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ABSTRACT 

This mixed methods action research intervention study analyzed the influence of social 

music improvisation (SMI) on students' behaviors and perceptions of their connectedness to 

others in a virtual middle school classroom setting. Nine 10-minute SMI sessions allowed for the 

accumulation of data, with two additional pre-sessions being informative and exploratory to 

describe the SMI intervention and practice its aspects with participants in the intervention group.   

This study acquired pretest and posttest data from the Hemingway Measure of 

Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005) and observational information through process 

coding and field notes. Results showed how the presence or absence of SMI influenced 37 virtual 

middle school music students' perceived connectedness to others. Social music improvisation 

activities included playing instruments and singing using improvisation cards created by Dr. 

James Oshinsky (2021, see Appendix F).  

Qualitative field note data and process coding provided a more personalized snapshot of 

the results using the teacher-researcher's observations of actions and the nature of 

communication during sessions (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016; Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 

2019). Actions recorded included playing an instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and 

making eye contact. A statistically significant result (p=.035) in the connectedness to school 

subscale suggests that SMI activities positively influence students’ perceived feelings of 

connectedness to school, an integral part of this research. Qualitative data through observations 

and process coding showed that levels of participation during SMI paralleled with increased 

levels of connectedness to school for participants.
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CHAPTER 1.    INTRODUCTION 

                                         Background of the Problem 

COVID-19 changed societal norms, including expectations in the education realm and 

how to best serve students (Hoofman & Secord, 2021). One of the most significant changes to 

teaching and learning occurred due to an explosion in virtual school student enrollment 

(Abramson, 2021; Ding et al., 2023; Hoofman & Secord, 2021). Although the total population of 

virtual school students has decreased since the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, issues affecting 

mental, physical, and emotional health still confine some students within a virtual school setting 

indefinitely (Abramson, 2021; Ding et al., 2023; Hoofman & Secord, 2021; Leech et al., 2022).  

According to the National Education Policy Center, virtual education in U.S. schools 

nearly doubled from a pre-pandemic number of 332,379 to a robust total of 643,930 post-

pandemic (Molnar et al., 2023). Though the following year showed a decrease of 65,000 in 

student enrollment (Molnar et al., 2023), the number of virtual students today remains 

substantial, with estimates of a 9.1% growth rate each year until 2026 (Peck, 2023). Thus, a 

noticeable percentage of students continue a virtual education post-pandemic (Hoofman & 

Secord, 2021). 

Virtual educational settings lack face-to-face interactions foundational in building trust 

and connections among students and teachers that are inherent in brick-and-mortar classrooms 

(Baltà-Salvador et al., 2021; Leech et al., 2022; Molnar et al., 2023; Perkins et al., 2021). 

Connections to others increase with more social-emotional learning (SEL) activities embedded 

into school lessons (Collaborative for Academic, Social, & Emotional Learning [CASEL], 

2024a, b). SEL focuses on increasing feelings of connectedness to others, self-awareness, self-

management, social awareness, responsible decision-making, and relationship skills (CASEL, 
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2024b). Over half of the states in America have adopted an SEL curriculum for K-12 schools, 

making the inclusion of this curriculum not uncommon (CASEL, 2024b). 

Connectedness among adolescents and their school is essential for many reasons and 

should be at the core of a school’s mission statement (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention [CDC]), 2022). Students reporting higher levels of connectedness to school exhibit 

higher grades, test scores, attendance, and graduation rates (CDC, 2022). Perhaps more 

importantly, students are less likely to experience emotional distress and thoughts of suicide 

when levels of connectedness to others and school are higher (CDC, 2022). Connectedness to 

school protects students from experiencing a plethora of negative health issues as adults, 

including anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, tendencies towards violence in relationships, 

illegal drug use, and having multiple sex partners, leading to an increase in STI diagnoses (CDC, 

2022). 

Reassuringly, meaningful exposure to an SEL curriculum can provide fulfillment in life 

(Farrington & Shewfelt, 2020; Hellman, 2020). Students participating in SEL activities 

experience many benefits, including increased feelings of safety and support, trust of others, 

belonging and inclusiveness within the educational environment, and improved teacher 

relationships (CASEL, 2024b). The connections middle schoolers make with peers, teachers, and 

school can improve students' social and academic lives and, more importantly, lower levels of 

depression and suicide attempts (CDC, 2022). Because connections are vital to students' social, 

mental, and physical health, virtual learners who attend school in the confines of their 

Chromebooks should receive the same exposure to an SEL curriculum as their in-person peers. 

The virtual learning phenomena remains part of this post-COVID society and there is a 

need for innovative curricular changes to meet the social and emotional needs of students as well 
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as subject area objectives (Baltà-Salvador et al., 2021; CASEL, 2024a, b; Hoofman & Secord, 

2021; Leech et al., 2022; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b; Peck, 2023). Music classrooms provide a 

fruitful ground for integrating SEL, and research supports the application of social music 

improvisation within classrooms to build social and school connections (Edgar, 2013; Edgar et 

al., 2017; Eisner, 2002; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b; Varner, 2020, 2021, 2023). Music 

improvisation for this action research study refers to semi-structured spontaneous group music-

making with instruments and voices. Improvising music with others helps students build a sense 

of belonging to a group, create a culture of trust, and articulate the emotions they are currently 

feeling within a group context (Edgar, 2013), a skill that is also part of the SEL framework 

(CASEL, 2024b). This mixed methods action research study analyzed how SMI influenced 

virtual middle school students' behaviors and perceived levels of connectedness.     

                                                 Purpose of the Study 

The CDC (2022) statistics show that approximately 40% of K12 students lack 

connections to others and their schools that could provide them with social and emotional 

stability. Suicide rates decrease when healthy school connectedness occurs, and students believe 

that the people in their school building care about them (CDC, 2022). This study analyzed the 

influence of SMI activities on middle school student behaviors and perceptions of their 

connectedness to peers, teachers, school, friends, and self-in-the-present. The primary focus was 

on peers, teachers, and school (connectedness), as these are the most critical areas regarding 

learning environments (CDC, 2022). One can infer that the inclusion of SMI within a virtual 

middle school classroom will increase feelings of belonging and connectedness to peers, 

teachers, and school (Albornoz, 2011; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021; Hawkins & Farrant, 2022; 

Krueger et al., 2019).  
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This mixed methods action research study occurred within a southeastern public school 

district in the United States, where 4.1% of the middle school population attends school through 

a synchronous online platform (U.S. News & World Report, 2023). Students represented by this 

number need targeted SEL interventions to increase connectedness due to the virtual nature of 

their school environment (Monahan et al., 2010; Perkins et al., 2021). Three of the five primary 

tenets of SEL, self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship skills (CASEL, 2024b), were 

primary foci in this study as the researcher sought to highlight the influence SMI has on students' 

perceived levels of connectedness to others.   

This study’s conceptual framework brings together foundational aspects of Music for 

People (MfP), The Center for Arts Education & Social-Emotional Learning (ArtsEdSEL), and 

the Social-Emotional Learning Theory as a lens to view the influence of SMI on virtual middle 

school students’ feelings of connectedness. Social music improvisation has an innate ability to 

connect those who participate in it, increase one’s trust in others and self, and positively enhance 

a learning environment (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b), and music experiences in school support 

the foundations of SEL through their natural ability to affect students emotionally, physically, 

and socially (Dewey, 1934; Edgar et al., 2017; Eisner, 2002; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b; Powell, 

2014). 

Results of this study showed that SMI positively influenced students’ perceived feelings 

of connectedness within the connectedness to school subscale (p=.035). Additionally, qualitative 

findings showed a connection between an increase in playing an instrument, smiling/laughing, 

and making eye contact and posttest scores of connectedness during SMI. The research questions 

for this mixed methods action research study were: 

1. How does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school students’  
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    perceptions of their connectedness to others within a group? 

2. In what ways does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school  

    students’ behaviors associated with connectedness?   

These research questions guided this action research intervention study and gave insight 

into participants’ perspectives on belonging using quantitative and qualitative methodology. 

Feelings of connectedness and belonging were measured using the Hemingway Measure of 

Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005) before and after the intervention. Additionally, the 

teacher-researcher captured qualitative data through field notes and process coding. This mixed 

methods action research intervention study included the researcher's virtual students as 

participants to discover SMI’s influence on students' perceived feelings of connectedness to 

others. Data collection occurred for three weeks during nine 10-minute SMI intervention 

sessions. 

Statement of Problem 

Virtual middle school students need more authentic connections built on trust with their 

peers, teachers, and school (Baltà-Salvador et al., 2021; Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention [CDC], 2022; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021). Suicide rates and adolescent depression 

are increasing yearly (CDC, 2022). It is time for leaders within schools and districts to 

implement classroom connectedness-building strategies to foster thriving social climates and 

trusting, healthy student relationships (Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021). It is fortuitous that social 

music improvisation is a natural candidate.    

Connections made in middle school equip students with the tools they need for a more 

productive existence socially, emotionally, and academically (CDC, 2022; Tomek et al., 2017). 

Healthy choices and actions, better grades and test scores, and an overall increase in school 
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attendance result from higher levels of school connectedness (CDC, 2022; Tomek et al., 2017). 

Social connectedness is a vital component during adolescence, and studies show that isolation 

from peers can increase depression risks (Widnall et al., 2022). Students who reported poor 

mental health after isolation due to the pandemic were the same students who felt least connected 

to peers and school before the COVID-19 lockdown (Widnall et al., 2022).   

Tomek et al. (2017) found that robust middle school connections predicted an increased 

probability of high school enrollment. Social music improvisation was the driving force in this 

action research intervention study, influencing students' perceptions of connectedness to peers, 

teachers, and school in a virtual environment. However, including social music improvisation in 

educational curricula is virtually nonexistent (Perkins et al., 2021).  

The reality is that virtual education attracts a noticeable percentage of a school district's 

student body, and districts must equalize opportunities between in-person and virtual students to 

connect to others and school (Hoofman & Secord, 2021; Monahan et al., 2010; Peck, 2023). The 

question exists as to why students remain in virtual learning environments if their connections to 

teachers, peers, and school decrease. Not surprisingly, learning from home can benefit some 

students (Abramson, 2021). Virtual learning provides flexibility for students with disabilities 

who may have weekly medical appointments (Abramson, 2021). Brick-and-mortar classrooms 

may be distracting and cause students to perform poorly (Abramson, 2021). Individualized 

learning, more opportunities for parent workshops and involvement, and an expedited discovery 

of needs for individualized education plans (IEPs) occur more often in virtual education settings 

(Abramson, 2021). Less social anxiety occurs due to more straightforward communication 

among students, administrators, and teachers, creating a more trusting and positive learning 

environment for students (Abramson, 2021). An increase in graphics and videos supports visual 
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learners, and the chat box feature benefits virtual students who are more comfortable staying 

muted than speaking in front of the class (Abramson, 2021). Additionally, virtual education may 

reduce bullying incidents due to a fuller parent and teacher presence (Abramson, 2021).   

Amidst the positive aspects of virtual learning, virtual students still combat feelings of 

isolation, distrust, loneliness, and other negative emotions due to decreased face-to-face 

interactions with others (Baltà-Salvador et al., 2021). Social music improvisation is a potential 

best practice to be included in classrooms while promoting an environment that exudes trust, 

inclusivity, positivity, community, and an overall sense of belonging and connectedness for all 

students. The first objective of this study was to analyze the influence of virtual social music 

improvisation on social-emotional wellness of self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship 

skills (CASEL, 2024). Due to the differences between virtual and in-person learning, a more 

significant focus on virtual students' needs to connect with others through virtual platforms must 

occur. 

The second objective of this research study was to further investigate music and SEL 

instruction as a natural pairing in the classroom (Eddy et al., 2020; Edgar, 2013; Edgar & 

Morrison, 2020; Edgar et al., 2017; The Center for Arts Education and Social-Emotional 

Learning [ArtsEdSEL], 2021). Allowing the arts to become the conduit of connectedness through 

SEL elevates its effectiveness and the need to remain part of every child's education (Farrington 

& Shewfelt, 2020). If the natural marrying of music and SEL produces increased levels of 

perceived connectedness to others for virtual middle school students (Edgar, 2013; Edgar et al., 

2017; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b), perhaps the implementation of SMI into the K-12 school 

curriculum can improve the social and emotional health of all students. Educators within arts 
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disciplines may become "a valuable resource for schools and districts focused on promoting 

social-emotional learning" (Farrington & Shewfelt, 2020, p. 34).  

                                                      Significance of Study 

 An understanding of the phenomena regarding social music improvisation and students’ 

perceived levels of connectedness to school through the use of a nuanced qualitative approach 

using observational data increased with the results of this study. Quantitative data showed that 

small-group social music improvisation sessions increased posttest scores in the connectedness 

to school subscale (p=.035). People need meaningful connections with others based on trust 

(CDC, 2022), and the results of this mixed methods action research study are a significant 

determinant regarding the influence of SMI on feelings of connectedness for virtual middle 

school students. Little research has been done regarding mental health, school connectedness, 

classroom trust levels, and remote virtual learning since COVID-19 changed how students learn 

(Perkins et al., 2021). This study provides a step towards increasing trust and building 

connections for students to their peers, teachers, and schools through social music improvisation, 

as current literature is minimal, and more research must occur in this field. 

Music Improvisation’s Impact on Connectedness Through SEL 

   Increasing connectedness to others can decrease feelings of isolation (CDC, 2022). 

Untreated disconnectedness can harm students academically, physically, and emotionally (CDC, 

2022). Social music improvisation applied through an SEL lens can help students trust and 

connect with others and their school by improving "academic, professional, social, and emotional 

development" (Edgar, 2013, p. 35). The untapped potential of combining music and SEL 

education is significant as these two subjects present a natural connection that makes a suitable 

match for impactful SEL lessons (Edgar, 2013).  



 

9 

 

Through social music improvisation, the elements of SEL are present and powerful 

(Edgar & Morrison, 2020; Edgar et al., 2017; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b). SMI encompasses 

aspects of SEL through activities such as call and response, imitation and paraphrase, body 

language, unison pitch, solos, shadowing, and babbling, and is considered SEL without words 

(Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b). This also means that SMI and SEL transcend language, making 

music a form of communication everyone can understand (Oesch, 2019). Multi-language 

learners (MLLs) can exhibit the same connectedness growth margins as their native English-

speaking classmates (Case, 2021). MLLs, while requiring rigorous English language lessons as a 

top priority, should also be seen as individuals in need of social and emotional development 

(Case, 2021). SMI, as a non-speaking activity, could promote the same goal for everyone: 

increased connectedness to others (Case, 2021).  

Students with greater connectedness towards their school earn better grades (Monahan et 

al., 2010; Too et al., 2022). Goodenow and Grady (1993) found that students experience higher 

levels of motivation to do school work when they feel connected to their school. Longitudinal 

studies showed that positive results for students increased when school connectedness levels 

were high, and preventative measures taken to increase student connectedness to school could 

result in an overall positive influence on students (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).    

Approximately 22% of high school students seriously considered taking their own lives 

in 2021 (America's Health Rankings, 2023). This study has the potential to increase connections 

and reduce suicide rates for America's students as it focuses on the importance of connectedness. 

On a secondary level, findings from this study may benefit teachers by providing them with the 

skills and materials necessary to integrate SEL and SMI into their subject matter. Applying SEL 

combined with SMI will increase student engagement, student knowledge, and overall classroom 
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community through the growth of connections between and among students, teachers, and school 

(Edgar, 2013; Edgar et al., 2017; Faulkner, 2017; Fleischmann et al., 2021; Hawkins & Farrant, 

2022; Hutton, 2021; Ladano, 2022; MacDonald et al., 2021; Montgomery, 2021; Oshinsky & 

Knysh, 2023b; Raschdorf et al., 2021; Váradi, 2022; Varner, 2020; 2021; 2023). A realization 

that SMI influences the acquisition of feelings of connectedness for students could perhaps lead 

to a district-wide social music improvisation-infused SEL curriculum implementation.  

Teachers across disciplines could apply SMI to their daily lessons to increase 

connectedness among students and their sense of belonging in a group. Increasing the application 

of SMI within the classroom could deliver the foundational pillars an organization needs to make 

meaningful changes regarding trust levels and the connectedness of its students. Through a 

purposeful 21st-century leadership lens, the application of SMI intertwined with the facets of 

SEL could begin to transform schools into places where students trust and know themselves 

more academically, socially, and emotionally (Edgar & Morrison, 2020; Edgar et al., 2017; 

Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b).   

  Clarification of Terms  

The term action research describes a type of research that involves "the implementation 

of systematic inquiry conducted by educational practitioners designed to answer questions 

related to educational practices and student learning outcomes in the context of a specific 

educational environment" (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019, p. 451). For this study, the teacher 

is the researcher, and the field is her classroom. Action research can address a current 

educational issue in a school and find workable solutions in a relatively short time.  

           Arts integration is a process that involves using the arts (music, visual art, drama) to 

enhance and improve education by integrating them into other subject areas. In this proposed 
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study, social music improvisation (SMI) refers to the spontaneous application of music to an 

active small group session while combining emotion and communication with performance 

(Oshinsky, 2021). SMI requires communicating with others musically and empathetically 

(Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b).   

Social connectedness refers to the feeling of belonging to a group, knowing others, 

feeling comfortable with the group, and feeling as if one is accepted. CASEL (2024a) 

defines Social-emotional learning (SEL) as the method by which all adolescents and adults gain 

the understanding, capabilities, and attitudes to form healthy identities, handle emotions, attain 

individual and group objectives, experience and express compassion for others, form and sustain 

supportive relationships, and make considerate and responsible choices. The Music Doctor 

Improv Cards and Picture Prompts (Oshinsky, 2021) include 52 cards sorted into four 

categories: making music, basic skills, contrast and space, support roles, and styles. In the 

execution of this study, the researcher chose twelve cards to use (see Appendix F). In this 

study, virtual learning refers to the school experience of online learners who are public middle 

school students attending six synchronous classes from home and through a Google Meet 

platform. The virtual student school day is from 8:30 am until 3:15 pm.  
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                              CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

                                                      Introduction 

This literature review applies a funnel approach, beginning with broader concepts of 

music improvisation, connectedness through social-emotional learning (SEL), and the growing 

research regarding their tandem existence. This more comprehensive view of the relationship 

between social music improvisation (SMI) and connectedness through SEL provides a social and 

emotional lens to gain support in educational leadership frameworks and methodological 

theories. Areas of this study include SMI, connectedness within the SEL framework, virtual 

learning platforms, mixed methods action research intervention studies, and theoretical and 

educational foundations. These topics align with this action research study's musical, social, and 

emotional focus while providing the framework for the overall project. A thorough literature 

review brings together the existing research from The Center for Arts Education and Social-

Emotional Learning (ArtsEdSEL), the American Journal of Health Education, Arts Education 

Policy Review, the CDC, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 

(CASEL), Frontiers of Psychology, Music for People (MfP), the National Association for Music 

Education (NAfME), and Psychology of Music while also highlighting noticeable gaps in the 

literature. Each body of knowledge provided evidence of a correlation between SMI and 

connectedness among individuals. This literature review provides foundational information that 

supports the basis of the proposed action research study, creating a niche for the work that has 

begun to break ground regarding the social and emotional benefits of SMI. The chapter is 

organized into three categories: (a) social music improvisation leadership, (b) educational 

theories, and (c) foundations of the methodology.   
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Social Music Improvisation & Leadership 

Existing research supports SMI’s relationship to SEL, specifically connectedness 

(Abramson, 2021; Cai & Terry, 2020; Eddy et al., 2020; Lavik, 2021; MacDonald et al., 2021; 

Phipps & Dilworth, 2021; Raschdorf et al., 2021). This section provides evidence of research 

within SMI, SEL, and virtual learning while connecting to the framework of 21st-century 

leadership theory. Through this leadership lens, this SMI action research intervention study 

promotes collaboration, influence relationships, and mutuality (Rost, 1993). A positive 

classroom as the foundation for a learning environment creates a fertile ground for new ideas, 

creativity, collaboration, participation, freedom of expression, and acceptance of the individual 

(Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b; Peters, 2012; Rost, 1993; The Center for Arts Education and Social-

Emotional Learning [ArtsEdSEL], 2021). Trust is an additional fundamental part of the 

execution of SMI, as it must be at the foundational level of a group before authentic and organic 

contributions can be made by participants (Fleischmann et al., 2021). The following paragraphs 

provide research that shows how social music improvisation and elements of SEL have 

combined to create impactful experiences for people through the lens of the 21st-century 

leadership theory. 

Social Music Improvisation 

Social music improvisation (SMI) has served and is currently serving the needs of people 

in a range of areas (Albornoz, 2011; Biasutti, 2015; Biasutti, 2017; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021; 

Dufresne, 2019; Faulkner, 2017; Hawkins & Farrant, 2022; Lewis, 2013; Rabinowitch, 2020; 

Rawlings, 2017; Wall, 2018; Willox et al., 2011). Music, specifically social music improvisation, 

provides people with communication tools (Faulkner, 2017; Rabinowitch, 2020), decreases 

depression and anxiety symptoms (Albornoz, 2011; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021; Hawkins & 
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Farrant, 2022), and serves as a multifunctional approach in learning and teaching styles (Biasutti, 

2015; Biasutti, 2017; Lewis, 2013; Rawlings, 2017; Wall, 2018; Willox et al., 2011). Social 

music improvisation requires skills to freely communicate with others, both musically and 

empathetically (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b), and is a skillful task that embodies higher-order 

thinking skills of music theory (Biasutti, 2015; Biasutti, 2017; Lewis, 2013; Wall, 2018; Willox 

et al., 2011), though these skills are not required to participate in SMI. Listening intently is 

necessary to receive information and respond thoughtfully and appropriately. More listening 

during SMI leads to more understanding, and intentional listening teaches participants to express 

themselves with words, art, and music as a form of communication (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023a).  

Similar to the improvisation of jazz musicians on stage, SMI is spontaneous but with 

musical understanding that connects the group and allows for a successful flow. A mindset open 

to social music improvisation “would benefit students to learn the power of listening to others 

and sharing their perspectives” (Dufresne, 2019, p. 131). Essential findings support SMI to 

increase communication and connection, decrease depression and anxiety symptoms, and serve 

as a learning and teaching style.  

Social Music Improvisation to Communicate and Connect 

Since the beginning of human history, social music improvisation has been a tool for 

communication (Faulkner, 2017; Rabinowitch, 2020). The first mothers of the human race 

communicated with their newborns through singsong-like sounds, tones, and rhythmic speech, 

and parents today do the same (Rabinowitch, 2020). SMI is an innate human ability and creates 

ways through music “to enhance social aspects of human interaction” (Rabinowitch, 2020, p. 5). 

Group drumming is a popular activity among children and youth and is an example of 

how music promotes positive, trusting social human relationships using communication through 



 

15 

 

song and rhythm patterns (Faulkner, 2017; Ho et al., 2010). Like group drumming, SMI builds 

community among groups, increases trust levels among participants, teaches social-emotional 

learning skills, and increases one's ability to communicate effectively as a leader and follower 

(Edgar, 2013; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b). SMI also increases students' perceptions of 

connectedness and their sense of belonging (Campbell & Klotz, 2021; Cross et al., 2012; 

Rawlings, 2017).        

Music possesses the potential to build relationships, strengthen communication, and 

function as a trust-building tool within group music ensembles (Cross et al., 2012). Music 

ensembles within schools play a significant role in a student's social and emotional health (Cross 

et al., 2012; Rawlings, 2017). Students in musical ensembles report higher levels of perceived 

school connectedness and that the "perception of school connectedness matters more for music 

ensemble participants than it does for non-ensemble participants" (Rawlings, 2017, p. 61). In 

music ensembles that provide social music improvisation activities, students and teachers 

experience music improvisation as a way to communicate when the spoken language does not 

translate (Ahonen & Houde, 2009). SMI can result in a more emotionally charged sound, 

increased social interaction and trust, and improved harmony to enhance musical themes and 

expressions (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023a).  

Ladano (2022) found that communication through collective free improvisation with 

musical instruments and voices increased and how instruments can be considered 

representational masks for participants. Using the psychology theory by Carl Jung, this article 

presented the idea of masking and becoming who you are through the use of instruments as 

masks (Ladano, 2022). Provided with an instrument to create music, participants were observed 

and responded that the use of an instrument gave them a better sense of security and self-trust 
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when faced with communicative improvisational activities (Ladano, 2022). These findings 

included increased perceptions of connection among group members due to using instruments, 

stating that the “instruments functioned like masks” (Ladano, 2022, p. 8). Specifically, 60% of 

participants reported feeling safer on stage with their instruments in hand, and 30% somewhat 

agreed (Ladano, 2022).   

MacDonald et al. (2021) specifically focused on sustaining and improving a sense of 

community and connectedness while improvising virtually with music by studying the Glasgow 

Improvisers Orchestra (GLO), a 25-member ensemble. COVID-19 caused many problems for 

musicians who were used to performing together in fundamental, face-to-face interactions, but 

virtual social music improvisation increased connectedness and emotional support (MacDonald 

et al., 2021). Through interviews with the participants of the GLO, researchers coded certain 

words and themes to create quantitative data (MacDonald et al., 2021). Each online 

improvisation session was also recorded visually so researchers could find where the sound and 

behaviors represented “the musical, social, and psychological aspects of the interactions” (p. 

4). This study's most notable results were improvements in mood, acknowledgment of creating a 

new identity together through trusting relationships, and improvements in mental and physical 

health (MacDonald et al., 2021).   

Verneert et al. (2021) applied collective improvisation to a community orchestra group to 

examine elements of emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. 

Researchers used improvisation techniques in a group orchestra consisting of homeless adults as 

well as individuals with psychiatric problems and alcohol and drug dependencies (Verneert et al., 

2021). The term eudaimonia referred to Seligman’s definition of collective improvisation as 

being a creative collaboration among a group (Verneert et al., 2021). The results of this study 



 

17 

 

show an increase in positive emotions, the purpose of the individual, engagement with the tasks, 

and feelings of accomplishment (Verneert et al., 2021). One aspect of the results involved 

different points of view regarding social relationships from the participants, where some 

displayed an increase in positivity within this realm. In contrast, others revealed negativity 

regarding the social interactions of the study (Verneert et al., 2021). 

Music improvisation as an intervention to increase social interactions and connections 

with others was found to be “one of the most widely used interventions for establishing non-

verbal communication between therapist and client” (Diaz Abrahan et al., 2023, p. 2). Research 

by Diaz Abrahan et al. (2023) showed the effects of music improvisation on younger and older 

adults regarding social involvement while working in small groups to improvise musically. This 

mixed methods study compared a music improvisation group to a rhythmic imitation group to 

compare how levels of community and social interactions changed during music sessions (Diaz 

Abrahan et al., 2023). Researchers applied an exploratory sequential design to observe social 

interaction and communication levels (Diaz Abrahan et al., 2023). Participants belonged to the 

music improvisation or rhythmic imitation group. Researchers observed and numerically  

recorded instances of eye contact and other notable aspects of the sessions, including how 

participants produced sound and interacted with other group members (Diaz Abrahan et al., 

2023). The results of this study show a growth in connectedness through community (Diaz 

Abrahan et al., 2023). An exciting by-product of higher interactivity rates was an increase in 

positive behaviors like “talking and laughter, which were present and increased over time in the 

groups of younger and older adults who performed the improvisation” (Diaz Abrahan et al., 

2023, p. 14). Additionally, this laughter throughout the improvisations helped create emotions 
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that helped fuel the idea of community and supported a positive environment for participants 

(Diaz Abrahan et al., 2023).   

Connectedness Between and Among Individuals SEL and Music 

People spend a significant amount of time communicating through texts, emails, or 

virtual meetings. Connectedness to others can suffer when face-to-face time decreases but can 

improve through strategic applications of social activities (CDC, 2022; MacDonald et al., 2021; 

Monahan et al., 2010; Perkins et al., 2021; Tomek et al., 2017; Verneert et al., 2021; Vidourek et 

al., 2011; Widnall et al., 2022; Willox et al., 2011; Wu & Lu, 2021). Studies show that social 

connectedness during adolescence plays a pivotal role in a child’s trust level, and the absence of 

these vital connections can cause mental health to suffer when students do not trust or feel 

connected to their peers and school (Widnall et al., 2022).  

The three tenets of SEL are identity, belonging, and agency (CASEL, 2024). These 

pillars of SEL include questions like 1) Who am I, 2) Is there trust enough for me to belong and 

connect, and 3) How can I make changes in a meaningful way (Fleischmann et al., 2021)? Trust 

is a connectedness prerequisite (Fleischmann et al., 2021). SEL in music and the arts is a natural 

pairing that can increase students' trust while impactfully affecting them through social and 

emotional experiences (Fleischmann et al., 2021). There is untapped potential for the delivery of 

SEL through music (Fleischmann et al., 2021).  

Social music improvisation promotes emotional understanding, trust among the group, 

social connections, and empathetic reactions to conversations through music (Oshinsky & 

Knysh, 2023a). SEL’s aspects shine while paired with social music improvisation, as this activity 

effectively addresses these aspects in a non-threatening manner while creating a positive learning 

environment (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023a). Providing students with social activities that involve 
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improvising, composing, or arranging music effectively weaves SEL into daily lessons 

(Fleischmann et al., 2021). During music-making activities, students are invited to solve a 

challenge and create something new using solutions as they present themselves (Fleischmann et 

al., 2021). SMI also requires trusting others and communicating musically and empathetically 

(Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b), and it is not merely an activity but a meaningful event that 

embodies trust and an understanding of how social music improvisation connects people 

(MacDonald et al., 2021; Oshinsky, 2021; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b). 

Feelings of depression and anxiety decrease for individuals who participate in social 

music improvisation as these experiences increase connectedness and create a positive learning 

environment (Albornoz, 2011; Campbell & Klotz, 2021; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021; Cross et 

al., 2012; Hawkins & Farrant, 2022; Krueger et al., 2019; Rawlings, 2017). Eighth-grade 

students who experienced higher rates of depression increased self-esteem levels after 

participation in school activities that promoted school and peer connections (Raniti et al., 

2022). Results showed that students’ positive social-emotional environments could profoundly 

affect their school connectedness levels (Raniti et al., 2022). Adolescents who report increased 

levels of connectedness to school also exhibit greater academic motivation and fewer incidents 

of classroom misbehavior (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; McNeely et al., 2002). This suggests that 

preventative measures, like social music improvisation interventions, can increase student trust 

and connectedness to school while reducing student conduct issues (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).  

The following section presents information about the benefits of connectedness through SMI. 

Social-emotional learning aspects streamline naturally with SMI and music education overall.   
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Benefits 

Integrating subjects within education is not new, as it can be traced back to John Dewey’s 

child-centered curriculum (Bresler, 1995; Dewey, 1934). However, integrating social music 

improvisation with SEL is distinct from other music integration formulas that seek to connect 

music with core academic subjects to increase learning (National Association for Music 

Education, 2023). A small yet progressive amount of literature is dedicated to applying SEL to 

the music classroom, but the research is limited (Edgar, 2013; Edgar & Morrison, 2020; Edgar et 

al., 2017; Váradi, 2022; Varner, 2020; 2021; 2023). SEL is gaining wide acceptance in the world 

of education as society seeks to help students process the recent COVID-19 pandemic, an 

increase in school shootings, and a rise in depression rates among teens (CDC, 2022).  

Combining social music improvisation and SEL creates a whole-child approach to social 

and emotional health through self-awareness, emotional regulation, collaboration and 

communication, creativity and problem-solving, confidence, self-efficacy, and emotional 

connection and empathy (CASEL, 2024a, b). Social music improvisation and SEL pair well, as 

they heighten the positive environment and the musical impact of others by increasing trust 

among the group, teaching skills of intent listening, and learning how to respond appropriately. 

An increase in self-trust and self-awareness occurs when students express themselves and their 

feelings while participating in social music improvisation (Edgar, 2013; Oshinsky & Knysh, 

2023b). SMI activities help with emotional regulation, collaboration, and communication while 

providing a positive learning environment to trust others, explore emotions, collaborate, and 

respond to cues (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b).  

Thinking creatively and solving problems occur during SMI as students must decide what 

they will contribute to the group’s performance at that moment, and confidence, trust in self, and 
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self-efficacy increase when a student receives positive feedback from a peer during an 

improvisation session (McKnight, 2021). Social music improvisation can impact a child’s 

emotional connection to themselves and others, creating a sense of belonging within a positive 

learning environment built on trust (Oshinksy & Knysh). A healthy environment where SEL and 

music intersect appropriately will exude trust and “a commodious, rich space where caring, a 

connection of self to others, occurs” (Bresler, 2006, p. 61).  

 Researchers stated that increasing school connectedness “can decrease risk-taking 

behaviors by providing youth with prosocial and empowering opportunities at home, in school, 

and in the community” (Vidourek et al., 2011, p. 116). Vidourek et al. (2011) analyzed the 

frequency and methods of middle and elementary school teachers’ connectedness strategies in 

the classroom through an electronic survey. Results showed that the most frequently used 

strategy for building connectedness was “trying to act like a positive role model for students, 

calling students by their first names, and enforcing rules of student respect” (Vidourek et al., 

2011, p. 118). The survey also showed that elementary school teachers exhibited more applied 

connectedness strategies such as eye contact, expressive responses, pitch of speaking voice, and 

increased gesturing and classroom monitoring (Vidourek et al., 2011). 

Begun et al. (2022) investigated the effects on youth-adult partnerships through an 

intervention of actor improvisation. This study utilized purposive sampling, and its participants 

came from a research lab based on campus and focused on youth (Begun et al., 2022). It 

commenced in 2020 as the COVID-19 pandemic began infiltrating America (Begun et al., 2022). 

Participants completed a qualitative questionnaire after a two-hour improvisation intervention 

workshop using Zoom (Begun et al., 2022). Findings from the qualitative template analysis 

resulted in “overall positive experiences and support for the further examination and use of 
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improv in strengthening youth-adult partnerships” (Begun et al., 2022, p. 123). The two main 

themes found during the qualitative data coding included a dismantling of power differentials 

among participants in different age groups and an increase in participants’ challenging 

themselves more, even though improvisation was a new experience.  

Through the development of teachers’ skills in SEL application within the music 

classroom, teachers can acknowledge personal differences, biases, and barriers subconsciously 

placed between teachers and students while increasing levels of trust among students (Varner, 

2020, 2021). Varner (2021) states that “a general music classroom with an SEL focus can help 

teachers create just, inclusive, and healthy communities that support all people endeavoring to 

find success” (p. 49). To be a strong leader in the music classroom and a promoter of SEL, the 

teacher must lead intentionally, making each moment matter through well-designed experiences 

(Varner, 2023). The general music classroom is a natural place for students to understand who 

they are while providing a safe space to practice social and self-awareness skills (Edgar et al., 

2017; Varner, 2020, 2021, 2023).    

Wu and Lu (2021) highlighted the importance of musical training, engagement, and 

curiosity in building empathetic learners through applying SEL. They found that musical training 

increases empathy and positive social behaviors (Wu & Lu, 2021). Eddy et al. (2020) provided 

multiple perspectives on how SEL could better integrate arts classrooms within our country 

while focusing on promoting both in-person and virtual learning environments. Research about 

combining education in the arts with SEL is not abundant, and continued research is needed to 

uncover how integrating the arts with SEL produces a positive learning environment that leads to 

transformative experiences for students (Eddy et al., 2020, p. 2). 
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Social Music Improvisation as a Learning and Teaching Style 

        Discovering new ways of teaching and learning is a quest for many professionals in 

education. Studies support SMI as a beneficial learning and teaching style in music and other 

subjects (Biasutti, 2015, 2017; Lewis, 2013; Wall, 2018; Willox et al., 2011). Biasutti (2015) 

found that literature based on the psychology of music presented a streamlined approach to 

integrating the process of music improvisation into the classroom. David Darling reminded 

music educators that SMI is one of the easiest ways to play an active role in music-making 

(Darling, n.d.). Practitioners of MfP believe that there are no wrong notes during improvisation 

sessions and that any music a person makes comes from innate abilities like breathing and 

walking (Peters, 2012). The ability to trust oneself and others is a skill promoted by MfP 

(Darling, n.d.; Peters, 2012). A synthesis of this research reflecting SMI as a teaching and 

learning style shows how applying SMI techniques and activities benefits students (Biasutti, 

2015; 2017; Darling, n.d.; Lewis, 2013; Wall, 2018; Willox et al., 2011).  

Emotionally and musically, communication tends to improve while students apply the 

tenets of social music improvisation within small groups (Beegle, 2010; Hawkins & Farrant, 

2022; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b; Wall, 2018). In groups of four, fifth-grade students 

collaboratively created music in a small-group planned music improvisation process (Beegle, 

2010). A proactive approach to social musical improvisation resulted by incorporating small 

group learning, some sense of structure and theme, and the comfort of planning for a 

performance (Beegle, 2010). The structure inherent in SMI also provides necessary flexibility, 

making it a valuable tool for teachers and learners (McKnight & Scruggs, 2008). This study 

showed that students successfully applied role assignments within small groups (Beegle, 2010). 
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In another fifth-grade classroom, Wall (2018) conducted a study involving music 

improvisation in a band class. A decrease in music theory lessons and memorization allowed 

students to make music creatively during most of the class period (Wall, 2018). The researcher 

met with six fifth-grade band students once a week for eight weeks to work on social music 

improvisation within a group (Wall, 2018). The researcher also gathered data from field notes, 

music, and dialogue during each session (Wall, 2018). The results of this study presented themes 

including musical fluency, personal preferences of students, the creation of original music, an 

increase in instrument-playing abilities, conversations through music, and incorporating pieces of 

known songs within sessions (Wall, 2018). Additionally, it was evident that rhythmic 

improvisation “proved to be the most salient feature of collaborative emergent created by the 

group” (Wall, 2018, p. 124). Improvisation gave students freedom and space to take chances and 

risks in their music-making within this positive learning environment (Wall, 2018). Students 

made music without teacher supervision or intervention, suggesting that “young improvisers can 

successfully create a collaborative emergent during group improvisation, which helps create a 

frame, or set of boundaries, that can further aid students’ playing” (Wall, 2018, p. 131).   

 Hawkins and Farrant (2022) investigated how taking turns in musical and spoken 

improvisation activities can improve and enhance empathy and self-esteem among 12 to 14-year-

old music students. Researchers applied SMI activities to a group with pitched instruments and 

one with unpitched instruments, having only one group take turns in their music-making 

activities (Hawkins & Farrant, 2022). In contrast, the control group played and learned 

synchronously (Hawkins & Farrant, 2022). The findings included improved self-trust, self-

esteem, and increased empathy within the turn-taking group (Hawkins & Farrant, 2022). This 

study used SMI with call-and-response and a focus on communication skills through music to 
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improve the social-emotional health of middle school students (Hawkins & Farrant, 2022). SMI 

exercises increased their understanding of others (Hawkins & Farrant, 2022).  

Willox et al. (2011) analyzed the effects of social music improvisation in an at-risk youth 

educational center. The goal of this research was to create SMI pedagogy as a way of teaching 

and learning so that “alternative education programs can enhance the experiences for their 

students, and create opportunities to begin to ameliorate some of the personal, social, mental, and 

emotional issues these youth populations face” (Willox et al., 2011, p. 116). This case study 

included 10 participants and took place at a Give Yourself Credit educational center, a location 

that some considered a final attempt to rehabilitate these students who could not continue in 

regular public school (Willox et al., 2011). Percussion-based workshops occurred, as well as 

interviews and video documentation of all interactions during the intervention (Willox et al., 

2011). This article “approached the pedagogical decisions and workshop space with an 

understanding of the importance of improvisation as a democratic form of social exchange” 

(Willox et al., 2011, p. 119).   

The results of this case study included improved group cohesion, social connections, and 

increased trust among participants (Willox et al., 2011). An overall finding within this study 

included a better awareness that “improvisation as pedagogy, in short, speaks directly to the risks 

we need to take in music, education, and in life to create opportunities for change” (Willox et al., 

2011, p. 128). As active participants in SMI, individuals build new relationships, increase their 

listening engagement, and “begin, in effect, to hear and play the world anew” (Willox et al., 

2011, p. 128).   

 A synthesis of this body of research shows that social music improvisation as a teaching 

and learning style benefits students while providing a positive learning environment and 
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increasing trust, communication, and connectedness for students through the application of SMI 

within small groups (Albornoz, 2011; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021; Hawkins & Farrant, 2022; 

Krueger et al., 2019). Through increased communication skills, it is assumed that perceived 

levels of trust and connectedness among students will also increase, thus reiterating SMI’s 

powerful presence in the classroom (Albornoz, 2011; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021; Hawkins & 

Farrant, 2022; Krueger et al., 2019). The following section will present the theoretical 

frameworks that support this mixed methods action research intervention study.  

                                                  Educational Theories 

Theoretical foundations, existing organizations, and instructional practices vital to this 

intervention study are Music for People (MfP), Scott Edgar and The Center for Arts Education 

and Social-Emotional Learning (ArtsEdSEL), and Social-Emotional Learning Theory. These 

entities shaped the purpose of the proposed study, the mechanics of delivering the intervention, 

and the pairing of music and SEL in the music classroom. The study immersed itself in these 

theories as it built its foundation on the researched integrations of social music improvisation 

with SEL to influence perceived feelings of belonging and connectedness for virtual middle 

school students. 

Music for People 

         Founded in 1986 by David Darling and Bonnie Insull, Music for People embodies an 

approach to SMI activities combined with SEL (Music for People [MfP], 2019a). Darling and 

Insull brought their vision for this organization together by creating positive learning 

experiences, networking among other leaders in SMI, and organizing group efforts toward the 

positive influence of SMI (MfP, 2019a). Since the founding of MfP (MfP, 2019c), educators 

such as Mary Knysh and Julie Weber have continued to contribute to the success of this 
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organization. Music therapists and psychologists, including Eric Miller, James Oshinsky, and 

Lynn Miller, increased the focus on SMI as a way for participants to experience personal 

healing, both emotionally and socially (MfP, 2019a). Green and Campbell (2009) applied 

Darling's theories and philosophies to current musical works by exploring creativity and 

inspiration based on interactions with Darling and the foundational applications for SMI within 

MfP (Green & Campbell, 2009).  

       David Darling believed that making music should exude a positive, holistic, and 

humanistic approach that embodies a philosophy of love, empowerment, and acceptance 

(Darling, n.d.; MfP, 2019d). Social music improvisation should be made accessible to all people 

regardless of musical ability (Darling & Weber, 2007). People are capable of genius outputs 

while participating in SMI despite their level of experience (Darling & Weber, 2007). This study 

embodied the philosophy of SMI held by Darling and MfP and provided the framework for this 

mixed methods action research intervention.  

Oshinsky and Knysh (2023b) continue Darling’s mantras by claiming that “when music 

improvisation is presented in an open and social context, you will find that it impacts students in 

ways that go beyond their competence to make music” (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b, p. iii). 

People find that “musical expression is a strong carrier for a person’s identity, and common 

rhythms and tonalities are instant ways of experiencing a sense of group belonging” (Oshinsky & 

Knysh, 2023b, pp. iii-iv). Everyone has an innate creative and musical ability, and SMI naturally 

connects individuals through increased trust within a positive learning environment (MfP, 

2019a).  
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MfP produced a Bill of Musical Rights for the organization to further reiterate these 

beliefs. Statements include:  

• Human beings need to express themselves daily in a way that invites physical and 

emotional release.  

• Musical self-expression is a joyful and healthy means of communication available to 

absolutely everyone.  

• There are as many different ways to make music as there are people.  

• The human voice is the most natural and powerful vehicle for musical self-expression. 

The differences in our voices add richness and depth to music.  

• Sincerely expressed emotion is at the root of meaningful musical expression.  

• Your music is more authentically expressed when your body is involved in your musical 

expression.  

• The European tradition of music is only one sound. All other cultures and traditions 

deserve equal attention.  

• Any combination of people and instruments can make music together.  

• There are no "unmusical" people, only those with no musical experience.  

• Music improvisation is a unique and positive way to build skills for life expression.  

• In improvisation, as in life, we must be responsible for the vibrations we send one 

another. (MfP, 2023b) 

These statements form the core of MfP and laid the foundation for social music  

improvisation intervention that took place in this study.  
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ArtsEdSEL & Scott Edgar 

         The study relied on the empirical work of Scott Edgar as he promotes the natural pairing 

of SEL and music education through the Center for Arts Education & Social-Emotional Learning 

(ArtsEdSEL). Edgar et al. (2017) believe the music classroom is a natural environment to 

implement SEL where students can grow socially, emotionally, and musically. The primary goal 

for all students within ArtsEdSEL is to develop their identity, agency, and belonging (Edgar et 

al., 2017; The Center of Arts Education and Social-Emotional Learning). ArtsEdSEL aims to 

promote arts education and SEL through an empirically grounded, culturally responsive 

foundation that increases curriculum quality for PreK-16 students (ArtsEdSEL, 2021). 

       The SEL theory is a vital foundation of ArtsEdSEL, which supports this study based on 

connectedness among peers, students, and school (ArtsEdSEL, 2021). This organization was 

formed in New Jersey out of a desire to connect SEL and arts subjects intentionally. The result 

was a driving curriculum that included visual and performing arts standards with SEL 

competencies from CASEL (ArtsEdSEL, 2021). James Comer, developer of SEL, describes 

social-emotional learning as the method by which all adolescents and adults gain the 

understanding, capabilities, and attitudes to form healthy identities, handle emotions, attain 

individual and group objectives, experience and express compassion for others, form and sustain 

supportive relationships, and make considerate and responsible choices (CASEL, 2024a). 

An SEL curriculum is in effect within many U.S. school districts, including the school 

district where this study occurred. However, instruction in social music improvisation pedagogy 

is nearly nonexistent (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b; Willox et al., 2011), highlighting the 

opportunity to integrate social music improvisation in SEL lessons within a positive learning 

environment. This natural combination can improve student participants' social and emotional 
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health, increase trust levels for self and others, and potentially influence students’ perceived 

connectedness to others (Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b).  

Social-Emotional Learning Theory  

         COVID-19 increased feelings of loneliness and isolation for young people (Baltà-

Salvador et al., 2021; CASEL, 2024a; Leech et al., 2022; Monahan et al., 2010; Perkins et al., 

2021). CASEL (2024a) addresses the pandemic's impacts on students through a social-emotional 

learning framework. A clear vision and purpose from CASEL states that members of society, 

now more than ever, must understand the importance of empathy for others, relationship-

building, and a clear goal towards strengthening our school communities (CASEL, 2024a, b).  

CASEL (2024b) delivers a framework of five SEL competencies (see Appendix H) that 

include self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 

decision-making (CASEL, 2024a). Instruction within these five areas of SEL cultivates student’s 

abilities to understand themselves, show empathy, strengthen positive relationships, and make 

appropriate choices (CASEL, 2024a). Trust is a vital part of SEL as it serves as a foundation for 

positive relationships (CASEL, 2024a). A learning environment without trust ceases all instances 

of risk-taking and stunts the connectedness growth among a group (Fleischmann et al., 2021). 

Students who participate in SEL activities at school report increased connectedness to others 

within their school and improved relationships with teachers (CASEL, 2024b). The three SEL 

competencies applicable to this study are self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship 

skills.  

SEL and music are a natural pairing that can showcase the most vital points of both 

subjects while impacting students (Eddy et al., 2020; Fleischmann et al., 2021; Montgomery, 

2021; Wu & Lu, 2021). The delivery of SEL through a music lens combines the culture of 
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education with creativity in the arts (Fleischmann et al., 2021). SEL and music can create a 

dynamic combination in a quest to improve students' lives by engaging them in social activities, 

including music improvisation and composing (Fleischmann et al., 2021). Social-emotional 

learning is taking place in arts classrooms and exhibiting positive results (Eddy et al., 2020; 

Fleischmann et al., 2021; Wu & Lu, 2021). The strengths of musical training, engagement, and 

curiosity in building empathetic learners through the application of SEL shine brightest when 

combining the forces of both SEL and music (Eddy et al., 2020; Fleischmann et al., 2021; Wu & 

Lu, 2021). Multiple perspectives on how and why the arts and SEL should be part of the 

American classroom provide the theoretical foundations for this study (Bresler, 2006; Eddy et 

al., 2020; Greene, 1995, 2000). 

Foundations of the Methodology 

         A mixed methods action research design provided quantitative and qualitative data 

perspectives in this study. This combination helped to understand better the data gathered and the 

implications of the results (Björk et al., 2021; Diaz Abrahan et al., 2023; Edmonds & Kennedy, 

2017; Neth et al., 2020; Pepe & Farina, 2023). The advantage of a mixed methods design was 

that the researcher could compare the intervention and control groups' pretest and posttest scores 

and analyze the results numerically (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019).  

The qualitative phase of this mixed methods action research study provided a more 

personalized snapshot of the observed behaviors from the teacher-researcher’s field notes 

regarding attitudes, actions, and frequency of communication during sessions (Plano Clark & 

Ivankova, 2016; Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). An observation summary form (Appendix 

E) adapted from Roulston (2017) allowed the researcher to collect field notes used for thematic 

analysis. Process coding tracked recurring action-based behaviors observed during the recorded 
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music improvisation sessions (Lewinski et al., 2019). These behaviors included playing an 

instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact.  

Action Research 

The action research design provided an observable, measurable, and powerful approach 

to scientific research and inquiry for this study (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Privitera & 

Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). This type of research is cyclical and participatory, involving 

exploration, intervention delivery, data observation, and reflection/revision methods, as this is its 

premise for acquiring knowledge (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). Additionally, action research is 

a “form of research that enables individuals to reveal functional solutions to problems 

encountered in the context in which they operate or work” (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017, p. 2). 

The teacher-researcher directing this study analyzed the influence of social music improvisation 

on perceived levels of connectedness among her virtual middle school students. 

This action research design was quasi-experimental. Students were not randomly selected 

but instead placed in groups based on the specific class period in their pre-planned schedule 

(Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016; Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). This study used 

opportunistic sampling (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019), as the researcher included a portion 

of her students in the research. 

Social Music Improvisation 

Oshinsky (2021) created and published the Music Doctor Improv Cards and Picture 

Prompts, tools to help inspire participants while improvising music. In this study, these tools 

facilitated an improvisational journey for students by allowing them to structure their social 

music improvisation activities by choosing cards that denote their specific role for the exercise 

(Oshinsky, 2021; Appendix F). The structure and freedom offered to students during social 
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music improvisation make this approach a model of impactful teaching and learning (Beegle, 

2010; McKnight & Scruggs, 2008). The improvisation cards present a variety of activities for 

musicians to interpret while improvising with a small group of students (Oshinsky, 2021). For 

this study, the researcher selected 12 cards for the SMI sessions appropriate for middle school 

students (see Appendix F). Small intervention participant groups engaged in social music 

improvisation as they unmuted and applied their card to the overall improvisation using 

instruments and voices. Students' self-reports of connectedness to teachers, peers, and school 

were analyzed using the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005). 

Nine 10-minute music improvisation sessions occurred over three weeks. 

The results of this study indicated that social music improvisation activities increased 

students' self-reported feelings of connectedness to school. This suggests that more research 

about how connectedness to school can empower students to be productive members of society 

must occur. Adding SMI activities to an educational curriculum can increase students’ perceived 

levels of connectedness, thus causing academic and social improvement for students (CDC, 

2022; Edgar, 2013; Edgar et al., 2017; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b). This mixed methods action 

research design provided the researcher with the methodology that best served the purpose of this 

study.                                                        

Summary 

      Research for this mixed methods action research study conveys the benefits of combining 

social music improvisation, social-emotional learning, educational leadership theories, and 

fundamental methodology. It was with great interest and careful consideration that the seeds of 

this study were planted. Research shows how social music improvisation can successfully 
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intertwine with the aspects of SEL to enable students to feel more connected to others, their 

teachers, and their schools. Through these human connections, students can experience more  

meaningful life experiences, less depression, and better physical, social, and emotional health. 

This study seeks to contribute to the literature and increase knowledge for others by providing 

further empirical evidence of social music improvisation's positive influence on students’ 

perceptions of connectedness, specifically within a virtual middle school classroom. With a 

better understanding of how social music improvisation and SEL can affect students' well-being, 

educational leaders can make the necessary curriculum changes to improve students’ lives in and 

out of school buildings. This study's research offers new knowledge and understanding regarding 

ways SMI can increase students’ connections to others while decreasing feelings of isolation.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction: Research Design 

This mixed methods action research study incorporated a social music improvisation 

(SMI) intervention. The study took place in an online virtual environment for middle school 

students in a southeastern county in the United States. Quantitative data collection included 

pretest and posttest responses to the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent Connectedness 

(Karcher, 2005). Results focused on students' self-reports of connectedness to peers, teachers, 

and school were analyzed using repeated ANOVA tests (Winter, 2018). Additional subscales in 

the areas of friends and self-in-the-present were included in the full-scale measure, but these 

categories did not receive intentional analysis. Specifically, the study used a 2(intervention 

condition) x 2(time) repeated measures ANOVA with follow-up pairwise t-tests (Winter, 2018). 

Qualitative data collection included field notes completed during observations of the recorded 

SMI sessions. Process coding occurred to track trends in action-based behaviors within the 

intervention group (Lewinski et al., 2019). These included playing an instrument, 

singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. To streamline and practice the 

implementation of the music improvisation intervention, the teacher-researcher piloted 

intervention methods in November 2023 with students who were not part of this study. 

Purpose of Study 

 COVID-19 changed society in many ways, including increased virtual learning 

(Hoofman & Secord, 2021). More social anxiety, health concerns, and a need for fewer 

distractions caused this increase (Ding et al., 2023). Today, many students have returned to 

brick-and-mortar schooling, but a noticeable percentage remains virtual (Lehrer-Small, n.d.). 

Virtual school enrollment increased by 176% compared to pre-pandemic levels (Lehrer-Small, 
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n.d.). This mixed methods action research intervention study analyzed the influence of social 

music improvisation activities on virtual students' behaviors and their perceptions of 

connectedness to others in a virtual middle school classroom setting. 

All students, virtual and otherwise, should have the same opportunities to grow in their 

social and emotional health. Efforts to increase social-emotional learning in American public 

schools have increased in the past decade (Kaspar & Massey, 2022; Montgomery, 2021; 

Raschdorf et al., 2021). Combining social music improvisation and SEL allows students to 

increase positive experiences musically, socially, and emotionally (Edgar & Morrison, 2020; 

Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b). This mixed methods action research analyzed how social music 

improvisation activities influence virtual students' observable behavior and self-reports regarding 

their perceptions of connectedness in a virtual middle school classroom. 

Research Questions 

1. How does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school students’  

    perceptions of their connectedness to others within the group? 

2. In what ways does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school     

    students’ behaviors associated with connectedness?   

The teacher-researcher hypothesized that the intervention group participating in social 

music improvisation would increase their connectedness to others more than the control group. A 

significant interaction effect in the repeated measures ANOVA occurred in the connectedness to 

school subscale, displaying how the two groups changed over time differently. Follow-up t-tests 

were conducted to assess 1) whether the two groups were different at baseline or after 

intervention and 2) whether or not the two groups changed significantly over time through 

comparison of the pretest and posttest data. 
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Methodology 

The study employed a mixed methods approach emphasizing a partnership between 

quantitative and qualitative data in interpreting the results. The Hemingway Measure of 

Adolescent Connectedness provided a pretest and posttest survey (see Appendix A), and 

qualitative data included structured teacher observations organized into field notes followed by 

process coding (Lewinski et al., 2019). Observable behaviors tracked by the teacher-researcher 

were playing an instrument, singing/speaking, laughing/smiling, and making eye contact (see 

Appendix E). 

Action research as the specific design of this study allowed the teacher-researcher to 

implement the intervention she used to address a current issue in her classroom (Bresler, 2021). 

According to Bresler's (2021) view of action research, teachers "are not only participants but 

have a key role in shaping the educational setting" (p. 13). Action research is "based on the close 

interaction between practice, theory, and change" (Bresler, 2021, p. 10) and is focused on "the 

improvement of educational practices, understandings, and situations" (p. 10). This type of 

research traditionally finds itself within the qualitative paradigm but can also be affiliated with 

the quantitative approach, including both descriptive and experimental methods (Bresler, 2021). 

Edmonds and Kennedy (2017) provided a deeper understanding of action research as a 

"form of research that enables individuals to reveal functional solutions to problems encountered 

in the context in which they operate or work" (p. 2). Action research relates to an observable, 

measurable, and powerful approach to scientific research and inquiry (Edmonds & Kennedy, 

2017). This premise for acquiring knowledge within action research is cyclical and participatory, 

encircling exploration, delivering intervention, observing data, and reflecting/revising methods 

(Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). 
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Action research maintains a foundation based on the interactions between practice, 

theory, and change while improving teaching and learning practices (Bresler, 2021). As an action 

research design took shape within this study, the teacher-researcher envisioned conducting a 

study to improve a current issue in her class: virtual students’ lack of connections to others. 

Through the application of action research within her school, a teacher can "become open to 

more ideas" (Messikh, 2020, p. 485), "enhance their critical thinking skills" (p. 485), and "reduce 

the existing gap between research and practice" (p. 485). Messikh (2020) provided foundational 

knowledge regarding creating and implementing action research developed by Kurt Lewin in 

1946. Messikh (2020) promoted action research and supported Lewin's belief "that doing 

research and taking action should be a simultaneous process which should not disconnect the 

investigation from the required work to solve the problem in real-life situations" (Messikh, 2020, 

p. 483). Action research advances and emboldens teachers' careers, enabling them to make 

changes expeditiously (Messikh, 2020).  

In this mixed methods action research study, the researcher analyzed how students 

participated in SMI and studied the influence of this intervention on their feelings of 

connectedness to others. Mixed methods design was a natural and supportive approach to action 

research (Anguera et al., 2020; Ivankova, 2015). Applying this dual-lens approach to data 

acquisition integrates qualitative and quantitative frameworks that deepen the meaning of 

findings and their intersections (Anguera et al., 2020; Ivankova, 2015). Both follow systematic 

inquiry practices as design and implementation take place with a common aim of providing 

comprehensive answers (Anguera et al., 2020; Ivankova, 2015).  

Action and mixed methods research exude a pragmatic philosophical foundation and 

reject the quantitative/qualitative incompatibility thesis (Anguera et al., 2020; Ivankova, 2015). 
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Additionally, both approaches incorporate exploratory, explanatory, and confirmatory phases 

during research collection while maintaining a constant reflective practice that progresses 

through the research process only after the previous steps solidify themselves (Anguera et al., 

2020; Ivankova, 2015). These two collaborative approaches are cyclical as they seek to find what 

works in the study (Anguera et al., 2020; Ivankova, 2015). A beneficial feature of mixed 

methods and action research is their ability to reflect an insider-outsider perspective due to the 

changing nature of the data collector's role and the teacher-researcher's more participatory role 

(Anguera et al., 2020; Ivankova, 2015). 

Data Sources 

This study measured pretest and posttest connectedness levels using the Hemingway 

Measure of Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005; see Appendix A). This quantitative 

survey included 30 statements regarding social connectedness to friends, peers, school, self-in-

the-present, and teachers. A Likert scale from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true) provided a range 

of answers (Karcher, 2005). The control group received the pretest and posttest and did not 

receive the SMI intervention.  

An observation form and process coding chart recorded field note data to provide 

qualitative information (see Appendix E). Adapted from Roulston (2017), this observation form 

provided a streamlined approach for collecting data, including main themes and interesting 

findings observed during the social music improvisation session. The process coding chart 

recorded the type and frequency of participants’ actions, including playing an instrument, 

singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. Process coding was an analytic lens 

for understanding the action-based observations made during recorded sessions (Lewinski et al., 



 

40 

 

2019). This qualitative approach sought to provide others with descriptive actions to measure in 

future applications of this study.   

Setting  

  The participants for this study attend virtual school in a southeastern school district in the 

United States. This school district has approximately 76,200 students, 5,070 teachers, and 101 

schools and centers (Public Education Partners, 2019). These figures make this district the 44th 

largest school district in the country (Public Education Partners, 2019). The demographics of this 

school district reflect a student population that is 51.2% white, 23% Black, 2.5% Asian or 

Asian/Pacific Islander, 18.3% Hispanic/Latino, 0.4% American Indian or Alaska Native, and 

0.2% Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander (U.S. News & World Report, 2023; see Figure 

3.1). Additionally, 4.5% of the student population represents two or more races (U.S. News & 

World Report, 2023). 

District-Level 

Demographics for middle school students across the county where this study took place 

include approximately 4,300 black students, 3,000 Hispanic students, 9,000 white students, and 

1,400 students belonging to other race categories (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). 

Approximately 17,800 middle school students are in the specified school district (U.S.  News & 

World Report, 2023). The virtual program within this school district serves 197 black students, 

90 Hispanic/Latino students, 354 white students, eight Asian students, three American 

Indian/Alaskan students, three Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students, and 51 students belonging to 

two or more races combined (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). Total enrollment in the virtual 

program is approximately 750 K-12 students (U.S. News & World Report, 2023). 
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In this district, males and females split the gender breakdown at 51% and 49%, 

respectively (U.S. News & World Report, 2023; see Figure 3.2). Among this district’s 

population, 40.1% of students qualify for free or reduced meals, and approximately 16.4% of the 

student population identifies as a Multi-Language Learner (U.S. News & World Report, 2023). 

A Multi-Language Learner represented approximately 3% of the study’s participant group. This 

school district spends roughly $9,650 per pupil yearly on education costs, and approximately 

72% is spent on instructional and support materials (Public Education Partners, 2019). 

Regarding the virtual school in this district, 55% of the student population is female, and 

42% is male (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). Students of undocumented genders represent 3% 

of the student population (U.S. News & World Report, 2023). Approximately 64% of the student 

population in the virtual school (K-12) qualifies for free or reduced lunch (U.S. News & World 

Report, 2023; see Figure 3.3). 

The graduation rate for this school district was 84.8% in 2023, an increase from 2022 and 

12.4 points over the last ten years (U.S. News & World Report, 2023). The statewide graduation 

rate is 81% (Public Education Partners, 2019). Teacher turnover within this school district is 

approximately 10.3% and ranks as the 23rd lowest out of 82 school districts within the state 

(Public Education Partners, 2019). Approximately 94% of all teachers in this district have at least 

three years of teaching experience (U.S. News & World Report, 2023). 

Throughout the state where this mixed methods action research study occurred, 8.4% of 

teachers have less than three years of experience, 30.5% of teachers have three to nine years of 

experience, 32.3% of teachers have 10 to 20 years of experience, and 28.9% have over 20 years 

of experience (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], n.d.). The statewide education 

levels of teachers show that 28.8% hold their Bachelor's degree, 57.9% hold their Master's 
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degree, and 10.3% hold their doctoral degrees or educational specialist credentials (NCES, n.d.). 

The teacher-researcher for this action research intervention study has taught in full- and part-time 

capacities for 19 years and holds a Master's in Music Education (M.M.Ed.). The population 

estimate for this school district's county as of July 1, 2022, was 547,950 (U.S. Census Bureau 

Quickfacts, 2019). The median household income in 2021 was approximately $65,513, and 

10.9% of this population lives in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts, 2019). 

Figure 3.1 

Participant Demographics for Virtual School vs. School District  

 

Secondary Information 

The special services provided to students within this school district include online 

learning with Chromebook training, special education services including I.E.P.s, 504 plans, 
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speech therapy, and abundant course offerings (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). Professional 

development frequently occurs in all subject areas, and teachers receive monthly technology 

training (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) for 

subject areas and annual safety training are also part of this district's requirements (Greenville 

County Schools, n.d.). Additionally, first-year teachers working in the district are formally 

evaluated over three years and remain on probation  (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). The 

initial certificate changes to a professional certificate when the teacher shows evidence of 

meeting the state’s teaching standards through classroom observations, portfolios, student 

achievement, and examinations (Public Education Partners, 2019). 

The types of technology available to students and teachers within this school district 

include Google Suite, 1-to-1 Chromebook access, Dell ThinkPads for teachers, multiple online 

apps, and an online grade book. (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). Virtual teachers received 

training for and are currently piloting the learning management system Canvas. Parent 

involvement for virtual students is typically high as these students attend live meets from home, 

most often in the company of at least one adult. Parent receptivity and responsiveness to 

communication efforts to and from teachers is 90% (Greenville County Schools, n.d.). Barriers 

to success in the execution of this study included the distribution of potential manipulatives 

needed for learning and the continuity of student attendance. No academic policies interfered 

with this study. 

                                                    Participants 

This study was conducted in virtual middle school music classes through the Meet feature 

in Google Classroom. During Google Meets, students keep cameras on and microphones muted 
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until it is appropriate to speak. This ensures that audio feedback does not interfere with the sound 

during the live meeting. Students use the chat feature to share ideas, comment, or ask questions.  

Setting 

This study involved 37 participants and included the virtual students enrolled in the 

teacher-researcher's spring '24 music classes (see Table 3.1). Many grade participants in this 

study joined the district’s virtual public school platform at its inception in August 2020. A total 

of 17 students received the social music improvisation intervention, while 20 students remained 

in the control group and did not receive the intervention. All students received identical music 

lessons, albeit with the inclusion or exclusion of music improvisation (see Appendix G). 

Table 3.1 

Participants in Class Periods 1-6 

Class 

Period 

Number of 

Participants 

SMI Intervention (I)  

or Control (C) 

   

1st 

 

2nd 

 

6 

 

9 

 

C 

 

C 

 

3rd 

 

8 I 

4th 4 I 

 

5th 5 C 

6th 

 

5 I 

 

The Social Music Improvisation Intervention in Action 

First, students engaged in two practice sessions that introduced the social music 

improvisation prompt cards and how to interpret them. For example, for the prompt card that 
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asked the participant to add spontaneous lyrics or spoken words, students practiced ways to 

apply this task in their own way. The introductory sessions made participants more comfortable 

interpreting and presenting their cards during the SMI intervention sessions. Students kept 

instruments nearby when improvising with the group during the study. These instruments ranged 

from pencils and body percussion to violins and guitars. The study began after students 

completed the teaching sessions and appeared comfortable using the twelve cards during SMI 

(see Appendix F).  

Students participating in the music improvisation intervention joined separate Google 

Meets during class so that the teacher could record the session using the recording feature 

embedded in Google Meet software. The improvisation groups included a smaller group of four 

to five students to help foster a safe environment among teachers and classmates (Fleischmann et 

al., 2021). Social music improvisation within a group setting can be intimidating, so a positive 

learning space conducive to creativity is vital (Edmund & Keller, 2019).  

The teacher-researcher supplied pre-recorded videos for each session using Google Slides 

and Loom, an educational recording application. Videos included rhythmic backing tracks 

downloaded from Soundtrap (music technology and composition application) and step-by-step 

instructions spoken aloud and presented on the screen for students to follow. The specific card 

each student was to perform was displayed on a slide within the slide deck and explained before 

the social music improvisation experience started. Students numbered one to five and were asked 

to follow the directions on the slide that stated whose turn to unmute while improvising. 

Remaining on mute until cued, the small group improvised and performed their card using the 

rhythmic backing track that provided cohesive support. There were 27 intervention sessions over 
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three weeks; each intervention class received nine sessions. The sixth-grade class included two 

improvisation groups due to eight class members participating in the study.  

Sampling of Participants 

The opportunistic sampling method allowed the researcher to take "advantage of the 

knowledge gained from conducting a study" (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019, p. 283). Like 

convenience sampling, opportunistic sampling provided the researcher with readily available 

participants (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). This type of sampling in action research 

provides an immediate cause, effect, and possible solution to teacher-researchers working in the 

field to find answers that will improve learning and teaching within their classrooms (Privitera & 

Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). The teacher-researcher in this action research study was a participant-

observer and applied the SMI intervention to students assigned to her music classes for the 

Spring '24 semester. 

Advantages and Disadvantages of Opportunistic Sampling 

The advantages of using opportunistic sampling in this study included the ease of 

availability of participants for the action research, the physical presence of the researcher 

throughout the study, and the real-time experiences that directly influenced participants (Privitera 

& Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). Additionally, exploratory studies like this one fit well with the 

opportunistic sampling technique (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). The teacher-researcher 

was also able to continue teaching the music standards to her students during the study since 

learning about the elements of music improvisation is a required academic standard in the state 

where this study took place.  

Though useful in some studies, applying opportunistic sampling has some disadvantages. 

This type of sampling is predominately used in qualitative research (Privitera & Ahlgrim-
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Delzell, 2019), but this current study applied a mixed methods methodology that also 

emphasized quantitative data. Some critics of this sampling approach interpret opportunistic 

sampling as using the low-hanging fruit that is easiest to obtain for research purposes (Privitera 

& Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). However, opportunistic sampling for this study allowed the teacher-

researcher to apply an immediate intervention for students regarding issues of connectedness in 

her classroom. This type of sampling also provided participants who knew and trusted the 

teacher, an essential aspect of a positive learning environment (Fleischmann et al., 2021). 

Demographics of Participants in the Study 

The participants in this study represented a relatively equal demographic and ethnic 

representation within the virtual middle school compared to the school district (see Figure 3.1). 

A gender comparison within the participant group slightly differed from the school district's 

gender comparison (see Figure 3.2). The breakdown of the researcher's six classes in this study  

shows the grade levels and the number of students in each class period (see Table 3.1). 
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Figure 3.2 

Gender Comparison: Participant Group Versus School District       

  

 

Gender distribution, ethnicity, and special education services within the intervention and 

control groups are comparable (see Figure 3.3). Specifically, the intervention group represented 

School District: 

Gender 

Study Participants: 

Gender 

Female  

64.9% 

 

Male  

35.1% 

 

Male  

51.0% 

 

Female  

49.0% 

 



 

49 

 

11 females and six males. Eight white, seven Black, and two Latino/Hispanic students were in 

the intervention group, and only one had an Individualized Educational Plan (IEP). The control 

group had 13 females and seven males. There were 13 white students, six Black students, and 

one Egyptian student. No students in the control group had an IEP. 

Figure 3.3 

Gender, Ethnicity, and IEP Distribution Among Participants 
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The ages of participants in the study ranged from 11 to 14 and were equally represented 

among the intervention and control groups, with each group containing a 6th, 7th, and 8th-grade 

class (see Table 3.1). The specific criteria that all participants must represent included being a 

virtual middle school student enrolled in the teacher-researcher's music classes for the 2023-2024 

school year. Due to the use of opportunistic sampling within action research, the participants in 

this study were students enrolled in the researcher's virtual classroom. 

Procedure 

This study received approval from the school district and IRB before commencing in 

January 2024. Informed consent was collected from parents before this research, and this was 

done through a letter and email attachment to all parents (see Appendix B). The informed 

consent form was a Google form; parents could sign and submit it online. A letter of assent (see 

Appendix C) from participants accompanied the informed consent as it detailed the study and 

gave participants a choice to accept or decline participation. 

Data Collection 

Following approval, phase one of data collection included all participants completing the 

Hemingway Measure of Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005). The researcher generated 

all questions in a Google form, and students completed the survey using their Chromebooks 

issued by the school district. The survey collected responses, grade level, gender, and class 

period. The next step was to organize this survey data by the Likert levels reported for each of 

the 30 survey questions. This pretest information remained in Google Sheets and was compared 

to posttest survey results at the end of the intervention. The posttest survey was identical to the 

pretest survey and was administered through a Google form. 
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The second data collection and analysis phase occurred after each recorded improvisation 

session using a structured observation form to collect field notes (see Appendix E). Additionally, 

a process coding form was completed for each participant after every SMI session to tabulate 

specific actions during the intervention sessions, including playing an instrument, singing, 

smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. This helped create a thematic analysis for the entire 

nine-session music improvisation intervention. Recorded intervention sessions took place during 

class time and lasted approximately 10 minutes. The researcher recorded notes about the main 

themes, issues observed, and questions concerning the participants and activities noticed. These 

themes, along with the quantitative data results, provided both a statistical and personal analysis 

of the results of this study. 

Storage Plan 

Data management adhered to strict guidelines to protect the anonymity of all participants. 

Protocols followed included laptop password protection, Google Suite password protection, and 

protection of any printed information the researcher held during this study. Data collection 

occurred from January 2024 until February 2024 (see Table 3.2). 
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Table 3.2 

Survey, Data Collection, and Deletion Dates 

 January 2024 February 2024 June 2026 

Action 

 

 

 

Pretest survey data 

collected from 

participants; all 

observation forms, 

field notes, and 

process coding from 

nine sessions 

Posttest survey data 

results collected from 

participants; a final 

collection of all 

observation 

forms/field notes, and 

process coding from 

nine sessions 

All data, paper and 

electronic, destroyed. 

Method of 

Collecting/ 

Destroying 

Data 

Google Form, the 

Hemingway Measure 

of Adolescent 

Connectedness 

(Karcher, 2005); 

Roulston’s (2017) 

Field Note Form for 

Qualitative Research 

Google Form, the 

Hemingway Measure 

of Adolescent 

Connectedness 

(Karcher, 2005); 

Roulston’s (2017) 

Field Note Form for 

Qualitative Research 

 

Permanent deletion 

from teacher laptop; 

shredding of all paper 

data 

  

Only the researcher could access all survey and observational data in a password-

protected virtual environment. Paper copies of survey results and observation forms remained in 

the researcher's sole possession and locked in a file in the researcher's office. Data deletion will 

occur by June 2026 by permanently deleting data from the teacher's laptop and shredding paper 

copies (see Table 3.2). 

Quantitative Data Analysis Plan 

This research project utilized inferential data analysis while analyzing general pretest and 

posttest results and trends. SPSS software provided a method for entering data and creating 
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outputs of information. An analysis of the responses to the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent 

Connectedness (Karcher, 2005) further explored the quantitative research question for this study: 

How does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school students' 

perceptions of their connectedness to others within the group, their teachers, and their 

school? 

The quantitative test used in addressing the results and findings of the data was the 

repeated measures ANOVA (analysis of variance) method of statistical information gathering 

(Winter, 2018). Much of this study fell within the comparison data description as it applied 

pretest and posttest data for both intervention and control groups (Winter, 2018). Additionally, a 

repeated measures ANOVA was appropriate for the current study as data collection occurred 

among two groups (Winter, 2018). The reliability and validity of this quantitative analysis tool 

are highly regarded within the field of statistics and provide a reliable method for analyzing the 

research findings (Winter, 2018). An additional quantitative data analysis in some portions of the 

study included the paired t-test, allowing the researcher to analyze the differences between and 

within the intervention and control groups. 

Qualitative Data Analysis Plan 

The qualitative data in this research project included the researcher's field notes of 

observed intervention sessions and process coding (Lewinski et al., 2019) for specific actions 

displayed during SMI intervention sessions. Using an adaptation of Roulston's (2017) 

observation form (see Appendix E), the teacher-researcher utilized identical reflective questions 

during each observational session. These included observations of central themes and interesting 

findings witnessed during the music improvisation sessions. The process coding actions recorded 

included playing an instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. 



 

54 

 

This provided a perspective that helped inform the quantitative findings and humanize data 

gained through the experience of observation (Lewinski et al., 2019). The qualitative research 

question for this study was: 

In what ways does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school students' 

behaviors associated with connectedness? 

Qualitative and quantitative data sets enabled a more descriptive picture of findings from pretest 

and posttest scores and actions displayed during social music improvisation. 

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

The limitations of this study included the lack of total experimental applications due to 

the six classes for this study being predetermined by students’ scheduling needs, making it quasi-

experimental with opportunistic sampling. Additionally, applying the action research method to 

this study, while helpful for the researcher’s specific needs, may have potentially impacted data 

analysis due to the familiarity of the teacher-researcher and participants. Further, the self-

reported surveys in this study may have reflected bias if students were eager to inflate results for 

the study’s benefit. A difference in pretest and posttest scores may have occurred since three of 

the classes in this study began in January when the study commenced, and the other three classes 

had been since August. Finally, virtual students learning from home may have already exhibited 

an increased desire to build connections with others due to less face-to-face time in a classroom.   

The study did not confront ethical issues nor impact participants’ physical well-being. 

Data management adhered to strict guidelines to protect the anonymity of all participants. 

Applied protocols included laptop password protection, Google Suite password protection, and 

dedicated protection of any printed information held during this study. There were no potential 

conflicts of interest.  
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Instrumentation 

  Demographic data for this study included student grade level, gender, and class period. 

Participants' gender was not a significant focus at this time in the research but may become a 

vital data component for future longitudinal studies. The predominant analytical portion of data 

emerged from the Likert scale findings from the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent 

Connectedness (Karcher, 2005). Five subscales from the full-scale measure were applied to the 

study and included 30 Likert-style questions. The applicable sections of the measure included 

connectedness to school, connectedness to peers, connectedness to teachers, connectedness to 

peers, and connectedness to self-in-the-present (see Table 3.3).    
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Table 3.3 

Statements for Subscale 

Connectedness 

to Peers 

Connectedness 

to Teachers 

Connectedness 

to School 

Connectedness 

to Friends 

Connectedness 

to Self-in-the-

Present 

My classmates 

often bother me. 

 

I like pretty 

much all the 

other kids in my 

grade. 

 

I like working 

with my 

classmates. 

 

I get along well 

with the other 

students in my 

classes. 

 

I am liked by my 

classmates.  

 

I rarely fight or 

argue with the 

other kids at my 

school.  

I care what my 

teachers think of 

me. 

 

I do not get 

along with some 

of my teachers. 

 

I want to be 

respected by my 

teachers. 

 

I try to get along 

with my 

teachers. 

 

I always try hard 

to earn my 

teacher’s trust. 

 

I usually like my 

teachers.  

 

I work hard at 

school. 

 

I enjoy being at 

school. 

I get bored in 

school a lot. 

 

I do well in 

school. 

 

I feel good about 

myself when I 

am at school. 

 

Doing well in 

school is 

important to me.  

 

Spending time 

with friends is 

important to me. 

 

I have friends I 

am really close 

to and trust 

completely. 

 

Spending time 

with my friends 

is a big part of 

my life. 

 

My friends and I 

talk openly with 

each other about 

personal things. 

 

I spend as much 

time as I can 

with my friends. 

 

My friends and I 

spend a lot of 

time talking 

about things.  

 

I can name five 

things that others 

like about me. 

 

There is not 

much that is 

unique or special 

about me. 

 

I can name three 

things that other 

kids like about 

me. 

 

I really like who 

I am. 

 

I have special 

hobbies, skills, 

or talents. 

 

I have unique 

interests or skills 

that make me 

interesting. 

 

Note: Extracted from the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005) 

The researcher collected field notes throughout the research process through observation 

forms to present qualitative data in the narrative report of findings (see Appendix E). An 

adaptation of Roulston's (2017) observational form was completed while viewing each recorded 

intervention session. An observational form used for each session enabled this qualitative data to 
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emerge more streamlined using process coding, and this method of gathering information 

complemented the quantitative data at the culmination of data collection. The researcher 

identified playing an instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact as 

the most applicable observable actions for the qualitative data collection.  

Summary 

The research design, methods, and procedures aimed to sculpt a productive study focused 

on influencing middle school students' social and emotional well-being through connectedness in 

a virtual education environment. This mixed methods action research intervention study sought 

to influence the self-reported perceptions of connectedness to peers, teachers, and school for 37 

virtual middle school music students. This study’s methodological design supported the data 

collection methods, data analysis, and ethical considerations that upheld the research for this 

study. The researcher stands by the delivery of results as valid and reliable, rooted in a fertile 

research foundation that will lead to more discoveries regarding social music improvisation and 

connectedness to school and others.   
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                                               CHAPTER 4: STUDY RESULTS 

                                                      Introduction 

As stated in Chapter 1, this mixed methods action research intervention study examined 

the influence of social music improvisation (SMI) on virtual students’ perceived feelings of 

connectedness. Chapter 4 is organized based on the methodology discussed in Chapter 3. The 

quantitative measure included a pretest and posttest survey using five subscales of the 

Hemingway Measure for Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005). The control and 

intervention groups (n=37) represented an approximately equal distribution of 6th, 7th, and 8th-

grade participants. The qualitative portion of this study included field notes using observation 

forms to collect data regarding the actions of participants receiving the SMI intervention. In 

addition, process coding recorded specific actions during SMI sessions, including playing an 

instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. The research questions 

for this study were: 

1. How does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school students'      

    perceptions of their connectedness to others?   

2. In what ways does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school   

    student behaviors associated with connectedness?   

These questions were crucial to understanding how SMI activities influence the presence and 

level of students’ perceived connections to others. 

                                              Overview of Quantitative Findings 

Quantitative evidence in this study provided a transparent, precise, and tangible report that 

showed the influence of SMI on feelings of connectedness for virtual middle school students. As  
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with pretests and posttests in core subject areas, the findings from pretests and posttests in this 

study are essential in identifying intervention strategies that influence students. The following 

sections will present a report on ANOVAs on the full-scale score and the subscales. The 

Hemingway Measure of Adolescent Connectedness provided five subscales: connectedness to 

school, connectedness to teachers, connectedness to peers, connectedness to friends, and 

connectedness to self-in-the-present. Calculations occurred through the use of the SPSS Statistics 

Grad Pack 29.0. There was no statistical significance in the full-scale measure. However, the 

connectedness to school subscale showed statistically significant findings regarding the influence 

of SMI on students’ feelings of how connected they feel to school. This means that the posttest 

scores for the intervention group increased markedly more from the pretest scores than did the 

posttest scores of the control group for this specific subscale. It also means that the control 

group’s pretest and posttest scores for this subscale reflected almost no change from the 

beginning to the end of this study.  

As anticipated, the results for all subscales were analyzed in general. However, a deeper 

analysis of the statistically significant subscale, connectedness to school, required post hoc 

analysis using paired t-tests. This unexpected need for further study was not in the dissertation 

proposal. Paired t-tests showed statistical significance within the intervention group’s pretest and 

posttest scores for the connectedness to school subscale. This means that the intervention group’s 

average posttest scores increased noticeably from the pretest score for this subscale. 

Missing Data 

 Each Likert statement included an unclear possible answer. Of 2,220 responses from 37 

participants, 36 (1.62%) were marked unclear. These statements were each replaced with an 

average of the participant’s final score within the pretest or posttest where the participant 
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selected the unclear option. A common denominator equalized participant scores within the 

pretest and posttest data analysis. The control and intervention groups shared similar numbers of 

unclear selections (see Table 4.1).  

Table 4.1  

Comparison of Total Unclear Occurrences in Pretests and Posttests 

 Group Unclear Responses  

 Pretest              Posttest 

Percentage of Total Questions 

Control         13        8               1.03%  

Intervention        5        8               0.59% 

 

Analysis of Full Hemingway Subscales 

The interaction between time of measurement and intervention condition was not 

statistically significant for subscales combined, F (1, 35) = .597, p = .445 (see Figure 4.1). 

However, correlations calculated through paired t-tests showed statistical significance for the 

intervention group regarding pretest and posttest scores (see Table 4.2). This means that, though 

both groups felt more connected over time, the change was not statistically significant. Other 

factors, including a positive learning environment and a solid teacher-student rapport, may have 

contributed to an increase in connectedness within the complete Hemingway measure analysis.  
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Figure 4.1 

Combined Subscales, p=.445  

 

Table 4.2 

Paired T-Test Results for Intervention and Control Groups 

 Group Paired T-Test, P-Score 

Intervention  T-test = .902, p = <.001 

Control T-test = .948, p = <.001 

  

With a maximum score of 130, the average pretest full-scale score for the control group 

was 106.00, and the average posttest score for the control group was 110.00. The average pretest 

full-scale score for the intervention group was 121.47, and the average posttest score for the 

intervention group was 126.88. The control group increased their posttest score by four points, 
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while the intervention group’s average posttest score increased by 5.41 points (see Table 4.3).  

There was a significant main effect of time in both groups such that people felt more 

connected from the first SMI session to the final SMI session (see Figure 4.2). Additionally, 

there was a significant main effect of group such that participants in both groups felt more 

connected after the posttest analysis (see Figure 4.2). Thus, levels of connectedness increased for 

both groups over time, though they did not reflect statistical significance.  

Table 4.3  

Average Scores for Pretests and Posttests With Point Differentials 

Average Scores Pretest Posttest  Point Differential 

Control 106.00 110.00 + 4.00 points 

Intervention 121.47 126.88 + 5.41 points 

 

Analysis of Subscales 

A repeated measures ANOVA was applied to each subscale, as it was for the full-scale 

score analysis with subscales combined. The highest score possible for each subscale was 30. 

The connectedness to school subscale reflected statistical significance (p = .035), showing that 

SMI activities influenced intervention group participants (see Figure 4.2).  
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Figure 4.2 

Estimated Marginal Means of Connectedness to School Subscale, p=.035 

   

The connectedness to peers and connectedness to teachers subscales did not show 

statistical significance. Participants' connectedness levels increased overall within these two 

scales, suggesting that students experienced a natural increase in feelings of connectedness to 

peers and teachers. However, the results were not significant when comparing pretest and 

posttest scores. Though not the main focus of this research, the connectedness to self-in-the-

present and connectedness to friends subscales provided twelve statements in the full-scale 

measure that closely related to statements regarding connectedness to peers, teachers, and school. 

There were no statistically significant findings within, between, or interaction effects for these 

additional subscales.   
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Results from Subscales  

The connectedness to school subscale presented statistically significant findings: F (1, 35) 

= 4.804, p = .035 (see Table 4.4). Other subscales reflected p-values that were not significant. 

This statistically significant result means that students increased their connectedness to school 

due to the intervention of social music improvisation.  

Table 4.4 

F(df) and P-Values for Subscales  

Connectedness Subscales F(df) and P-Value 

School 

Peers 

F(1, 35) = 4.804, p = .035 

F(1, 35) = 2.414, p = .129 

Teachers F(1, 35) = 0.046, p = .832 

Friends F(1, 35) = 0.826, p = .370 

Self-in-the-Present F(1, 35) = 2.552, p = .119 

 

The average pretest score (out of 30) for all participants within the connectedness to 

school subscale was 21.43, and the average posttest score was 22.14. The intervention group 

increased their average posttest score to 25.41 from their pretest average score of 24.06. The 

control group’s average posttest score of 19.35 increased from 19.20, yielding a slight increase 

of 0.15 points (see Table 4.5).  
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Table 4.5 

Pretest and Posttest Averages for Connectedness to School Subscale 

     Group Pretest Average Posttest Average Point Difference 

Both Groups 21.43 22.14 +0.71 points 

Intervention 24.06 25.41 +1.35 points 

Control              19.20              19.35        +0.15 points 

A follow-up paired t-test within the intervention group was statistically significant for the 

connectedness to school subscale ( p = .001). The paired t-test for the control group within this 

subscale was not statistically significant (p = .17). The subscales that measured connectedness to 

peers, connectedness to teachers, connectedness to friends, and connectedness to self-in-the-

present were insignificant.  

                                             Overview of Qualitative Findings 

Qualitative evidence provided meaning to quantitative measures and results. Information 

regarding how individuals and environmental factors influenced the impact on participants gave 

a more robust explanation of the intervention’s outcomes (Miller, 2010). In this study,  

qualitative data painted a picture of the progression of participants’ behaviors that influenced 

their feelings of connectedness to others.  

This mixed methods action research intervention study used process coding and field 

notes collected during structured observations as qualitative data. Naturally, the teacher-

researcher’s existing relationships, knowledge of students, and interactions throughout the 

intervention shaped the qualitative focus during data collection and analysis. Field notes for each 

recorded small group SMI session were collected to capture performance themes and behaviors 

students exhibited during and across sessions. Observational data included specific behaviors and 
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how often students in the intervention group displayed these behaviors. Foci behaviors included 

playing an instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. Behaviors 

were decided after the teacher-researcher piloted intervention methods in the Fall of ’23 and then 

chose these four actions based on their prominence during SMI sessions with a different group of 

students. These actions suited the nature of this virtual intervention study as they encompassed 

both musical and non-musical behaviors. Results from a process coding analysis of observational 

data were consistent with quantitative results that showed an increase in intervention 

participants’ perceived connectedness to school subscale. The following sections present 

qualitative findings using process coding and thematic analysis of observational data. Combined 

with the quantitative results presented earlier, process coding and thematic analysis offer 

triangulated evidence of the intervention groups' closeness growth during this action research 

intervention study.  

Process Coding 

Due to the observational nature of qualitative data, process coding provided a system to 

track participants' actions during the nine SMI intervention sessions (see Appendix J). Process 

coding collects instances of action words ending in ing. In this study, actions included playing an 

instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. Data for each 

participant was calculated during the study's three periods: sessions 1-3, 4-6, and 7-9. The 

average occurrence of each action increased from the first session to the final one (see Table 

4.6). The highest possible score for each action during a time period was three.  

 

 

 



 

67 

 

Table 4.6 

Process Coding: Average Occurrences Per Participant 

Process Coding 

Action 

Sessions 1-3 Sessions 4-6 Sessions 7-9 Growth 

Playing an Instrument 2.36 2.66 2.66 + 0.30 

Singing/Speaking 0.06 0.38 0.24 + 0.18 

Smiling/Laughing 1.50 1.86 1.97 + 0.47 

Making Eye Contact 1.86 2.03 2.38 + 0.52 

 

The action that displayed the most significant margin of growth was making eye contact. 

The action that occurred most frequently in all observation periods was playing an instrument. 

This most likely happened because participants chose to improvise with music tools instead of 

their voices. If participants did not participate in any of these actions, they received a score of 

zero. No participants received a score of zero. Participants played instruments 94.78%, 

sang/spoke 9.11%, smiled/laughed 69.89%, and made eye contact 73.89% during the entire 

intervention (see Figure 4.3).  
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Figure 4.3   

Percentages of Coding Actions for All Intervention Sessions 

 

 

 

Field Notes 

Loom recordings of all sessions provided observational data used for process coding 

actions and field notes, which offered insight into specific behaviors exhibited by students that 

linked to changes in connectedness. Foci behaviors were cataloged and analyzed for growth 

throughout the nine SMI sessions. All participants displayed at least two actions during the nine 

SMI sessions. Playing an instrument occurred most often, followed by making eye contact, 

smiling/laughing, and singing/speaking. Actions among participants that did not directly fall 

under the preselected foci behaviors but were considered integral in increasing connectedness 

were also recorded and analyzed. Participants’ progressive journeys through intervention 
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sessions supported the quantitative findings of this study, showing a positive correlation between 

the two data sets (see Table 4.7). A more nuanced qualitative analysis of the 7th and 8th-grade 

intervention groups (n=9) reveals details regarding the phenomenon of SMI’s influence on 

students’ feelings of connectedness. 
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Table 4.7 

Progressive Changes Throughout Intervention Sessions 1-9 

Observations Sessions 1-3 Sessions 4-6 Sessions 7-9 

 

6th Grade 

 

*Eager from the 

beginning. 

*Increase in confidence. 

*Student 6e unmuted in 

later sessions. 

*A new backing track for 

the group was applied. 

 

*Students are given 

choices regarding cards. 

*Energy increased, and 

students were more 

engaged. 

*Students began to add 

vocal improvisations. 

*They played louder and 

were more eager to share 

improvisations. 

 

*Increase in laughter, smiling, 

and eye contact. 

*Participants were given more 

choices as to what card they 

would use. 

*Students improvising while 

muted increased. 

*Singing increased from 

earlier sessions. 

*New instruments and sounds 

debuted: piano, guitar, violin.  

 

7th Grade *A group of five showed 

more energy than in the 

regular class period. 

*6c and 6b: Hid 

faces/turned off camera 

at first, then showed 

partial faces. 

*All participants smiling. 

*Favorite card: Bring the 

drama. 

 

*Students are allowed to 

choose a card on the slide. 

*Play all wrong notes is 

becoming popular. 

*6b and 6e in and out of 

camera, but still unmuting 

and playing. 

*The quietest participant 

chose to be the clown and 

succeeded. 

*6b unmuted more, showed 

face, smiled, and laughed. 

*Students unmuted without 

being asked, but it added to 

the experience. 

*Students continued to choose 

improvisation cards and felt 

more confident while 

improvising. 

*Students continued the final 

slide improvisation by 

unmuting and playing even 

after the backing track 

finished.  

8th Grade *100% played an 

instrument from the 

beginning. 

*Unmuting on the final 

slide increased in vigor. 

*Students are becoming 

more thoughtful in how 

they contribute to the 

session. 

*Singing occurred. 

*Smiling/laughing 

increased. 

*All students are playing 

and beginning to show 

more of the instruments 

used. 

*Students participating during 

the entire session. 

*Students ask for specific 

improvisation cards. 

*Smiling and audible laughter 

were heard. 

*Maraca subbed for a 

hairbrush as an instrument. 

*A quieter student sang his 

ostinato to the teacher after the 

session ended. 

*Webb played as Student 4—

added cohesivity for the 

group. 
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Playing an Instrument in 7th Grade Group 

The first SMI intervention session began with all participants playing percussion 

instruments (pencils, desks, or clapping). Rhythmic improvisation is often the most observable 

feature in SMI (Wall, 2018). A 100% participation rate continued throughout all SMI 

intervention sessions. However, risk-taking increased during sessions three, four, five, and seven 

as students improvised with the following cards: bring the drama, play all wrong notes, and be a 

clown. During these sessions, a simple repeated pattern or short bit of rhythm turned into more 

dramatic performances with increased volume (dynamics). Using easy-to-play instruments gave 

students a sense of security as they shared their improvisations while unmuting for the small 

group. Participants always played their instruments even if they chose not to sing, speak, smile, 

laugh, or make eye contact. 

Smiling/Laughing, Making Eye Contact in 7th Grade Group 

 The smiling/laughing and making eye contact actions occurred steadily throughout the 

nine intervention sessions for only three students (n=5). Two students kept their cameras off and 

their faces hidden for early sessions, but they progressed to smiling/laughing and showing parts 

of their faces by session nine (see Table 4.8). Overall, these two participants increased camera 

usage, facial exposure, smiling, and eye contact throughout the study.   
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Table 4.8    

Participant Observations: Smiling/Laughing, Making Eye Contact 

   Participant Observations 

 

 

Session 

Number 

 

 Student 

 

Smiling/ 

Laughing 

1 

 

Making Eye 

Contact 

                 

Student 

 

Smiling/ 

Laughing  

2 

 

Making Eye 

Contact 

 

1 

 

Camera off 

 

None 

 

Camera off 

 

None 

2 Camera on, student 

hid face 

 

None Camera on, 

student hid face 

None 

3 Smiled on camera Eye contact Camera on, 

student hid face 

 

None 

4 Camera on, student 

hid face 

 

None Camera on, 

student hid face 

None 

5 Camera on, saw part 

of face 

Eye contact Camera on, 

student smiled 

while muted 

 

Eye contact 

6 Camera on, student 

hid mouth 

 

Eye contact Camera on, 

student hid mouth 

Eye contact 

7 Camera off None Camera off None 

8 Camera on, showed 

face, smiled 

 

Eye contact Camera on, 

showed eyelids 

and top of head 

Eye contact 

9 Camera on, showed 

face, smiled 

Eye contact Camera on, 

showed eyes and 

above 

Eye contact 

  

The progression of the SMI intervention sessions showed that Student 1 and Student 2 

increased their time on camera and the amount of their face shown. By the final two sessions, 
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Student 1 showed their whole face and smiled while improvising, while Student 2 showed the 

top of their head and eyes. The more familiar and comfortable participants felt during these 

sessions, the more often they displayed a smile and made eye contact. Allowing students time to 

ease into this new experience of SMI led to increased smiling and eye contact. This qualitative 

data supported the group’s connectedness increase in the quantitative results of the 

connectedness to school subscale.   

Connectedness Growth for Multi-Language Learners 

 The 7th grade intervention group (n=5) included one Multi-Language Learner. This 

participant displayed similar growth in process coding actions during observations to other 

intervention participants. Though fully participatory throughout the nine SMI sessions, this 

student displayed an increase in the smiling/laughing coding action from the first to the final 

session. This participant also used more types of instruments during the SMI sessions and 

changed them frequently.  

Singing/Speaking in 8th Grade Group 

 This group (n=4) displayed the most growth in singing/speaking during the nine SMI 

intervention sessions, though most music-making remained rhythmic and instrumental. The 

inclusion of singing/speaking was unanticipated as this was a general music class, not a chorus 

class. One student in this group (Student 3) refrained from unmuting during regular music class 

periods but began to speak in session nine of the SMI: 

Student 3: (Repeats the rhythm of a well-known tune during the session using the work in  

a familiar melody or a hook from a song card)   

Teacher: (After session concludes) That was amazing! I think I recognized the song you  

performed by the rhythm you played. I think you were playing (title of song).  
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Student 3: (Voluntarily offering more information) Yes. It was! (Student proceeds to sing  

the song he was playing the rhythm from.) 

 Teacher: Yes, that came through so clearly! And now you’re singing it! 

Using one’s voice in SMI requires trust among all group members (Fleischmann et al., 

2021). Through increased connectedness felt during the SMI sessions, participants extended 

themselves by improvising through vocalizations. They trusted the other participants to support 

the contributions to the group. Growth regarding singing/speaking during the nine sessions was 

minimal compared to the other process coding actions. However, the experience of Student 3 and 

their willingness to sing at the end of the final session exhibited an example of the most 

considerable impact from all observational data.   

Summary 

This mixed-methods action research intervention study examined the influence of social 

music improvisation on virtual students’ perceived feelings and observable actions of 

connectedness in a learning environment. It used repeated measures ANOVA and paired t-tests 

for post hoc analysis regarding the connectedness to school subscale. Statistically significant 

findings emerged regarding the influence of social music improvisation on students’ perceived 

feelings about their connectedness to school (p=.035). The connectedness to school subscale was 

one of five subscales within the 30 Likert-scale statements within the Hemingway Measure of 

Adolescent Connectedness chosen for this study (Karcher, 2005). Quantitative and qualitative 

methods provided results that reflected parallel growth and triangulation between posttest scores, 

process coding, and thematic analysis of observational data. The final chapter will discuss 

interpretations, implications, limitations, and recommendations based on the findings of this 

study. 
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                                       CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

This mixed methods action research study investigated the influence of social music 

improvisation (SMI) on middle school students’ perceived levels of connectedness to others in 

an educational setting. Virtual middle school students need more authentic connections to their 

peers, teachers, and school (Baltà-Salvador et al., 2021; CDC, 2022; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 

2021). Due to a lack of connectedness among young people, suicide rates and adolescent 

depression are increasing yearly (CDC, 2022). It is time for educational leaders to implement 

classroom connectedness-building strategies to foster thriving social climates and healthy student 

relationships (Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021). Social-emotional learning through SMI is a strong 

candidate in this quest. The research questions for this mixed methods action research 

intervention study were:  

1. How does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school students'      

    perceptions of their connectedness to others?   

2. In what ways does social music improvisation influence virtual middle school     

    student behaviors associated with connectedness?   

To capture a quantitative understanding, the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent 

Connectedness (Karcher, 2005) provided pretest and posttest data for control and intervention 

participants regarding SMI’s influence on students' feelings of connectedness to peers, teachers, 

school, self-in-the-present, and friends. Throughout the nine SMI intervention sessions, 

qualitative observation forms reflecting field notes, as well as process coding charts, tracked the 

actions of the participants receiving the SMI intervention.  
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Results 

Virtual middle school students reflected a statistically significant result within the 

connectedness to school subscale after exposure to SMI (p=.035). The qualitative data from 

observation forms and process coding supported the quantitative findings. As the nine virtual 

sessions progressed, an upward trend of SMI participation occurred. Actions that denoted 

participation included playing an instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making 

eye contact. Observed elements of the CASEL (2024) framework connected to these actions 

included self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship skills. These findings were consistent 

with previous research on SMI as a method to improve connectedness in face-to-face settings 

(Campbell & Klotz, 2021; Cross et al., 2012; Music for People, 2019a; Oshinsky & Knysh, 

2023b; Rawlings, 2017). Adding to this body of literature, the research found support for the use 

of SMI as a catalyst for connection within virtual classrooms as well.  

Interpretations 

 This study suggests that social music improvisation has a causal relationship toward an 

increase in students’ perceived feelings of connectedness to their school. However, the 

statistically significant results accumulated through the analysis of scores for both control and 

intervention groups suggest a correlation between participation in SMI and students feeling more 

connected to their school. Existing research regarding school connectedness and SMI supports 

this study's findings.  

Feeling connected and cultivating a sense of belonging within a group occurs through 

SMI (Campbell & Klotz, 2021; Cross et al., 2012; Oshinsky, 2021; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b; 

Rawlings, 2017). This study showed that students felt more connected to their school after the 

SMI intervention. As active participants in SMI, individuals build new relationships, increase 
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their listening engagement, and “begin, in effect, to hear and play the world anew” (Willox et al., 

2011, p. 128). It seems that virtual students who do not experience connectedness-building 

strategies in the classroom may lack the necessary connections to school and others that are vital 

to a child’s overall success in school and life (CDC, 2022), but the inclusion of SMI within a 

virtual middle school classroom can increase feelings of belonging and connectedness to peers, 

teachers, and school (Albornoz, 2011; Clements-Cortes & Yu, 2021; Hawkins & Farrant, 2022; 

Krueger et al., 2019). An improvement in mood through the creation of a new identity together 

can occur with SMI applications (MacDonald et al., 2021). This study suggests that providing 

SMI activities for virtual students increases their perceived connectedness to others. This 

interpretation of the data reflects a positive and progressive status.  

 In this study’s qualitative findings, the increase in process coding actions throughout the 

nine SMI sessions complements the quantitative analysis. Higher motivation to succeed occurs 

when students feel more connected to their school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). In this study, 

participants exhibited behaviors that showed their desire to be successful during SMI through an 

increase in process coding actions, including playing an instrument, singing/speaking, 

smiling/laughing, and making eye contact.  

Multi-language learners (MLLs) can exhibit the same connectedness growth margins as 

their native English-speaking classmates (Case, 2021). The MLL in this study displayed similar 

growth patterns in feelings of connectedness and increased occurrences of smiling/laughing from 

session one to session nine. Additionally, this participant used a variety of instruments 

throughout the SMI intervention sessions. 

Positivity in the learning environment creates a fertile ground for new ideas, creativity, 

collaboration, participation, freedom of expression, and acceptance of the individual (Oshinsky 
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& Knysh, 2023b; Peters, 2012; Rost, 1993; The Center for Arts Education and Social Emotional 

Learning [ArtsEdSEL], 2021). The learning environment for this study showcased a high level of 

positivity and acceptance for all participants and their SMI contributions. Positivity was shown 

through the teacher-researcher’s communication throughout the SMI interventions. This warm 

and uplifting environment seems to have increased student connectedness by promoting self-

expression, teamwork, freedom of choice, and inclusion of all group members. Process coding 

showed that participants' observable actions, including playing an instrument, singing/speaking, 

smiling/laughing, and making eye contact increased as the intervention progressed. This data 

suggests a growth in connectedness.  

 The results of this study also suggest that increasing the application of SMI within the 

classroom forms a foundational layer of trust on which students and teachers can build 

connections to others and their schools (Fleischmann et al., 2021). The social-emotional learning 

curriculum promotes the building of trust so that students can express themselves safely and with 

confidence (CASEL, 2024a). This study's SMI activities allowed participants to enter a group 

conversation using music instead of words. This helped create an environment based on trust. 

Each participant experienced approval and appreciation for their contribution to the overall SMI 

performance, strengthening feelings of mutual trust among the group. Results from this study 

suggest that an SMI intervention intertwines organically with the facets of SEL and can serve as 

a change agent to enable students to know themselves more academically, socially, and 

emotionally (Edgar & Morrison, 2020; Edgar et al., 2017; Oshinsky & Knysh, 2023b). Students’ 

social-emotional learning environments can profoundly affect their school connectedness levels 

(Raniti et al., 2022), and the results of this study suggest that the social-emotional learning  
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environment with trust as a foundation contributed to the increase in participants' feelings of 

connectedness through SMI.  

Students in music ensembles report higher levels of perceived school connectedness 

(Rawlings, 2017). Integrating SMI into this study’s music ensembles increased school 

connectedness and seems to have the potential to improve school connectedness in non-music 

classrooms. Students and teachers can participate in SMI as an additional and alternative option 

for communicating with others (Ahonen & Houde, 2009). Students who are shy or anxious about 

speaking in front of their peers may benefit from SMI as it provides a method of communication 

that does not require talking (Ahonen & Houde, 2009). In this study, Student 1 and Student 2 

increased their frequency of smiling and making eye contact as their connections with the small 

group grew, making them more comfortable unmuting and sharing their music. Students in 

virtual programs who suffer from social anxiety may have the ability to feel more comfortable 

contributing to their classes through non-verbal communication using SMI. Students with 

anxiety may find contributing to a social music improvisation session more conducive to their 

learning needs and less intimidating (Rushton et al., 2023). In this study, Student 1 and Student 2 

displayed more connectedness-building actions as sessions progressed, increasing their overall 

perceived connectedness. 

Laughter is another form of communication and emotional transfer that builds 

community during SMI sessions (Diaz Abrahan et al., 2023). The qualitative results of this study 

suggest that the observable increase in smiling and laughter during SMI sessions positively 

connects to the quantitative results from the connectedness to school subscale. Smith and 

McKnight (2009) stated that laughter and fun “can enhance classroom community, making 

possible an atmosphere in which creative risk-taking is the norm rather than the exception” (p. 
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14). Risk-taking in this study occurred more often as the nine SMI sessions progressed. Risks 

observed included increasing camera use, singing and speaking, and the volume of 

performances. The music improvisation cards (Oshinsky, 2021) gently transported participants 

out of their comfort zones and increased observable actions. An emphasis on fun while learning 

within the classroom makes students feel safer and included as the barriers within a social group 

dissolve (Smith & McKnight, 2009).  

Theoretical Implications 

 Significant findings (p=.035) show that social music improvisation activities strengthen 

school connectedness. These results support entities already working on this topic, including 

Music for People (MfP), ArtsEdSEL, and CASEL. As these groups continue to influence 

learning and society through artistic and emotional experiences, this study's results further 

ground their efforts.   

Music for People  

 The results of this study promote MfP and exhibit how SMI is a vehicle for increased 

connectedness for students. These results support the teacher-researcher’s personal experience 

during an MfP workshop in the Summer of ’23. She experienced increased connectedness to the 

MfP entity as it represented a school-like organization. The statistical significance (p=.035) 

regarding participants’ connectedness to school subscale results further validates the impact MfP 

is making.  

This organization is based on SMI as a method to connect with others, communicate 

through music, and express oneself without fear of failure. One of the mantras of this 

organization is: There are no wrong notes (Music for People, 2019a). Participants can decrease 

their fears of making mistakes and focus more on communicating through music and connecting 
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with others. In this study, an analysis of qualitative data showed an increase in participant 

expression. Some participants included singing/speaking in later intervention sessions, increased 

volume, and requested certain cards they felt more comfortable with. This familiarity felt by 

participants grew during the SMI sessions and resulted in a more robust presence of meaningful 

participation.  

Oshinsky’s (2021) social music improvisation tools, the Music Doctor Improv Cards and 

Picture Prompts, provided a non-binding structure within the SMI intervention sessions. 

Structure with freedom and choice during SMI elevates learning and teaching experiences to 

higher levels of understanding (Beegle, 2010; McKnight & Scruggs, 2008). In this study, 

participants were given clear, structured suggestions to help guide their SMI choices and, at 

times, opportunities to choose an improvisation card for a session. The results of this study imply 

that teachers can apply these cards to their classrooms and anticipate that students will increase 

their connectedness to school through SMI. A statement in the MfP’s Musical Bill of Rights, 

developed by David Darling, says that SMI contributes to life-expression skills fostered in a 

positive way (Music for People, 2019b). Life skills improve through effective SEL, and this 

study suggests that SMI is an effective tool that increases the life skill of connecting with others. 

A partnership between school districts and MfP may create an opportunity for this organization 

to develop a presence within the classroom, providing connection-building activities and other 

soft skills for future leaders of our country.  

ArtsEdSEL 

 ArtsEdSEL combines the power of the arts with social-emotional learning to increase the 

five tenets of SEL: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and 

responsible decision-making (ArtsEdSEL, 2021; CASEL, 2024). The results of this study further 
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ground the researched beliefs that the arts, specifically SMI, positively influence students’ 

reception of SEL components. SEL delivery through SMI is a fruitful pairing that can increase 

student connectedness. The validation of arts integration increases with the findings of this 

research that show growth in the connectedness to school subscale. The combination of SMI and 

SEL connects to the core of what ArtsEdSEL strives to achieve in the classroom.  

 The findings from this mixed methods action research study imply that SMI is a 

successful conduit for SEL, increasing the impact on students’ feelings of connectedness. Adding 

SMI to the ArtsEdSEL curriculum may increase the pathways available to reach students through 

the arts. The findings of this study show that SMI strengthens students’ connectedness to school, 

a primary goal of ArtsEdSEL.  

CASEL 

 The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has helped 

SEL programs in schools for more than two decades. The findings from this study provide new 

avenues for SEL lesson delivery through the arts, potentially reaching students in different, more 

impactful ways. The results of this study suggest that, through SMI interventions, students 

reluctant to communicate during class can find a less intimidating way to connect with their 

classmates. In global terms, SMI can potentially remove language barriers (Oesch, 2019), 

priming this type of SEL delivery to occur worldwide. Participants in this study communicated 

through music, facial expressions, and eye contact. Multi-language learners (MLLs) exhibited 

similar connectedness growth as their native English-speaking classmates. Case (2021) found 

that MLLs, while requiring rigorous English language lessons as a top priority, should be seen as 

individuals in need of social and emotional development. This study provided a non-speaking 

activity with the same goal: increased connectedness to others. Developing a CASEL-sponsored 
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music-based curriculum transferable to all educational environments regardless of the language 

spoken or delivery mode would be beneficial.  

The results of this study show that school connectedness increases with social music 

improvisation, aligning with the frameworks of MfP, ArtsEdSEL, and CASEL. These 

organizations do, or have the capability to, directly affect students through SEL and music. This 

study’s research promotes the foundations of these groups and provides a step toward impacting 

students by implementing SEL tenets through SMI.   

Explanation of Unanticipated Findings 

From the beginning of the study, the control participants reflected a lower perception of 

overall connectedness to teachers, peers, school, friends, and self. The ANOVA adjusted for this 

when determining statistical significance, illuminating why the control participants’ pretest and 

posttest scores were lower than the intervention participants’, which would benefit future studies. 

This unanticipated finding impacted results more due to the sample size for this study.  

Limitations 

 There are limitations and issues to revise before repeating this study. First, the sample 

size was smaller than expected. A larger participant group is necessary to ground the results 

further. More data from more participants would reflect more reliable foundational averages and 

trends. In future applications of this study, an entire grade level could participate in SMI sessions 

to provide a more representational group for analysis.  

The pretest and posttest design fits the current research methodology well, but increasing 

questions regarding school connectedness would collect more expansive and descriptive data. 

Also, this study was the first to use the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent Connectedness in a 

virtual setting. No prior research was available to apply within the study regarding this survey 
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administered in a virtual classroom. Too many subscales in this study may have weakened the 

focus of the purpose statement that only identified connectedness to peers, teachers, and schools. 

Survey questions should focus more directly on specific areas of connectedness included in the 

study. Additionally, self-reported surveys could pose an issue of validity due to their subjective 

nature.  

Opportunistic sampling may have limited the study’s findings as all students were 

selected from a small virtual student population within a southeastern school district. The study’s 

population also pulled from both yearlong and semester classes. This potentially influenced 

levels of connectedness as some classes had just begun while others had been in progress since 

the beginning of the school year.  

The SMI lessons were enjoyable overall, potentially causing participants to feel more 

connected to the school early in the study. Additionally, the teacher-researcher’s rapport with her 

students and the learning environment was positive before this study began. This potentially 

impacted the margins of growth in the connectedness to school subscale due to participants’ 

tendencies toward an anticipated higher pretest score. Lastly, social music improvisation through 

an online platform required that students mute their microphones to decrease audio feedback. 

This resulted in fewer total improvisations heard by the group.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

 Additional research is recommended to further ground the findings regarding SMI as a 

springboard toward increased student connectedness in the classroom. Integrating SMI into other 

school subjects would be a progressive step toward this understanding. Although based on 

music-making, this study did not measure participants' musical ability. Therefore, integrating this 
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intervention into non-music classrooms would not require participants to have prior music 

knowledge.  

 The connectedness to peers and connectedness to teachers subscales did not show 

statistical significance. Participants' connectedness levels increased overall within these two 

scales, an anticipated finding. However, more research needs to be conducted regarding why 

these two subscales did not reflect statistical significance, such as the connectedness to the 

school subscale. Possible reasons why these subscales did not display statistical significance are 

1) students already felt connected to their peers as they have been in the virtual program together 

for as many as four years, and 2) the connectedness levels between participant and teacher 

started at a higher level before the study began due to the positive relationships established from 

the beginning of the school year. Future research could focus on connectedness levels for 

participants meeting for the first time during session one of the SMI intervention study.  

The results of this study show how SMI sessions could impact a classroom’s procedures 

to connect students, teachers, and school. More research about how the time of year SMI 

interventions occur and how that influences students’ connectedness would be beneficial. This 

study occurred at the school’s midpoint, which may have influenced the results for both control 

and intervention groups.  

This study applied process coding to track participants' actions during SMI interventions, 

including playing an instrument, singing/speaking, smiling/laughing, and making eye contact. 

Future studies that may replicate the procedures of this study should provide more detailed 

expectations for participants to follow regarding these actions during SMI interventions. For 

example, virtual participants would be expected to have their instruments on camera and to 
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continue improvising while muted. This direct, streamlined approach to each SMI session would 

increase accuracy in tracking the process coding actions.  

Additionally, more research regarding how to best infuse SMI sessions into the 

curriculum could help educators feel more prepared to administer SMI in their schools and better 

understand how it can impact their students. This study was led by a certified music teacher with 

experience teaching music standards. Further research regarding the integration of SMI by 

teachers in other certification areas may increase the application of this intervention to build 

students’ connectedness and give teachers confidence in applying SMI. Further, research 

regarding the perspectives of non-music teachers applying SMI in their classrooms may 

illuminate ways to enhance the teaching profession overall and increase teacher retention. This is 

a critical issue in education, as an average of 7,000 teachers leave their South Carolina public 

school positions every year (Center for Educator Recruitment, Retention, and Advancement 

[CERRA], 2024). A 9% increase in teacher vacancies occurred from the 2022-2023 to the 2023-

2034 school year in South Carolina (CERRA, 2024).  

Research regarding the delivery of SEL through an SMI intervention based on the MfP 

framework would provide applicable activities for teachers to implement in their classrooms. 

This may potentially increase student connectedness and teacher job satisfaction. Expanding the 

boundaries for MfP could positively impact students through a more extensive integration of 

their practice and content into educational environments.   

Conclusion 

Society adopted many new practices during the COVID-19 pandemic to keep people 

safe. Virtual learning, one direct result of the lockdown, continues to thrive, though it requires 

attention to students' social and emotional health. The results of this study show that SMI can 
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increase virtual school students’ connectedness to their school. This statistically significant 

contribution to the existing body of knowledge provides new pathways to explore. The natural 

delivery of SEL through SMI activities impacts students' feelings of connectedness; with this 

nugget of truth, we plant a seed of connectedness for students by combining SEL and SMI. For 

this seed to grow, intentional dissemination of the importance of SMI as a connecting tool for 

students must occur. Educational leaders should seize opportunities to foster students’ 

connections with others and their schools. The potential of this intervention within the classroom 

is substantial as it can transform students from merely existing at their school desks to 

productively thriving and connecting with others in their learning environments. The future of 

student connectedness is in our hands. May we be bold enough to continue the quest for socially 

and emotionally healthy students by integrating social music improvisation into classrooms 

nationwide.   

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

88 

 

REFERENCES 

Abramson, A. (2021). Capturing the benefits of remote learning. Monitor on Psychology, 52(6),  

46. https://www.apa.org/monitor/2021/09/cover-remote-learning  

Ahonen, H., & Houde, M. (2009). Something in the air: Journeys of self-actualization in musical  

 

improvisation. Voices: A World Forum for Music Therapy, 9(2).  

 

 https://doi.org/10.15845/voices.v9i2.348 

 

Albornoz, Y. (2011). The effects of group improvisational music therapy on depression in  

 

adolescents and adults with substance abuse: A randomized controlled trial. Nordic  

 

Journal of Music Therapy, 20(3), 208–224.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2010.522717 

 

America’s Health Rankings. (2023, October 27). Teen suicide.  

 

https://www.americashealthrankings.org/ 

 

Anguera, M., Blanco-Villaseñor, A., Jonsson, G., Losada, J., & Portell, M. (2020).  

 

Editorial: Best practice approaches for mixed methods research in psychological science.  

 

Frontiers in Psychology, 11(590131), 1-4. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.590131 

 

Baltà-Salvador, R., Olmedo-Torre, N., Peña, M., & Renta-Davids, A.-I. (2021). Academic  

 

and emotional effects of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic on engineering  

 

students. Education and Information Technologies, 26(6), 7407–7434. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-021-10593-1 

Beegle, A. (2010). A classroom-based study of small-group planned improvisation with  

 

fifth-grade children. Journal of Research in Music Education, 58(3), 219–239.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429410379916 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.15845/voices.v9i2.348
https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2010.522717
https://www.americashealthrankings.org/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.590131
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-021-10593-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-021-10593-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429410379916


 

89 

 

Begun, S., Mayorga, B., Bautista, C., Cooke, K., Edwards, T., King, B., Olaosebikan, H., &  

 

Whyte, R.-A. (2022). A pilot study exploring the potential of improv in strengthening  

 

youth-adult partnerships. Journal of Youth Development, 17(4), 117–125. 

https://doi.org/10.5195/jyd.2022.1268 

Biasutti, M. (2015). Pedagogical applications of cognitive research on musical  

 

improvisation. Frontiers in Psychology, 6(614), 1-12.  

 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00614 

 

Biasutti, M. (2017). Teaching improvisation through processes: Applications in music  

 

education and implications for general education. Frontiers in Psychology, 8(911), 1-12. 

 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00911 

 

Björk, C., Ruthmann, S., Granfors, M., Högväg, J., & Andersson, S. (2021). The potential  

 

of a mixed-methods approach for research on learning to theorise music. Music  

 

Education Research, 23(3), 374–390. https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2020.1853085 

 

Bresler, L. (1995). The subservient, co-equal, affective, and social integration styles and their  

 

implications for the arts. Arts Education Policy Review, 96(5), 31-37.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.1995.9934564 

 

Bresler, L. (2006). Toward connectedness: Aesthetically based research. Studies in Art  

 

Education, 48(1), 52–69. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25475805 

 

Bresler, L. (2021). Ethnography, phenomenology and action research in music education. The  

 

Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning, 6(3), 4-16.  

 

https://digitalcommons.lib.uconn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1808&context=vrme 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.5195/jyd.2022.1268
https://doi.org/10.5195/jyd.2022.1268
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00614
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00911
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2020.1853085
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.1995.9934564
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25475805
https://digitalcommons.lib.uconn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1808&context=vrme


 

90 

 

Cai, C., & Terry, M. (2020). On the making and breaking of social music improvisation  

 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Symposium on the New Future of Work.  

 

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/publication/on-the-making-and-breaking-of-

social-music-improvisation-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/ 

Campbell, J., & Klotz, L. (2021, July). Work in progress: A framework for an improv  

 

intervention to increase psychological safety and sense of belonging on student  

 

engineering design teams. Paper presented at the 2021 ASEE Virtual Annual Conference  

 

Content Access, Virtual Conference. https://peer.asee.org/38116 

 

Case, A. (2021). Complex and connected lives: Voices of “English language learners” in  

 

middle school. Middle Grades Review, 7(1), 1-17. 

 

https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/mgreview/vol7/iss1/3 

 

Center for Educator Recruitment, Retention, and Advancement [CERRA]. (2024). South  

 

Carolina annual educator supply & demand report. www.cerra.org 

 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC]. (2022, August 25). School connectedness.  

 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/school_connectedness.htm  

Clements-Cortes, A., & Yu, M. (2021). The mental health benefits of improvisational music  

 

therapy for young adults. Canadian Music Educator, 62(3), 30–33.  

https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/mental-health-benefits-improvisational- 

music/docview/2508652906/se-2 

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL]. (2024a, February 13).  

 

Fundamentals of SEL. https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/ 

 

 

 

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/publication/on-the-making-and-breaking-of-social-music-improvisation-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/publication/on-the-making-and-breaking-of-social-music-improvisation-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://peer.asee.org/38116
https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/mgreview/vol7/iss1/3
http://www.cerra.org/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/school_connectedness.htm
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/mental-health-benefits-improvisational-
https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/


 

91 

 

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL]. (2024b, March 3). What  

 

is the CASEL framework? 

 

 https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/what-is-the-casel-framework/  

 

Cross, I., Laurence, F., & Rabinowitch, T. (2012). Empathy and creativity in group musical  

practices: Towards a concept of empathic creativity. The Oxford Handbook of Music  

Education, 2, 337–353. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199928019.013.0023 

 

Darling, D. (n.d.). The music. David Darling. www.daviddarling.com 

 

Darling, D., & Weber, J. (2007). The Darling conversations [Album]. CD Baby.  

 

https://clintgoss.bandcamp.com/album/the-darling-conversations 

Dewey, J. (1934). Art as experience. Perigee Books.  

Diaz Abrahan, V., Justel, N., & Shifres, F. (2023). Musical improvisation: A mixed methods  

 

study on social interactions in younger and older adults. Nordic Journal of Music  

 

Therapy, 32(1), 48–66. https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2022.2055115 

 

Ding, Q., Ward, M., Edwards, N., Wu, E., Kersey, S., & Funk, M. (2023). A  

 

mixed-methods approach to understand university students’ perceived impact of  

 

returning to class during COVID-19 on their mental and general health. PLOS ONE,  

 

18(1), 1-21. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279813 

 

Dufresne, R. (2019). Using improvisation to develop leadership for a volatile world. Journal  

 

of Leadership Education, 19(4), 123-133, https://doi.org/10.12806/V19/I4/A2 

 

Eddy, M., Blatt-Gross, C., Edgar, S., Gohr, A., Halverson, E., Humphreys, K., & Smolin, L.  

 

(2020). Local-level implementation of social-emotional learning in arts education:  

 

Moving the heart through the arts. Arts Education Policy Review, 122(3), 193–204.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2020.1788681 

https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/what-is-the-casel-framework/ 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199928019.013.0023
http://www.daviddarling.com/
https://clintgoss.bandcamp.com/album/the-darling-conversations
https://doi.org/10.1080/08098131.2022.2055115
https://doi.org/10.12806/V19/I4/A2
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2020.1788681


 

92 

 

Edgar, S. (2013). Introducing social-emotional learning to music education professional  

 

development. Update: Applications of Research in Music Education, 31(2), 28–36.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/8755123313480508 

 

Edgar, S., Kelly-McHale, J., Rawlings, J., & Lautzenheiser, T. (2017). Music education and  

 

Social Emotional Learning: The heart of teaching music. Gia Publications. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=rqTBtAEACAAJ 

Edgar, S., & Morrison, B. (2020). A vision for social emotional learning and arts  

 

education policy. Arts Education Policy Review, 122(3), 145–150. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2020.1774830 

 

Edmonds, W., & Kennedy, T. (2017). Action research. In L. Fargotstein, K. Ancheta, R.  

 

Higgins, & O. Weber-Stenis (Eds.), An applied guide to research designs: Quantitative,  

 

qualitative, and mixed methods. SAGE. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781071802779 

 

Edmund, D., & Keller, E. (2020). Guiding principles for improvisation in the general music  

 

classroom. General Music Today, 33(2), 68-73.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1048371319885361 

 

Eisner, E. (2002). The arts and the creation of the mind. Yale University Press.  

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1np7vz 

Farrington, C., & Shewfelt, S. (2020). How arts education supports social-emotional  

 

development: A theory of action. State Education Standard 20(1), 31-35.   

 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1241261 

Faulkner, S. (2017). Introduction. In Rhythm to recovery: A practical guide to using percussion,  

voice and music for social and emotional development. 13–16. Jessica Kingsley  

Publishers.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/8755123313480508
https://books.google.com/books?id=rqTBtAEACAAJ
https://books.google.com/books?id=rqTBtAEACAAJ
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2020.1774830 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781071802779
https://doi.org/10.1177/1048371319885361
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1np7vz
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1241261


 

93 

 

Fleischmann, M., Schroeder, C., & Edgar, S. (2021, October 5). Musical creativity is in  

the DNA of Sel. NAfME. https://nafme.org/musical-creativity-is-in-the-dna-of-sel/  

Goodenow, C., & Grady, K. (1993). The relationship of school belonging and friends' values  

to academic motivation among urban adolescent students. Journal of Experimental  

Education, 62(1), 60–71. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.1993.9943831 

Green, B., & Campbell, D. (2009). Bringing Music to Life. GIA Publications.  

 

Greene, M. (1995). Art and imagination: Reclaiming the sense of possibility. The Phi Delta  

 

Kappan, 76(5), 378–382. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20405345 

 

Greene, M. (2000). Imagining futures: The public school and possibility. Journal of Curriculum  

 

Studies, 32(2), 267–280. https://doi.org/10.1080/002202700182754 

 

Greenville County Schools. Greenville County Schools RSS. (n.d.).  

 

https://www.greenville.k12.sc.us/index.asp  

 

Hawkins, S., & Farrant, C. (2022). Influence of turn-taking in musical and spoken activities on  

 

empathy and self-esteem of socially vulnerable young teenagers. Frontiers in  

 

Psychology, 12, 1-16. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.801574 

 

Hellman, D. (2020, July 29-30). Social emotional learning (SEL) in schools and music  

 

education: Implications for music education [Paper presentation]. ISME Commission on  

 

Policy: Culture, Media and Education Virtual Conference, United States.    

 

Ho, P., Tsao, J., Bloch, L., & Zeltzer, L. (2010). The impact of group drumming on  

 

social-emotional behavior in low-income children. Evidence-Based Complementary and  

 

Alternative Medicine, 2011, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1093/ecam/neq072 

 

Hoofman, J., & Secord, E. (2021). The effect of COVID-19 on education. Pediatric Clinics of  

 

North America, 68(5), 1071–1079. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pcl.2021.05.009 

 

https://nafme.org/musical-creativity-is-in-the-dna-of-sel/
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/00220973.1993.9943831
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20405345
https://doi.org/10.1080/002202700182754
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.801574
https://doi.org/10.1093/ecam/neq072
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pcl.2021.05.009


 

94 

 

Hutton, H. (2021). Social emotional learning in the elementary music classroom. Holistic  

 

Education Review, 1(2), 1-3.    

 

https://her.journals.publicknowledgeproject.org/index.php/her/article/view/1452 

 

Ivankova, N. (2015). Applying mixed methods in action research. Sage.  

Karcher, M. (2005). Hemingway measure of adolescent connectedness. PsycTESTS Dataset.  

https://doi.org/10.1037/t00959-000 

Kaspar, K., & Massey, S. (2022). Implementing social-emotional learning in the  

 

elementary classroom. Early Childhood Education Journal, 51(4), 641–650. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-022-01324-3 

Krueger, K., Murphy, J., & Bink, A. (2019). Thera-prov: A pilot study of improv  

 

used to treat anxiety and depression. Journal of Mental Health, 28(6), 621–626.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2017.1340629 

 

Ladano, K. (2022). Our instruments are our masks: Developing communication skills and  

confidence through collective free improvisation. Critical Studies in Improvisation,  

15(1), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.21083/csieci.v15i1.6255 

Lavik, E. (2021). Thermo in the time of COVID-19: Using improvisation to foster discussion  

 

and translating the experience to online learning. Biomedical Engineering Education,  

 

1(1), 133–138. https://doi.org/10.1007/s43683-020-00022-z 

 

Leech, N., Gullett, S., Cummings, M., & Haug, C. (2022). The challenges of remote k-12  

 

education during the COVID-19 pandemic: Differences by grade level. Online Learning  

 

Journal, 26(1), 245–267. https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v26i1.2609 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1037/t00959-000
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-022-01324-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-022-01324-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2017.1340629
https://doi.org/10.21083/csieci.v15i1.6255
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43683-020-00022-z
https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v26i1.2609


 

95 

 

Lehrer-Small, A. (n.d.). Virtual school enrollment kept climbing even as COVID receded, new  

 

data reveal. The 74. https://www.the74million.org/article/virtual-school-enrollment-kept-

climbing-even-as-covid-receded-new-data-reveal/. (n.d.) 

Lewinski, A., Anderson, R., Vorderstrasse, A., & Johnson, C. (2019). Developing   

 

methods that facilitate coding and analysis of synchronous conversations via virtual  

 

environments. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 18, 1-13.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919842443 

 

Lewis, J. (2013). Dialogue as a way of knowing: Understanding solo improvisation and its  

 

implications for an education for freedom. Psychomusicology: Music, Mind, and Brain,  

 

23(4), 255–261. https://doi.org/10.1037/pmu0000013 

 

MacDonald, R., Burke, R., De Nora, T., Sappho Donohue, M., & Birrell, R. (2021). Our virtual  

 

tribe: Sustaining and enhancing community via online music improvisation. Frontiers in  

 

Psychology, 11, 1-19. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.623640 

 

McKnight, K. (2021, April 8). Using improv as social emotional learning. Teaching Channel.  

 

https://www.teachingchannel.com/k12-hub/blog/improv/ 

 

McKnight, K., & Scruggs, M. (2008). The second city guide to improv in the classroom: Using  

 

improvisation to teach skills and boost learning. Jossey-Bass.  

 

McNeely, C., Nonnemaker, J., & Blum, R. (2002). Promoting school connectedness:  

 

evidence from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. The Journal of  

 

school health, 72(4), 138–146. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2002.tb06533 

 

Messikh, D. (2020). A systematic review of the outcomes of using action research in  

 

education. Arab World English Journal, 11(1), 482–488.  

 

https://doi.org/10.24093/awej/vol11no1.32 

https://www.the74million.org/article/virtual-school-enrollment-kept-climbing-even-as-covid-receded-new-data-reveal/
https://www.the74million.org/article/virtual-school-enrollment-kept-climbing-even-as-covid-receded-new-data-reveal/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919842443
https://doi.org/10.1037/pmu0000013
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.623640
https://www.teachingchannel.com/k12-hub/blog/improv/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2002.tb06533
https://doi.org/10.24093/awej/vol11no1.32


 

96 

 

Miller, W. (2010). Qualitative research findings as evidence: utility in nursing  

 

practice. Clinical Nurse Specialist CNS, 24(4), 191–193.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1097/NUR.0b013e3181e36087 

 

Molnar, A., Miron, G., Hagle, S., Gulosino, C., Mann, B., Huerta, L., Rice, J., Glover,  

 

A., & Bill, K. (2023). Virtual schools in the U.S. 2023. National Education  

 

Policy Center, 1-95. http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/virtual-schools-annual-2023  

 

Monahan, K., Oesterle, S., & Hawkins, J. (2010). Predictors and consequences of school  

 

connectedness: The case for prevention. The Prevention Researcher, 17(3), 3–6.  

 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A259750109/AONE?u=anderson_cl&sid=bookmark- 

 

AONE&xid=d50297c8 

 

Montgomery, B. (2021). Social-emotional learning in the elementary school music class. The  

 

Graduate Review, 6(12), 41–51.  

 

https://vc.bridgew.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1197&context=grad_rev 

 

Music for People (MfP). (2019a). About music for people. https://www.music4people.org/ 

 

Music for People (MfP). (2019b). Bill of musical rights. https://www.music4people.org/ 

 

Music for People (MfP). (2019c). Faculty & staff. https://www.music4people.org/ 

 

Music for People (MfP). (2019d). Remembering David Darling (1941-2021).  

 

https://www.music4people.org/ 

 

National Association for Music Education (NAfME). (2023).  

 

http://nafme.org/my-classroom/standards/ 

National Center for Education Statistics NCES. The Library of Congress. (n.d.).  

https://www.loc.gov/item/2003557390 

 

https://doi.org/10.1097/NUR.0b013e3181e36087
https://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/virtual-schools-annual-2023
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A259750109/AONE?u=anderson_cl&sid=bookmark-
https://www.music4people.org/
https://www.music4people.org/
https://www.music4people.org/
https://www.music4people.org/
http://nafme.org/my-classroom/standards/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2003557390


 

97 

 

Neth, E., Caldarella, P., Richardson, M., & Heath, M. (2020). Social-emotional  

 

learning in the middle grades: A mixed-methods evaluation of the Strong Kids Program.  

 

RMLE Online, 43(1), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1080/19404476.2019.1701868 

 

Oesch, N. (2019). Music and language in social interaction: Synchrony, antiphony, and  

 

functional origins. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 1-13.  

 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01514 

 

Oshinsky, J. (2021). Music doctor improv cards and picture prompts: Teacher activity booklet.  

 

Bundt Pan Publishing. www.tinyurl/improvdeck  

Oshinsky, J., & Knysh, M. (2023a). Original art, original writing, original music.  

Music ConstructED. www.musicconstructed.com 

Oshinsky, J., & Knysh, M. (2023b). Simple and daring: Teaching social music  

improvisation, facilitation and flow. Bundt Pan Publishing. 

Peck, D. (2023, May 4). Online learning statistics: The ultimate list in 2023: Devlin Peck.  

 

Online Learning Statistics. https://www.devlinpeck.com/content/online-learning-statistics 

 

Pepe, A., & Farina, E. (2023). A mixed-method study on adolescents’ well-being during the  

 

COVID-19 syndemic emergency. Scientific Reports, 13(1), 871. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-24007-w 

Perkins, K., Carey, K., Lincoln, E., Shih, A., Donalds, R., Kessel Schneider, S., Holt, M.,  

 

& Green, J. (2021). School connectedness still matters: The association of school  

 

connectedness and mental health during remote learning due to COVID-19. The Journal  

 

of Primary Prevention, 42(6), 641–648. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-021-00649-w 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19404476.2019.1701868
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01514
http://www.tinyurl/improvdeck
file:///C:/Users/jwebb/Documents/AUDocs/www.musicconstructed.com
https://www.devlinpeck.com/content/online-learning-statistics
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-24007-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-24007-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-021-00649-w


 

98 

 

Peters, T. (2012, November 8). Spirit & place: Q&A with David Darling. NUVO.  

 

https://www.nuvo.net/music/spirit-place-q-a-with-david-darling/article_9622a485-b7e8-

5765-b0a8-f56f36aebf1a.html 

Phipps, B., & Dilworth, E. (2021). Improvising to a Covid tune: Redesigning a beginning Jazz  

 

improvisation course for instrumentalists trained in other styles for fully online delivery.  

 

International Journal on Innovations in Online Education, 5(1), 19-37. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1615/intjinnovonlineedu.2021038381 

 

Plano Clark, V., & Ivankova, N. (2016). Mixed methods research: A guide to the field.  

 

SAGE. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483398341 

 

Powell, K. (2014). Elliot Eisner and an education in connections. International Journal  

 

of Education & the Arts, 15(1), 1-5. http://www.ijea.org/v15si1/v15si1-7.pdf 

 

Privitera, G., & Ahlgrim-Delzell, L. (2019). Research methods for education. SAGE.  

 

Public Education Partners. (April, 2019). Facts and figures on our public schools: Greenville  

 

County and South Carolina. https://pepgc.org/ 

 

Rabinowitch, T. (2020). The potential of music to effect social change. Music & Science, 3, 1- 

 

6. https://doi.org/10.1177/2059204320939772 

 

Raniti, M., Rakesh, D., Patton, G., & Sawyer, S. (2022). The role of school  

 

connectedness in the prevention of youth depression and anxiety: A systematic review  

 

with youth consultation. BMC Public Health, 22(1), 2152. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-14364-6 

Raschdorf, T., May, B., & Searcy, A. (2021). Integrating Social-Emotional Learning into our  

 

“new normal” teaching elementary general music. General Music Today, 34(2), 42–48. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1048371320961372 

https://www.nuvo.net/music/spirit-place-q-a-with-david-darling/article_9622a485-b7e8-5765-b0a8-f56f36aebf1a.html
https://www.nuvo.net/music/spirit-place-q-a-with-david-darling/article_9622a485-b7e8-5765-b0a8-f56f36aebf1a.html
https://doi.org/10.1615/intjinnovonlineedu.2021038381
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781071802779
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483398341
https://pepgc.org/
https://doi.org/10.1177/2059204320939772
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-14364-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-14364-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/1048371320961372
https://doi.org/10.1177/1048371320961372


 

99 

 

Rawlings, J. (2017). The effect of middle school music ensemble participation on the  

 

relationship between perceived school connectedness, self-reported bullying behaviors,  

 

and peer victimization. Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education, 213, 53– 

 

72. https://doi.org/10.5406/bulcouresmusedu.213.0053 

 

Rost, J. (1993). Leadership for the twenty-first century. Praeger. 

 

Roulston, K. (2017). Tips for observing and taking field notes in qualitative studies.  

 

4virility.com. https://4virility.com/how-to-write-classroom-observation-notes  

 

Rushton, R., Kossyvaki, L., & Terlektsi, E. (2023). Music-based interventions for people with  

 

profound and multiple learning disabilities: A systematic review of the literature. Journal  

 

of Intellectual Disabilities, 27(2), 370-387. https://doi.org/10.1177/17446295221087563 

 

Smith, K., & McKnight, K. (2009). Remembering to laugh and explore: Improvisational  

 

activities for literacy teaching in urban classrooms. International Journal of Education &  

 

the Arts, 10(12), 1-18. http://www.ijea.org/v10n12/  

 

The Center for Arts Education and Social Emotional Learning [ArtsEdSEL]. (2021). Arts  

 

education & social-emotional framework: A synergistic pairing. https://selarts.org/ 

 

Tomek, S., Bolland, A., Hitchcock, S., Bolland, J., & Hooper, L. (2017). The impact  

 

of middle school connectedness on future high school outcomes in a Black American  

 

sample. Middle Grades Research Journal, 11(1), 1–12.  

 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319403330 

 

Too, E., Chongwo, E., Mabrouk, A., & Abubakar, A. (2022). Adolescent  

 

connectedness: A scoping review of available measures and their psychometric  

 

properties. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 1-17. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856621 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.5406/bulcouresmusedu.213.0053
https://4virility.com/how-to-write-classroom-observation-notes
https://doi.org/10.1177/17446295221087563
https://selarts.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319403330
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856621


 

100 

 

U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts (2019). Greenville County, South Carolina. (n.d.).  

 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/greenvillecountysouthcarolina 

 

U.S. News & World Report (2023). Greenville county schools. U.S. News and World Report.  

 

https://www.usnews.com/education/k12/south-carolina/districts/greenville-01-101779 

 

Váradi, J. (2022). A review of the literature on the relationship of music education to the  

 

development of socio-emotional learning. SAGE Open, 12(1), 1-11.   

https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440211068501 

Varner, E. (2020). General music learning is also social and emotional learning. General  

 

Music Today, 33(2), 74–78. https://doi.org/10.1177/1048371319891421 

 

Varner, E. (2021). General music and SEL: A matter of equity. Journal of General Music  

           

Education, 35(1), 48–50. https://doi.org/10.1177/10483713211018451 

 

Varner, E. (2023). SEL, mindfulness, and the art of general music education. Journal of  

 

General Music Education, 36(2), 34–37. https://doi.org/10.1177/27527646221130320 

 

Verneert, F., Nijs, L., & De Baets, T. (2021). A space for collaborative creativity. How  

 

collective improvising shapes ‘a sense of belonging’. Frontiers in Psychology, 12,  

 

648770. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.648770 

 

Vidourek, R., King, K., Bernard, A., Murnan, J., & Nabors, L. (2011). Teachers’  

 

strategies to positively connect students to school. American Journal of Health  

 

Education, 42(2), 116–126. https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2011.10599179  

 

Wall, M. (2018). Improvising to learn. Research Studies in Music Education, 40(1), 117– 

 

135. https://doi.org/10.1177/1321103X17745180 

 

 

 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/greenvillecountysouthcarolina 
https://www.usnews.com/education/k12/south-carolina/districts/greenville-01-101779
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440211068501
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440211068501
https://doi.org/10.1177/1048371319891421
https://doi.org/10.1177/10483713211018451
https://doi.org/10.1177/27527646221130320
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.648770
https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2011.10599179
https://doi.org/10.1177/1321103X17745180


 

101 

 

Widnall, E., Winstone, L., Plackett, R., Adams, E., Haworth, C. M., Mars, B., & Kidger,  

J. (2022). Impact of school and peer connectedness on adolescent mental health and well- 

being outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic: A longitudinal panel survey.  

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(11), 6768.  

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19116768 

Willox, A., Heble, A., Jackson, R., Walker, M., & Waterman, E. (2011). Say who you are,  

 

play who you are: Improvisation, pedagogy, and youth on the margins. Action, Criticism,  

 

and Theory for Music Education, 10(1), 114–131.  

 

https://doi.org/https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ954281 

 

Winter, R. (2018). A crash course in statistics. SAGE. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781071909683 

 Wu, X., & Lu, X. (2021). Musical training in the development of empathy and  

prosocial behaviors. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, e661769.  

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.661769 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19116768
https://doi.org/https:/eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ954281
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781071909683
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.661769


 

102 

 

APPENDIX A. APPROVAL FOR RESEARCH (IRB) 

 

Human Subjects Committee (HSC)  

Institutional Review Board (IRB)  

 

Dear Jody Webb,  

Proposal Title: Connectedness to Others Through Virtual Music Improvisation 

Submission date: Thursday, December 7, 2023, 3:30 PM  

The Human Subjects Committee (HSC) has received and reviewed the above-titled research 

proposal. I am happy to inform you that AU’s IRB has voted to APPROVE your above 

mentioned proposal. Your approval number is AU202347IRB. Please, whenever you contact  us 

about this proposal, use your IRB approval number.   

Also, be reminded that if at any point during the research, the risk level to any human  subjects 

involved changes, either physical harm or loss of anonymity, or should you find it  necessary 

to make any adjustments to the study as approved, please contact the HSC/IRB Chair in 
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advance of implementing such changes. This may require that you submit an 

IRB  Modification form.  

We wish you well in your research.  

If you need clarification regarding the committee’s decision, please contact Dr. 

Gilbert  Eyabi, IRB Chair, at HSC@andersonuniversity.edu.  

Sincerely,  

___________________  

Gilbert Eyabi, PhD  

Professor of Mathematics,  

Assistant Provost,  

IRB Chair, Anderson University. 
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Appendix B 
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Appendix C 

   Letter of Consent                           

Form for Participation in Educational Research 

 

I agree to allow my child to participate in a research study evaluating the influences of music 

improvisation on students' self-reported levels of connectedness (feelings of belonging) to peers, 

teachers, and school.  Your child’s music teacher, Jody Webb, is the primary researcher for this 

study and will do her work under the direction of Dr. Tanya Espinosa Cordoba at Anderson 

University. Mrs. Webb’s study is for her doctoral work in the Ed.D. program in Educational 

Leadership & Curriculum/Instruction at Anderson University.  The nature and purpose of this 

study have been explained to me, and I understand that instructional sessions will require a 

pretest and posttest survey to measure the influence of music improvisation.  The name of this 

measurement tool is the Hemingway Measure of Adolescent Connectedness (Karcher, 2005). 

This study will last approximately eight weeks, with sessions occurring once weekly.   

 

I also grant permission to Mrs. Webb to record the research sessions on Google Meet for data 

collection purposes regarding music improvisation and self-reported levels of connectedness.  

 

I understand my child’s and my identity will not be revealed to anyone not directly involved in 

conducting the research or by means of publication, documentation, computer storage, or any 

other form of report developed from this research.  

 

Additionally, I understand that I may withdraw my consent for participation at any time. If I have 

any questions with regard to this study, I can call or email Mrs. Webb. If I have questions about 

my child’s rights as a research participant, I can call the Office of Accountability and Quality 

Assurance Team for the school district.  

 

 

 

______________________ 

Child’s Name 

_______________________ __________ 

Signature of Parent or Guardian & Date 

__________________________ __________ 

Jody Webb, Teacher and Research Student & Date 

__________________________ __________ 

Dr. Tanya Espinosa Cordoba, Education Faculty and Advisor, Anderson University 
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Appendix D 

 

Student Assent Form 

                                                          

Connectedness to Others Through Music Improvisation 

 

ASSENT FORM 

My name is Jody Webb. I attend graduate school at Anderson University. I am inviting you to 

participate in a research study about how music improvisation affects how we connect to others. 

Your parent(s)/guardian(s) know we are talking with you about the study. This form will tell you 

about the study to help you decide whether you want to take part in it.  

What am I being asked to do? 

If you decide to be in the study, I will ask you to take a short pretest and posttest survey to help 

me know more about how connected you feel to others.  You may experience an intervention of 

music improvisation activities during your class.   

Why might it be good for me to do this study? 

If you participate in this study, you might be able to help other students feel less isolated or alone 

by showing us ways to use music improvisation to help students feel more connected to others.  

Can anything bad happen if I am in this study? 

I do not expect anything bad to happen to you, but some kids may feel uncomfortable at first if they are 

participating in making music.  If you feel uncomfortable, let me know, and we can talk and take a 

break.  

Who will know that I am in the study?  

If you decide to be in the study I will not tell anyone else how you respond or act as part of the 

study.  Even if your parents or teachers ask, I will not tell them what you say or do in the study.  

Do I have to be in the study? 

No, you do not. The choice is yours. No one will get angry or upset if you do not want to do this.  

And you can change your mind or stop at any time. 

What if I have questions? 
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If you have questions about the study, you can ask me now or anytime during the study. If you 

have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research or feel you have been 

placed at risk, you can contact the HSC Office at hsc@andersonuniversity.edu or (864) 231-

2000. You will receive a copy of this form for your records.  

 

Signing below means that you have read this form and that you are willing to be in this study: 

 

Name of Participant (Write your name in the line): _____________________________________ 

Signature of Participant (Put your signature in the line): ________________________________ 

Date: _________________________________ 

**Upload a photo of this signed form and submit it using the Google form from Jody Webb you 

received in this email.   

mailto:hsc@andersonuniversity.edu
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      Appendix E 

 

 

  

RESEARCH DIAGRAM 

Action Research Intervention  
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      Appendix F 

Field Note Form for Qualitative Research 

(Adapted from Roulston, 2017) 

Observation Summary 

Observer: _________________                  Date of observation: ________________ 

Time:____________________                    Today’s date:______________________ 

Place: ____Google Meet Classroom_____________________________________ 

         Actors: ___6th 7th 8th      (circle one)_________________________________ 

Activities: ______Improvising with small groups using Music Doctor Improv Cards___ 

1. What were the main issues or themes that struck you in your observations in this 

setting? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Was there anything else that struck you as salient, interesting, illuminating, or 

important? 

 

 

 

*See process coding form related to singing/speaking, smiling, laughing, and making 

eye contact. 
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Appendix G 

 

Music Doctor Improv Cards (Oshinsky, 2021) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Add an element of 

humor. 

 

Be the clown or 

fool. 

Provide a heartbeat 

rhythm. 

Play as many 

“wrong notes” as 

possible.  

 

Add spontaneous 

lyrics or spoken 

words. 

Work in a familiar 

melody or a hook 

from a song. 

 

Provide the drama. Play your 

instrument in a 

new way. 

 

Sing what you 

play; switch 

between singing 

and playing.  

 

Include a strong, 

repeated phrase or 

groove. 

Use your 

instrument mainly 

as a drum. 

 

Do the most you 

can with only one 

note. 
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Appendix I 

Lesson Plans For Sessions 1-9 (Intervention & Control) 

 

 SESSIONS 1-2 

 

 

Group First 10 minutes Final 30 minutes 

Intervention Social Music Improvisation Introduction to 

Control Music Choice Board               Music History 

   

 SESSIONS 3-4 

 

 

Group First 10 minutes Final 30 minutes 

Intervention Social Music Improvisation Medieval & 

Control Music Choice Board                Renaissance 

   

 SESSIONS 5-6 

 

 

Group First 10 minutes Final 30 minutes 

Intervention Social Music Improvisation Baroque & 

Control Music Choice Board                   Classical 

   

 SESSIONS 7-9 

 

 

Group First 10 minutes Final 30 minutes 

Intervention Social Music Improvisation Romantic, 20th Century, & 

Control Music Choice Board                   Modern 
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Appendix J 

Frequencies of Process Coding Actions 

Frequency: Playing an Instrument 

               

Frequency: Singing/Speaking 
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Frequency: Smiling/Laughing 

 
Frequency: Making Eye Contact 
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