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Why is Creativity Important? 



Creativity in Music Education 

●  Young Composers Project (1959) 

●  Contemporary Music Project (1959-1973) 

●  Bennington Institute (1962) 

●  Yale Seminar (1963) 

●  Manhattanville Music Curriculum Project (1966-70) 

●  Ann Arbor Symposium III (1982) 



Music Education Standards 

●  National Standards for Music Education (1994) 

●  National Core Arts Standards (2014) 



Research on Music Creativity 

●  Guilford & Torrence 

●  Definitions of Creativity 

●  Research Around CMAs 

●  Obstacles 

●  Resources 



●  Florida music teachers (n = 89) felt least prepared to 
teach improvisation and composition. 
(Byo, 1999) 
 

●  Teachers in South Carolina felt their undergraduate 
college courses left them less prepared to teaching 
arranging, composing, and improvising than any of the 
other 1994 Standards. 
(Adderley, 1996) 

Survey Studies 



Survey Studies 

●  Of the nine 1994 National Standards, New York State 
band directors felt least prepared by their 
undergraduate courses to teach composition and 
improvisation. 
(Snell, 2013) 



Survey Studies 

●  Undergraduates felt only slightly to moderately 
confident to teach improvisation standards, slightly to 
moderately confident in their own ability to improvise, 
but felt moderately to greatly interested in learning more 
about how to teach improvisation 
(Bernhard and Stringhams, 2015) 



The Problem 

In a 2017 study of New York State school 

music teachers, Piazza discovered recent 

music education graduates reported receiving 

less instruction and exposure to creative 

musical activities than previous generations. 



Purpose 

To compare pre-service music teachers’ and 

music teacher educators’ self-reported 

experiences with creative musical activities 

and their perceived levels of importance in 

undergraduate curricula. 



Research Questions 

1.  How are Creative Musical Activities (CMAs) defined by pre-
service music teachers and music teacher educators? 

2.  What types of CMAs are being incorporated in 
undergraduate music education curricula? 

3.  In what ways are CMAs being incorporated in undergraduate 
music education curricula? 

4.  How prepared do pre-service music teachers feel to 
incorporate CMAs in their future classrooms? 

5.  How well do music teacher educators feel they are preparing 
pre-service music teachers to incorporate CMAs in their 
future music classrooms? 



Methodology 

●  Quantitative Survey Study 

●  Modified existing survey 

●  Anonymous, split-form survey with multiple sections 



Creativity Definitions 

●  Generating a musical product that is novel or unique (Amabile & Pillemer, 
2012) 

●  Implementing musical ideas or products that are original and valued 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2015) 

●  Taking musical risks; imagining and interpreting music in new ways 
(Hickey & Webster, 2001) 

●  Manipulating and organizing musical sound (Nelson, 2004) 

●  Generating (improvising and composing) AND recreating (performing 
existing repertoire) (Snell, 2013) 

●  Engaging the mind in the active, structured process of thinking in sound for 
the purpose of producing some product that is new for the creator 
(Webster, 2013) 



Creative Musical Activities 

●  Arranging - the manipulation of preexisting musical ideas to 

create an original work; 

●  Composing - the creation and preservation (with or without 

notation) of original ideas; 

●  Improvising - the spontaneous creation of original musical 

ideas (without revision). 



Undergraduate Courses 

●  Theory 

●  History/Musicology 

●  Applied Lessons 

●  Performance Ensembles 

●  General Music Methods 

●  Instrumental/Choral 

Methods 

●  Voice Technique 

●  Piano Technique 

●  Instrument Techniques 

●  Student Teaching 

Experience 



Feelings of Preparedness 

Pre-service music teachers: 

●  Personal level of comfort 

●  Preparedness to include 

●  Likeliness to include 

●  Free-response prompt 

Music teacher educators: 

●  Personal level of comfort 

●  Preparedness to include 

●  Preparedness of PSMT 

●  Free-response prompt 



Sampling and Data Collection 

●  National Association of Schools of Music (NASM) website 

●  Survey emailed to 588 music teacher educators 

●  Social media posting in 8 Facebook groups 

●  331 responses 

○  236 pre-service music teachers; 95 music teacher educators 

○  292 email; 39 social media 

●  Survey closed (February 8, 2019) 



Results 



Recruitment Location 

No significant differences in distribution of the following variables 
based on recruitment location: 
 

●  Definition of creative musical activities (CMAs) 

●  Importance of including CMAs in preK-12 instruction 

●  Importance for preK-12 music teachers to foster the 

development of creativity 

●  Requirements to include CMAs in any undergraduate course 

●  Personal level of comfort with CMAs 

●  Feelings of preparedness by MTEs or undergraduates 



Research Question 1 

Research Question 1: 
How are Creative Musical Activities defined by pre-service music 
teachers and music teacher educators? 

 

Survey Question 3 & 31: 
In your opinion, which of the following BEST defines Creative 
Musical Activities? 



Research Question 1 



Research Question 1 

Undergrad MTE 

Active, structured 
process of thinking 

n = 69 
29.2% 

n = 31 
32.6% 

Generating and 
recreating 

n = 76 
32.2% 

n = 21 
22.1% 

Imagining and 
interpreting 

n = 55 
23.3% 

n = 17 
17.9% 



Research Question 2 

Research Question 2: 
What types of creative musical activities are being incorporated 
in undergraduate music education curricula? 

 

Survey Questions 9-11: 
Were you asked to arrange, compose, and/or improvise in the 
following classes? 



Research Question 2 



Research Question 2 



Research Question 2 



Research Question 2 



Percentages Arranging Composing Improvising 

Theory 69.4% 91.1% 39.1% 

History/Musicology 22.2% 23.5% 12.8% 

Applied Lessons 20.6% 14.5% 55.0% 

Performance Ensembles 21.0% 11.2% 53.4% 

General Music Methods 50.9% 42.9% 54.7% 

Instrumental/Choral Methods 46.2% 27.4% 37.7% 

Voice Technique 13.6% 9.0% 25.6% 

Piano Technique 40.4% 25.9% 49.5% 

Instrumental Technique 31.4% 19.9% 30.2% 

Student Teaching 45.7% 29.3% 41.5% 

Research Question 2 



Research Question 2 



Research Question 3 

Research Question 3: 
In what ways are CMAs being incorporated in undergraduate 
music education curricula? 

 

Survey Question 12: 
Describe a project you did, or a class in which you felt you could 
be particularly creative. Have you experienced a particular 
emphasis (or lack thereof) on arranging, composing, or 
improvising activities as an undergraduate student? 



Themes from Student Descriptions 

●  Perceived Importance 

●  Importance in High School 

●  Student-Initiated 

●  Minimal Experience 

●  Desire for More 

●  Western Historical Period 



Theme: Perceived Importance 

“The most interesting thing about this survey is that I am 
currently student teaching, and am being asked to arrange, 
improvise, and compose works on a day to day basis. These are 
some of the skills and activities I use the most.” 

“Improvising is the most important part of my musicality, as I 
have experienced so far.” 

“I was able to compose an eight measure song with words in my 
fundamentals of music theory course. I haven't had a lot of 
opportunities to do something like that, but I believe that knowing 
how to create what you perform is wildly important.” 



Theme: High School 

“When I was in high school . . . I ended up arranging Don't Stop 
Believing for seven soloists including myself, and we all 
performed it at the semester concert. This experience, along 
with various others, are what inspired me to pursue a career 
in music education.” 

“In choir when I was in high school we would spend at least one 
class improvising.” 

“Most of the time that I was able to be creative was back in high 
school with jazz band.” 



Theme: Student Initiated 

“I am enrolled in an arranging class. I also have taken a few 
semesters of improv. I went out of my way for both of these 
experiences.” 

“As someone who loves to compose and improvise . . . I have to 
look to my own free time to pursue those creative musical 
aspects.” 

“[Creative Musical Activities were] incorporated in my private 
lessons because I was interested, not because it was part of 
the curriculum.” 

(emphasis added) 

 



Theme: Minimal Experience 

“There are not many creative endeavors in our undergraduate 
experience.” 

“There were some opportunities where I had the chance to do 
so, but these opportunities were scarce.” 

“I have experienced a particular lack of emphasis on arranging 
and improvising activities as an undergraduate student.” 

“We have one class based on arranging but it doesn't help me or 
my peers be creative. I've done no composing in college so far 
and little improvising.” 



Discrepant Statements 

“For me, I was required to do a decent amount of each of these 
three things fairly equally.” 

“I feel like I have had a lot of opportunities to be creative in my 
undergrad, particularly in my Tech in Music Ed class.” 

“In aural skills we had to arrange, compose, improvise, and 
perform every week.” 

“All types of creative music experiences have been woven 
throughout other coursework (other than a required arranging 
course), with a heavy focus on composition.” 



“Composing a piece that would sound similar to Erlkönig.” 

“We composed a sentence and a period that would later be used 
to compose a motet and a sonata.” 

“My most creative project was in my orchestration class where 
we arranged Debussy, Bach, Bolero, Mozart, and the Final 
Countdown for various ensembles.” 

“In my Music History courses, we were required to compose an 
isorhythmic motet, as well as a Romantic-style lied using a poem 
we chose.” 

“We had a project to arrange madrigals in Music History.” 

Theme: Western historical period 



Theme: Desire for More 

“I feel as though [my orchestration] class was the only class I 
ever had that incorporated creative musical activities, I feel as 
though it needs to be better implemented as a standard for 
educating music education majors.” 

“I wish more classes allowed for these creative opportunities, 
because I certainly feel there is a lack of this freedom in most 
undergraduate music courses.” 

“I definitely won't have enough skill leaving these classes to 
teach my students how to improvise, which I think it the most 
important part of being a musician.” 



Research Questions 4 & 5 

Research Question 4: 
How prepared do pre-service music teachers feel to incorporate 
CMAs in their future classrooms? 

 

Research Question 5: 
How well do music teacher educators feel they are preparing 
pre-service music teachers to include CMAs in their future music 
classrooms? 



Composing Arranging Improvising  

Pre-service Music 
Teachers feelings of 
preparation 

M = 2.28 
(n = 236) 

M = 2.33 
(n = 236) 

M = 2.32 
(n = 236) 

Music Teacher Educators 
perceptions of pre-service 
music teachers’ levels of 
preparation 

M = 2.24 
(n = 236) 

M = 2.42 
(n = 236) 

M = 2.34 
(n = 236) 

Preparation to Include CMAs 



Importance to Develop Creativity 



Importance to Include Arranging 



Importance to Include Composing 



Importance to Include Improvising 



MTE Theme: Perceived Importance 

“I emphatically believe that the inclusion of these activities 

and a strong level of comfort in these skills, coupled with an 

equally strong philosophy of Music Education that drives 

future teachers to ensure these activities are regularly 

made available to music students, are all critical to the 

future success and health of our profession.” 



MTE Theme: Perceived Importance 

“Although CMAs are involved in many music education 

courses, these courses are a drop in the bucket on the 

other performative-based courses and ensembles that take 

up student attention. Without a more balanced approach, I 

fear students will continue to be ill-prepared to engage 

learners in CMAs and will recreate the heavy, performative-

focused models of school music.” 



MTE Theme: Perceived Importance 

“With the emphasis of the four artistic processes in the 

National Arts Learning Standards for Music, it is 

IMPERATIVE that CREATING be at the forefront of music 

education. . .The Creative thread should be pulled all the 

way through the undergraduate curricula to ensure creating 

will be an emphasis in schools as graduates go out to 

teach.” 

(emphasis original) 



Discussion and 
Recommendations 



Practical Applications 



Improvising Exercise 

Melody 

Bass 

Rhythmic improvising 

Guide tone lines 

Big beat arpeggios 

Passing/neighbor tones 



Improvising Exercise 

Embellishment 



Other Improvisation Ideas 

Call and response 

●  Rhythm only 

●  Major – three notes 

●  Minor – three notes 

Embellish a melody 



Composition Idea - 1 

1. Write a 4 line poem

2. Notate the rhythm to the text

3. Add pitches to the rhythm

4. Write a bass line to accompany the melody



Composition Idea - 2 

1. Write an 8-measure, diatonic melody and bass line

2. Major Tonality

3. Use ONLY tonic, dominant, and subdominant

4. You may use conventional notation, or any other means 
to preserve and share your composition
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