher level of certainty that playfulness and curriculum could 

co-exist; in this study, the teacher who had the strongest and most diverse playful pedagogy was 

the teacher who doubted it the most at the beginning. This teacher, however, was prepared, and 

planned extensively for the use of playfulness as both communication and content - this was the 

deciding factor in its success.  

Olivia 

Olivia had a vision for her lessons, with the ability to speak about the content, activities, 

flow, and goals for her students, and obviously put thought into preparation; however, no formal 

plans were written or provided. In planning for her students’ learning, she intentionally chose 

two playful and musical activities - “Pass the Pumpkin”, and parachute dancing, and focused on 

the details of what students would be doing while learning through these games. Olivia, when 

asked to say more about her planning, spoke some about the goals and musical abilities of the 

students, but chose to focus more on whether the students would enjoy learning the material.  

While teaching, Olivia seemed comfortable and playful in the elements of the lesson she 

had planned for the most (namely, the introduction of the learning material through the two 

games), and was noticeably more relaxed and open to connection in those moments; in moments 

of transition or heightened emotion, in which Olivia had not planned as deeply for, she was left 

to improvise - playfully, or otherwise. As a result, Olivia’s lessons provided well for three of the 

five elements of playful teaching: 1) Creating a Culture of Collaborative Learning; 2) 

Encouraging Experimentation and Risk-Taking; and especially, 3) Encouraging Imaginative 

Thinking.  
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As an overall experience, her students showed playful learning in all three categories of playful 

learning (empowerment, meaning, and joy), but the most diverse examples of their playful 

learning fell under the category of “empowerment” - which they were able to experience during 

both lessons. These moments were directly related to her planning, having to do with the 

inclusion of all learners through the use of instruments in “Pass the Pumpkin”, and the 

demonstration of the parachute and subsequent dance movements in the song-form lesson.  

James 

Of the three teachers, James had the most in-depth planning and preparation. He provided 

a written, detailed lesson plan for his teaching, and was able to explain not only the lesson 

elements, but his motivations for decisions related to flow, classroom management, and choice of 

learning materials. In planning for his students' learning, he chose the game, "Poison" as a review 

lesson meant to strengthen and further existing rhythmic reading, speaking at length not only 

about the different meters the students would be reviewing, and shortcomings he expected them 

to experience (and how he planned to help them through it), but how the students might interact 

with one another while doing it. 

While teaching, James relaxed into playfulness as the lesson progressed; while it seemed 

that this type of teaching was a deviation from his norm, the planning he had done for his lesson 

provided for a solid foundation on which to playfully improvise in his interactions with students. 

His planning provided well for four of the five elements of playful teaching: 1) Empowering 

Learners to Lead Their Own Learning; 2) Building a Culture of Collaborative Learning; 3) 

Promoting Experimentation and Risk-Taking; and 4) Welcoming All Emotions Generated 

Through Play, with the fifth (Encouraging Imaginative Thinking) just minor vocabulary 

adjustments away from seamlessly being incorporated into his practice. James was able to build 

119 



 

off of his lesson plan and easily engage in unplanned playfulness: it was difficult to tell, actually, 

what was improvisatory playfulness vs. a lifetime of educational experience providing a lexicon 

of responses, but the playful, engaged, and interested atmosphere of the students while learning 

musically gave space and time for those choices, and as a result, James’ students showed strong 

and varied examples of their playful learning through empowerment, meaning, and joy in just the 

one lesson observed.  

Ellie 

Ellie obviously cares about the experience of her students, and put thought into how 

elements of the lessons observed would unfold mostly from a content perspective (less from a 

perspective of flow, learning objective, assessment, or management); no formal lesson plans 

were written or provided. She discussed her learning objectives through the lens of her slides, but 

made mention of the games “Meter Tag” and “Rhythm Jeopardy” as review and reinforcement. 

While teaching, Ellie was playful in the moments she had personally planned for the most 

- the slides (created by her co-teachers) were thorough, but Ellie’s experience of them was still 

relatively new, and she spent much of the lesson simply reading them. However, the “Meter Tag” 

and “Rhythm Jeopardy” (which she had planned herself) saw her most in-depth moments of 

connection and comfort; almost every playful moment in the two lessons revolved around these 

two activities. Ellie’s lessons provided well for two of the elements of playful teaching: 1) 

Creating a Culture of Collaborative Learning; and 2) Encouraging Imaginative Thinking. She is 

progressing toward, and obviously cares about the other elements of playful teaching, even if she 

doesn’t describe them as such - as a new teacher, she is learning how to plan for her students in a 

manner that is authentic and accomplishes her musical goals.  
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Research Questions 

This dissertation study set out to address the following research questions: 

1) In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

2) Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3) Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it 

shape their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

Research Question 1: Teacher’s Playful Practices   

Q: In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

The teacher’s playful practices were a relatively even mix of planned and spontaneous. 

Overall, the planned playful practices had more to do with content (what are the students doing?) 

and assessment (how will they show they’ve learned it?), whereas the spontaneous playful 

practices were communicative (how can I show this/speak to/connect with my students at this 

moment?). While the planned playful practices were of a similar note for all three teachers 

(planning a musical game or playful activity that incorporated some elements of a musical 

objective, and invited engagement, curiosity, or fun, on behalf of the students learning), the 

spontaneous playful practices were much more aligned with each of the three teacher’s distinct 
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personalities, and as such, changed the direction and atmosphere of the learning. Olivia’s 

spontaneous practices were imaginative and fun; James’ spontaneous practices were competitive, 

serious, and demanded attention; Ellie’s spontaneous practices focused the sense of community 

her students felt while learning.  Evidence of playful music teaching practices in this study are 

sorted below by the same categories outlined in the “Playful Learning Practices and Tools” 

(Mardell et al., 2019): 1) Empowering Learners to Lead Their Own Learning; 2) Building a 

Culture of Collaborative Learning; 3) Promoting Experimentation and Risk-Taking; 4) 

Encouraging Imaginative Thinking; and, 5) Welcoming All Emotions Generated Through Play: 

Table 6: Evidence of Playful Music Teaching Practices  

Playful Teaching Practices  

(Mardell et al., 2019) 

Evidence of Playful Music Teaching Practices  

Empowering Learners to Lead Their Own 

Learning 

 

●​ Involving students in explaining 
directions to their peers using musical 
objectives and musical language  

●​ Re-directing instruction to focus on 
student understanding by making a solo 
musical objective a whole-class musical 
objective instead 

●​ Encouraging peer-led musical 
participation and assessment 

Build A Culture of Collaborative Learning 

 

●​ Focusing on music’s ability to serve as a 
communication tool when lesson 
planning 

●​ Focusing on musical enjoyment when 
lesson planning  

●​ Using musical stimuli to be playful 
verbally and non-verbally 

●​ Positioning music-making as the 
responsibility of the collective and not 
the individual 
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Promote Experimentation and Risk-Taking ●​ Encouraging instrumental improvisation 
●​ Planning for movement and dance 
●​ Applying known musical ideas to more 

advanced, unknown musical concepts 
●​ Encouraging music-making in front of 

peers 
●​ Allowing students to try new musical 

ideas or concepts in front of peers 
●​ Allowing students to freely make sound 

Encourage Imaginative Thinking  ●​ Using instruments at will for intended 
and non-intended purposes 

●​ Using physical manipulatives musically 
●​ Using imaginative words or imagery to 

describe musical symbols and their 
meanings 

●​ Using movement to assist in musical 
understandings 

Welcome All Emotions Generated Through 

Play 

●​ Focusing the emotional energy in the 
room on the musical goal or challenge, 
and not the qualities of the individuals 
participating in the music-making 

●​ Making emotional challenges relate back 
to the musical frustrations to work 
through them 

●​ Positively reinforcing musical success to 
keep morale and willingness high 

 

Overwhelmingly, this dissertation study confirmed the findings positioned by Mardell et 

al. (2023) in their overview, “A Pedagogy of Play: Supporting Playful Learning in Classrooms 

and Schools”, that playful teaching is a powerful emotional strategy of communication, as 

evidenced by the data in these music classrooms. This study supported the notion that the most 

critical piece of pedagogy a teacher possesses is their ability to engage students in their learning 
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through a culture of desire: “...when what the students want to be doing is the same as what their 

teachers want them to be doing”; Mardell et al. (2023) describe this as “deep learning” (2023). 

This was further supported by each of the different ways the teacher participants in their 

experience and preparation used their playfulness - as an instructional tool, as an environmental 

influence, and as a means of assessment and student-led instruction, all while crucially 

positioning the communication as one that the students inherently know and accept. Goouch 

describes this as “invisible pedagogy”, quoting Hartley et al. (1999), who says, “control will be 

achieved implicitly: that is, the child may rearrange and personalize the context which has been 

pre-defined by the teachers”. (p.26). This negotiation between playfulness, musicianship, 

pedagogy, and experience is not easily defined or linear; when thinking of the many ways in 

which teacher’s playful musical practices manifest themselves, they are best re-arranged not as a 

neat table, but rather as a map in which every element informs the next: 

Figure 8: Teacher’s Playful Musical Practices 

 
Research Question 2: Student Response to Playful Practice as Playful Learning 

Q: Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 
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Students experienced playful music learning in each of the three classroom environments. 

Interestingly, regardless of the areas of a teacher’s strength in playful teaching, they were able to 

experience all three elements of playful learning (empowerment, meaning, and joy).  

This learning, when examined through the “Indicators of Playful Learning” (Mardell et al., 

2019), presented musically as the following:  

Table 7: Evidence of Playful Music Learning 

Indicators of Playful 
Learning (Mardell et al., 
2019) 

Evidence of Playful Music Learning 

Leading Learning: 
Empowerment 

●​ Active and involved musical participation from all students 
●​ Making musical choices and decisions 
●​ Taking musical risks 
●​ Showing agency through musical movement 
●​ Applying existing musical knowledge to broader unknown 

knowledge with confidence 
●​ Explaining musical motivations and understandings to 

others 
●​ Participating in high-level music making and/or showing 

high-level understanding 

Exploring the Unknown: 
Finding Meaning 

●​ Engaging in musical pretend 
●​ Applying musical concepts to real-world knowledge to 

sustain meaning 
●​ Using musical language to clarify understandings and 

objectives 
●​ Asking musical questions about content or process 
●​ Explaining musical knowledge to peers, or answering 

musical questions on their behalf 
●​ Participating in sustained music making with intention 

Finding Joy: Joyful 
Learning 

●​ Showing excitement, awe, or anticipation at the musical 
materials or musical objectives/processes 

●​ Showing a spirit of togetherness by holding each other 
accountable for their decisions in order to facilitate the 
continuation of the music-making 
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●​ Showing deep investment through competition 
●​ Showing interest and passion through purposeful and 

sustained musical activity 
●​ Showing trust in the music-making abilities of peers to 

sustain and amplify the learning of the collective 
●​ Taking musical risks unprompted 
●​ Engaging in debate over musical ideas and concepts 
●​ Showing curiosity in music-making 
●​ Smiling and laughing while music making 

 

The literature speaks of playfulness in the classroom as positioning a series of actions to 

create context for student learning; Goouch (2010) states, “Teaching and learning is relational in 

essence, dependant on individual’s knowledge, understanding and experience, motivations and 

levels of engagement…adopting playful pedagogies in educational institutions [...] enables 

teachers to create contexts which enable them to follow children into play, co-constructing the 

action”; in order to do so, the teacher must “trust both children and their own intuitive responses” 

(p.94-95).  

Parker and Thomsen (2019) describe a scope of learning practices that all constitute 

playful pedagogy: active learning, collaborative and cooperative learning, experimental learning, 

problem-based learning, and project-based learning. This study extends their work by asking 

how these described behaviors apply in classroom music, and how teachers can deliberately 

encourage and plan for them. As the connection between playful pedagogy and classroom music 

is studied, creating a lexicon of music-specific learning practices will help make playful 

pedagogy more understandable and accessible to teachers to further playful (and musical) student 

learning.  

As before, there is a negotiation between playfulness, musicianship, and students’ 

learning experience that is non-linear; when thinking of the many ways in which students 
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experience music learning playfully, this map shows the relationship between the many 

connected elements: 

Figure 10: Students’ Playful Musical Practices 

 
Research Question 3: Teacher Awareness of Playful Practice and Further Implications 

Q: Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it 

shape their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b)​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

​ The data suggests that the teachers are all aware of playfulness as a tool for teaching in 

varying degrees, but had not really considered the specifics of its implications for music teaching 

and learning prior to participating in this study. Each of the three teachers had their own idea of 

what, exactly, playfulness means in the music classroom, and were asked to reflect upon it.  

Olivia spoke positively of playful teaching and learning saying, “I really want music to 

be a safe and supportive space, and I want the kids to have as much enjoyment as they can, while 
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also learning these concepts.”  She views playfulness in the music classroom as an avenue for 

exploring student’s musicking through sustained interest, adding,  “...I think that learning is the 

most fun when you don’t know that you’re learning, it’s like you’re tricking them into it.” When 

speaking of planning specific elements of playfulness that serve music-making, she admitted her 

approach to playful teaching mostly lay in improvisation, but that she recognized leaving room 

for playfulness was important, saying,  

I also think that the idea of playfulness in the classroom is really really powerful in the 

moments where it is not even necessarily planned, but where it is executed well. Like [...] 

how can you try to be creative enough as a teacher in your lesson planning to incorporate 

more moments like that? What does that look like, what could that look like?  

In his introductory interview, James described playfulness as akin to a reward, showing 

some skepticism in deviating away from traditionally rote music teaching and learning from a 

behavioral standpoint, saying,  “ 

Sometimes you just  - it’s like you’re just spitballing on the wall, like, how can I get 

through a class, where they function and actually get something accomplished without 

the whole thing disintegrating in a pile of rubble, you know? 

 He continued, adding that he saw playfulness as antithetical to serious learning - when asked 

how he viewed his teaching style, he added, “Fun, but I also expect a lot from my kids.” This is 

not a new phenomena: as summarized by Bubikova-Moan et al, (2019), the lack of formal 

support for playful pedagogy in classrooms is largely exacerbated by a lack of agreement on the 

specific approaches, strategies, and aims. Martlew, et al. (2011) agree, stating, “... playful 

learning was interpreted differently by teachers: playfulness in some classrooms was peripheral 

rather than integral to the learning process and curriculum-embedded” (p.1). James, however, 
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took a risk, and (perhaps due to the nature of this study) planned outside his comfort zone for a 

playful lesson. Reflecting afterward on its success, he said,  

So, it makes me think - I mean, there’s not many lessons left this year. But, if there are 

lessons that I can get to - whatever material we plan to use, like, I’m going to be using 

something like this, like a game, or something. It’s a lot easier, for me, lecturing, as a 

teacher. But for the kids, maybe, it’s better sometimes to be doing other things. 

He continued, speaking of the manner in which he felt teaching playfully, adding, “It’s 

these little things, like play - that’s what it is. You’re playing around with kids, but getting them 

hopefully learning something through it.” The work of Heimann and Roepstorff (2018) confirms 

that “playful” James can be a choice, saying ; “Play and playfulness have repeatedly been 

suggested to promote learning and performance; [...] consider playfulness as an attitude, mode, 

or mental stance, that can be modulated independent of the activity pursued and out of the 

general character of the person.” (p.1) . 

Ellie was unsure about her teaching style and approach in general, but admitted she was 

attracted to teaching playfully as a way of furthering her practice, saying, “I don’t necessarily 

have the best ways to communicate [..] yet, or like pull them in, or like I don’t have the best 

ideas for how to make it fun.” She acknowledged wanting to be playful, but is unsure where to 

start, and how to balance the expectations of her classroom along with it, adding,  

 I’m still figuring it out, especially in general music, you know how, like - not mean do I 

be - but how nice and fun am I, compared to how mean and strict am I, so I still - I don’t 

really know. I want to be nice, but sometimes it’s hard to be nice when kids like, take 

advantage of it. 
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 For Ellie, who acknowledges how her students feel in her learning space as a measure of 

success, playfulness is in the beginning stages of acting like a bridge between her desires, and 

her students’ learning. She said,   

I like being able to joke around. With this class, I think I can do that. I mean, they get 

louder - for sure. Like, they get excited and they kind of bounce off of it. They play into 

it, they like to act, like that kind of stuff. They like to play pretend. So - it’s good. 

 In thinking about what this means for students, the data seems to suggest that musical learning 

and playful learning not only can co-exist, but that by acknowledging and planning for the 

experience of the learner, music classrooms can provide for spaces that are heavily engaged and 

highly musical. 

​ As teachers become more aware of playful practice, these reflections have additional 

implications on continued influence for teacher preparation in the music classroom. In their 

work, Mardell et al. (2023) describe the "continuum" of play to playfulness that is necessary to 

understand in order to successfully “...help educators navigate a balance between children’s and 

adult’s priorities, and provide a variety of strategies to facilitate and engage students.” - this 

piece of intention remains the final and critical piece to purposefully using playful teaching 

strategies in the music classroom (p.233). The three teachers acknowledged reflectively that 

playfulness could be a tool for framing musical instruction, and wanted to think about planning 

for it. Ellie said,  “I never thought about being able to plan it, even, that was never a thought that 

crossed my mind.  [...] But I would hope that in a couple of years that could be my, like, my 

norm.” This acknowledgement that planning and preparation is more mental work in not only 

planning for the many ways students could experience a lesson, but how a lesson could unfold, 
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was not lost on James, who followed, “I think we as teachers we do things oftentimes that are 

comfortable for us, whereas, if you step outside of that sometimes [...] the kids benefit.”  

 While it may be true that in places where playful pedagogy is not the “norm”, it is an 

added challenge to have to integrate “expected” curriculum with playfulness (Pyle et al., 2020), 

playfulness and music-education are already well suited, and have a large history and precedent 

with one another, as supported by the works of Moorhead and Pond (1941, 1942, 1944, 1951, 

1978), Littleton (1998, 2015), Campbell (1998, 2000, 2010), and Littleton and Sole (2023). As 

music teachers begin to think about exploring playful teaching and its possibilities, it is 

suggested that it constitutes a significant re-framing of not only the amount of planning and 

preparation for the various outcomes and activities possible, but also the goal of the lesson 

planning itself - playful music teaching and learning asks, “What is the experience of the student 

learning, and does it serve the musical goal?”. 

Summary of Chapter 6 

​ In seeking to understand the data as it related to playful music teaching and learning, 

three themes presented themselves: 1) Playfulness served as a means of amplifying existing 

teaching strengths and desired classroom outcomes for the teachers through increased connection 

with the students; 2) Students were able to experience elements of successful playful learning 

musically (empowerment, meaning, and joy) in each of the three classroom environments as a 

response to both planned and unplanned playful stimuli, and; 3) The strength and diversity of the 

students’ playful and musical learning was directly related to the extent in which a lesson was 

planned for and prepared - the more planning that was done for a lesson’s objectives, flow, and 

possible outcomes (playful or otherwise), the more students were able to seek, respond to, and 

successfully participate in their learning.  The playful practices of the three teachers observed in 
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this study were a mix of planned and spontaneous, but no less playful for being so - students 

were able to experience elements of playful learning (empowerment, meaning, and joy) in all 

three classrooms. While planned playful music practices were similar in their approach, largely 

involving the use of musical games as instruction or review, improvisatory practices were geared 

toward the personality of the individual teacher, and varied greatly. The three teacher participants 

were aware in varying degrees of playful practice, and upon reflection, admitted that not only do 

the implications for its use suggest benefit for student learning as the focus shifts to the 

experience of the learner, but that quality music teaching in a playful manner is possible with 

dedicated planning and preparation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

132 



 

Chapter 7: Summary  
 

Introduction 
 

This dissertation study on playful pedagogy in classroom music began with my interest 

and experience as a teacher of early-childhood music, furthered by my career as an elementary 

classroom music educator. I was driven by the idea that playfulness and music education could 

work together to build classroom spaces that are motivating, engaging, and full of joyful, 

high-quality music learning. In investigating the educational landscape as it relates to play and 

playfulness in schools, it was found that little focus was placed on the understanding of 

children’s play-habits as a means of facilitating instructional choices; rather, the majority of 

research focused on the play-habits themselves, and how play is known to children. In recent 

years, however, Mardell et al. worked extensively on cultivating an overview of what, exactly, 

playful pedagogy means for teaching and learning, positioning it as  “... a mindset in which one 

is inclined to see situations and activities as containing possibilities for leading, exploring, and 

enjoying. A playful mindset is the active ingredient that turns activities and other experiences 

into play.” (2023, p.17).  

Process 

​ Taking into consideration the varying relevancies assigned to play and its manifestations 

at different ages within elementary instruction, the not-yet widely understood or applied theories 

of playful pedagogy as educational methodology, and the ambiguous objectives of musical 

playfulness, this study intended to address these gaps by extending the scope of research on 

playful classroom music instruction with the intention of structuring musical pedagogy from the 

lens of not only the content objectives, but the experience of the learner.  

​  
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​ Research Questions 

A pilot study was conducted in May of 2023 with two participants, exploring how 

classroom music educators viewed the intersection between play and musical instruction. This 

study helped refine the research questions into their final presentation:  

1.​ In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what do 

playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

2.​ Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

3.​ Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it shape 

their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a.​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning 

in the general music classroom? 

b.​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher 

preparation in the general music classroom? 

​ Dissertation Study  

In order to address the research questions, the dissertation study aimed to discover what 

elements of playful practice (both teaching and learning) are already present in classroom music 

education, with implications for its continued practice. Teacher participants were recruited in a 

sample of convenience, not only for their compatibility with the study, but the unique perspective 

on teaching pedagogies they provided - all three participants teach in the same district, with the 

same expectations, resourcing, and student body population.  

 As an instrumental case study, the teachers were not expected to understand or 

intentionally implement playful practice; rather, this case study sought to highlight elements of 
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playfulness already present in their pedagogy (both planned and unplanned), and connect its 

effects to student learning and music-making. Research was conducted over the course of four 

weeks, in which teacher participants took part in semi-structured interviews and classroom 

observations.  

Limitations 
 
Limitations to this study include: 1) a small sample size; 2) study recruitment and 

logistics; 3) methodological choice; and 4) researcher bias.  

This study was conducted with only three teacher participants, over the course of one 

month. A larger sample size, and an extended time frame (with additional observations that 

increase observable patterns and behavior) for data collection can replicate this study at a more 

determinable level. This impact can be felt in the comparative amount of data available for each 

of the teacher participants in the study as conducted: while Teacher A (Olivia) and Teacher C 

(Ellie) had multiple observations, the final observation for Teacher B (James) was cancelled due 

to extreme weather. This forced conclusions from a minimal dataset, calling into question their 

validity. In addition to this, the process of recruitment for the study through a sample of 

convenience excludes the voices of those whose experience is removed from my personal circle 

of influence, and therefore those with completely different teaching circumstances and 

perspectives.  

 The methodological choice of exclusively adult-based interviews (rather than the 

involvement of children in the process), means that this study is about children’s perspective, not 

from children’s perspective. Asking children about their experience (and for their input) in future 

work will provide depth and insight into the observations and conclusions of the study. Finally, I 
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as the researcher am a proponent of playful practice, and bias toward its efficacy must be 

considered. 

​ Data Analysis 

The teacher’s observable playful practices were analyzed through the framework of the 

“Playful Learning Practices and Tools”, identified in “A Pedagogy of Play: Supporting Playful 

Learning in Classrooms and Schools” (Mardell et al., 2023). The identified set of processes 

identified by Mardell et al. were known to support and encourage learning in the context of 

playfulness while framing lesson planning and lesson elements: 1) Empowering Learners to Lead 

Their Own Learning; 2) Building a Culture of Collaborative Learning; 3) Promote 

Experimentation and Risk-Taking; 4) Encourage Imaginative Thinking; and, 5) Welcoming all 

Emotions Generated Through Play.  

Similarly, the students’ playful learning was analyzed through the lens of the 

International School of Billund’s “Cross-Cultural Indicators of Playful Learning” (Mardell et al., 

2019) and the more focused “United States’ Indicators of Playful Learning” (Mardell et al., 

2019). The “Indicators of Playful Learning” provide observable outward contexts for playful 

student learning in classroom environments, asking, “What does playful learning look and feel 

like?”. It identified three categories: 1) Exploring the Unknown; 2) Leading Learning; and 3) 

Finding Joy; as the core tenets of playful learning, stipulating that in the United States, these 

could be seen as: 1) Empowerment; 2) Meaning; and, 3) Joy. 

Using the frameworks to guide the analysis, interview and observation data was 

transcribed, coded, and processed to address the research questions. 
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Coded Data 

​ Overwhelmingly, the descriptive data coding showed Desired Learning Conditions,  

Fun/Enjoyment, Participation, Planning/Preparation, Classroom Management. and 

Singing/Musicking as measures of teacher practice and student experience, with further codes 

like Improvisation/Exploration, Movement, Rapport, Pretend, Playful Persona, Flexibility, 

Assessment, and Challenge providing a wider lens. These descriptive codes, when focused, were 

connected to the framework language (Playful Learning Classroom Practices and Tools, Mardell 

et. al., 2023; Indicators of Playful Learning, Mardell et al., 2019) to provide a basis for 

understanding what experiences constitute things like “meaning”, “joy”, “empowerment”, or 

“experimentation and risk taking”, “imaginative thinking”, and “collaborative learning” in the 

music classroom: 

Table 8: Coded Data - Analysis / Teacher Experience 
 

Descriptive Codes (All - 
Open Coding) Teacher 
Experience 

Focused Coding Framework Language: 
Playful Learning Classroom 
Practices and Tools (2023) 

Playful Persona 
 
Pretend  

Playfulness Promote Experimentation and 
Risk Taking 
 
Encourage Imaginative 
Thinking  

Singing / Musicking  
 
Movement  
 
Improvisation / Exploration  

Musical Practice  Promote Experimentation and 
Risk Taking 
 
Encourage Imaginative 
Thinking  
 
Empower Learners to Lead 
Their Own Learning  

Reflection  
 
Flexibility 

Instructional Practice  Build a Culture of 
Collaborative Learning  
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Rapport 
 
Assessment  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Desired Learning Conditions 

Welcome All Emotions 
Generated Through Play 
 
Empower Learners to Lead 
Their Own Learning  

 
Table 9: Coded Data - Analysis / Student Experience 

 

Descriptive Codes (All - 
Open Coding) Student 
Experience 

Focused Coding Framework Language: 
Indicators of Playful 
Learning (2019)  

Challenge  
 
Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Pretend 
 

Playfulness Meaning  
 
Joy 

Singing / Musicking  
 
Movement  
 
Improvisation / Exploration  

Musical Practice  Meaning 
 
Joy  
 

Focus 
 
Participation 
 
Trust 
 
Autonomy 

Engagement Empowerment  
 
Meaning 

 
 
​ The codes generated in this dissertation study both reflect and extend the literature’s 

understanding of playfulness. At the level of the descriptive (open) coding, codes like movement, 

improvisation, rapport, autonomy, focus, challenge, and pretend show that playfulness can 
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appear musically for both students and teachers in ways that might push the expectation of what 

it means to be playful, and are (rather than a predetermined mindset or series of actions) an 

extension of their already lived experiences. This supports Dyson’s (2008) idea that play is 

complex and hard to define, and Cross’s (2008) argument that playfulness is not antithetical from 

meaningful or serious “normal” activities like gardening, hunting, and sewing. At the level of 

focused coding, in which patterns like playfulness, engagement, musical practice, and 

instructional practice appear, the work of Pellegrini (2012) and Gronlund (2010) become relevant 

when arguing that play and playfulness are shaped by the environment (in this case, the 

environment of desired learning outcomes), and are the responsibility of the collective, not the 

individual; this idea of teaching and learning being relational is supported by Goouch (2010), 

and Wing (1995), who argue that children define their play and playful behavior through their 

experiences. 

Findings 

​ Themes 

The findings suggest that: 1) Playfulness served as a means of amplifying existing 

teaching strengths and desired classroom outcomes for the teachers through increased connection 

with the students; 2) Students were able to experience elements of successful playful learning 

musically (empowerment, meaning, and joy) in each of the three classroom environments as a 

response to both planned and unplanned playful stimuli, and; 3) The strength and diversity of the 

students’ playful and musical learning was directly related to the extent in which a lesson was  

planned for and prepared - the more planning that was done for a lesson’s objectives, flow, and 

possible outcomes (playful or otherwise), the more students were able to seek, respond to, and 

successfully participate in their learning.   
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Research Questions 

RQ 1: In the case of three elementary general music teachers observed in this study, what 

do playful practices look like; are these practices planned or spontaneous? 

​ All three teachers had elements of their teaching practice that allowed them to 

(knowingly or unknowingly) participate in teaching playfully. These practices were a mix of 

planned and spontaneous; while the planned practices were relatively similar across the three 

teachers, the spontaneous playful practices highlighted their individual personalities and teaching 

strengths. When looking at how these playful teaching practices presented musically, they looked 

like: 

Table 6: Evidence of Playful Music Teaching Practices  

Playful Teaching Practices  

(Mardell et al., 2019) 

Evidence of Playful Music Teaching Practices  

Empowering Learners to Lead Their Own 

Learning 

 

●​ Involving students in explaining 
directions to their peers using musical 
objectives and musical language  

●​ Re-directing instruction to focus on 
student understanding by making a solo 
musical objective a whole-class musical 
objective instead 

●​ Encouraging peer-led musical 
participation and assessment 

Build A Culture of Collaborative Learning 

 

●​ Focusing on music’s ability to serve as a 
communication tool when lesson 
planning 

●​ Focusing on musical enjoyment when 
lesson planning  

●​ Using musical stimuli to be playful 
verbally and non-verbally 

●​ Positioning music-making as the 
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responsibility of the collective and not 
the individual 

Promote Experimentation and Risk-Taking ●​ Encouraging instrumental improvisation 
●​ Planning for movement and dance 
●​ Applying known musical ideas to more 

advanced, unknown musical concepts 
●​ Encouraging music-making in front of 

peers 
●​ Allowing students to try new musical 

ideas or concepts in front of peers 
●​ Allowing students to freely make sound 

Encourage Imaginative Thinking  ●​ Using instruments at will for intended 
and non-intended purposes 

●​ Using physical manipulatives musically 
●​ Using imaginative words or imagery to 

describe musical symbols and their 
meanings 

●​ Using movement to assist in musical 
understandings 

Welcome All Emotions Generated Through 

Play 

●​ Focusing the emotional energy in the 
room on the musical goal or challenge, 
and not the qualities of the individuals 
participating in the music-making 

●​ Making emotional challenges relate back 
to the musical frustrations to work 
through them 

●​ Positively reinforcing musical success to 
keep morale and willingness high 

 

RQ 2: Are the students experiencing playful music learning (elements of empowerment, 

meaning, and joy), and what does this look like? 

Students similarly experienced playful music learning in each of the three classrooms, no 

matter what the areas of their teacher’s strength were in playful teaching. These evidences of 

musical learning looked like: 
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Table 7: Evidence of Playful Music Learning 

Indicators of Playful 
Learning (Mardell et al., 
2019) 

Evidence of Playful Music Learning 

Leading Learning: 
Empowerment 

●​ Active and involved musical participation from all students 
●​ Making musical choices and decisions 
●​ Taking musical risks 
●​ Showing agency through musical movement 
●​ Applying existing musical knowledge to broader unknown 

knowledge with confidence 
●​ Explaining musical motivations and understandings to 

others 
●​ Participating in high-level music making and/or showing 

high-level understanding 

Exploring the Unknown: 
Finding Meaning 

●​ Engaging in musical pretend 
●​ Applying musical concepts to real-world knowledge to 

sustain meaning 
●​ Using musical language to clarify understandings and 

objectives 
●​ Asking musical questions about content or process 
●​ Explaining musical knowledge to peers, or answering 

musical questions on their behalf 
●​ Participating in sustained music making with intention 

Finding Joy: Joyful 
Learning 

●​ Showing excitement, awe, or anticipation at the musical 
materials or musical objectives/processes 

●​ Showing a spirit of togetherness by holding each other 
accountable for their decisions in order to facilitate the 
continuation of the music-making 

●​ Showing deep investment through competition 
●​ Showing interest and passion through purposeful and 

sustained musical activity 
●​ Showing trust in the music-making abilities of peers to 

sustain and amplify the learning of the collective 
●​ Taking musical risks unprompted 
●​ Engaging in debate over musical ideas and concepts 
●​ Showing curiosity in music-making 
●​ Smiling and laughing while music making 
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RQ 3: Are the teachers aware of playful teaching and learning practices, and how does it 

shape their beliefs and pedagogical approach? 

a.​ What are the implications of this continued influence for student learning in the 

general music classroom? 

b.​ What are the implications of this continued influence for teacher preparation in 

the general music classroom? 

​ The data suggested that the teachers were all aware of playfulness as a tool for teaching 

in varying degrees, and with different understandings, but not the specifics of what it meant to be 

playful, or of its implications for music teaching and learning. The three teachers acknowledged 

reflectively that their biggest takeaway from the study was not only that playfulness could be an 

effective tool for framing musical instruction, but that it could be planned.  

​ This study deeply confirms the work of Mardell et al., (2023), who position playful 

pedagogy as a communication strategy meant to align the interests of teachers and students 

through enjoyment. Furthermore, this study extends the work of both Parker and Thomsen 

(2019), who described a scope of learning practices that all constitute playful pedagogy: active 

learning, collaborative and cooperative learning, experimental learning, problem-based learning, 

and project-based learning, and Mardell et al. (2019), by asking how playful teaching and 

learning looks in music classrooms. Interestingly, this work challenges Pyle and Danniels, (2016) 

who state the the teachers likeliest to successfully engage in classroom playfulness as instruction 

were the teachers who believed with a higher level of certainty that playfulness and curriculum 

could co-exist; in this study, the teacher who had the strongest and most diverse playful 

pedagogy was the teacher who doubted it the most at the beginning. This leads me to wonder if 
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playfulness as a teaching pedagogy is so aligned with a perception (whether internal or of others) 

of a certain kind of personality that it creates something of a bias, in which teachers who 

consider themselves “playful” people, assume natural ability to be playful, and therefore, high 

levels of success without having to think or plan deeply for its elements and impact in the 

classroom. 

As the study evolved, my conception of the focus and possible outcome of classroom 

playfulness shifted. Originally, the aim of this study was to provide an alternative approach to 

pedagogical musical thinking: i.e., “how can I teach this playfully?”. However, it became clear 

during data collection that a possibly critical element of playfulness in the music classroom was 

rooted in the rapport between teacher and student, and what the playful shift in environment can 

allow to happen for the teacher’s own attitude toward the teaching and learning. This was 

demonstrated by James especially, whose approach to playfulness conveyed a sort of less willing 

or resigned attitude toward his students in his introductory interview, the real impact of the 

playfulness in the room was twofold: 1) demonstrated effect on student participation and 

engagement with their learning, but very significantly; 2) the manner in which teaching playfully 

revealed elements of his most authentic self. His demonstration of playfulness (while mostly 

serious and competitive) seemed to be true-to-self, and the students responded positively, 

warmly, and eagerly to his presence when felt in this way. The focus of James’ attention turned 

from classroom management to heavily involved in the learning; this noticeable shift from start 

to finish of the class as the playful elements dominated in rapport appeared to cyclically 

reinforce the students’ desire to participate in their learning, and therefore James’ desire to 

provide a learning environment for his students that they wanted to be in. 
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This overall teacher/student reaction gave me pause - I began to wonder what it meant to 

be playful through the lens of not only the learning outcomes, but rapport as a means of allowing 

a teacher to teach to their truest self, and truest potential - and perhaps whether they might be 

two sides of the same issue. Though it seems antithetical, perhaps, to think of donning a playful 

personality (or purposefully planning lesson design/elements that lean toward playfulness) as a 

measure of authenticity, when this requires pre-planning, or even scripting, I argue that should 

this research be replicated further, an extension of what playful practice means for the 

development of rapport as an encouraging and motivating force deserves focus.  

​ Implications 

​ Thinking practically about how this information can be applied, it invites music teachers 

(and classroom teachers of all types) to consider what is controllable in their classrooms for the 

teaching and learning experience they’d like to have, and gives them approaches with which to 

consider them. This could be as simple as adding one more consideration to a lesson plan - “In 

what ways are my students going to experience meaning while learning? Empowerment? Joy?”, 

or even asking, “How did I communicate to my students today? Did they seem to connect to it? 

What else could I try?”  

​ In digging deeper into implications, this study asks important questions, like: How are we 

being trained as teachers to become pedagogues to children? What work do we need to do in 

order to focus our attention on musical content objectives and musical processes while learning? 

Have we internalized generationally that discomfort is an integral by-product of classroom 

learning, and how much do we teach the way we’ve been taught? How much do children really 

listen to what we have to say, in the ways we currently say it - and what would it look like in 
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schools if we listened to them? In what ways are we missing out on student learning because it 

contradicts what we think of as evidence and understanding? 

​ Suggestions for Future Research 

​ Thinking of this dissertation study in terms of its implications for future research leads in 

four directions. It leads me to wonder, first and foremost, what would this study look like if 

children participated in the research? Would the same conclusions hold? Be given greater depth? 

Disproved, even, or reconsidered from a perspective incapable of holding as an adult? Secondly, 

what would this study look like if replicated? How do the findings hold up across a diverse range 

of teachers and learners? In what ways could conducting this research again in more 

environments add to the understanding of what playful music teaching and learning looks like? 

Would the language of the framework - say, what constitutes playful teaching practice - be 

different if thinking about this musically in many different spaces? Third, what are the 

implications for playful teaching and learning in other musical content areas, like school-group 

instrumental instruction, or private lesson instruction? Do the same findings apply? If so, how 

are they extended by the difference in musical environments? Finally, what is the replicability 

across subjects for playful teaching and learning in other content-specific areas, and what kind of 

playful language would frame their thinking? What could we learn from that? 

Conclusion 

​ This study made me think deeply about my own teaching, and left me feeling comforted 

at the amount of energy and attention others in the world have spent on play and playfulness in 

education. While I have always been fascinated by playfulness, and have worked to “pay 

attention” to the playful cues my students give and receive, I didn’t have the framework to 

structure my playful planning or language prior to participating in this work. Now, I have words 
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like “empowerment”, “meaning”, and “joy” to describe what I’d like to work towards in my 

music teaching, and concrete musical language for taking students in these directions. Thinking 

of concepts like “freely making sound”, “encouraging improvisation”, and “positioning 

music-making as the responsibility of the collective and not the individual”, instead of a vague 

idea that music could be fun and playful, is an excellent springboard for seeing what intentional, 

musical, playful teaching and learning can do. 

Not only has this study opened a world of possibility for me as to what playful teaching 

and learning could look like musically, but the language of my internal thinking shifted 

dramatically over the course of this work. I now look at myself as a teacher and wonder, what is 

my playful persona? How does it suit the teaching and learning in my own classroom? In what 

ways am I naturally playful, and in what ways does my assumption that the natural playfulness I 

have carries through to students limit my ability to see where my pedagogy could improve? Can 

I improve by treating my playful practice as a persona in which I can don, “at will”?. 

Furthermore, if I were to analyze the teaching and learning that occurs in my own spaces as 

objectively as possible, what would I find? Would I see all the elements of playful teaching 

practice? Of playful learning? These wonderings have translated to a shift in concern from 

content-exclusive lesson planning, in which I used to think of playfulness as a vehicle with 

which to deliver the objective, and instead to a compromise in which I care deeply about the 

learning, but consider the learner’s experience to be equally paramount - in essence, a belief that 

if the learner enjoys the experience of learning, quality learning will occur.  
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APPENDICES 
 

Tables 
 

APPENDIX A  
 
Interview Protocols: Introductory Interview 

Objectives Questions 

Introduction “Hello, thank you for having me here today! My name is ____ . Your 
name is ______, and you teach classroom music, grades ___, at ______ 
School. The purpose of this case study is to conduct research on how 
playful practice manifests within the general music classroom. I’m 
looking for elements of playfulness in classroom music teaching practice 
(whether or not you are aware of them), how your students react to them, 
and their implications for music teaching and learning.  
 
You don’t have to change, or in any way alter your approach or 
philosophy to take part in this study or series of interviews; I am simply 
curious about your “normal” teaching environments, and your views on 
music teaching and learning.  
 
Today, I will ask you to answer questions regarding your teaching 
practice, and ask you to provide some context for the class I will be 
observing in the coming weeks.  
 
Do you have any questions before we start? 

 
Teaching Practice How do you normally plan a general music lesson? 

How would you describe your teaching style? 

Tell me about your best class; either now, or ever.  

a)​ What are/were they like? 
b)​ How do/did you plan for them? 
c)​ How do/did you feel when teaching them? 
d)​ What do/did you notice when teaching them? 
e)​ What is/was a typical interaction like with these students?  
f)​ What are/were their musical practices like? 
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Tell me about the best lesson you’ve ever taught.  

g)​ What made it so successful? 
h)​ Did you plan for it like any other lesson? Tell me about 

your planning.  
i)​ How did you feel when teaching them? 
j)​ Did you feel there was something you influenced them to 

do that made it so successful? 
k)​ What were their musical practices like? 

Case Study 
1)​ Tell me about the class I’m going to see. 

a)​ What are they like? 
b)​  How do you usually plan a lesson for them? 
c)​ How do you usually feel while teaching them? 
d)​  What do you notice while teaching them? 
e)​ What is a typical interaction like with these students?  
f)​ What are their musical practices like? 

Closure Is there anything you’d like to add? 
Thank you so much; that’s a wrap! I sincerely look forward to seeing 
your class on ____. It was so lovely to talk with you today; thank you 
again for taking the time.  
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APPENDIX B  

Interview Protocols: Concluding Interview 

Objectives Questions 

Introduction “Hello, thank you for coming back to talk and reflect! My name is ____ . 
Your name is ______, and you teach classroom music grades ___ at 
______. The purpose of this case study was to conduct research on how 
playful practice manifests within the general music classroom. I was 
looking for elements of playfulness in classroom music teaching practice 
(whether or not you were aware of them), how your students react to 
them, and their implications for music teaching and learning.  
 
Today I will ask you to answer some reflective questions regarding your 
teaching practice, and ask you to provide some context for the 
observations I conducted in the last several weeks.  
 
Do you have any questions before we start? 

Case Study  
Tell me about the class I observed.  

a)​ What were they like while I was there? 
b)​  How did you plan these lessons for them? 
c)​ How did you feel while teaching them? 
d)​ What did you notice while teaching them? 
e)​ What were their musical practices like? 
f)​ Were there any significant moments? 

        2) Tell me about this moment [insert excerpt from     
observation/reflective note passage].  

a)​ Did you plan for this moment to happen this way? 
b)​ What did you notice yourself feeling in the moment? 
c)​ What did you notice in your student(s) at this moment? 
d)​ Do you think it influenced their music making at this 

moment? How? 
e)​ What does this mean for you? 

(repeat question as needed, addressing moments of playful practice) 
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Implications for 
Future Practice  1)​ How does your awareness of these moments influence the 

way you think of your teaching practice in the future? 
2)​ What do you think this means for your students? 

Closure Is there anything you’d like to add? 
 
Thank you so much; that’s a final wrap! I’m so grateful for your 
graciousness in having me in your classroom, and taking the time to talk 
and reflect with me. It was a wonderful experience.  
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APPENDIX C 
 
Coded Data: Olivia Introductory Interview 

Olivia Interview (Introductory) 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“In our GM setting, we really try to focus on 
one concept each lesson. We get something 
like 28 lessons through the year, um, and, we 
also do a couple of like bigger projects, one of 
which is like a 3rd grade general music 
concert” 

Desired Learning Outcomes  
 
Planning / Preparation  

“So in like planning a general music lesson, 
or a unit, I guess I would say, the thing that 
I’m really looking for is are they singing, are 
they reading, are they composing, and are 
they writing with this. And you know they 
don’t necessarily need to write something to 
compose it, but the concept of writing the 
notes is important. So in um everything that 
we do, we try to get them to do.. When it’s a 
music literacy concept, we try to get them to 
do all of those things, to sing, compose, write, 
and read, all of the things - which is a Kodaly 
concept.” 

Planning / Preparation  
 
Singing / Musicking 

“We also try to get them to do a lot with 
improvisation, um so we’re always sort of 
weaving that into the lessons, we do a lot with 
the barred instruments, um and they really 
really like that. Today, for example, I’m going 
to tell them notes that they have to play when 
they’re “out”, um but I will say “I want you to 
improvise a pattern”, um and I might ask 
them as they’re going to like solo the pattern 
that they’re improvising, they might be able to 
do it, they might not, but um I think that them 
exploring the creation of music is something 
really important because as they progress to 
fifth grade - fifth grade is all about improv 
and general music, the lessons, so it’s we want 
to get them kind of used to it.” 

Desired Learning Outcomes  
 
Planning / Preparation  

“I want them to learn, but not know that Fun / Enjoyment 
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they’re learning. That’s the key, I think - 
they’re having fun, but they’re learning stuff 
too.” 

 
Desired Learning Conditions 

“I’m pretty quick to squash stuff that happens, 
like in terms of being like unkind, I really 
want music to be a safe and supportive space, 
and I want the kids to have as much 
enjoyment as they can, while also learning 
these concepts” 

Fun / Enjoyment 
 
Rapport 

“And I was just talking to somebody about 
this yesterday at the faculty meeting where, 
like, we were singing before we were 
speaking language - music in this sense is like 
a way of communicating and creating that 
community within a classroom.” 

Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Rapport 

“So… I don’t really know what my teaching 
style is, but I like them to have fun, um, I’m 
not really authoritative - I like to kind of just 
step back and let them… like I hope that 
they’ll be good enough by the end of like a 
couple of rounds of this that I don’t have to do 
anything, that they’re just facilitating their 
like rotations.” 

Autonomy  
 
Desired Learning Conditions 

“I guess, some classes I feel like a degree of 
being a jokester can happen depending on the 
class. Like if a class takes a joke then runs 
with it and it completely derails the entire like 
class, that’s when I’m like “I can’t make jokes 
with this class anymore because it’ll derail 
everything” But, if a class can get back on 
track, then I can put in the little quips of like 
being funny and whatever.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport 

“Fun. … It’s when I’m most like myself - 
because it is a switch, you know what I mean? 
Like, the teacher switch where, the existing as 
being us switch?” 

Fun / Enjoyment 
 
Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Playful Persona 

“And I don’t think it’s me, I think kids just 
inherently respond differently to different 

Fun / Enjoyment 
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people, um, I think that I try to really amp up 
the fun; with my giant stuffed plushies, with 
my Taylor Swift rules, with my sticker wall, 
and I kind of think that like it comes from a 
degree of trust, and you have to get the kids to 
trust you just as much as like, you want to 
trust them with the activities that you’re going 
to do for the day.” 

Trust  
 
 

“ I would not give certain classes of mine any 
kind of instrument until I knew they could 
handle it. And that’s something that I stress at 
the beginning of every year, because it’s like, 
you guys can’t - like you have to prove to me 
that you can handle this - and they usually rise 
to the challenge, and like every day I’ll make 
a big deal out of it like, CONGRATS, today’s 
the day, you did it, you proved to me you can 
play instruments today, we’re playing 
instruments today!” 

Challenge  
 
Autonomy 

“And the thing that I try, too, is I’m like - I 
have a game planned for us at the end of 
class. Or like, I have something special, like a 
special video I want to show you, but we have 
to get all of our work done first. If we get all 
of our work done, then we can do the special 
fun thing. And sometimes, it’ll be like - we 
didn’t get all of our work done, we can’t do 
the special fun thing - but sometimes, like 
congrats you got all your work done, here’s a 
special fun thing! And I think that like, 
always following through on that lets the kids 
know that I am serious, you know what I 
mean?” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Classroom Management  
 
 

“Let’s play a song from something like that to 
tap into their interests, I think you kind of 
like, have to. In today’s day and age because 
otherwise there’s no buy in, or engagement. 
And I don’t think it like is all the time, 
because like we sing lots of folk songs, but 
you have to give them like a full picture of 
music, and what a cool time that we’re living 
in” 

Fun / Enjoyment 
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Singing / Musicking 
 
Reflection 
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“I really like teaching, um, vocal ped, 
obviously. Um, I think that one of the most 
successful things [...], um I think what makes 
it successful is teaching the kids, what is the 
difference between flat and sharp in singing. 
And um, we have a big bullseye, and we have 
the kids come up and, what makes it 
successful is that I turn it into a game. That’s 
what makes it successful. Um, because, what 
I’ll do, so um I’ll have the kids come up and 
they’ll point to the bullseye, and one part says 
sharp, and one part says flat, and there’s a 
center that’s the center of the pitch we’re 
going for. And I will point to the bullseye and 
say “Here’s your Do, so now I want you to 
follow with your voice with where I point”, 
and they’re going [imitating raising and 
falling pitch], and they’re doing different 
levels of sharp and flat. And I’ll have the kids 
come up and be like, okay, somebody else 
come up and point. And, they always get it, 
because what I ask them to do is start 
reflecting, in that next lesson, like “are you 
hitting the bullseye?” “Do you hear your 
classmates hitting the bullseye?” Do you hear 
your classmates not hit the bullseye? And I 
think it’s the times where they like don’t hit 
the bullseye that I’m more interested in, 
because it’s like, can you detect that, and then, 
can you fix it” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Assessment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Autonomy 
 

“They love to sing, they love to play games. I 
am very fortunate in both of my third grades - 
and this whole third grade is kind of a mess - 
they love to sing, and they’re very good at it. 
So, I’m hoping that you will see them having 
lots of fun, I’m hoping that you will see them 
enjoying playing and singing, I’m hoping that 
there will not be any fights that break out, and 
I’m hoping that they can be pretty self 
sufficient by the time, like, after a few rounds 
of pass the pumpkin.” 

Fun / Enjoyment 
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Classroom Management 
 
Autonomy  
 
Singing / Musicking 
 
Participation 

“You’ll probably see that too, as much as I 
can, like “here’s a reminder of how we pass a 
beanbag”, you’ll find that kind of stuff 

Classroom Management  
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because I think reinforcing expectations with 
them is really good, um but I also thing sort of 
handling - not handling the consequences, but 
if someone breaks a boundary, like, making 
sure that I take care of that, and the kids know 
that they will sit out if they are not going to 
[participate]” 

“Also, if a kid or a group of kids are 
struggling with whatever the pattern is that I 
give them, there is a moment where we will 
pause and I will start bringing out the 
instruments and I will play the instrument the 
first time so the kids can understand. I am 
going to tell them to improvise patterns, I am 
going to tell them to play on the steady beat - 
I’m also trying to like, assess - do they, can 
the play on the steady beat, like all of those 
things, um and still meanwhile deal with all of 
the kid stuff.” 

Improvisation / Exploration 
 
Assessment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Singing / Musicking  
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APPENDIX D 
 
Coded Data: Olivia Classroom Observation 1 
 

Olivia Observation 1 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“The teacher asks for students to make a 
circle, saying, “we’re playing a game today” 
(mixed reactions - some students cheer, others 
boo, and some start talking and continue to do 
so throughout instructions). None of the 
students move. The teacher redirects first with 
a silly voice “cmon guys ,it’s circle time!”, 
then again with a serious voice “It is time to 
make a circle. I’m counting; 3….2….)” 

Classroom Management  

“Olivia instructs the first “out” student to 
move to the first instrument in the order - an 
alto xylophone with all bars removed except 
Sol Fa Do. She says to this student, while 
picking up a mallet and chanting/playing in 
time “Keep-the-big-beat-keep-the-big-beat”. 
The student picks up the mallet and imitates, 
steadily. She starts the musical pumpkin chant 
again for the students inside the inner circle, 
and the student on alto xylophone continues 
to keep the steady beat on Sol-Do, alternating, 
just as the teacher demonstrated.” 

Autonomy  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  

“Another student gets out, and Olivia directs 
the first student to move to the next 
instrument - blocks. She demonstrates their 
use, saying, “improvise what you like!”, and 
hands the mallets to Student 1. Student 2, now 
at the alto xylophone does not receive any 
explicit direct instruction - the teacher 
assumes that they were paying attention to the 
initial demonstration and Student 1’s 
performance. Olivia starts the pumpkin chant 
once more, and although Student 1 begins to 
play on the blocks, Student 2 looks confused 
and plays nothing. Olivia stops the chant - and 
says to Student 2 “You have to keep a steady 
beat. You can play what you want.” 

Improvisation / Exploration  
 
Autonomy  
 
Singing / Musicking  
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“until Student 3 gets out. This student - 
literally - pitches a fit. Immediately starts 
whining loudly, saying “I don’t WANT TO 
BE OUT!!!”, and rolls on the floor. Olivia 
attempts to soothe the student, saying “it’s a 
good out! You get to play the instruments!”. 
This does not help, and the student becomes 
more agitated. Olivia thinks, decides, and says 
“fine - you can stay in, but you have to be out 
some time.” Student 3 immediately changes 
demeanor and settles down. “ 

Flexibility 
 
Classroom Management  
 
Participation 

“Student 1 finally arrives at the rain-stick. 
Olivia decides to play it several times 
(without talking), which immediately gets the 
attention of the room. She pretends to be 
taking a shower underneath it [elicits giggles 
from the room - there is rapt attention once 
more], and says “this is a RAIN STICK!”, 
while gently tapping on all the sides, and 
turning it every which way. Olivia never 
explicitly mentions to “be careful”, but 
Student 1 - and then every student after - uses 
it with respect and caution, unlike some of the 
louder, undemonstrated instruments. This was 
the only instrument in which the teacher 
addressed the whole class explicitly - not just 
Student 1 - when demonstrating its use. 
Additionally, Olivia’s behavior was 
noticeably relaxed, playful, and slow while 
explaining, which had a noticeable impact on 
the classroom environment. While no 
“musical” terms were used to describe the 
rain stick’s function, students improvised 
successfully on big and small beats. Some 
turned the stick, some shook it. All students 
seemed musically to “play” with the stick, and 
many of them seemed to imitate or improvise 
on the “water” element. Student 6, after 
playing the rainstick, exclaimed, “I LOVE 
this game!” 

Improvisation / Exploration  
 
Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Flexibility 
 
Playful Persona  
 
Rapport 
 
Autonomy  
 
Pretend  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  

“Finally, Student 3 gets out again. He throws 
another tantrum, to which another student 
already out immediately responds, “STOP IT 
[student name] I want to get to the 

Flexibility 
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
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BLOCKS!]. Student 3 pitches a fit, but moves 
reluctantly to the alto xylophone. Olivia says 
nothing - neither condemning nor reinforcing 
- to either student, but starts another round of 
the game. When Student 3 moves around the 
instruments, he plays them as loudly and 
interruptively as possible (again, without 
teacher comment), finally coming to a 
breaking point at the Stitch stuffed animal. By 
this point in the game, most students are 
“out”, and about 8 remain in the original 
circle. While the pumpkin chant/song occurs, 
Student 3 begins pounding the face of the 
stuffed animal with his fist, as hard as 
possible. The other students immediately 
begin to chastise him, to which the teacher 
responds “stop!; Student 3, what are you 
doing?” He shrugs, looks upset, says nothing, 
and stops. Olivia then says - “Okay, game 
over!”, to which the students in the circle 
protest “But I didn’t get to do the 
instruments!!!”, and the students playing 
instruments have mixed reactions - some 
(especially the ones who did not yet get to try 
the rainstick) are visibly and audibly 
frustrated.” 

Classroom Management  

“She explains that they worked on steady beat 
and improvisation, and that they will continue 
to do so next week using a PARACHUTE! “ 

Planning / Preparation  
 
Fun / Enjoyment  
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APPENDIX E 
 
Coded Data: Olivia Classroom Observation 2 

Olivia Observation 2 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“Olivia explains that they are going to be 
using parachutes today (again, audible gasps), 
in a calm and approachable tone (not overly 
stylized or goofy, but not stern), and the class 
listened attentively throughout. She continues, 
setting the learning expectation for the day 
that they are going to be talking about “song 
form” using Star Wars on the parachute, and 
learning a parachute dance called a 
“Tarantella” that uses big beats and small 
beats.” 

Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Classroom Management  

“Olivia gets out the parachute, and makes a 
spectacle of opening it wide in the front of the 
room. Many students appear eager and 
interested, wiggling, wanting to touch it, and 
the teacher leans into their curiosity. She says, 
“who can help me demonstrate how to use 
it?” And calls on 12 students to hold the side 
handles. The students not picked are 
disappointed, and start to become fidgety. 
Olivia then says - “how about we all 
demonstrate it??”, to which the students cheer. 
She instructs one circle of students (the 
original 12) to stay on the carpet with their 
parachute, and the other circle of students to 
move to the tiled floor to the left of the carpet 
(the piano has been moved). There is not quite 
enough space to fit comfortably - the two 
circles are close together. Olivia demonstrated 
safety, showing how the parachute can move 
up, down, make a bubble, and make waves. 
When demonstrating the last, she continues 
speaking playfully, saying, “Please don’t 
make waves, you’ll DROWN me!” [in 
response to the two students yanking hard on 
their parachute handles - they immediately 
stop].” 

Improvisation / Exploration  
 
Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Flexibility  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Playful Persona  
 
Movement  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport 
 
Pretend  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  
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“Olivia says, “First we’re going to learn a 
tarantella. A dance with big and small beats!” 
And demonstrates walking clockwise in big 
beats and counterclockwise in small beats 
with the first circle of students. During the 
chorus, the students move in and out, making 
a wave and a bubble respectively with the 
parachute. The atmosphere is very different 
than the last class - she is able to demonstrate, 
and ask musical questions and behavioral 
questions alike (should we rip the handle? 
How do you know and show a big beat?) and 
the class is at rapt attention.” 

Movement  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  

“Olivia begins the activity, and students 
participate eagerly. While there is still the 
same volume as the class before, the chatter is 
about the music (“no, big beat, big stomps!”), 
and matches the energy and excitement in the 
room. The students perform the tarantella to 
completion, and then say “Again! Again!”. 
The teacher looks a little surprise, but says, 
“okay, let’s do it!” By the time the second 
tarantalla is completed, more than half the 
class has passed.” 

Improvisation / Exploration  
 
Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Flexibility 
 
Movement  
 
Participation  
 
Focus 

“Olivia instructs the students to stay standing 
(their energy is slightly subdued, but in a 
happy way, now after moving for almost 15 
minutes straight) and introduces the “Star 
Wars” song form using a YouTube video of 
another elementary class participating in 
parachute movements (trading places 
underneath the parachute) during the A 
sections, and moving in circles during the B 
section. The students are mostly uninterested 
in the video - the noise starts again, a little 
restlessly, so Olivia pauses the video. She 
says, “let’s try one ourselves!”, and explains 
that each color on the parachute is paired 
opposite itself with the same color. “When I 
calls out your color, you have to duck under 
the parachute and get to the other side in 4 
beats!” 
 The class tries two practices with “green” and 
“yellow”. One of the green students decides to 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Participation  
 
Movement  
 
Autonomy  
 
Focus 
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slide like a baseball player, doesn’t catch the 
parachute, and the “balloon” the other 
students made for them to duck under 
deflates. The other students become annoyed, 
and this student, although seemingly 
uninterested in the musical activity, decides 
that his behaviors were not worth the 
reactions of the other students, and stops.” 

“They line up, asking “can we do this again?”, 
and mostly-quietly-but-still-bubbly head out 
to the hallway.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
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APPENDIX F 
 
Coded Data: Olivia Concluding Interview 

Olivia Interview (Concluding) 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“However, they, I really think that they love to 
sing, and that they really do enjoy music - I 
think that sometimes they just really can’t 
control the behaviors, or like the impulses, um 
but I think that they’re a great class.” 

Classroom Management  

“Um, the first class, I noticed that it was like a 
little bit unhinged. Perhaps a little more 
unhinged than I would have liked it to be.” 

Classroom Management  
 
Reflection 

“Any lesson where they’re up and engaged 
and moving the whole time… any lesson 
where they’re like up and engaged and 
moving the whole time, and you can’t feel 
time passing is always a good one.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Movement  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Participation 

“So usually I have four lessons at the end of a 
year, with a class, and I will usually pick - we 
usually do like four main categories, which is 
like , rhythm, pitch, form, um, and like 
analysis. Analysis in this case would be like 
major or minor, so I try to pick one each 
week, like, this month of the year that falls on 
that.” 

Planning / Preparation  

“Uh, I felt, I felt like it was just on the cusp of 
like going out of my control, which is usually 
how I feel with that class, so it’s not like sorry 
just - I wanted them to have fun, but also 
knowing that like if they didn’t do what I was 
asking them to do, I would have very quickly 
pivoted to something not fun at all, and kind 
of mentally preparing myself for that “ 

Classroom Management  

“Um, I think that like the pass the pumpkin 
thing is great, but I think I needed to give 
them more clear parameters about how to do 

Planning / Preparation  
 
Reflection 
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what I actually wanted them to play on the 
instruments, rather than just letting them play. 
[...] Um but I think it was maybe a more 
movement driven lesson, and I think that it 
was a new activity, and they were excited, 
because they knew like what it meant to have 
like a parachute, and um, I don’t think they 
wanted to mess up, because they really 
wanted to do it, so I think that that was really 
kind of um motivating in that sense, um, but, I 
- I would do things differently for sure if I 
were to do it again.” 

“I think that I would have in pass the 
pumpkin, I would have had them practice, 
maybe with like body percussion or 
something, maybe some examples of rhythms 
that they could have done, like let’s practice 
the steady beat, or let’s practice the improv, or 
let’s practicing pass the pumpkin before I 
transferred it onto the instruments. I knew that 
they were going to be excited about the game, 
so I remember, once I started the game, that 
kind of took over any instructional things, 
because they want to play the game. You 
know. Um. I think for parachutes, I think I did 
pretty well! I think if anything, I might have 
restructured it so that um the like, more 
mechanics of the parachute - we’re going to 
make a dome! We’re going to make a 
mushroom! We’re going to make a um call 
out colors - I think I would have maybe done 
that at the beginning? I actually think that the 
folk dance was actually um systematically 
more difficult than Star Wars, so I think I 
would have re-ordered it. I think I would have 
done like, the basics of the parachute, then 
Star Wars, and then the folk dance, the 
tarantella.” 

Planning / Preparation  
 
Reflection  

“Well I noticed in the pass the - well, 
interestingly enough, with the parachute, I 
thought that they did a really good job of 
keeping the steady beat, something that I did 
not notice happening in the pass the pumpkin, 
because they were kind of like I don’t know 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Movement  
 
Classroom Management  
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what do do so I’m just going to do anything. 
And even instruments like - I don’t even 
remember what I asked them to do, like I 
asked them one group of instruments to play 
steady beat, I asked another group to 
improvise, and I asked another group to go 
with the rhythm of the words, um, and I can’t 
even tell you which group I asked to do 
which. And I think when it came down to it in 
something like the folk dance, like, they were 
safe with their bodies, and they were able to 
understand the steady beat, and um they 
achieved like a great rhythmic flow - and I 
always think that folk dances are great for 
building like community, and I um I think that 
if I had had a little more time to get into the 
cultural aspects of the tarantella, like that 
would have been cool, but I was glad the 
steady beat was sort of reinforced” 

Singing / Musicking  
 
Reflection  

“Um I think that when I saw that like if I was 
working with one parachute, if I looked over 
and I saw that the other one was still on task 
and like not being silly or goofy or whatever, 
and following directions, then that was pretty 
significant - because that meant that they were 
motivated, and wanted to be there, and do it, 
and um, I liked when - it was fun, um when 
the kids had the rain stick, too, like just to see 
them with the rain stick, like working with it, 
and just pretending there was rain falling on 
their head, like that was something that I 
liked.” 

Improvisation / Exploration  
 
Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Autonomy  
 
Pretend  
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  

“And a lot of times when I do a big 
instrument set up like that, I’ll have some 
instruments where like I know that I want to 
put in, and sometimes I’ll kind of see what 
calls me in like a specific order, and I had set 
up the rain stick to be like one of the last ones, 
but then I kind of went for it earlier - I was 
like nah, let’s do it here.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Flexibility 
 
Planning / Preparation  

“I wish there was a playful way I could have 
demonstrated the other instruments, after 
thinking about it, because that was really 

Playful Persona  
 
Planning / Preparation  
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cool.”  
Singing / Musicking  
 
Reflection  

“I think that I’m aiming for more of the like, 
rain stick moments vs. personification of 
Stitch. I think that that’s kind of an example 
of how it can kind of like go awry, vs. how it 
can like really engage their learning. I think 
that like sometimes I get so caught up in the 
weeds of like they have to know this or this 
this this and this, that I don’t let it breathe 
enough, and I don’t let there be space for that 
kind of silliness, and I don’t let there be space 
for that kind of playfulness. “ 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Playful Persona  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Participation  
 
Reflection 

“But I also think that like the idea of 
playfulness in the classroom is really really 
powerful in the moments where it is not even 
necessarily planned, but where it is executed 
well. Like, the rainstick was not planned, but 
it was executed well. Like, the, and 
sometimes - in teaching, there are those 
moments where it is planned, and it is 
executed well, but it’s like, how can you try to 
be creative enough as a teacher in your lesson 
planning to incorporate more moments like 
that. Like, what does that look like, what 
could that look like?” 

Improvisation / Exploration  
Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Playful Persona  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Participation  
 
Reflection  
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APPENDIX G 
 
Coded Data: James Classroom Observation 1 

James Observation 1 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“The students were lined up in the hall. James 
goes out to the hall and sets the expectation, 
“You are absolutely quiet when you walk in.” 

Classroom Management 

“James makes a slight pause to pick up a box 
of materials for the day (rhythm sticks). 
During this pause, students become fidgety 
and start making noise; James writes down 
names of students talking, while announcing 
those students’ names and the consequence of 
a phone call home. Students once more 
become quiet, but with a restless edge. James 
explains that the lesson today will be “rhythm 
review”, and that the materials needed will be 
rhythm sticks. He asks students as a whole 
class to “quietly come pick up rhythm sticks”; 
immediately chaos breaks out as students 
throng materials, talking excitedly. James 
reminds them of the expectation for quiet, and 
says “they can’t play a game today if they’re 
going to behave like this.” 

Classroom Management  

“When students hear “game”, they become 
quiet with a different undercurrent; excitedly 
restless, but more obviously compliant (the 
two side conversations cease and one student 
who started calling out raises their hand to 
speak, to ask a question.) James does not 
pause, but instead asks students, “Do  you 
remember the game, Poison?”, to which 
students excitedly unison cheer, “YES!”.  

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Focus  

“James was visually surprised at their change 
in behavior, and their speaking tone shifted 
dramatically when students were seated, as 
they began explaining the rules of the game, 
even making what seemed to be an obvious 
inside joke to some of the students, “it’s 
impossible to play it like that - I’ve tried!”, 

Playful Persona 
 
Rapport 
 
Focus 
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which elicited some laughs and a general 
baseline of calm attention.” 

“Students were highly invested in the rules of 
the game, asking deeply musical questions 
that showed their ability to analyze and make 
sense of the rhythmic objectives: “...are we 
only doing 4 notes[beats] in a measure or 3 
notes[beats]?”, “does this count as a tap?”. 
James involved the students in explaining the 
directions, rather than just answering 
questions outright, which had the intended 
effect of retaining the engagement level; 
“Well, let’s look at the numbers in the time 
signature for the first question. What do you 
see? Would there be 4 beats or 3?” [James 
switched to the correct terminology of ‘beats’ 
but did not waste time and unfocus the class 
flow and engagement by making the student 
change their verbiage from “notes” to “beats”; 
presumably the meaning was clear, and as this 
was a rhythmic lesson, similar enough], to 
which student responded, “in this one 3 cause 
the top time signature number says how many 
notes [student did not adapt shifted 
terminology but was confident of their 
answer] there are and it says 3/4“. James 
responded to the whole class (who had called 
out slightly trying also to answer, but were 
visibly trying to ‘reign it in’, “if you said 4, 
are you out?” Students, accepting that their 
‘calling out’ was culturally acceptable at this 
moment, responded unison, “yes!”. James 
asked, “Why? What is the bottom number 
for”, to which three separate students, quite 
literally leaping out of their chairs, hands 
thrust in the air, chanted “I know I know I 
know”. The chosen student was correct in 
their answer, and their teammates cheered.” 

Challenge 
 
Assessment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Rapport 
 
Autonomy 
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  

“The game began seamlessly: students taking 
turns, playing correctly, counting out 
loud/playing when it was their turn - 
consistently reminding each other of James’ 
expectations “be quiet! No cheating!”, and 
James noticeably enjoyed the atmosphere in 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Trust  
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the room; smiling, speaking warmly, and 
quasi-joking in the manner in which he 
displayed the next slides, trying to “fake” 
them into playing. This affected the student 
response; they were highly attentive, but 
noticeably relaxed, and had an incredibly 
huge demeanor shift from the beginning of 
class. It no longer seemed like the classroom 
environment was “us” vs. “him”, but rather 
“all of us”.” 

Rapport 
Participation  
 
Focus  

“This continued in this manner until one 
student took a turn that contained a quarter 
and half rest: the pattern was in 5/4 and was 
quarter note, quarter rest, half rest. The 
student played the quarter note, quarter rest, 
and half rest, then bumped one of the rhythm 
sticks right at the end This immediately 
ignited debate in the other team (who, like the 
first team, were watching each turn like a 
hawk;  the laser focus extending beyond the 
musicianship into checking whether their 
peers were doing it right; student 
self-assessment). They began to proclaim, “he 
made a sound!”, to which students on the 
other team took turns alternating 
semi-shouting in return, “no he didn’t”, or “it 
wasn’t a REAL sound” (this being the most 
interesting response - as it implied a kind of 
mastery of choice, that THEY knew the 
student understood the musical prompt, as did 
they, enough to determine a) what the right 
sound should be b) when it should happen, 
and c) whether that met the criteria. James 
responded by changing the pattern, and asking 
the student to play a slightly altered version, 
saying to the whole class “stop. Let’s let this 
decide.”; instead of a half rest at the end, he 
changed it to the visually similar but different 
length whole rest. The teacher, without 
explicitly saying so, gave the student a 
musical challenge of with; if you can do this, 
then we know your other noise was an 
accident, and you may keep the points. The 
students accepted this without question, as the 
room noise immediately ceased.” 

Challenge  
 
Assessment  
 
Trust  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport 
 
Autonomy 
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“The student perfectly played quarter note, 
quarter rest, whole rest, and showed his 
mastery by counting out loud. James, 
however, did not stop there. He said “I think 
we should make this part of the game. I’m 
going to ask YOU whether they are right.” At 
this point in the game, the patterns were no 
longer in 4/4; the teacher changed the patterns 
to 5/4, 6/4, and 8/4, without explicitly saying 
so. Seemingly, the point of the rhythmic 
reading in this exercise was student skill in 
interpretation and reading, and the students 
were doing a musical and accurate job. The 
patterns ranged from whole note half note 
quarter quarter, to quarter note, quarter rest, 
whole rest whole rest (10/4), and the students 
continued to give interpretive feedback (“yes, 
that was right becase…” “Yeah it had 6 
beats…”, until one student incorrectly played 
the pattern half note, quarter rest, whole rest; 
they interpreted it as half note, quarter rest, 
half rest. IMMEDIETALY a student from the 
other team, hand thrust in the air but calling 
out anyway, shouted, NO! You shouldn’t have 
done that!” James, despite this technically 
breaking his set exception for “quiet” and 
“following the rules” with this student 
speaking out of turn, was in a flow state of 
engagement; obviously in a place where he 
felt comfortable with the fact that knowledge 
was being exchanged, he leaned into this 
moment saying, “Prove it.”. The student came 
up to the smartboard (unprompted, just 
excited), and pointed to the whole rest saying 
- “that’s NOT a hat rest/half rest. That’s a 
whole rest. It’s 4 [beats]. You only played it 
for 2 [beats] and sat down.” This student’s 
teammates nodded enthusasistically in 
agreement; obviously wanting to speak, but 
not wanting to “push it” with the teacher’s 
expectation for “quiet”. This, more than most 
other moments in the game, showed the 
cooperative and committed spirit in the room 
at this time; the students were highly 
motivated by the activity, and wanted it to 
continue. In fact, for the next several turns, 
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the students realized that James WANTED to 
see autonomy in decision making as it related 
to musicianship (normally, the autonomy the 
students showed in class was speaking out of 
turn), and began trying to “fake out” the other 
team, by pantomiming along with the beats 
played, but pretending to start to strike a note 
at an incorrect time, trying to get the other 
students to trust them more than their reading 
skills. This was an extraordinary 
demonstration of high-level musicianship as it 
related to the goal of the day, rhythmic 
reading. The students had to know what to do 
rhythmically in order to make decisions 
pretending NOT to know what to do.” 

“After several more turns, James looked at the 
clock for the first time since class started, and 
was visibly shocked that 35 minutes had 
elapsed. He said to the class, his demeanor 
still relaxed, transactional, and highly 
engaged with the students, “we’re not going 
to get down to zero today” (losing, as when 
the teams played a pattern wrong, they lost 
the number of points the question was worth; 
however, the students were SO highly 
engaged in their reading, despite the different 
challenges given by the teacher, that neither 
team was remotely close to zero) 
“…[surprised and friendly tone], you guys 
played this one well!”. James paused, looking 
at their faces and sensing something about 
their energy - a little sad it was over, maybe, 
or that they still were “there” and could learn 
“just one more thing” and said, “Should we 
play ONE more?”. In unison, the class 
shouted. “YES!”, some students literally 
standing out of their chairs.” 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Flexibility 
 
Challenge  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Rapport 
 
Singing / Musicking  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  

“James drew a final pattern on the board, 
really trying to stump the students. He said 
“I’m not giving you a time signature. I want 
you to read it.” And on the board, put quarter 
note, quarter note, quarter rest, half rest (as 
the half vs. whole distinction was the thing 
giving the students trouble, he obviously 
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wanted to give them one more chance to 
decide, use their knowledge, and explain their 
reasoning). James said, “ok, everybody try it, 
ready, go” and 24/26 students played it 
correctly. One of the students who played it 
wrong, indignantly shouted, “BUT Mr. 
JAMES, isn’t that 1 2 3 4 5 6???”. To which 
another student immediately shouted back, 
“NO, that’s 1 2 3 4, it’s a HALF REST HAT 
REST!”. James smiled, said, “Bingo”, and 
then said to the class, “which row is going to 
clean up the best? The best is quiet and 
respectful.” The students, in an absolute 
turnaround from their entrance into the room, 
put their sticks away without a sound, and 
stood in their line spots. As James led them 
out of the room, I heard him said, “How come 
we can’t do this every day?”” 
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APPENDIX H 
 

Coded Data: Ellie Introductory Interview 
 

Ellie Interview (Introductory) 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

Uh, a big part of it is talking with my team on 
Fridays. We plan for, like, weeks in advance. 
That’s like - especially for my first year, that 
has been lifesaving. They share lots of 
materials with me, but I also have like some 
of my old stuff that I bring in. But a lot of this 
year, they’ve like Dana and David have 
shared so much with me, and it’s been 
fantastic. So I’ve kind of just hopped on like 
whatever they’ve been doing, and this - this 
though, I don’t think they’re doing this - it’s 
the end of the year, so we’re all just like, 
filling time.” 

Planning / Preparation  

“How do you describe your teaching style? 
 
“Unknown still! I’m still figuring it out, um 
especially in general music, you know how, 
like - not mean do I be - but how nice and fun 
am I, compared to like how mean and strict 
am I, so I still - I don’t really know. I want to 
be, like nice, but sometimes it’s hard to be 
nice when kids like take advantage of it, so 
maybe I’m more on the strict side? But I don’t 
know. I don’t have a lot of experience, so I 
don’t know. You tell me after this is done!” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Rapport 
 
Reflection 
 
 

“Um, because, I feel like it’s hard as a teacher 
- you can’t like, as for students to respect you, 
and vice versa, if you don’t respect them, I 
feel like they really pick up on it.” 

Rapport 

“I like joking when I teach, like I like making 
jokes and having fun.” 

Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Rapport 

“In general music, it’s still like newer for me, 
so I - like obviously I know the curriculum, 

Desired Learning Conditions 
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but I don’t necessarily have the best ways to 
communicate it yet, or like pull them in, or 
like I don’t have the best ideas for how to 
make it fun.” 

Planning / Preparation  
 
Reflection 

“What do I notice about them. They respond 
well to competitions, they like competitions, 
um, I also notice although they sometimes 
push the boundaries on how much fun can we 
have, if I have to get serious, like, they take it 
very internally - like they care. You know 
how some kids, like if you reprimand them, or 
say, I’m going to take this away - they’re like 
- okay whatever - like, um, it doesn’t phase 
them? These kids, it really does phase them, 
like, they take it personally.” 

Challenge  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport  
 
Reflection  
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APPENDIX I 
 

Coded Data: Ellie Classroom Observation 1 
 

Ellie Observation 1 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“Students are lined up in the hallway. Ellie 
explains there is a special guest (me). 
Students walk in to class, obviously calm but 
happy and excited, and many come over to 
me to say hello. Ellie walks in, happy but a 
little flustered, and says “on the count of 3 
you’re sitting down, 1….2…..2/12……” It 
takes students the full 3 seconds, although 
they are not visibly frustrated. - just excited. 
One student counts along but says 4 instead of 
3 and Ellie jokes, “LOL do you know how to 
count?”,” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport 

“Ellie begins to explain that they’re learning 
about strong beat vs. weak beat in their lesson 
today, and displays a slideshow. Almost 
immediately, students begin to talk once 
more. Ellie tries several times to get them to 
refocus, and finally says, “guys, do you want 
to play the game?”, to which the students 
finally respond by quieting down. She begins 
the lesson with a question; “Do you know 
what meter is?”, to which some students raise 
hands - a few very enthusiastically. One 
student gives an appropriate answer, while in 
the background, student chatter is busy but 
related to the subject - some are patting 
rhythms, others are vocalizing sounds, and 
two are repeating a word play on the word 
meter “meter miter meter Peter meter miter 
meter Peter”. Finally, Ellie arrives at the slide 
demonstrating strong vs. weak beats. She, 
noticing the deflated energy in the room, has 
the students stand and try out STRONG beats 
(emphasizing with her voice the word 
STRONG, and having the students “pump” 
their muscles) by playing a tune in 4/4 and 
having the students jump on 1 + 3.” 
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“However, when the tune stopped, and Ellie 
asked them to sit back down, the chatter 
resumed almost instantly, to the point where 
she struggled to be heard. It took almost a 
minute of time for the students to settle 
enough to learn about weak beats - this time, 
no physical movement was performed, but the 
students had to say “STRONG weak 
STRONG weak” to a tune in 4/4 and 
“STRONG weak weak” to a tune in 3/4 to 
demonstrate where the weak and strong beats 
were. Some students, retaining the knowledge 
from the earlier activity, pantomimed jumping 
during the strong beat while staying (mostly) 
in their carpet spots. Ellie vocalized the entire 
time with the students; there was no 
student-led portion.” 

Classroom Management  
 
Pretend  

“After the tunes concluded, Ellie introduced 
the game “Meter Tag”, saying that the song 
playing would be “3/4 AKA STRONG weak 
weak” and that to play the game, it worked 
just like regular tag - but students could only 
move on the strong beat. Ellie had the 
students stand up, and practice moving on 
beat 1 saying, “You can go anywhere you 
want!” To which a student responded 
immediately by sitting on the piano, and she 
corrected, laughing, “you can go anywhere 
there is open space”. While the rules of the 
game were being given, the students showed a 
kind of quiet and rapt attention that had not 
yet been present in the lesson; they were very 
invested in “winning”, and wanted to know 
what to do, by what NOT to do. They asked 
insightful questions like, “what if my foot is 
still in the air and beat 1 is done?”, and “Can I 
get more than 1 person out a time?”, showing 
that they trusted their musical abilities to 
participate, and wanted to understand the 
physical boundaries that would accompany 
it.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport 
 
Autonomy  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  
 
Trust  

“Ellie started the music, and the class showed 
quiet and focused determination with an 
undercurrent of silly, happy energy (there 

Fun / Enjoyment  
 
Movement  
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were lots of smiles, easy movements, but at 
the same time - a lot of physical self control, 
and the students moved with intention and 
forethought). The students who got “out” 
were calm, and generally very accepting of 
their lot - they moved to the edge of the room 
and sat down (this was demonstrated by the 
first student who got out, and the rest 
followed - not pre-determined by the teacher, 
although this could be their routine in other 
games).” 

 
Participation  
 
Focus  
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APPENDIX J 
 

Coded Data: Ellie Classroom Observation 2 
 

Ellie Observation 2 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“As the students sit down, Ellie focuses the 
classroom by narrating on the positives: “I 
love how row 1 is sitting, thank you so much 
row 2, etc.” and the class finds quiet and is 
ready to hear directions. However, the next 
question asked by Ellie slightly unfocuses the 
room; she asks “Who has seen Jeopardy?”, 
and the class erupts in noise, some raising 
hands, some jumping, all wanting to speak, to 
which she responds sternly “If I have to take 
points away….!”. The class reacts subduely, 
and diminishes the chatter, but it is still 
present.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Rapport 
 
Classroom Management 

“The students get into a verbal argument over 
which student should be allowed to pick, and 
start debating with Ellie; some students feel it 
should be the most confident student who 
should be allowed to pick, others feel 
everyone should get a turn, and the other 
teams decide to chime in (sometimes loudly), 
which results in the loss of 3.5 minutes of 
instructional time. Ellie finally decides that 
they should just go in order for the rows, and 
that everyone must take a turn - the 
explanation she gives the students is that it is 
“fair”. The first student takes a turn - they 
pick the easiest question in the “clap and 
count” category, and do it correctly. Ellie 
verbally reinforces their demonstration, 
saying, “I love how you gave the quarter 
notes one beat each, and clapped a steady 
beat. Great job!” The noise in the room 
focuses after this first example, and the 
student chatter shifts toward strategy “I know 
this one, pick that one because …. etc.”, as 
students become more invested in the game.” 

Flexibility 
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Rapport 
 
Participation  
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“Some students are able to answer 
successfully, but overwhelmingly, students do 
not know the answers to the questions, or are 
unable to understand exactly what the 
question is asking them to do. One of the 200 
point (easier) questions asks, “How many 
eighth notes are in one beat?”. The first 
student in the team to answer says, “8???”. 
There is very little reaction from the class - 
especially one you would expect from a 
question meant to be ‘easy’, when other 
students would know the answer (eagerness, 
frustration, anticipation); instead the class is 
quiet, almost wondering, as if they possibly 
are also unsure. Another student in the back 
of the row says “2?” very quietly, and Ellie 
says, “Yes! How did you know?”. The student 
responds, “I guessed it.” Ellie adds the points 
to the team and moves on to the next question, 
visibly frustrated. This happens several times, 
in which the first respondent is unsure, and 
someone guesses the answer, and each time, 
Ellie grows increasingly more frustrated. 
Finally, Ellie, noticing the very obviously 
deflated class energy, that is starting to edge 
toward chatter and out-of-control movement 
and unease, decides to turn the game into a 
masterclass, in which any team can answer 
the question (i.e. “steal points” from the team 
who should be “it”).” 

Challenge  
 
Flexibility 
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Participation  
 
Focus  

“This immediately shifts three things: 1) The 
focus of the room (it becomes much clearer 
and more pointed toward the activity) 2) the 
musical participation of the group (they 
answer more confidently and more accurately 
interpret the musical questions) and 3) the 
noise of the room (while still loud, the talking 
and sound is directed once more to 
strategizing with teammates, explaining the 
answer, or desperately trying to be picked.)” 

Challenge  
Focus  
 
Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Classroom Management  
 
Participation  
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APPENDIX K 
 
Coded Data: Ellie Concluding Interview  
 

Ellie Interview (Concluding) 

Excerpt Descriptive Code 

“The jeopardy. I thought the review would be 
easier for them, [...] just because we’ve been 
over all of it! Some of the questions were 
intentionally very hard, and if they were like 
the $1000 ones, I was totally expecting like 
only 1 or 2 kids are gonna know this, but I 
wanted to throw those in there like to throw 
them off, and have a learning opportunity, but 
like the clapping and counting stuff, we spent 
so long on that, at the beginning of the year.”  
 
“How did that make you feel?” 
 
“Frustrated. I was like - hello! Like, I spent so 
much time teaching you this!” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Reflection  

“When the individuals answered questions - it 
was tough for them, scary for them. I also 
noticed like, some kids who really knew the 
answer, I was wondering if there would be 
ways to incorporate, if kids are really 
confident, like for them to do it? All while 
keeping jeopardy fair - so like just playing 
around with that kind of stuff.” 
 
“What - can you say more about that? Like, 
what was your thought process there?” 
 
“Like, if a team couldn’t steal a question, I 
was like, I would really love if we could keep 
going around until a team could figure it out, 
but I was like - I don’t have that much time, 
we’ve got to keep going, um, cause there were 
some times where students were like I really 
know it! And I was like, I believe you, but we 
gotta go on. So like maybe I expected too 
much.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Reflection  
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“There was a moment where you were asking 
them to clap and count four eighth notes, 
quarter note, quarter rest, half note, half note. 
And the student that you had asked to do it - 
couldn’t do it. And then the student that tried 
to steal, also couldn’t do it. And instead of 
moving on you had the whole class do it - you 
had the whole class do it several times. Tell 
me about that.”  
 
“Cause I just wanted to like, make sure they 
could do it! Well, also to like, help further 
instances in the game, but also to like I’m like 
- you should be able to do this, so we need to 
all do it together, um. Yeah.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Reflection  
 
Participation 

“I would have loved to like, deep dive into 
like, okay remember it’s 1 2 3 4 , like eighth 
notes are 1 +, quarter rest gets one breath, I 
would have loved to dive deeper into that, but 
I was so pressed for time. Maybe what could 
have been beneficial, especially with third 
graders, is having a review session first, and 
then playing a game of Jeopardy. That could 
have been helpful.” 

Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Reflection 
 
Assessment 

“How does your awareness of these moments 
influence the way you think of your teaching 
practice in the future? 
 
Um, have better realistic expectations, like 
maybe this was too hard for them today? And 
prepare more, like maybe have a review 
session before we play - come up with strict 
rules. Sometimes I’m a little too like loosey 
goosey in my life. Like, if they ask, if I steal, 
does my team get the points? And I’m like - I 
just have to come up with a little bit more 
like, concrete rules.” 

Desired Learning Conditions 
 
Planning / Preparation  
 
Reflection 
 
Classroom Management 

“Like, they get excited and they kind of 
bounce off of it. They play into it, they like to 
act, like that kind of stuff. They like to play 
pretend. So - it’s good. But it kind of derails 
them a little bit more, before I pull them back 
in, you know?” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Playful Persona  
 
Planning / Preparation  
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“Would you ever plan for using that as a 
teaching tool?” 
 
“I haven’t yet. I never thought about being 
able to plan it, even, that was never a thought 
that crossed my mind. I kind of like, from 
watching people, and collecting things that I 
say - I don’t know. But I usually never plan 
it”.  

“I mean that’s my hope. I would love to do 
that every time. But like, today, I’m just so 
tired, I’m like every class today was so chatty 
and wouldn’t listen. But I would hope that in 
a couple of years that could be my, like, my 
norm.” 

Desired Learning Conditions  
 
Playful Persona  
 
Planning / Preparation  
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