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L et the Students Decide! A Student-Centered Approach
to Music Appreciation for Honors Students

Marie Labonville, School of Music
January 9, 2008

Can honors students create their own General Ednaaourse? |
suspected that they could, and last semester del@t¢o put it to the test.

The idea occurred to me when | read a batch @viakm to negative
evaluations of my music appreciation class. Téi@ middle-core course
that is taught by music faculty of various spe@&altand is often used to fill
up a teaching load. The enrollment ranges frorto4¥0, depending on the
room. There is no standard format or content,eawh instructor
approaches it differently.

Textbook publishers find that courses like thisegate quite a bit of
income, because almost every college and univesfigys some sort of
music appreciation course. In the past, publistygisally marketed
textbooks that offered a superficial survey of Wéastclassical music, and
that gave most of the attention to big-name Europeanposers such as
Mozart and Beethoven. Recently, however, musiceapgtion authors have
begun to include information about folk music, plapumusic, and world
music. In some of these newer texts, the discnssgimon-Western and

non-classical music is found throughout the bootegrated into many of
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the chapters. This is the type of textbook thadd until last semester,
when | decided to do without a book entirely artchig honors students
design their own course.

Was | dissatisfied with the textbook? Not exactlyappreciated the
fact that it used music from all over the worlddan a great variety of
styles. But | experienced two problems with thadly which would have
arisen no matter what other text | might have udédst, the book contained
a great deal of material, and we were only ableoteer about half of it—so
the students were not getting their money’s wofkcond, | didn’t always
use the CDs that came with the book. | felt tioaes of the audio and video
selections in my own library were better suitediflostrating certain
concepts, and | often ended up departing from tiagters and using my
own examples.

The last straw came in December 2006, when | @ading my
teaching evaluations. | had just finished teaclandionors section of the
class, with enrollment capped at 25—a small nuraberpared to my more
usual enroliment of 45. Because these were ha@todents, | had expected
a high level of student engagement and a high tyuziwork. | modified
my approach to include more discussion and mongrasgnts. But when |

read the evaluations of the class, | felt veryalisaged. A few students
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commented favorably on my enthusiasm, but on thelevthe evaluations
from these honors students were no more positae tihe evaluations | had
received from larger sections comprised of studfeata the general
population. Further, | got the impression thatsh&lents did not find the
material in the textbook relevant to their own res or experiences. |
realized that | needed to move in a different dioec

In fall 2007 | was again assigned a section of @¥ons students,
about half of them sophomores and the rest ju@odsseniors. |
immediately decided to eliminate the textbook aaséithe class almost
entirely on the musical interests of the studeftmm informal surveys |
had done in past semesters, | already knew thay @an Ed students enjoy
one or more of the numerous sub-genres of rockandsalso knew that, in
any given music appreciation class, a large nurabstudents will love

country music and/arap_and/ofazz, but an equally large number will

dislike those same three styles. As it happened, thiedektl had been
using said very little about rock, country musiegdgazz, and had no
information about rap music.

After | resolved to abandon the textbook, | decittedive my new
students as much input as possible into their gotunad experience. Not

only would they teach most of the sessions by giyiresentations on their
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own interests, but | would even let them write gfaezzes, make decisions
about assignments, determine the basis of thednaae, and create one or
more rubrics. | wanted to give them that much triputwo reasons: first,
so that they would feel more “ownership” of thesslaand second, because
many of them were studying to be teachers. | whtitese future educators
to design their own course in a friendly environtm@nwhich they could
receive feedback from me and from their peers.

Even though the course was supposed to be a codkake effort, |
did need to make a few unilateral decisions. HFmécided that students
would each make two presentations, group or solaopics related to their
own musical interests. The presenters would mébtme at least twice
during the course of their research, would preparandout for their
classmates, and would write quiz questions basdbdeintalk. My second
decision was that everyone would attend severaldoncerts and write a
report about each. My final decision was thatfitse weeks of the semester
would be devoted to lectures by me on fundamentsical concepts, and to
class discussions and resolutions about the corssignments,
examinations, and standards.

Because so many decisions would be left up tecless, my syllabus

was short (you will see it in your packeDuring our first meeting | asked
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students to tell me which musical topics they wdrtelearn about, and |
wrote these on the board. Some of the topicsttiegt proposed fell into one
of two general subject areas: “Music and the Masslig” and “Music and
Technology.” After | pointed this out, we settled those two subjects as
our themes for the semester. | then assignedulersts to give the matter a
bit more thought over the next two days, and tdensn a piece of paper the
title of one or more potential topics.

During our next meeting, | collected the topic skemnd read them to
the class so that students who wished to workgroap could join others
who were investigating a similar topic. Some & finoposed projects did
not, on the surface, appear to relate to eithersiand the Mass Media” or
“Music and Technology,” so | explained how to makeonnection. | then
circulated a sign-up sheet to collect informatibow@ which students
planned to work on which projects.

After reviewing the sign-up sheet, | decided toibdge presentations
in Week 5 because the first project, which deathwhe process of scoring

for film, was too complex to be ready any soon&ee the “Tentative

Schedule of Class Presentations,” in your packet.)

Now that the content had been selected by the stsid@d scheduled

by me, | spent part of the next three weeks leatuabout fundamentals of
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music such as rhythm, melody, and harmony. Theofdbose first weeks
was devoted to class discussions about the assmsn@xaminations, and
standards that would affect the rest of the semeste

One of our earliest such conversations concetmethasis of the final
grade, and it developed into a spirited debatderAdlass | typed up a
handout that documented what the students finaityd#:d, and you will see

this handout, titled “Basis of Final Grade,” in yqacket.

During another early class meeting, | led the etitisl through a
discussion of what makes an effective oral presental wrote down their
comments and then prepared a form that could ke asa tool for grading
a presentation, though its purpose was primarigutmmarize our

discussion and serve as a guideline. That forgsis in your packet, and is

titled “Guidelines and Rubric for Presentationfn’retrospect | realize that |

probably shouldn’t have used the word “Rubric”he title, since this is not

actually a rubric in the usual sense.

On a different day | asked the students to sheaie dpinions about
what makes a good team member in a group presamtaid based on the

notes | took, | put together the double-sided “G@igritial Peer Evaluation”

form that appears in your packedtudents whose presentations resulted
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from a group effort were then required to evaleteh teammate using this
form.

During one of our discussions, a sophomore haéxbellent idea of
creating a simple half-page form on which classsataild write informal,
anonymous comments about each presentation, farethefit of the student

presenters. You will see the resulting form inrypacket; it's a half page,

and is titled “Informal and Confidential Feedbaakia.”

So how did things go during the rest of the seer@stVell, some of
the students were indeed responsive to the stmiofuthe class and
enthusiastic about their projects. Certain pregants were quite interesting
and imaginative, and were enlivened by a varietgeMces including
games, props, costumes, unusual video clips fromdbe, rare audio
examples, creative PowerPoint slides, and the I@#her presentations,
however, were less memorable.

In November | told the students that | was inte@ésn collecting
written input about the format of this class. duested suggestions about

what questions to ask on a feedback form, anddime that resulted from

our discussion is titled “Confidential Student GpmSurvey,” and you will

see it in your packet. Please note that it is tislded Not long afterward,

| used this form to collect the feedback | had beseking.
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Was my experiment successful? Can honors studesdge their own
General Education course? If so, will they autocadlyy be happy with it?
The answer to these questions is yes, and no.

Based on my experience with this class | can dently say that yes,
honors students cameate their own General Education course, ieé#ls
with a subject, like music, about which they alrehdve some knowledge.
| can also say that honors students are competewite quiz questions,
create evaluation tools, and determine the badisenf final grade.

Turning to the question of whether students wellhappy with a
course that they themselves helped to create nweea is not necessarily.
When | asked students for verbal and written feekiplalearned a few
interesting things. The most surprising was thaytwould have
appreciated hearing molectures by me, and fewby their classmates.
Their reasons were threefold. First, our discussturing the early part of
the semester had consumed class time that woutdvzige have been spent
on lectures by me about music fundamentals. Tdes in the semester,
when students wrote reports about the live contleetg had attended, they
felt disadvantaged by their limited knowledge ofsamuconcepts and
vocabulary. The second reason for preferring teehmore lectures by me,

was that some of the student presentations werengatging, particularly
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when a presenter simply read from notes or a handihird, students felt
that there were too many presentations relatedugiayand the mass media,
and that consequently the subject had lost sorite appeal. To correct all
three of these problems, the students suggestedrttibe future, every
student should give only one presentation.

What did | learn as a result of this experimentfstH learned plenty
from the presentations themselves. My own musasd€s are very different
from those of my Gen Ed students, and becausaenbtibave children of my
own, | am not entirely familiar with the latestrics and artists. Hearing my
students speak about their own musical interespetiene become better
informed about their generation.

Another thing | discovered is that many honors shisl are eager to
learn unfamiliar material, as long as it is someMhelgvant to their interests
and seems to have some usefulness. This is dtestrfor example, by the
fact that so few of the presentations actually tdedh familiar and favorite
musical styles such as rock, rap, and countrys dtso illustrated by the fact
that the students wished that | had spent moredim@usic terminology,
which contrasts with the more usual grudging atttof Gen Ed students

toward learning unfamiliar material.
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Finally, | discovered that my students apprecidteidg taught by an
experienced instructor as opposed to their leserexced peers, even
though the peers might be talking about more isterg topics and
illustrating their presentations with more techigyi@nd gimmicks than |
customarily use.

| did experience some pleasant outcomes as a mésulf novel
format. Because the class was small and becauseprivately at least four
times with each student (that’s twice per pres@niatl was able to learn
not only everyone’s name, but also something atteustudents themselves.
The students, in turn, got to know each otheryaugll as a result of class
discussions, presentations, and group collabosatidimey enjoyed chatting
among themselves before class, and even teasingnaieer good-
naturedly. This may have been a factor in thengta@itendance, somewhat
unusual for a Gen Ed class in which roll is noetaky the instructor.

| did have a few rude awakenings, however. | disced that,
although honors students have a high grade poerage, they are not
necessarily more mature nor are they necessattigrheriters than the
general student population. To be fair, | did hesgeeral brilliant, articulate,
and courteous students. But | also experiencee shsappointments. For

one thing, there was considerable disparity inginaity and quantity of the



CTLT Teaching & Learning Symposium, 1/9/08 Page - 11 -

research. For another thing, the little anonynfeeslback sheets that the
students completed after hearing a particular ptesen often contained
comments that were not at all helpful because wee either vague, or
downright rude. Regrettably, a few students hadgative attitude toward
the class, which they didn’t bother to conceahally, | was appalled at
some of the concert reports, which were disorgahigeorly written, and
inappropriately colloquial in spite of the very sgie guidelines | had
distributed. The students were surprised at mgti@ato their writing, and
tried to convince me to lower my standards.

Do | intend to repeat this experiment? Yes, bith wiodifications. |
still intend to do without the textbook and let gtadents research and
present on topics that they themselves have chdsach student, however,
will give only one oral presentation, and will devatten assignment on a
different topic. Further, | plan to group the stnts’ presentation topics into
more than two general subject areas, for the shkarety. When possible
| will introduce each new subject area with a festlires of my own, again
for the sake of variety. | will also spend moradiat the beginning of the
semester talking about the elements of music. lligina accordance with

student feedback, | will give the class a bit moree to select presentation
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topics, and will spread out or shorten the disarssthat establish the
course requirements, standards, and the like.

I'll be teaching this course again beginning negek, and am eager
to see whether my modifications will result in armesatisfying experience
for both the students and myself. Eventually Idtmpdiscover, based on
my experiences and those of colleagues who may thia@zdesomething
similar, whether this is a viable method of degigninonors Gen Ed courses

for other disciplines. Thank you.



