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Introduction  

The   first   time   I   taught   music   lessons,   it   was   to   fourth   grader   just   starting   to   play   bells   and  

snare.   I   helped   her   through   her   method   book,   and   encouraged   her   to   use   good   technique.   We   had  

fun   and   made   music   together.    Music   lessons   can   be   energizing   and   encouraging,   and   I   searched  

for   more   opportunities   to   pursue   and   learn   about   music   education.   Unfortunately,   there   was   no  

music   education   class,   student   organization,   program,   or   track   at   Vassar.   However,   I   was   not  

alone   in   my   passion   for   music   education,   and   I   decided   to   do   something   about   it.  

My   senior   project   for   my   major   in   educational   studies   reflects   the   practical   needs   and  

assets   of   Vassar   College   and   the   Poughkeepsie   Middle   School.   I   have   prepared   Vassar   musicians  

to   become   mentors   and   instructors   for   PMS   youth   interested   and   involved   in   music.   The   primary  

task   of   the   project   was   designing   curriculum   to   be   taught   to   Vassar   College   student   musicians  

who   will   serve   as   mentors.   This   curriculum   reflects   the   research   into   socially   just   and   culturally  

responsive   music   education   as   well   as   positive   and   empowering   relationships   between   mentors  

and   youth.   This   curriculum   served   to   train   the   Vassar   College   student   musicians   before   and  

during   their   partnership   with   the   middle   schoolers.  

This   project   reflects   a   need   both   in   the   Vassar   and   Poughkeepsie   communities.   Vassar   is   a  

wealthy   private   liberal   arts   college   located   in   Poughkeepsie,   and   it   is   known   for   having   a   strong  

music   department.   Many   Vassar   student   musicians   are   interested   in   teaching,   and   most   musicians  

will   at   some   point   teach   their   craft.   However,   neither   the   Education   Department   nor   the   Music  

Department   have   any   classes   devoted   to   music   pedagogy.   Although   this   is   a   want   and   need   for  

student   musicians   in   the   Vassar   Community,   there   is   no   outlet   or   training   to   prepare   or   develop  

this   valuable   skill.   The   Poughkeepsie   middle   school   is   a   short   20   minute   walk   away   from   Vassar,  
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but   most   Vassar   students   barely   interact   with   the   city   of   Poughkeepsie.   The   racial   breakdown   of  

Poughkeepsie   City   Schools   is   50%   black,   35%   latinx,   7%   multiracial,   7%   white,   and   1%   asian,  

and   73%   of   the   students   are   characterized   as   economically   disadvantaged   (NYSDE   2018-2019).  

It   receives   about   half   the   money   as   its   neighboring   predominantly   white   district   .   It   is   true  

throughout   the   nation   that   arts   programs   are   often   the   first   to   lose   funding   and   resources   in   public  

schools   which   increasingly   focus   on   the   “core”   subjects   tested   in   high   stakes   standardized  

testing.    Additionally,   lower   income   students   do   not   usually   have   the   opportunity   to   take   private  

lessons   on   their   instrument,   something   expected   for   higher   income   young   musicians   (Hess   2017)  

(Lind   &   McKoy   2016).   There   is   an   active   music   program   throughout   the   Poughkeepsie   school  

system   that   garners   a   good   deal   of   student   participation.   Students   are   loaned   instruments,   and   can  

participate   in   a   variety   of   ensembles.   However,   there   is   a   want   and   a   need   in   the   Poughkeepsie  

community   for   more   music   education   and   specifically   individualized   musical   instruction.  

Fortunately,   Vassar   and   Poughkeepsie   have   assets   poised   to   serve   one   another   at   the  

intersections   of   their   needs.   It   has   some   incredibly   talented   and   well-trained   musicians  

specializing   in   an   array   of   instruments,   voice   types,   and   music   composition.   These   students   are  

also   close   in   age   to   youth   and   would   be   able   to   relate   along   some   cultural   capitals   associated  

with   their   generation.   Additionally,   many   musicians   on   campus   are   from   backgrounds   that   reflect  

Poughkeepsie   Public   Schools’   population.   This   could   help   to   encourage   positive   and  

empowering   relationships   among   students   and   mentors.   Poughkeepsie   has   many   young  

musicians   with   potent   raw   talent   informed   by   their   musical   upbringing   and   supported   by   the  

schools   music   programs.   Individual   and   small   group   lessons   will   be   more   successful   for   all   if   the  

Vassar   students   are   better   prepared   for   their   new   role.   The   literature   relevant   to   these   areas   not  
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only   justifies   the   project,   but   also   directs   how   the   curriculum   ought   to   be   designed   in   order   to  

achieve   the   most   empowering   and   impactful   results   for   all   participants.   This   project   will   harness  

the   assets   of   everyone   in   the   community   to   create   an   empowering   environment   through   music.   



6  

Literature   Review:  

Culturally   Responsive   Music   Education,   Service   Learning,   and   Music   Mentorship  

The   project   that   I   have   described   involves   mentoring   through   music,   more   specifically   as  

a   service   learning   project   between   youth   and   college   students.   Additionally,   I   would   like   to   focus  

the   curriculum   on   culturally   responsive   music   education,   which   is   a   pedagogy   that   serves   well   to  

empower   students   along   the   axis   of   their   personal   and   cultural   identities.   However,   there   is   not   a  

large   body   of   literature   that   sits   at   the   intersectional   points   of   my   project.   Therefore,   I   have   split  

up   the   literature   into   three   components,   which   each   inform   my   project   in   a   different   way.   I   will  

focus   on   Culturally   Responsive   Music   Education,   discuss   components   of   literature   on   service  

learning   programs,   and   finally   considerhow   music   and   arts   based   mentoring   can   be   most  

effective.  

The   first   key   theme   is   that   music   education   should   be   culturally   responsive   and   socially  

just.   Many   educators   have   done   studies   detailing   the   importance   of   such   curriculum   in   a   music  

classroom,   most    of   which    is   meant   for   high   school   and   middle   school   teachers.   This   is   a  

different   context   than   college   students   mentoring   small   groups   or   individuals,   but   there   are  

shared   strategies   and   theories   that   can   be   applied   just   as   effectively   in   this   new   context.   

Culturally   Responsive   Music   Education  

Allsup,   Randall   &   Shieh   wrote   a   paper   as   a   call   to   action   for   music   educators   to   fight   for  

social   justice   because,   as   they   argue,   music   educators   are   uniquely   and   powerfully   positioned   to  

do   social   justice   work   (2012).   Music   teachers   often   teach   the   same   students   for   many   years,  

which   can   enable   deep   and   meaningful   relationships.   This   is   not   usually   the   case   for   English   or  

math   teachers.   If   my   project   gains   traction   as   a   permanent   program,   Poughkeepsie   middle  
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schoolers   and   Vassar   students   could   form   similarly   meaningful   bonds.   Part   of   music   education  

social   justice   is   the   small   scale   work   of   validating   and   supporting   students   within   the   classroom,  

but   there   is   also   a   performance   component   to   music   programs.   The   authors   see   this   as   a   platform  

for   clear   and   rebellious   social   justice   messages   to   be   heard,   even   if   it   is   dangerous   or  

uncomfortable.   This   article   could   be   a   critical   resource   for   designing   the   plan   for   students   and  

teachers,   and   what   performance   might   look   like.   It    is   important   to   first   listen   to   our   students,  

giving   them   an   outlet   to   express   their   political   voice,   rather   than   imposing   what   we   would   want  

to   express   through   the   students.  

“Equity   in   Music   Education:   Why   Equity   and   Social   Justice   in   Music   Education?”  

addresses   how   equity   must   function   within   the   music   classroom,   and   how   educators   have   a  

responsibility   to   be   responsive   to   their   students   (Hess   2017).   Students   should   see   themselves  

reflected   in   the   curriculum   in   terms   of   the   repertoire   selected   for   performance   rather   than  

standard   western   cannon   featuring   primarily   white   male   musicians.   Another   question   is   how   to  

address   the   systematic   oppression   that   students   face   in   tangible   terms.   Part   of   the   goal   of   my  

project   is   to   address   some   of   these   tangible   breaches   in   opportunity   as   some   students   have   more  

access   to   higher   quality   music   education,   private   instruction,   and   instruments   than   others.   The  

text   also   futhers   the   importance   of   the   theme   of   reflecting   students'   cultures   in   the   curriculum,  

which   will   be   a   core   focus   of   selecting   repertoire.  

Doyle   in   “Cultural   Relevance   in   Urban   Music   Education:   A   Synthesis   of   the   Literature”  

states   that   music   education   has   a   meaningful   positive   impact   on   the   formation   of   well-rounded  

youth,   and   low-resource   students   with   access   to   the   arts   have   more   academic   and   social   success  

(2014).   However,    low-income   youth   have   much   less   access   to   the   arts,   and   this   should   be  
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MMFE   Day   7:   Critical   and   Constructive   Reflection  

● 12:00-12:06  

○ Free   Write   about   your   experience   in   lessons   at   PMS   so   far   (if   you   have   had  

them)  

■ What   were   some   joys,   challenges,   opportunities,   connections,  

disappointments,   highlights,   learning   moments,   or   ways   that   you   seek   to  

grow?  

● 12:06-12:18  

○ Check   ins  

■ How   are   you?  

■ What   went   well   for   you   in   lessons?  

■ What   were   your   challenges   in   lessons?  

■ What   is   something   that   made   you   excited   or   happy?  

■ What   is   an   area   in   which   you   hope   to   grow?  

■ Do   you   have   any   questions?  

○ Leader-   keep   note   of   recurring   challenges   and   joys  

● 12:18-12:28  

○ Discussion   on   lessons  

■ Constructive   ways   to   improve  

■ Goal   of   Reflection:   Learn   and   Grow   with   new   Actionable   Perspectives  

■ How   could   issues   be   resolved?  

■ How   could   we   take   advantage   of   things   that   are   going   well?  

■ Open   Discussion  

○ Leader   take   extensive   visual   notes   on   board  

● 12:28-12:38  

○ Free   write   about   your   experiences   in   Mentor   Trainings   so   far  

○ What   were   some   lessons   learned,   moments   you   disagreed,   joyful   moments,  

connections   formed,   areas   of   growth,   impactful   lessons   or   moments,   things   you  

would   have   changed   or   done   without,   or   topics   you   would   have   liked   to   have  

covered?  

● 12:38-12:48  

○ Open   discussion   on   Mentor   Trainings  

○ Leader   take   extensive   notes   in   journal  
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● 12:48-1:04  

○ Time   management   mini-lesson!  

■ How   do   you   start  

● Same   way   each   time  

● The   importance   of   starting   well   and   getting   in   the   zone  

● Check-ins,   scales,   exercises,   fun   music  

■ Routine   is   your   friend  

● Energy   needs   direction   and   focus  

■ Structure   puts   us   in   the   zone  

○ How   do   you   organize   your   time?  

■ Match   you   plans   to   the   reality   of   how   lessons   have   been   going  

○ Finishing   a   lesson  

■ They   have   accomplished   something  

■ They   have   something   to   work   on  

■ End   the   lessons   in   a   consistent   manner.  

● 1:06-1:12  

○ Mentor   Presentation   Topics  

■ Mentors   share   their   ideas   for   their   presentation   as   well   as   prefered   dates  

● 1:12-1:15  

○ CEL   agreement   form   paperwork  

○ Have   a   great   break!  
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Reflection  

When   I   began   this   project,   my   goal   was   to   launch   a   prototype   semester   of   a   music   mentor  

partnership   that   could   live   on   long   after   I   had   graduated.   Even   with   the   disruption,   we   still   had  

success   at   launching   a   complicated   service-learning   program   that   could   be   picked   up   again   in   the  

fall   semester.   All   of   my   lesson   plans   and   notes   can   be   passed   on,   along   with   all   of   the   notes   on  

how   to   do   it   better   next   time.   There   is   institutional   memory   through   my   documentation,   and   there  

is   generational   memory   because   the   majority   of   the   mentors   will   still   be   on   campus   in   the  

coming   years.   I   hope   that   the   project   will   continue   to   

The   project   succeeded   in   many   ways.   We   had   several   successful   weeks   of   lessons   with  

the   middle   schoolers,   and   the   band   teacher   impressed   upon   me   how   important   they   were.   He   said  

that   it   was   extremely   meaningful   that   the   kids   could   build   enough   confidence   to   be   able   to   sing  

and   play   in   front   of   strangers.   Unfortunately,   we   were   cut   off   before   deep   relationships   could  

form,   and   we   did   not   have   the   opportunity   to   receive   structured   feedback   from   the   students.   The  

impact   was   far   more   clear   among   the   mentors.   Each   one   was   extremely   invested   in   the   intrinsic  

value   of   learning   and   serving.   With   the   help   of   the   curriculum,   guest   experts,   and   the   students,  

we   learned   how   to   be   better   educators.   

However,   there   were   setbacks   and   many   ways   in   which   the   project   could   be   improved.  

Mentors   expressed   desire   to   front   load   practical   training   that   shows   how   to   teach   music  

fundamentals.   If   repeated,   there   should   be   a   focussed   orientation   training   on   how   to   teach   in   the  

context   of   lessons.   Useful   pedagogical   concepts   were   spread   out   over   the   course   of   weeks,   but  

there   should   have   been   a   more   focussed   start   on   developing   music   lesson   specific   instructional  

skills.   In   the   future,   we   thought   it   would   work   best   to   have   new   mentors   follow   a   similar   model  
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of   lessons,   and   that   returning   mentors   should   continue   to   meet   every   other   week.   Additionally,   it  

would   be   meaningful   to   incorporate   teachers   from   the   schools;   not   only   would   they   have   very  

relevant   wisdom,   it   would   also   work   to   build   our   relationships   with   the   teachers   and   the   school  

community.   In   terms   of   logistics,   the   sooner   the   students   can   be   recruited   and   the   schedules  

coordinated,   the   better.   The   mentors   suggested   that   the   team   of   mentors   should   go   directly   into  

music   classes   to   recruit   students.   There   is   precedent   for   that,   and   it   could   take   out   all   of   the  

middle   steps   of   communication   that   proved   to   slow   down   the   process.   Additionally,   mentors  

supported   opening   the   program   up   from   middle   school   to   grades   4-9.   The   lessons   that   we   had  

seemed   to   go   well,   and   mentors   were   already   learning   to   adjust   to   their   students   needs.   With  

more   time,   they   would   be   able   to   develop   their   pedagogical   skills,   deepen   the   mentor-student  

relationship,   and   help   the   students   towards   more   progress   in   content   and   confidence.  

Ultimately,   this   project   has   been   the   most   rewarding   endeavor   that   I   have   taken   on   at  

Vassar.   It   has   revealed   the   number   of   people   that   are   interested   in   music   education   for   themselves  

and   the   community.   With   some   organization,   there   are   empowering   and   mutual   partnerships   just  

waiting   to   happen.   The   project   was   not   perfect,   and   I   have   reflected   on   the   many   ways   in   which  

it   could   improve,   but   I   think   that   every   bit   of   effort   by   students,   mentors,   advisors,   community  

members,   and   those   who   supported   us   was   meaningful.   The   soul   of   the   project   was   made   up   of  

music,   learning,   and   empowering   relationships.   Harnessing   those   elements   created   a   community  

mission   that   I   believe   is   worthy   of   celebration.    
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Appendix  

Mentor   “Get   to   Know   You”   -    Appendix    1  

Music   Mentorship   for   Empowerment  
24   January   2020  

Name:   _____________________________  
 
Who   are   two   of   your   favorite   artists?  
 
 
Who   are   two   of   your   family’s   favorite   artists?  
 
 
What   are   two   songs   that   make   you   feel   empowered   when   you   listen   to   them?  
 
 
What   are   two   songs   that   make   you   feel   empowered   to   play   or   perform   them?  
 
 
What   do   you   most   enjoy   about   teaching?  
 
 
 
 
What   do   you   most   enjoy   about   music?  
 
 
 
 
What   do   you   hope   to   learn   throughout   this   process?  
 
 
 
 
Draw   a   visual   representation   for   your   hopes   and   dreams   for   music   mentorship   for   empowerment!  
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PMS   Student   “Get   to   Know   You”   -    Appendix    2  

Music   Mentorship   for   Empowerment  
February   2020  

Name:   _____________________________  
 
Who   are   two   of   your   favorite   artists?  
 
 
Who   are   two   of   your   family’s   favorite   artists?  
 
 
What   are   two   songs   that   make   you   feel   empowered   when   you   listen   to   them?  
 
 
What   are   some   songs   that   you   would   like   to   be   able   to   play?  
 
 
What   do   you   most   enjoy   about   playing   and   listening   to   music?  
 
 
 
 
What   do   you   hope   to   learn   throughout   this   process?  
 
 
 
 
Draw   a   visual   representation   for   your   hopes   and   dreams   for   Music   Mentorship   for  
Empowerment!  
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Notes   from   4th   Training   on   Scaffolding   and   Active   Participation   -    Appendix    3  

 

Mentor   and   Student   Pairing   Schedule   Appendix   4  
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