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Best practices now 
encourage music 
teachers to create 
student-centered 

classrooms.

Student-Centered 
Classrooms 
Past Initiatives, Future Practices
Abstract: Music teacher evaluations traditionally examine how teachers develop student 
music-learning objectives, assess cognitive and performance skills, and direct classroom learn-
ing experiences and behavior. A convergence of past and current educational ideas and direc-
tives is changing how teachers are evaluated on their use of student-centered instructional 
approaches in the music classroom. These are classrooms facilitated rather than directed by 
the teacher in which students regularly communicate, collaborate, self-reflect, problem solve, 
and peer-evaluate about their learning. The authors trace the influence of three important 
initiatives that, among others, contributed to the implementation of student-centered learning 
in music classrooms: Arts PROPEL, Comprehensive Musicianship, and 21st Century Skills. The 
article also explores relationships between these entities, the National Music Standards, and 
teacher evaluation and provides an innovative model of teacher evaluation.

Keywords: Arts PROPEL, Comprehensive Musicianship for Performance, dimensions of knowl-
edge, National Music Standards (1994, 2014), Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21), 
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Evaluation of music teachers tradition-
ally involves an examination of the 
teacher’s ability to develop student 

music-learning outcomes, assess cogni-
tive and performance skills, and effectively 
direct the learning experiences and behav-
ior in their classrooms. As well, the success-
ful ensemble directors are judged by the 
quality of their students’ performances and 
executive skills. Technically, those expecta-
tions have not changed, but a convergence 

of past and current educational ideas and 
directives is altering how teachers are evalu-
ated on their use of instructional approaches 
in the music classroom. With the teacher as 
facilitator, young musicians are encouraged 
to self-reflect, peer-evaluate, and problem 
solve about music-making and creating. This 
is often referred to as student-centered or 
learner-centered teaching practice. Figure 1 
outlines the student-centered learning influ-
ences and outcomes we examine here.
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Early Innovations Student-
Centered Teaching

Comprehensive Musicianship 
through Performance

In 1977, the Wisconsin Music Educators 
Association, the Wisconsin School Music 
Association, and the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Public Instruction collaborated 
to develop Comprehensive Musicianship 
through Performance (CMP).1 CMP is a 
program of instruction that encourages 
students to engage in composing, impro-
vising, transcribing, arranging, conduct-
ing, rehearsing, and performing. CMP 
fosters student-centered approaches 
to ensemble instruction in which stu-
dents are involved in authentic musi-
cal experiences, including selecting, 
analyzing, and assessing their and their 
peers’ music and musical performance. 
One of the primary goals of CMP is 
for students to become independent, 
self-regulated musicians. Developing a 
comprehensive musicianship approach 
to teaching requires adequate planning 
and rehearsal time, training and profes-
sional development, and a willingness 
to forego a “top-down” instructional 
approach. As we will see, the forthcom-
ing changes in teacher evaluation may 
open the doors for this to happen.

Arts PROPEL

Arts PROPEL, an initiative led by How-
ard Gardner and Dennis Palmer Wolf 
(Harvard University) and Drew Gitomer 
(Educational Testing Service), was a 
five-year collaborative project in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s with Project 
Zero, the Educational Testing Service, 
and the Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania) Pub-
lic Schools. The acronym PROPEL stands 
for the integrated artistic processes of 
Production (making and learning basic 
skills and principles), Perception (study-
ing artistic choices and connections), 
and Reflection (assessing one’s own 
work). The program was notable for 
its design of a student-centered frame-
work for instruction and assessment in 
music and the visual arts. Students were 
encouraged to authentically participate 
in music performance through interac-
tive communication and collaboration as 
well as self- and peer assessment and 
reflection. Students also produced port-
folios or process folios called Domain 
Projects to track personal growth. The 
handbooks that were created for each 
arts area included comprehensive eval-
uation forms.2 These visual organizers 
made self- and peer assessment acces-
sible in a music classroom. Figure 2 is an 
example of an ensemble performance 

assessment modeled after an Arts PRO-
PEL assessment tool.

Arts PROPEL projects promoted 
active student involvement in 
music-making. This was at a time 
when general music teachers tradi-
tionally directed all classroom activ-
ities and few interactions occurred 
between students. In performance 
ensembles, teachers traditionally 
led the rehearsals, offering direct 
assessments of students’ execu-
tion of the music without student 
reflection or reflective interactions 
between parts. The authors of the 
Arts PROPEL documents planted 
the philosophical seeds for the 
student-centered approaches to 
music and art instruction that are 
now an integral part of the Music 
Standards.

Partnership for 21st Century 
Learning 

In 2002, a notable group of educational 
organizations, businesses, and educa-
tion leaders founded the Partnership 
for 21st Century Learning (P21) in order 
to convey the responsibilities of educa-
tional institutions in meeting the needs 
of the 21st-century workplace.3 Techno-
logical advances in the 1990s were (and 
still are) moving at an alarming pace and 
were changing nearly every aspect of 
human communication, learning, and 
lifestyles. The P21 leaders concluded 
that individuals could no longer work 
or learn in isolation from one another, 
that top-down and autocratic leadership 
in the workplace or in schools would 
not be effective or successful. P21 lead-
ers also included the arts and music as a 
fundamental subject essential for student 
success in the work and life of the new 
century. The learning and innovation 
skills that were implemented in earlier 
initiatives and promoted by P21 include, 
among others, Creativity and Innova-
tion, Critical Thinking and Problem 
Solving, and Communication and Col-
laboration.4 P21 promotes a balanced, 
interactive, and relevant approach to 
teaching that blends teacher expertise 
with active student engagement. The 
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efforts of this group set the stage for the 
development of new national standards 
in all curriculum areas, including the arts 
and music, a decade later.

Together, and with other initiatives 
of the times, Comprehensive Musician-
ship through Performance, Arts PRO-
PEL, and the P21 skills afforded a solid 
foundation for implementing student-
centered music classes and ensembles. 
Student engagement in learning is now 
becoming valued and actively promoted 
in current professional development and 
teacher evaluation systems. For music 
educators, this approach is clearly artic-
ulated in the 2014 Music Standards. With 
knowledge and conceptual and proce-
dural skills (or executive techniques) as 
a foundation, many teachers are begin-
ning to be evaluated on their ability to 
set up student-centered classrooms and 
ensembles—a major pedagogical shift 
that is coming to fruition after decades 
of development.

The 1994 Music Standards

Published by the National Association 
for Music Education, the 1994 Standards 
for Music were the result of years of 
symposiums, philosophical discourse, 
and documents. Though some argue 
that these Standards were never ade-
quately implemented, they did serve an 

important purpose and function. The 
1994 Standards were the result of con-
sensus by music educators nationwide 
for a breadth of approaches to teaching 
music that promoted creativity, analysis, 
listening, and cross-curricular connec-
tions in addition to performance. The 
standards also spurred the development 
of assessments, including rubrics that 
became a widespread assessment tool 
in education in the 1990s. With them, 
teachers began to formally evaluate the 
discrete skills and knowledge that stu-
dents should know and be able to do 
to perform musically. Over the past 20 
years, this language transformed state, 
district, and local curriculum devel-
opment; scope and sequences; learn-
ing goals and objectives; and teacher 
evaluation.

We believe that the 1994 Arts Stand-
ards were a necessary step in the 
evolution of music education. As a pro-
fession, standards were needed in order 
to develop continuity for what music 
teachers teach. However, ensemble and 
classroom instruction were largely con-
tingent on teacher direction; student-
centered learning was not a primary 
goal of these standards. Teacher evalu-
ation was either completely lacking or 
based on a supervisor’s observations of 
children’s behavior or solely based on 
performance quality.

2014 Music Standards

The 2014 Music Standards, as well as 
all other current national curriculum 
standards, have embedded 21st Cen-
tury Skills within their performance 
standards statement. The paradigm 
shift in the music standards resulted 
from the goal artistic literacy through 
authentic participation.5 To authen-
tically participate in music, students 
must actively pay attention to and think 
about their music-making through self-
assessment and self-regulation. The 
Artistic Processes of Creating, Perform-
ing, Responding, and Connecting are 
further refined through Process Com-
ponents, including imagining, evaluat-
ing, planning and making, presenting, 
selecting, analyzing, interpreting, 
rehearsing, refining, and reflecting. 
These processes describe students’ 
work in music learning, not necessar-
ily the teacher’s work in teaching. As a 
result, the teacher or ensemble direc-
tor needs to consider three levels of 
preparation in lesson planning and 
assessment: what students know, what 
students can do, and what students 
think about their music-making.

These three levels reflect the Four 
Dimensions of Knowledge: Conceptual, 
Procedural, Metacognitive, and Factual— 
found in distinguished educators  

FIGURE 2
Arts PROPEL: Ensemble Performance Assessment
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Lorin W. Anderson and David R. Krath-
wohl’s revision of Bloom’s Taxonomy6:

1. What Students Know: Facts and 
Concepts (music vocabulary and 
concepts);

2. What Students Can Do: Procedural 
Skills (Executive skills and perfor-
mance practices); and

3. What Students Think about Their 
Learning: Metacognition (Students 
becoming independent learners).

Each of these knowledge dimensions 
could be taught and assessed at any of 

the six levels of the Revised Taxonomy: 
Remember, Understand, Apply, Ana-
lyze, Evaluate, or Create. These dimen-
sions and levels of knowing correspond 
readily with Artistic Processes and 21st 
Century Skills. Figure 3 illustrates the 
relationships among the Artistic Pro-
cesses and Components, 21st Century 
Skills, instruction-assessment levels, and 
teacher evaluation.

By actively generating their own 
learning, students must be able to per-
form musical tasks as well as demon-
strate their conceptual understanding 
of the music and self-awareness of 

performance quality. This process nec-
essarily requires the 21st Century Skills: 
collaboration, communication, creativ-
ity, and critical thinking—the vision-
ary life skills envisioned in previous 
decades. With the passage of national 
core standards in all curricular areas 
and the 2015 revision of the Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act, the 
Education for Student Success Act, the 
doors are now open for teacher evalu-
ation to include life skill development 
rather than solely academic and test 
score data. Indeed, the NAfME Ensem-
ble Teacher Evaluation Worksheet 2b: 
Establishing a Culture for Learning, 3b: 
Using Questioning and Discussion Tech-
niques, and 3c: Engaging Students in 
Learning include rubrics for evaluating 
such skills in general music classrooms 
and ensembles.7

A Visionary Model

Most school systems in the United States 
use teacher evaluation systems based on 
the Danielson,8 Marzano-Toth,9 or self-
created frameworks built on these mod-
els. The Farmington School District in 
Farmington, Connecticut, is implement-
ing both teacher and student school 
goals that reflect the concepts in these 
frameworks. The district was selected as 
a National P21 Exemplar School District 
in 2013 for developing a new teacher 
evaluation program with the 21st Cen-
tury Skills at the core. A portion of their 
teacher evaluation springs from goals 
with 21st Century Skills at their core. 
Table 1 shows the Five-Year Board of 
Education Goals and the Vision State-
ment for Graduate Statement.10

Teaching and learning in every class-
room reflects research-based principles 
of the Farmington Public Schools Educa-
tor Evaluation and Professional Develop-
ment Plan.11 In the plan, students are at 
the center of the learning experience. 
Philosophically, the district believes that 
effective teachers provide environments 
that stimulate students to be “leaders of 
their own learning.”12 In these student-
centered classrooms, instruction ensures 
that every student has the ability to rea-
son and think critically, communicate 

FIGURE 3
Relationships between Artistic Processes and Components, 21st 
Century Skills, Revised Bloom’s Dimensions of Thinking, and Teacher 
Evaluation
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TABLE 1
Farmington (Connecticut) Public Schools: Five-Year Board of Education 
Goals and Vision of the Graduate Statement

Five-Year Board of Education Goals Vision of the Graduate Statement

All students will demonstrate 
performance standards in critical 
thinking and reasoning, communication 
and collaboration, problem-solving 
and innovation, and self-direction and 
resourcefulness.

Farmington Public Schools’ graduates will acquire 
an understanding of the essential knowledge 
and skills in the core academic disciplines and 
develop the thinking and learning skills needed to 
meet the challenges of local, national, and global 
citizenship in a rapidly changing world. 

TEACHER INSTRUCTION and EVALUATION
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clearly, and collaborate with others to 
solve complex problems and generate 
innovative solutions and ideas. These 
instructional practices transform the role 
of the student in the learning process.

Farmington teachers regularly receive 
professional development training 
that promotes their skills in reaching 
these instructional goals. Two specific 
resources are particularly relevant and 

are easily transferable to music edu-
cation. Educators Douglas Fisher and 
Nancy Frey13 described a model for 
the gradual release of responsibility: 
focused instruction, guided instruction, 

TABLE 2
Examples of Student-Centered Learning: Goals, Links to the National Music Standards, Teacher and Students 
Roles

Farmington Board 
of Education 
Five-Year Goals, 
2015–20

Artistic Process/
Process Component 
(2014 Music 
Standards) Teacher Role Student Engagement

Goal 1:
Critical thinking and 
Reasoning

Perform

Rehearse, Evaluate, 
and Refine

 • Teacher poses questions about the qualities 
of good performance (How do musicians 
improve the quality of their performance?)

 • Teacher facilitates a discussion about the 
criteria of a good performance.

 • The class develops a rubric together after this 
discussion.

 • Students collaborate as critics and 
mentors evaluating the work of 
their peers in individual or group 
performances.

 • Student musicians evaluate and refine 
their performance with the application 
of new ideas, persistence, and 
appropriate criteria.

Goal 2: 
Collaboration and 
Communication

Create

Interpret

Perform

Rehearse, Evaluate, 
and Refine

 • Teacher creates an active learning 
community where students can freely discuss 
each other’s work.

 • A solo performance rubric is created with 
student input for self-assessment and peer 
assessment.

 • A teacher- and student-generated list of 
strategies to improve solo performance is 
provided for the peer assessment.

 • Students perform a solo and self-assess 
their ability to perform with technical 
and musical accuracy.

 • Students listen to a peer perform a solo 
and critique the performance (using 
examples) according to technique and 
musicianship.

 • Peers prescribe practice strategies to 
improve the solo.

Goal 3:
Problem solving

Respond

Analyze

Evaluate

 • Teacher provides students with opportunities 
to reflect on their individual strengths 
and weaknesses after each sight-reading 
assessment.

 • Teachers provide students a list of teacher/
student-generated strategies to select for 
practicing their sight-reading skills before 
each formative assessment.

 • Sight-reading students perform a 
sight-reading example provided by the 
teacher.

 • Students reflect on their sight-reading 
data to determine strategies for 
improvement in their skills.

Goal 4: Innovation Create

Imagine

Plan and Make

 • Teacher coaches students in compiling a 
list of technical challenges in a selection of 
music.

 • Teacher models warm-ups each week 
addressing difficulties in specific musical 
literature studied in rehearsals.

 • Students create a warm-up composition 
for their class incorporating appropriate 
technical challenges for their peers.

 • Students rehearse and perform original 
warm-up compositions with their 
classmates.

Goal 5:
Self-Direction and 
Resourcefulness

Perform

Connect

Select

Analyze

Interpret

 • Teacher provides students with models of 
appropriate literature for their performances. 
Music selection includes student 
considerations of criteria such as range, 
technical difficulty, audience, and context.

 • Students select solo or small-group 
musical selections for performances at 
community venues, exploring their own 
citizenship through service for others.
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collaborative learning, and independ-
ent learning. This model detailed a 
sequence of instruction beginning with 
teacher modeling, moving to guided 
practice, and ending with individual 
performance of a skill. A more con-
structivist model of student-centered 
instruction might involve encouraging 
students to first experiment individually 
or collaboratively with music learning, 
perhaps through technology, to engage 
in discovery of learning goals.

In Leaders of Their Own Learning, 
educators Ron Berger, Leah Rugen, 
and Libby Woodfin described extensive 
examples of student-engaged assess-
ment. They defined the qualities of the 
engaged learner as one who demon-
strates mastery of content and skill-based 
standards, who explores pathways of 
learning based on interest and individual 
choice, and who is supported through 
challenging tasks and innovative instruc-
tion.14 The aim is to develop students’ 
ownership of their learning so that it is 
valued and internalized for a lifetime.

Active Learners in the Music 
Classroom

Table 2 shows ways in which student-
centered teaching approaches can 

unfold in a music classroom. The teach-
ers’ roles and the students’ activities are 
linked to the Artistic Processes of the 
National Core Music Standards and the 
Farmington five-year goals (P21 skills).

Teacher Evaluation in Student-
Centered Classrooms

Teacher evaluation in the Farmington 
School District encourages individual 
teachers to determine their own goals 
based on their students’ needs. Farm-
ington developed rubrics for Domains 
of Teacher Practice to use when evaluat-
ing the five domains: (1) Planning, (2) 
Teaching and Learning, (3) Assessment, 
(4) Collaboration, and (5) Professional-
ism. Teacher effectiveness is also rated 
on the student growth/progress from 
Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) mea-
sured by assessment data from corner-
stone assessments.15

Along with these measures, teachers 
must tie Vision of the Graduate Skills 
(see Table 1), based on the Five-Year 
Board of Education Goals, to their SLOs. 
For example, the district common sight-
reading task and assessment is tied to 
Problem Solving and Self-Direction 
and Resourcefulness. Levels 3 and 4 of 
the Self-Direction and Resourcefulness 

rubric are found in Table 3. Throughout 
the year, teachers assess the growth of 
students’ self-direction and resourceful-
ness. That data become a component 
in the teacher’s own evaluation. District 
teachers and administrators also devel-
oped rubrics for Critical Thinking and 
Reasoning, Problem Solving, Innova-
tion, Communication, Collaboration, 
and Self-Direction and Resourcefulness 
(refer to the Farmington website to 
explore the rubrics).

While the Farmington District 
teacher evaluation may not be a model 
that serves all schools, their efforts to 
 recognize the significance of student-
centered classrooms as an important 
factor in district goals and teacher evalu-
ation is worth consideration. The district 
evaluation plan and a complete set of 
rubrics can be found at http://www.sde 
.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/talent_office/
plans_2015_2016/farmington_evalua 
tion_plan.pdf.

Achieving a Balance

Starting in the 20th century, educators 
and far-sighted organizations planted 
the seeds for schools that value active 
student-centered learning. The results 
of their work have given rise to new 

TABLE 3
Self-Direction Rubric, Levels 3 and 4

Self-Direction and Resourcefulness

Level 4: Exceeds Expectations

Performance well above what is 
expected for this grade level.

Performance demonstrates

 • Exceptionally mature levels of independence and persistence in the face of obstacles.

 • Strategic time management and organizational skills.

 • Active engagement with mentors and critics.

 • Thoughtful self-evaluation.

 • Ethical and responsible decision making.

Level 3: Meets Expectations

Performance in a range from good 
to very good that is expected for this 
grade level.

Performance demonstrates:

 • High levels of independence and persistence in the face of obstacles.

 • Time management and organizational skills.

 • Some engagement with mentors and critics.

 • Evidence of self-evaluation.

 • Ethical and responsible decision making that results in the accomplishment of a goal or the 
development of a product.

http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/talent_office/plans_2015_2016/farmington_evaluation_plan.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/talent_office/plans_2015_2016/farmington_evaluation_plan.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/talent_office/plans_2015_2016/farmington_evaluation_plan.pdf
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/talent_office/plans_2015_2016/farmington_evaluation_plan.pdf
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national legislation, national standards, 
and resulting changes in teacher evalu-
ation. In an age of increasing techno-
logical advances, there is a need to 
balance teacher-driven instruction and 
collaborative student-centered activi-
ties. To teach and assess students for 
all three levels of knowledge—facts/ 
concepts, skills, and metacognition—
highly effective music educators need 
to move seamlessly between focused 
instruction, guided instruction, collabor-
ative learning, and independent learning 
if developing artistic literacy is the goal. 
Through this process, however, obtain-
ing critical musical skills and musical 
content must not be lost in a quest to 
simply change instructional paradigms. 
Teacher evaluation must also provide a 
fair and honest assessment of this bal-
ance. Educational practices are forever 
dynamic and changing. Perhaps the way 
in which we meet the current challenges 
will provide a foundation for future gen-
erations of music educators that will ulti-
mately benefit their students.
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