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Outcomes Assessment: A

Process For Improving
Music Teacher Education

By Joe B. Buttram

Ball State University

movement that educators throughout our sys-

utcomes assessment, defined gen-
erally, is a process used for the

evaluation of the productivity of

educational programs. This

tem of education must be prepared to meet,
Outcomes assessment

process may be applied to all
aspects of an educational in-
stitution, and the outcomes
of interest may be many and
varied. When applied to aca-
demic programs, however,
the outcome of interest is
studentlearning. Inthis case,
the process is sometimes re-
ferred to as “academic as-
sessment.”

Some sources date the cur-
rent outcomes assessment
movement from the early
1980s, and developments
have occurred rapidly since
that time.! The impetus for
development has been both
internal and external. Insome
cases, school systems and in-

“IMusic education]
students gradually
become more
proficient in
self-assessment
and enthusiastic
about improving
themselves. And
perhaps this is the
‘lesson within the
lesson’ of
outcomes
assessment.”

efforts in higher education
have become formalized
and inclusive, incorporat-
ing almost all aspects of
the operation of the institu-
tion.45 To a great extent,
early academic efforts in
assessment have been con-
cerned with general educa-
tion. Often, these efforts
take the form of standard-
ized tests for assessing ba-
sic skills and for general
purposes of access, place-
ment, and remediation.®
To a lesser degree, efforts
have been made to apply
this approach to “content
areas,” including some as-
pects of the college music
major program—perfor-

stitutions of higher education
have adopted this approach
for the purpose of institutional improvement; in
other cases, state agencies have mandated this
evaluative procedure for accountability pur-
poses.?? For whatever reason, based on the
flood of recent literature on the subject, out-
comes assessment appears to be a pervasive
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mance, music history, and
music theory.”
Assessment in some form or other is not
new to music educators and has been ongo-
ing for some time.89.10,11 What appears to
distinguish outcomes assessment from these
prior efforts, however, is the emphasis on
four structural components:
e evaluation of performance in context;
e self-assessment by music education stu-
dents;
e active faculty involvement; and
e feedback for curricular improvement.
These particular aspects of an outcomes as-
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sessment program, as addressed in this article,
appear to be particularly adaptable to the im-
provement of music teacher preparation.

Outcomes Assessment and Music
Teacher Training

In the initial stages of development of a pro-
gram of outcomes assessment, the music unit
should consider the methods of evaluation that
are already present. These may include:

1) admission or placement assessments such
as auditions, theory screening tests, student
interviews and written statements;
2) assessment or retention, such as course
grades, jury examinations, varied competency
requirements, recitals, and so on;
3) final evaluation requirements immediately
prior to graduation; and
4) follow-up studies of graduates.12
The collection of such data is most useful
and provides a context for the outcomes as-
sessment components described below.
Step 1. Evaluation of Performance in
Context

It is important to recognize that learning is
not so much the accumulation of course
credits and competencies, but the “actual
ability to perform...or...the demonstrations
of the use and application of knowledge.”13
It seems doubtful that many will regard this
idea as new or take issue with it. But what
may be important is not the newness or ac-
ceptability of the idea, but the fact that it is
not necessary to spend a lot of time (at least
initially) in revising or completely redoing
the curriculum to produce what is “hoped” to
be the model teacher. Rather, performance
in the teaching situation becomes the starting
point for assessment, and specific improve-
ments can be made from that point in the
context of the present program.

Given the need to evaluate performance in
context, it is important to identify or provide
opportunities to assess strengths and weak-
nesses of the future teacher under actual
teaching or comparable conditions. Some
possibilities include laboratory or rehearsal
experiences, simulated practice-teaching ex-
periences, observation and teacher-aid as-
signments, student teaching, and the initial
years of actual teaching. The adoption of the
“intern year” by some states provides an ex-
tended opportunity for formal and systematic
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assessment involving mentor/colleagues, fac-
ulty mentors from the music unit, and school
administrators. Another approach being con-
sidered consists of a follow-up period total-
ing four years: one intern year, and three
years of close association between the new
teacher and a college or university music fac-
ulty/mentor. 14
Step 2. Self-Assessment By Students

Music education majors are likely to be
aware of their shortcomings and strengths
while actively teaching. Thus, guided by ob-
servations and questioning, they can provide
valuable information about their needs for
additional information and skills. Such infor-
mation is readily seen by the student as “rel-
evant,” and therefore effective remediation is
enhanced. The ability to “self-assess” in this
manner and to seek further learning is a most
important general outcome in the training of
the future professional. In the stages of early
training, however, students may know that
they are having problems but may not know
precisely why. Therefore, in the develop-
ment of the student’s ability to self-assess,
systematic observations of the student “in ac-
tion” by faculty members, supervisors, men-
tors, or other capable observers are very im-
portant. Faculty who take a caring attitude
with students and who are keen observers
are most likely to provide legitimate data on
which decisions for the improvement of mu-
sic teacher education can be made.1>

Some practical questions can be consid-
ered at this point. Certainly, a program must
develop reliable procedures for making such
reports and observations, both for students
and faculty. What resources will be needed
to accomplish this? Where will the faculty
get the time, and how can the data be man-
aged? These concerns are very practical and
must be acknowledged and dealt with effec-
tively. A partial answer may be the “assess-
ment portfolio.”16 With this approach, the
student is charged with the responsibility of
keeping a detailed record of progress (in the
portfolio) throughout undergraduate study
and the early years of teaching, noting
achievements and difficulties, strengths and
weaknesses. Given careful attention and
planning of the content and organization of
the portfolio by the faculty, and reasonable
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direction by the academic
advisor, students can fulfill
this responsibility.

Step 3. Active Faculty In-
volvement

A third critical feature in-
cludes the active involve-
ment of the faculty in the
assessment process. For
best results, this requires a
“team effort” involving a siz-
able portion of the faculty of
the entire music unit—a for-
midable challenge. Faculty
may resist any approach that
appears to be imposed on
them, or they simply may be
unable to function effec-
tively in a new process.
Considerable persuasion and
orientation to the process, as
well as retraining, may be
required. Also, faculty rep-
resent a wide array of diver-
gent perspectives and inter-
ests which may need to be
“compromised” in order to
work effectively in a new
context. Some hypothetical
illustrations of possible fac-
ulty concerns seem appro-
priate at this point (see box
at right).

While these remarks are
intended with some levity,
they also may reflect unspo-
ken truths that undoubtedly
are the source of many diffi-
culties encountered by ef-
forts similar to outcomes as-
sessment. Indeed, it is no
small challenge to move
needed individuals into a
mutually supportive position
that will promote (or even
allow) success. Faculty and
others, however, must be
persuaded of their important
role in a potentially success-
ful process. And, very
likely, such persuasion will
be more successful in cases
of music units with primary
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et us assume that music education faculty
would be the first to recognize the efficacy
of a new assessment process and be eager
to participate. Realistically, some of these faculty
may consider music education to be “their turf,”

- contend that what has worked well for them in the
past will continue to work, and otherwise resist the

_process, noting that “this new fad will also pass.”
Some music theory faculty may respond quite well
to the idea of requests from music education for
special emphasis on particular problems, while oth-
ers may think the real answer lies in revising the
theory program to reflect a “horizontal rather than
vertical approach,” or a “creative rather than pedes-
trian” program. Music history faculty may suggest
the addition of new courses in the undergraduate
sequence, asking, “How can one do justice to 2000
years of history in the short time allotted, anyway?”

- Ensemble conductors, anxious to take advantagé of -
possible curricular changes, may be certain that the
proper response to outcomes assessment Concerns is
additional time spent in ensemble and/or “live con-
ducting/performance situations.” Performance fac-
ulty may be the least likely to involve themselves in
any such development and will likely continue to
espouse and defend the traditional one-to-one in-
struction. Thus, various faculty or “factions”
among the music faculty may have special interests
or agendas to accomplish through (or to protect
from) academic assessment. The orchestration of
these individual perspectives in such a manner as to
make outcomes assessment an effective program
may be, indeed, a formidable challenge.

- Close communication and cooperation between

the music unit and the teacher education department
is called for; but on some campuses this is consid- :
ered basic heresy. Music and other administrators,
upon considering the various views of the faculty,
the immense change that may be misunderstood,
and the resources that will be required, may fmd
support of this effort difficult at best.
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or major commitment to music education and
with a total faculty committed to this mission.
In any case, faculty trained in outcomes as-
sessment are essential to the fulfillment of
the fourth step in the process, using feed-
back from this process for improving the cur-
riculum.
Step 4. Feedback for Curriculum Im-
provement

There is no more recognizable and familiar
feature of outcomes assessment than the cor-
rective feedback loop; simply assessing stu-
dent performance as described will not result
in program improvement. What i{s necessary
is to devise a systematic means of improve-
ment of curricula as a major goal of the out-
comes assessment process. Ideally, this pro-
cess will involve the entire music unit. Fol-
lowing assessment of outcomes, curriculum
improvement should consist of determining
needed adjustments, setting priorities, judg-
ing the feasibility of adjustments, and imple-
menting change.

A Case Study: Outcomes Assess-
merit

The following is a brief account of the ap-
plication of these ideas to a program in out-
comes assessment now in process at the
School of Music of Ball State University.
First, information was gathered from student
teachers and from those in the intern year
(Steps 1 and 2 combined). Primarily, the in-
formation received focused on problems en-
countered in teaching and observations
about the need for additional information
and skills. Concerns expressed by students
indicated a lack of sufficient preparation in
the following categories:

» General: classroom discipline, organiza-
tional skills, classroom and rehearsal manage-
ment;
s Musical: score reading, aural skills, piano
skills;
e Pedagogical: methods, materials, instru-
mental and vocal techniques, sequencing of
studies; and
¢ Administrative areas: organizational skills,
fund raising, relating to upper administration
and some faculty.
Generally, the students interviewed were
very interested in the evaluative process and

in their participation in improving their
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university’s undergraduate music teacher
education curriculum.

Second, individuals who served as observ-
ers of these as well as other student teachers
were consulted (Step 3). Faculty providing
such observations included those supervising
student teaching, ensemble conductors ob-
serving students during student teaching and
during the intern year, and faculty teaching
conducting and laboratory participation
courses. Supervising teachers, mentors, and
administrators in the public schools were

-also consulted.

There was strong consistency between ob-
servations made by the faculty and by the stu-
dents. Although problems varied, two areas of
concern were frequently identified: classroom
management and rehearsal techniques. These
two important areas of music teacher prepara-
tion were then presented to the entire school
of music faculty. Discussion centered on how
to correct the problems and get feedback for
curricular improvement (Step 4) of the evalua-
tive process.

Classroom Management

This general heading included manage-
ment of large general music classes, class
planning and organization, motivating stu-
dents, creating a positive classroom environ-
ment, and solving discipline problems. First,
the current music teacher education curricu-
lum was examined. Faculty noted that
preparation in classroom management was
contained in several courses in the profes-
sional education sequence. Both students
and music education faculty, however, were
concerned that much of the information
seemed “theory-based,” too general in na-
ture, and lacking in applicability to actual
music teaching situations. Music education
faculty agreed to further analyze the content
provided in the professional education se-
quence, determine opportunities for transfer
and reinforcement of these ideas in the mu-
sic classroom, and create opportunities to
“practice” these techniques in realistic situa-
tions. Also, pre-student teaching seminars
and seminars during student teaching were
revised to focus on classroom management.

Early and continuous coordination with
faculty providing the professional education
sequence was emphasized, including greater
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“Notsurprisingly, students were found to be an important source of

suggestions for improvement of the music teacher education

curriculum. Having identified deficiencies, many can pinpoint ways

in which these deficiencies might be rectified.”

care in the placement of students and faculty
assigned for observation of student teachers.
Student-teaching supervisors, cooperating
teachers, and collegial and faculty mentors
were made more aware of the students’
needs for assistance in classroom manage-
ment and stood ready to assist student teach-
ers and first-year interns. Finally, special
workshops and summer seminars on class-
room management were offered during the
new teachers’ formative years.

Rehearsal Techniques

In this category, evaluation indicated that
new teachers needed more training in score
reading, aural skills, instrumental and vocal
techniques, podium authority and physical
skills, and general rehearsal organization and
management.

Opportunities for program improvement
were apparent to faculty in several areas.
More attention should be given to develop-
ment of aural skills in music theory, particu-
larly those skills that transfer to teaching situa-
tions. Development of the ability to “hear”
what is on the score is a skill that must be ap-
proached specifically. Some faculty believed
that much can be accomplished in music
theory in developing rhythmic and physical
skills needed for conducting. Opportunities
for use and development of these skills can be
systematically provided, then, in conducting
and laboratory courses. Faculty concluded
that increased opportunity to practice conduct-
ing under “real” conditions would be imple-
mented. Finally, the readily available technol-
ogy, offering feedback to students learning all
aspects of conducting, are to be incorporated
into the conducting course sequence.

Not surprisingly, students were found to be
an important source of suggestions for im-
provement of the music teacher education
curriculum. Having identified deficiencies,
many can pinpoint ways in which these defi-
clencies might be rectified. Also, student or-
ganizations are eager to invite and sponsor

current student teachers and new teachers to
address the issues. Best yet, students gradu-
ally become more proficient in self-assess-
ment and enthusiastic about improving them-
selves. And perhaps this is the “lesson
within the lesson” of outcomes assessment.

Summary and Observations

Outcomes assessment is a process of
evaluation and improvement of educational
programs. The most distinguishing charac-
teristic of this process is the emphasis on
productivity or outcomes—in this case, stu-
dent learning. Growing numbers of colleges
and universities are adopting this process as
a means for accountability and to “make their
case” for financial support. In some in-
stances, universities have included outcomes
assessment as part of the university goal
statement and objectives.

One of the most promising aspects in the
development of this evaluative approach has
been the shift of emphasis away from ac-
countability and toward a conscious process
of institutional improvement. And institu-
tions may develop programs that are congru-
ent with institutional philosophy and charac-
ter and that suit particular needs. Ideally, the
need for both accountability and institutional
improvement will be met by the same effort.

In a similar manner, academic departments
seeck to develop assessment programs to
meet academic needs and the needs unique
to the particular discipline. Schools or de-
partments of music should note the inclusive
nature of the process and that the effort will
not involve reinventing the wheel or total
reform. Rather, both established programs
and curricula as well as ongoing evaluation
efforts may be incorporated into the new
process. Generally, the process begins with
evaluation of current outcomes and contin-
ues with program improvements based on
these data, with further evaluation and im-
provements as the efforts continue.
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Relative to music teacher education, four
features appear to be most promising: Evalu-
ation of performance in context, self-assess-
ment by students, active faculty involvement,
and feedback for curriculum improvement.
Again, in addition to these features, the pro-
gram should take advantage of evaluation
procedures which may be ongoing already.

Evaluation of the student’s ability to perform
in context is the fundamental basis of out-
comes assessment. What is important is not
only what the student knows, but what the
student can do. The ability to perform in con-
text combines content (knowledge) and pro-
cess (pedagogy) and provides an opportunity
to evaluate the ultimate outcome, i.e., effective
music teaching. Such judgments of ability re-
quire collaborative participation of the student
and the faculty member, as well as other indi-
viduals in a position to assess ability.

Involvement of the music education major in
the evaluation process not only provides data
concerning outcomes but promotes growth in
self-assessment. This goal also is at the heart
of the process. Learning to self-assess turns
students into active participants and is inher-
ently motivating and stimulating. Also, it
should be recognized that ultimate account-
ability for the program is to the students and,
accordingly, their feedback should be taken
most seriously. A notable feature is the use of
the portfolio, an approach that has rich possi-
bilities for involving students and providing
excellent records for external review.

Faculty provide the single most important
resource for the assessment effort. In the case
of assessment in music education, it is impor-
tant that faculty throughout the music unit be
convinced of the utility of this approach and
both endorse and sustain its use. Seren-
dipitously, this approach offers to the faculty
an opportunity to focus on just what it is that
they do as teachers and to elevate the impor-
tance of what is done in the classroom among
their many other responsibilities.

Finally, documenting outcomes is not
enough. Feedback leading to program im-
provement must occur. Feedback is gener-
ally of two kinds: feedback to the individual
student, which may be used to promote de-
velopment and ongoing self-assessment; and
feedback to the program, which results in
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curricular revision and strengthening.
Though some feedback will result in immedi-
ate changes that simply “make sense” to both
students and faculty, other feedback may re-
quire more deliberate and experimental work
in order to bring about change.

During research for this article and discus-
sion with colleagues, several observations
have occurred that merit comment. First,
many colleagues note that they already seem
to be doing assessment. Is this a new ap-
proach or a repetition of past efforts? Clearly,
much of what is involved has been ongoing
for some time. New aspects, however, include
the heavy emphasis on outcomes and the
adoption of the portfolio for students’ self-as-
sessment. Certainly, what is a real improve-
ment over past systems is the inclusive and
well-organized nature of the process.

Another observation is that the great empha-
sis placed on outcomes may represent too
much of a “cash-register mentality.” Will all
decisions based on outcomes result in the loss
of traditional experiences that are unique and
fulfilling but may not necessarily be reflected
in measurable outcomes? Taking the idea to
the extreme, this seems likely; but a more
moderate approach will avoid this pitfall.

A major concern among colleagues is the
extent of support for the program. We
should expect the university itself to be en-
gaged in such a program and provide inter-
nal support for the academic units in their
efforts. Ideally, support should include fac-
ulty release time, staff support, student assis-
tance, and adequate operating budget sup-
port. Funding of grant proposals both inter-
nal and external to the university appears to
be a most promising source of support for
beginning and enhancing such efforts, but
such support exists only for a relatively short
period of time, and a long-range commitment
is needed. As noted earlier, in the minds of
many faculty and others, outcomes assess-
ment may be suspect and regarded as the
latest fad or another paper workload im-
posed by the state or the administration. On-
going support will do much to alleviate this
concern and to avoid the pitfall of bogging
down in the mass of information and activity
that, unattended, will result in a less than ef-
fective program.
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Finally, it appears that outcomes assess-
ment is a successful means of evaluation and
improvement of educational programs. For
music education, the process appears to be
particularly advantageous and one which can
incorporate practices that currently exist and
are effective. And if some assessment pro-
gram seems inevitable, it is much more wise
for music educators to design a process to
suit their own purposes, and that of music
itself, rather than to have a less desirable sys-
tem of accountability imposed on the music
unit from an external source.

Finally, approached systematically and per-
sistently, this process of improvement of the
preparation of music teachers can address con-
cerns which appear periodically as a result of
outcomes assessment. These efforts should be
ongoing, with discussions repeated each se-
mester, or at least each year. Continuous, sys-
tematic evaluation of the process and the re-
sults of the process is critical to long-term suc-
cess in music teacher education.
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