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Abstract 

 

This action research project examines the effect of explicit vocabulary instruction on musical 

performance skills. The research examines two research questions: how does explicit 

vocabulary instruction and review affect high school instrumentalists performance skills as 

measured by the CHSAA large ensemble rating scale? How do high school instrumentalists 

view the usefulness of vocabulary instruction as a strategy to improve performance as 

measured by a student survey? The participants include 6 students from a classroom of 30 

band students. Students were asked to perform the tune America and were assessed using an 

adapted rating scale from the Colorado High School Activities Association. The instructional 

unit focused on explicit vocabulary instruction included in the regular rehearsal process of the 

band. After the unit, students were assessed using the same music and rating scale. Average 

students cores increased by 1 point on the rating scale and point to the effectiveness of 

musical vocabulary instruction on musical performance skills.  
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Chapter 1 - Topic and Problem 

 
Topic 

Students in American schools come from increasingly diverse backgrounds and 

experiences. Students daily engage with people from around the world, with vastly different 

cultures and language experiences. “By 2025, one in every four students will be initially 

classified as an English learner” (Diaz-Rico, 2013). For this reason, more and more teachers 

are being asked to include explicit literacy instruction in their classroom instruction. In the 

researcher’s school, 44% of the student population receives services for English language 

acquisition.  

Best practices in content-area literacy instruction are founded in the theories of 

Krashen and Cummins, whose theories related to second-language acquisition and 

bilingualism are foundational in understanding how best to support English language learners 

in the classroom. Krashen’s theory of second language acquisition includes 5 hypotheses: the 

monitor hypothesis, the acquisition-learning hypothesis, the natural order hypothesis, the 

input hypothesis, and the affective filter hypothesis. Krashen summarized his theory as 

follows: “People acquire second languages when they obtain comprehensible input and when 

their affective filters are low enough to allow the input [into the language acquisition device]” 

(Boyle & Peregoy, 2001, p. 65). Three of these hypotheses--the monitor hypothesis, the input 

hypothesis, and the affective filter hypothesis--are particularly prescient for understanding the 

English language learner in the music classroom. 

“Krashen proposes that the formal study of language leads to the development of an 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/iVLu
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=65
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internal grammar editor or monitor. As the student produces sentences, the monitor ‘watches’ 

the output to ensure correct usage” (Boyle & Peregoy, 2001, p. 64). Musicians also develop 

monitors as they learn and perform musical works. This monitor alerts the student to mistakes 

in note accuracy, rhythms, style, dynamics, and articulation. In order for students to become 

successful lifelong music-makers, this monitor must be developed and nurtured. The paradox 

of musical learning however, is driven by this monitor. Ira Glass summarized this idea in a 

2009 interview: 

“Nobody tells this to people who are beginners, I wish someone told me. All of us 

who do creative work, we get into it because we have good taste. But there is this gap. 

For the first couple years you make stuff, it’s just not that good. It’s trying to be good, 

it has potential, but it’s not. But your taste, the thing that got you into the game, is still 

killer. And your taste is why your work disappoints you. A lot of people never get past 

this phase, they quit. Most people I know who do interesting, creative work went 

through years of this. We know our work doesn’t have this special thing that we want 

it to have. We all go through this. And if you are just starting out or you are still in 

this phase, you gotta know its normal and the most important thing you can do is do a 

lot of work. Put yourself on a deadline so that every week you will finish one story. It 

is only by going through a volume of work that you will close that gap, and your work 

will be as good as your ambitions. And I took longer to figure out how to do this than 

anyone I’ve ever met. It’s gonna take awhile. It’s normal to take awhile. You’ve just 

gotta fight your way through” (Colman, n.d.). 

For both young musicians and second language learners, the only way to overcome 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=64
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/oiWkV
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this gap between ability and effective communication is to persist in the communicative work 

of language and music. 

In order for students to engage in communication using music, the input they receive 

must be comprehensible.  

“Second language acquisition is the direct result of learner’s understanding the target 

language in natural communication situations. A key element of the input hypothesis 

is that the input language must be (1) understandable (thus the term comprehensible 

input) and (2) should contain grammatical structures that are just a bit beyond the 

acquirer’s current level of second language development” (Boyle & Peregoy, 2001, p. 

65). 

For classroom music teachers, this concept applies both to the verbal vocabulary of 

music and the aural vocabulary of music. Students pull on their vast cultural experiences with 

music in popular culture, folk culture, and their family life in order to understand the musical 

tasks in the classroom. Providing students with meaningful experiences creating, performing, 

and responding to music is vital to build their capacity to understand music in rich and 

authentic ways. Students will only be successful with communicating about music if they 

have successful experiences communicating with music. 

Perhaps the most important factor in acquiring the language of music (and English) is 

the affective filter. Krashen posits that students experience real acquisition of language only 

when they feel safe, welcomed, and confident in their abilities. The same kind of risk-taking 

and vulnerability needed for using a new language are needed for communicating with a 

musical instrument. If students are expected to use their voice or instrument to produce 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=65
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=65
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musical sounds, they must first feel safe and invited to do so. “The most important affective 

variables favoring second language acquisition are a low-anxiety learning environment, 

student motivation to learn the language, self-confidence, and self-esteem” (Boyle & 

Peregoy, 2001, p. 65).  

One of the primary concepts vital to understanding how students acquire a second 

language is Cummins theory of cognitive academic language proficiency. Cummins 

establishes a distinction between the types of language used in schools. Informal language use 

in social situations is identified as basic interpersonal communication skills, or BICS. This 

type of language is used in social situations for basic communication. It transcends specific 

subject areas and is used for basic communication. Cognitive academic language proficiency 

(or CALP), in contrast, is used in specific content-focused situations to communicate about 

specialized disciplines (Diaz-Rico, 2013). There are five components of CALP, 

communication, conceptualization, critical thinking, context, and culture. Cognitive academic 

language proficiency therefore is critical to developing student’s musical abilities. Without it 

students will struggle to communicate, conceptualize, and think critically about music. In 

fact, the language structures become the schematic organization for musical concepts. 

Students can strengthen their understanding and use of music by better understanding how to 

communicate about music.  

Some of these concepts of language acquisition should be considered carefully by 

music educators. In order for students to function effectively in a performance ensemble, 

students need to be able to engage in rich communication about musical skills, processes, and 

dimensions of music. Explicit literacy instruction aids students in developing the cognitive 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=65
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=65
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/iVLu
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structures necessary to conceptualize musical concepts and more efficiently communicate 

about their work as a musician. Both language and musical literacy develop according to 

similar lines of development. Both require comprehensible input, a low affective filter, and an 

emphasis on the communicative purpose of language and music. Developing a language 

around music aids students in understanding the music they are performing and the artistic 

choices they must make in a performing ensemble. 

For students with limited exposure to formal music education, the language and skill 

demands can be overwhelming. Providing students with comprehensible input in both 

language and musical concepts is vital to ensuring students acquire the linguistic and musical 

communication skills needed to be successful. Successful performance in a musical ensemble 

or alone on a musical instrument requires a great deal of risk-taking, vulnerability, and 

self-confidence. Creating a classroom environment where students feel welcome and invited 

to be themselves, take risks, and make mistakes is essential to the successful development of 

both language development and musical development.  

Problem Statement 
 

Students in the researcher’s band classroom lack deep understandings of musical 

vocabulary and concepts. Students use music vocabulary but at a surface level and not 

consistently across the ensemble. 

Problem Background and Causes 
 

When talking about music in the classroom, students regularly rely on informal and 

shallow descriptions of music (fast vs. slow, like vs. dislike, loud vs. quiet, etc.). These 
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shallow descriptions reveal their lack of understanding of the musical concepts themselves 

and suggest that students are not able to conceptualize the ideas in meaningful ways. 

Without these conceptualization, it is unlikely that students can make effective musical 

decisions in the ensemble.  

As accountability for educators in all disciplines continues to increase, teachers need 

to be aware of the ways in which students acquire musical skills and design their instruction 

to assist students in these processes. If we apply Krashen’s theory of second language 

acquisition, we come to approach music instruction from a vastly different perspective. 

Instead of focusing on notational skills and precise interpretation of musical notes, we focus 

on the communicative aspects of music, guiding students to richer understandings of what 

composers wanted to communicate and how that relates to students’ own lived experiences. 

David Wish, founder of Little Kids Rock (an organization founded on applying Krashen’s 

theories of second language acquisition to teaching children to perform modern popular 

music), writes in the Little Kids Rock method book, “By emphasizing performance and 

composition over reading and writing, students acquire musical skills in a natural way and 

oftentimes at an accelerated pace. This creates a context rich in musical experience for 

young learners. This is well facilitated in an environment that encourages and allows for 

Approximation and that keeps students’ affective filters low” (Wish, 2016). Approaching 

music like a language requires different pedagogical skills, instructional techniques, and 

understandings of curriculum. The results however, are students who understand music 

richly, can communicate clearly about music, and choose to engage in music past their time 

in school. 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/1joqW
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Research Questions  
Two research questions will help identify effective solutions to the problem. 

1. How does explicit vocabulary instruction and review affect high school 

instrumentalists performance skills as measured by the CHSAA large ensemble 

rating scale? 

2. How do high school instrumentalists view the usefulness of vocabulary 

instruction as a strategy to improve performance as measured by a student 

survey? 

Topic and Problem Conclusion 
 

The cognitive and language demands of the music classroom are beneficial for all 

students, regardless of educational background and language development. For students who 

are learning a new language in addition to a new instrument, the cognitive demands become a 

particularly difficult challenge. Understanding how vocabulary development may influence 

and affect the development of students performance skills will help practitioners better 

develop curriculum for English Language Learners in their classroom. 

All students deserve a rich and well-rounded education that includes instruction in the 

arts. Understanding how to best serve English Language Learners in the performing arts 

classroom will ensure that all students receive the very best education in music and the arts.  

 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 11 
 

Chapter 2 - Review of the Literature 

Overview of the Literature  

As an introduction to the chapter, provide a brief overview of the current professional 

literature on the topic, including the themes to be discussed in subsequent subsections.  

The literature review will discuss the following themes: theories of second language 

acquisition, music’s effect on second language acquisition, and the role of language in 

musical development. 

Theories of Second Language Acquisition 

Two theories of second language acquisition guide much of the professional literature 

and work today. Jim Cummins work around bilingualism and Steven Krashen’s models of 

second language acquisition are both vital to the current understanding of second language 

acquisition and guide an understanding of language in music classrooms. 

Cummins identified two primary theories of bilingualism. First, he proposes that 

second language learners rely on their first language to map cognitive and language functions 

of a new language. This common underlying proficiency is the foundation for second 

language learning and strengthening first language competency will promote and enhance 

second language acquisition (Diaz-Rico, 2013, p. 59). He also identified two primary 

categories of language use in schools: basic interpersonal communication skills and cognitive 

academic language proficiency. 

Basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) consist of the language skills for 

informal communication in social situations.  This is language common in multiple settings 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/iVLu/?locator=59
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and is highly transferable and general. In contrast, cognitive academic language proficiency 

(CALP) consists of the language skills necessary for specific communication in an academic 

field. This is language that is highly specified, context dependent, and is not easily 

generalized to other areas (Diaz-Rico, 2013, pp. 59–60). 

The language needed to successfully communicate in a musical ensemble is a type of 

cognitive academic language proficiency. It is, however, somewhat transferable to situations 

outside of the musical ensemble. Because of music’s ubiquity in social life, being able to 

successfully communicate about music may sometimes bridge the gap between academic and 

social language skills.  

Stephen Krashen’s work focuses more on the internal processes of second language 

acquisition. His theory includes five hypotheses: the acquisition-learning hypothesis, the 

monitor hypothesis, the natural order hypothesis, the input hypothesis, and the affective filter 

hypothesis (Boyle & Peregoy, 2001, p. 64). The acquisition-learning hypothesis establishes a 

distinction between two views of language learning. Language learning is the highly formal, 

structured, and often guided approach to language learning from an instructor. Acquisition, on 

the other hand, refers to the more informal processes of language learning that take place in 

immersion and in first language acquisition. According to Krashen, approaching language 

through the lens of acquisition is more likely to lead to authentic communication in a second 

language.  

Krashen proposes that studying language formally leads to the development of an 

internal grammar monitor that evaluates language for correctness of syntax and grammar 

(Diaz-Rico, 2013, pp. 59–60). Because of the difficulty in developing this monitor and the 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/iVLu/?locator=59-60
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=64
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/iVLu/?locator=59-60
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nature of language acquisition, second language classrooms should focus on communication 

above the formal study of grammar and syntax.  

When students are engaged in authentic communication using a second language, 

Krashen says that students will acquire the rules of the second language in a predictable order. 

This predictable order is somewhat universal, though individual students may have variable 

experiences based on their own learning processes and their first language competencies 

(Boyle & Peregoy, 2001). 

Perhaps the two most prescient hypotheses included in Krashen’s second language 

acquisition theory are the input hypothesis and the affective filter hypothesis. The input 

hypothesis states that successful second language acquisition occurs when learners engage 

with the new language concepts that are understandable and contain grammar just beyond the 

learner’s current abilities (Boyle & Peregoy, 2001). This concept of comprehensible input is 

important both in language and music classrooms. Young musicians will thrive when they are 

presented with musical learning challenges just beyond their current level of proficiency. 

The affective filter hypothesis addresses the socio-emotional aspects of language 

acquisition and learning in general. The hypothesis states that if students experience the 

classroom as a supportive and safe environment, they will learn well. If, on the other hand, 

students experience significant stress, distress, or do not feel safe, the “affective filter” goes 

up and prevents learning (Boyle & Peregoy, 2001, p. 65). Similarly, teachers in the 

performing arts regularly focus on creating supportive environments that support student 

risk-taking and creativity. Learning a new language and learning to be creative on a musical 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/unz1/?locator=65
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instrument are both experiences that require learners to stretch their abilities, take risks, and 

communicate creatively.  

Based on the theories of Cummins and Krashen, a classroom organized for 

second-language acquisition might comprise of the following elements: a supportive and 

creative classroom environment focused on creative communication that is always stretching 

students’ communicative abilities. “For music students as well as language learners, 

communication is the goal. Borrowing from each other’s methodologies, teachers can help 

students create meaningful connections that exploit the ‘music’ of language, as well as the 

‘language’ of music” (Speh & Ahramjian, 2010).  Specific concepts, interventions, and 

instructional strategies that build upon this language/music connection are discussed in the 

following sections. 

Music’s Effect on Language Development and Student Achievement 

Multiple studies have examined the role of music in language acquisition, and more 

and some research has been done to examine the role of language in musical development. 

These connections are all somewhat based in a growing understanding of the brain and brain 

structure. Besson et. al., for instance, identified the influence of musical training on the 

brain’s ability to discriminate pitches accurately and quickly (2007). Pitch discrimination is a 

vital skill both for musical ability and effective language learning. This and many other 

studies point to a potential common underlying proficiency between language and music.  

Musical training can assist both first language and second language acquisition. In a 

meta-analysis of studies on musical training to support language development of young 

children, Standley found a moderately strong effect of musical training on language 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/RBUi
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/A37s/?noauthor=1
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development and a larger effect when musical activities are tailored to student’s language 

needs (2008). This suggests that musical training in young children can help assist their 

language development and both music and language educators should consider including 

musical activities in their classrooms . 

Music activities have also been shown to improve language acquisition for second 

language learners in classrooms and music therapy settings. One possible driver of student 

learning in classes that use music to support second language acquisition is increased student 

motivation for language tasks. Kennedy & Torres-Santos and Kennedy & Scott both found 

increases in student performance after music therapy interventions targeted at students 

language needs and proposed that student motivation for language tasks increased (E. P. 

Kennedy & Torres-Santos, Fall 2016; R. Kennedy & Scott, 2005). In both papers, the authors 

recommend targeting music interventions to specific language needs of the students in the 

classroom to maximize the benefit on student learning. 

A number of strategies and approaches to supporting second language acquisition 

through musical strategies have been identified in the research. Legg studied the effect of 

music activities in a modern foreign language classroom and found a positive effect on 

students French acquisition (Legg, 2009). While this study was limited in scope and time 

frame, it points to the usefulness of incorporating music activities to increase student 

motivation and retention in language classrooms. 

Schunk conducted a quantitative study evaluating the effect of singing and signing 

(American Sign Language) on vocabulary retention and language development. The author 

found the largest improvement in the treatment group that both sang and signed the target 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/wVh6/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/Htem+B2PU
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/Htem+B2PU
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/nKgu
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vocabulary (Schunk, 1999). The signing-only treatment group performed better than the 

singing-only treatment group, but both showed more growth than the vocabulary alone. This 

matches current understandings of second language development. The more interactions we 

have with new vocabulary and the more ways we have of processing it, the more likely we are 

to remember the new terms.  

The Kennedy and Scott study mentioned above evaluated the effect of music therapy 

interventions on middle school students English as a second language skills. The authors 

found that targeted music therapy interventions showed a significant increase in student 

learning compared to students who did not receive the music therapy intervention (R. 

Kennedy & Scott, 2005). While this type of strategy requires the intervention to be targeted 

specifically at students’ language skill gaps, the results have implications for music educators 

and language educators outside of music therapy settings. 

Music education and language education are not siloed to the classroom. Students are 

constantly seeking out their own language and musical experiences to improve their skills. 

One promising area in modern technology and education are video games. deHaan and his 

colleagues studied the effects of a rhythm-based video game on Japanese students English 

acquisition. They aimed to find what effect playing an English video game that emphasizes 

rhythm and speech has on players and observers. Interestingly, the researchers found that the 

students who were actively playing the game struggled to process the language and while 

their vocabulary improved after playing the game, they did not learn nearly as much as the 

participants who only watched the other person play (DeHaan, Reed, & Kuwanda, 2010). 

Based on previous research, they theorize that the participants actively playing the game were 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/sHPx
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/B2PU
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/B2PU
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/1aWU
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engaged in too much interactivity. Their cognitive load was too high to process new language 

functions. The observers, on the other hand, did not have to interact with the game and were 

able to concentrate on the new language demands presented. 

This finding about the impact of cognitive load on language acquisition is significant 

for music educators. When teaching new concepts and vocabulary to students, it may be most 

important to focus on engaging students in active listening to help students hear and 

understand the concepts before asking them to produce them on the instrument (Flowers, 

2002). This keeps the cognitive load down and allows students to process and internalize the 

new information before adding the interactivity of the musical instrument. 

Some research has pointed to other benefits of music education on other areas of 

student achievement. Bugos and Jacobs found some evidence for improved mathematics 

performance from regular instruction in composition, but they found no general effect on 

students language skills or abilities (Bugos & Jacobs, 2012). 

Regardless of the effect of music on language and mathematical development, Eisner 

and Legg both argue that the primary outcome of music education is not the development of 

non-musical skills. Eisner argues that these language, cognitive, and behavioral outcomes 

identified in the research are ancillary to the most meaningful outcomes of an arts education 

(1998). The primary outcomes are aesthetic outcomes that increase students sensitivity to 

artistic works, finding artistic concepts in nature, and better understanding the cultural 

foundation of artistic products (Eisner, 1998). While it may be interesting and valuable to 

understand the interplay of cognitive processes on musical skills and language development, 

the field of arts education is not justified by the results. Instead, we better understand how we 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/LRk9
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/LRk9
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/kNZV
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/aSmW/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/aSmW
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all learn, think, and experience the world and improve student instruction based on these 

understandings. 

Role of Vocabulary in Musical Development 

A few researchers highlighted the role of terminology and vocabulary in the 

development of musical skills. Diaz-Rico and Boyle & Peregoy highlight the role vocabulary 

plays in the schema development of second language learners (Boyle & Peregoy, 2001; 

Diaz-Rico, 2013). As students acquire new vocabulary and grammatical structures, these 

vocabulary words become the existing structure for new ideas to latch on to. Developing 

students’ vocabulary builds meaningful schema around which new vocabulary, more complex 

skills, and deeper understanding can be built. 

Byo recommends analyzing musical scores to prepare for teaching in order to find the 

key terminology and skills that students need to be successful on their concert repertoire. Byo 

stresses the importance of viewing musical terminology as representative of musical sounds 

that students need to identify by hearing and create on their instruments (Byo, 2014). 

Similarly, Walby stresses teaching musical vocabulary through a dialectic approach that gives 

students multiple opportunities to construct their understanding of a term and correct any 

misconceptions along the way (2011).  

Summary  

Understanding language development and music skill development is vital for 

understanding how these two processes might complement or detract from one another. 

Second language acquisition theories lead us to developing classroom environments that are 

supportive, communicative, and inviting for students creativity and contribution. Because of 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/iVLu+unz1
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/iVLu+unz1
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/aGgx
https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/maTT/?noauthor=1
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the similar level of risk-taking and creativity required in music classrooms, much of this can 

be applied to music education as well. 

While this study is attempting to understand what effect vocabulary instruction might 

have on musical development, most existing research studies music education’s effect on 

other cognitive processes. While there is some evidence that music interventions can improve 

pitch processing, speech, reading, and mathematics, the evidence for an effect is not 

conclusive. Instead, music educators should focus on promoting their programs based on the 

true artistic and aesthetic outcomes gained from studying the arts (Eisner, 1998).  

 

  

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/aSmW
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Chapter 3 - Research Methodology 

Research Design  
 

This study is an action study project that utilizes principles of quantitative data 

collection and data analysis to answer the research questions. This study utilizes a 

pretest/posttest design and intends to use descriptive statistics to evaluate the results. 

Research Questions 
 

Two research questions will help identify effective solutions to the problem. 

1. How does explicit vocabulary instruction and review affect high school 

instrumentalists performance skills as measured by the CHSAA large ensemble 

rating scale? 

2. How do high school instrumentalists view the usefulness of vocabulary 

instruction as a strategy to improve performance as measured by a student 

survey? 

Participants  
 

The students in the researcher's band class come from a diverse student body of high 

school (13-18 year old) students in an urban school district in Colorado. The students all 

have at least 1 year of experience playing a wind instrument and are enrolled in Symphonic 

Band. The students range in their experience in Band from one year to 5-7 years, and the 

study will begin after a few weeks of rehearsals.  

The band consists of 14 male students, 18 female students, and 1 gender 

nonconforming student. There are 8 freshmen, 9 sophomores, 11 juniors, and 5 seniors in the 
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class. Four students receive services for special education and 6 have been identified as 

gifted and talented. Six students are English language learners, with 5 students at the 3NEP 

level, and 1 student at the 2NEP level (language level determined by the WIDA Access test). 

60.6% of the students in the class are Hispanic, 21% are black, 6% represent two or more 

ethnicities 3% are Asian, and 3% are white. 

The participants included in this study are 6 students who turned in the consent form 

and were present on both the pre-test and post-test days. They include four brass players and 

2 woodwind players.  

Data Collection Instruments and Methods 
 

In order to answer the first research question, a performance assessment adapted from 

the Colorado High School Activities Association large ensemble will be given as the pre- 

and post-test assessment. The same scale will be administered for each student on both the 

Eb major scale and the tune America. The instrument is an 11-item scale adapted from the 

Colorado High School Activities Association solo and ensemble rating scale. Each element 

is rated on a scale from 1-5 with the following descriptors: 

1. Consistently demonstrates… 

2. Frequently demonstrates… 

3. Often demonstrates... 

4. Sometimes demonstrates... 

5. Never demonstrates… 

The criterion scored using the descriptors above are: 
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● Tone quality 

● Intonation 

● Balance/Blend 

● Posture 

● Note Accuracy 

● Rhythm 

● Precision 

● Technique 

● Dynamics 

● Phrasing 

● Interpretation/Style 

Student performances will be collected through the SmartMusic software and the data 

entered in a Google Form for each student performance and compiled in a spreadsheet.  

To answer the second research questions, students will take survey through Google 

Forms about their perceptions of the vocabulary instruction techniques implemented in the 

study. The instrument consists of Likert-type scale items about students perceptions of 

vocabulary instruction and its purpose in the ensemble classroom. 

Students will be asked to rate their agreement or disagreement with the following 

statements: 

● Vocabulary instruction helps me understand music. 

● Vocabulary instruction helps me become a better musician. 
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● Vocabulary instruction is a good use of rehearsal time. 

● Using the vocabulary box strategy in class helped me understand music better. 

● Using the word wall in class helped me understand music better. 

● Using the spaced repetition flashcards helped me understand music better. 

● Using the vocabulary box strategy in class helped me perform music better. 

● Using the word wall in class helped me perform music better. 

● Using the spaced repetition flashcards helped me perform music better. 

Data Security and Confidentiality   
 

The data and consent forms will be viewed only by the researcher. When compiling 

data, all data will be analyzed in the aggregate, and no student-level data will be shared. 

Consent forms and data will be secured in the researcher’s classroom and used only for the 

purposes of the research.  

Summary  
 

This study aims to understand the effect of explicit vocabulary instruction including 

Frayer models, word walls, and spaced repetition practice on the musical performance skills 

of high school band students in the researcher’s classroom. The study utilizes a 

prettest/posttest design and quantitative data analysis techniques. Two research questions will 

be explored: 1. How does explicit vocabulary instruction and review affect high school 

instrumentalists performance skills as measured by the CHSAA large ensemble rating scale? 

2. How do high school instrumentalists view the usefulness of vocabulary instruction as a 

strategy to improve performance as measured by a student survey. The instrument is adapted 

from the Colorado High School Activities Association adjudication rubric and includes 11 
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criteria in a rating scale. The survey is designed by the researcher and will measure student 

attitudes about vocabulary instruction using a Likert-type scale.  
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Chapter 4 - Results  

Results Overview  

The data overall points to a positive effect of vocabulary instruction on musical 

performance skills. Between the two week gap between pre-test and post-test, the average 

score on the assessment rose .99 points from 3.73 to 2.74. In this rating scale a score of 1 is 

“Superior”, and a score of 5 is “Not Prepared.” This indicates that students gained about one 

level on the rating scale overall.  

Due to time constraints in the researcher’s classroom, the survey of student attitudes 

about vocabulary instruction was not administered and the second research question was not 

able to be answered. 

Data Analysis 

Table 1 

Performance Assessment Results using adapted CHSAA rating scale 

 
Pre-Test 
Median 

Pre-Test 
Mean 

Post-Test 
Median 

Post-Test 
Mean 

Median 
Change 

Mean 
Change 

Average Score 3.73 3.73 2.74 2.64 0.99 1.09 

Tone Quality 3.33 3 2.6 2 0.73 1 

Intonation 3.83 3.5 2.8 2 1.03 1.5 

Balance/Blend 3.16 3.5 2 2 1.16 1.5 

Posture 2.16 2 1.4 1 0.76 1 

Note Accuracy 2.83 3 2.6 2 0.23 1 

Rhythm 3.16 3.5 2.4 2 0.76 1.5 

Precision 4 4.5 4 4 0 0.5 

Technique 3.83 4 3.4 4 0.43 0 

Dynamics 4.4 5 2.4 3 2 2 

Phrasing 4.33 4.5 3 3 1.33 1.5 

Interpretation/Style 4.16 4.5 3 3 1.16 1.5 
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Table 1 summarizes the results of the study. The total score for students improved 1 

point, from 3.73 (indicating that students demonstrated the concepts “Often”) to 2.74 

(indicating that students demonstrated the concepts “Frequently). This is a significant amount 

of growth for these students in two weeks and indicates positive growth for these students 

after the instructional intervention. 

The element of music that showed the most growth from pre-test to post-test is 

Dynamics, increasing from a median score of 4.4 to 2.4. Five categories showed increases 

greater than 1 point: Intonation (1.03), Balance/Blend (1.16), Dynamics (2), Phrasing (1.33), 

and Style/Interpretation (1.16). No categories showed a negative change, and only one 

category showed no average change (precision).  

Notably, the categories that showed the most growth were the categories that began 

with some of the lowest starting scores (Dynamics 4.4, Phrasing 4.33, and Interpretation/Style 

4.16). Some of the growth might be a natural regression to the mean or students performance 

skills increasing after the “summer slide.”  

Precision showed no improvement according to the data collection tool. This may be 

due to the nature of “precision” as an aspect of music. Precision requires finely attuned 

attention to the specific aspects of all the other elements. Precision comes with deliberate and 

diligent practice on the instrument and is unlikely to be affected by simple vocabulary 

instruction.  
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Answers to the Research Questions 

The first research question focuses on the impact of vocabulary instruction on musical 

performance skills: How does explicit vocabulary instruction and review affect high school 

instrumentalists performance skills as measured by the CHSAA large ensemble rating scale? 

The results preliminarily indicate that vocabulary has a positive impact on student 

performance skills, but the sample size is too small to make definitive conclusions about the 

effects of the intervention. The data indicates that vocabulary instruction may be particularly 

influential over the expressive qualities of music (dynamics, phrasing, and style), while only 

marginal effects on more technical qualities of music (tone quality, rhythm, and note 

accuracy).  

No data was collected to answer the second research question: How do high school 

instrumentalists view the usefulness of vocabulary instruction as a strategy to improve 

performance as measured by a student survey?  
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Chapter 5 - Discussion and Conclusion 

 

Overview  

Music teachers should not shy away from explicit vocabulary instruction in the 

ensemble performance classroom. While the sample size is small, students showed increased 

performance skills after the instructional intervention. Vocabulary instruction is likely to 

reinforce cognitive structures around the dimensions of music and directs student attention to 

specific elements of music performance.  

The elements that showed the greatest increase in scores are expressive dimensions of 

music including: Balance/Blend, Dynamics, Phrasing, and Style/Interpretation. They are 

concerned primarily with the emotional expression of music, while many of the items that 

showed a change less than one (posture, tone quality, note accuracy, rhythm, precision, and 

technique) are primarily concerned with the technical facility on the instrument. This may 

suggest that vocabulary instruction affects the expressive qualities of music performance 

more than the technical qualities of musical performance.  

Problem Solutions  

Explicit vocabulary instruction in the ensemble classroom increases both students 

mastery and use of vocabulary in the classroom but can also positively impact students music 

performance skills. Regular vocabulary instruction and review can help students build deeper 

understandings of musical concepts that they can bring to bear on their performances. Time is 

the most valuable resource in any classroom and band directors should utilize musical 

vocabulary to help students understand music and make better independent musical decisions 
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in their practice and performance. Most importantly, vocabulary instruction provides schema 

that help students organize their thinking around listening to, performing, and creating music.  

Connecting vocabulary to musical expression and musical technique is essential. 

Students should experience concepts in listening and apply them in performance in order to 

develop the deep dialectical understandings of music needed for sophisticated performances. 

Students need a framework for understanding the musical experiences they participate in and 

vocabulary instruction establishes that framework effectively. 

Strengths and Weaknesses 

The project demonstrates the challenges and advantages of action research. While the 

results are useful in the classroom, the small sample size and irregularity in testing conditions 

limits the results to the immediate setting of the research. It does, however, provide some 

insight into the relationship between vocabulary and musical performance skills. The primary 

weakness of the project is the small sample size. Only a handful of participants returned the 

consent form and only a subset of those participants were present to take the pretest and 

posttest. This significantly limits the generalizability of the results and indicates that further 

research would be necessary to draw a definitive conclusion.  

The project also demonstrates the challenge of time in action research. As a practitioner 

and a researcher, the multiple demands of our time from curriculum, to school initiatives, to 

performances all combine to make reliable and valid research difficult. The deepened 

understandings of practice and learning are the goal, but it does require an additional 

investment of time and energy in the classroom. 
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Another significant weakness of the project is the rating scale used as a data collection 

tool. The Colorado High School Activity Association solo and ensemble form has not been 

evaluated for its reliability and validity as an assessment tool. Further evaluation of the rating 

scale could improve the generalizability of the results or selecting a rubric with established 

reliability and validity data for a single rater. 

Influential Factors 

This study presents a number of threats to validity and reliability. As a 

research-practitioner, the author has established relationships with the participants and has 

known some of the participants for years. The researcher intended to be as objective as 

possible, but the prior relationship with participants may have impacted the results.  

The word wall in the instructional unit was posted in the classroom, but was not 

referred to much throughout the instructional unit. Students had the same information in their 

vocabulary box packet and used their packets in review activities and while discussing music 

in the classroom.  

Further Investigation  

One potential area for further investigation is to explore the distinction between 

expressive qualities and technical qualities in the results. A studied that compared the effect 

of vocabulary instruction that differentiates between expressive qualities and technical 

qualities could help illuminate the details of vocabulary instruction and musical performance 

skills. 

Generally, there is a lack of reliable and valid assessment tools for use by practitioners 

in the classroom. Most music instructors rely on their own rubrics, rating scales, or adapt 
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festival adjudication forms for use in the classroom. While this is certainly a workable 

solution for classrooms, it calls into question the use of these rubrics and rating scales in the 

high stakes environment of grades and credits present in modern American schools. More 

reliable assessment tools would provide more opportunities for action researchers and for 

music education practitioners.  

 

  



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 32 
 

References 

Besson, M., Schön, D., Moreno, S., Santos, A., & Magne, C. (2007). Influence of musical expertise and 

musical training on pitch processing in music and language. Restorative Neurology and 

Neuroscience, 25(3-4), 399–410. 

Boyle, O., & Peregoy, S. (2001). Reading, writing and learning in ESL. Association. 

Bugos, J., & Jacobs, E. (2012). Composition Instruction and Cognitive Performance: Results of a Pilot 

Study. Research and Issues in Music Education, 10(1). Retrieved from 

http://ir.stthomas.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1013&context=rime 

Byo, J. L. (2014). Applying Score Analysis to a Rehearsal Pedagogy of Expressive Performance. Music 

Educators Journal, 101(2), 76–82. 

Colman, D. (n.d.). Ira Glass on the Art of Story Telling. Retrieved August 21, 2017, from 

http://www.openculture.com/2009/10/ira_glass_on_the_art_of_story_telling.html 

DeHaan, J., Reed, W. M., & Kuwanda, K. (2010). The effect of interactivity with a music video game on 

second language vocabulary recall. Language Learning and Technology, 14(2), 74–94. 

Diaz-Rico, L. T. (2013). The crosscultural, language, and academic development handbook: A complete 

K-12 reference guide. Pearson Higher Ed. 

Eisner, E. W. (1998). Does Experience in the Arts Boost Academic Achievement? Journal of Art & 

Design Education, 17(1), 51–60. 

Flowers, P. J. (2002). What Was That?—Talking About What We Hear in Music. Update: Applications of 

Research in Music Education, 21(2), 42–51. 

Kennedy, E. P., & Torres-Santos, R. (Fall 2016). Music and words: Connecting the love of music with 

language. CUNY Academic Works. Retrieved from 

http://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1114&context=kb_pubs 

http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/A37s
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/A37s
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/A37s
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/A37s
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/A37s
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/A37s
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/A37s
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/unz1
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/unz1
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/unz1
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/kNZV
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/kNZV
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/kNZV
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/kNZV
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/kNZV
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/kNZV
http://ir.stthomas.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1013&context=rime
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aGgx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aGgx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aGgx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aGgx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aGgx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aGgx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/oiWkV
http://www.openculture.com/2009/10/ira_glass_on_the_art_of_story_telling.html
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1aWU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1aWU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1aWU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1aWU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1aWU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1aWU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/iVLu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/iVLu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/iVLu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/iVLu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aSmW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aSmW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aSmW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aSmW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aSmW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/aSmW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/LRk9
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/LRk9
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/LRk9
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/LRk9
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/LRk9
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/LRk9
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/Htem
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/Htem
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/Htem
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/Htem
http://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1114&context=kb_pubs


VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 33 
 

Kennedy, R., & Scott, A. (2005). A pilot study: the effects of music therapy interventions on middle 

school students’ ESL skills. Journal of Music Therapy, 42(4), 244–261. 

Legg, R. (2009). Using Music to Accelerate Language Learning: An Experimental Study. Research in 

Education, 82(1), 1–12. 

Lisk, E. (2000). Alternative Rehearsal Techniques: Teaching accessories. Hal Leonard. 

Schunk, H. A. (1999). The Effect of Singing Paired with Signing on Receptive Vocabulary Skills of 

Elementary ESL Students. Journal of Music Therapy, 36(2), 110–124. 

Sheldon, R., Boonshaft, P., Black, D., & Phillips, B. (2011). Sound Innovations - Conductor’s Score 

(Concert Band), Book 2: Teacher's Score for this Revolutionary Concert Band Method for 

Early-Intermediate Musicians. Alfred Music. 

Speh, A. J., & Ahramjian, S. D. (2010). Teaching without a common language: Synchronicities between 

the pedagogies of music and second language acquisition. Bulletin of the Transilvania University of 

Braşov• Vol, 3, 52–2010. 

Standley, J. M. (2008). Does Music Instruction Help Children Learn to Read? Evidence of a 

Meta-Analysis. Update: Applications of Research in Music Education, 27(1), 17–32. 

Walby, N. (2011). Tell Me What You Hear. Music Educators Journal, 98(2), 55–60. 

Wish, D. (2016). Music as a Second Language and The Modern Band Movement. Little Kids Rock. 

 

http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/B2PU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/B2PU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/B2PU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/B2PU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/B2PU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/B2PU
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/nKgu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/nKgu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/nKgu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/nKgu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/nKgu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/nKgu
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/sHPx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/sHPx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/sHPx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/sHPx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/sHPx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/sHPx
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/RBUi
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/RBUi
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/RBUi
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/RBUi
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/RBUi
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/RBUi
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/RBUi
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/wVh6
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/wVh6
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/wVh6
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/wVh6
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/wVh6
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/wVh6
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/maTT
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/maTT
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/maTT
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/maTT
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/maTT
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1joqW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1joqW
http://paperpile.com/b/D6Gf6r/1joqW


VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 34 
 

Appendix A 

The following slides were used to discuss and frame discussions around the music listened to 

in class. Students generated the examples and strategies for practicing and reflected on their 

progress in class using these definitions. The pages about intonation and tuning are from 

Lisk’s text (2000). 

 

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/fIDc/?noauthor=1


VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 35 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 36 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 37 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 38 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 39 
 

 

 

 

 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 40 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 41 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 42 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 43 
 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 44 
 

 



VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION AND MUSICAL PERFORMANCE SKILLS 45 
 

Appendix B 

 

(Include all data-gathering instruments such as assessments, surveys, questionnaires 

observation checklists, interview questions, etc.) 

Data Collection Tool
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Music For Assessment 

 

(Sheldon et al. 2011) 

 

  

https://paperpile.com/c/D6Gf6r/HqFR
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Appendix C 
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