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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, schools all over the world closed their buildings for the 

final months of the 2019-2020 school year. Educators relied on distance learning systems, 

established virtually overnight and refined in the weeks to come, to provide schooling. Teachers 

were given almost no time to prepare for this sudden shift.  

Not fully understanding what might lie ahead, educators started to collaborate by phone, 

Zoom, email, and social media platforms to brainstorm how  to adapt to this new reality. The 

shift to online instruction was extremely difficult for music educators, since students and faculty 

were not able to make music together in real time.  

As the pandemic continued into a second school year, many music educators continued to 

face challenges, frustrations and surprises in a virtual environment. Despite the inherent 

inadequacies of online learning, music educators found ways to teach students meaningful and 

substantive content.  

 

Purpose Statement 

This research study asks what string teachers, in particular, have learned from all of this.  

What positive outcomes, new techniques or strategies, and professional learning did orchestra 

teachers achieve in 2020-2021, while teaching under pandemic conditions? The study is an 

action research study that also relies on a survey of string teachers, which asked three questions:  

1. How has technology helped or hindered your teaching? 

2. How will this experience change your teaching going forward? 

3. What was one takeaway from this year’s teaching remotely? 



J a r a  | 2 
 

Need for the Study 

Teaching through the Covid-19 pandemic taught me that uncertain situations can be made 

less stressful by collaborating with others. We all have our own expertise and varied abilities. 

Surviving a remote year required more planning ahead, generating online resources, frequent 

parent communication, and exploring digital applications to reshape our content for distance 

learning. It would be a waste to completely put away lessons learned from the positive and 

negative experiences we have encountered this year. The forced transition to online instruction 

has led to innovation.  

Ideas presented in this study, whether drawn from colleagues who took the survey or 

from my lived experience show that this challenging experience has led to tools we can use in 

future years. For example, producing successful videos of student performance required me to 

give  more articulate, clear and concise directions.  The constant flow of emails back and forth 

provided updates for parents to enjoy, including short videos of the class demonstrating their 

learning in real time, whether working on a new technique or performing class favorites. The 

utilization of new educational music software and applications made student and teacher alike 

dig deeper into music technology. Having to play alone on Zoom meant students had to take 

more ownership and responsibility for their playing. Although the curriculum had to be 

significantly scaled back, music teaching and learning could not be stopped, as music educators 

came together to rethink new possibilities and solutions.  

 

Method 

The method for this qualitative study is a mixture of action and survey research. Action 

research is a method in which the researcher self-evaluates their own practice. (Phillips & Carr, 

2013) Survey research is a collection of information from a predefined group of respondents 
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towards a topic of interest. In this case, the researcher is both the subject and facilitator. (Phillips 

& Carr, 2013) I had originally hoped that this study would be an action research study of my 

own classroom. Since it took place during the pandemic, when I was not able to work with 

students in person, the focus shifted to the pandemic’s effects on my teaching, and that of my 

colleagues.  A survey element was added to gather helpful teaching strategies for other grade 

levels and from other perspectives. For the purpose of this study, I served as both an active 

participant and researcher. Data for the study includes my own lived experiences as a teacher in 

2020-2021, and teacher responses from the online survey. 

Subjects for this study included orchestra teachers working in K-12 schools from any 

state within the United States. At the end of June 2021, the survey was distributed through 

various orchestra and music Facebook groups. The survey consisted of thirteen questions broken 

into two sections: Post-Teaching Reflection and Teaching During the Pandemic. Ten of the 

questions were short response questions and the remaining three were Yes or No choices. This 

allowed teachers to be specific and to detail their particular school situation.  

It is important to make clear this that the survey received twenty six responses, sharply 

limiting its generalizability. While action research, inherently, is not meant to be generalizable, 

survey research requires a large number of responses to ensure validity and reliability. However, 

given the challenges of teaching (and writing my master’s thesis) during a pandemic, the use of 

limited survey data helps enrich this study. I review my own practice to then share the successes 

for other teachers to expand their knowledge on remote learning and enhancing their technology 

skills for future years. While this study has implications for others’ practice, it does not 

recommend standardized solutions for all types of learners, teachers, or situations.  
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Research Site 

 In Spring 2020, the Wilton Public School district, where I teach, transitioned to distance 

learning due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  Wilton (Fairfield County, Connecticut) is a distant 

suburb of New York City, and a suburb of the small cities of Norwalk and Danbury. Its 

population of 18,434 is predominantly white.(U.S. Census Bureau, 2019)  

The student to teacher classroom ratio is at 13:1. This is considerably smaller than 

average, allowing for more individualization. The orchestra program between the middle and 

high school consists of approximately 160 students with two teachers. The district has been 

recognized for academic excellence and high student achievement.  

 

Conclusion 

 Since this thesis attempts to integrate my lived experience as an educator with the 

experiences of other teachers (as reported in survey responses), and the research literature, I now 

turn to prior research that is relevant to this topic.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

While the experience of music education during the pandemic is too new to have 

produced much peer-reviewed research, a look at the literature shows relevant work in a few 

areas. An obvious place to begin is distance learning. Many journal articles point out the pros 

and cons of distance learning for music education, yet there are sustainable strategies worth 

revisiting in the future. Relevant literature examines students’ social-emotional needs, advocacy 

for music education (which, while always important, became vital during the pandemic), 

learning and teaching remotely, and the use of what has been called “virtual” ensembles. The 

chapter concludes with a summary of recommendations for professional practice drawn from the 

research literature.  

In the first section, I examine literature on how students’ social-emotional needs took 

center stage, even as curriculum was compromised. In the second section on advocacyfor music 

education, I will provide information on how music serves social emotional learning, and 

document the negative effects when administrators pull students out of their arts classes for 

remedial work. In the third section, on remote learning and teaching, I will point out how 

collaboration is beneficial to sharing ideas to teach orchestra online. In the fourth section on 

virtual ensembles, I will trace the history of these efforts, and describe how they can provide a 

sense of connectivity for students without a live performance. In the last section, I will discuss 

changes in teachers’ use of music technology during the pandemic, and how these changes can 

serve students well.  
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Curriculum or Student Rapport? 

The unprecedented experience of the pandemic forced teachers to examine their goals: 

were we to tend to students’ needs for safety, security, and community, or to teach subject area 

content? Music instruction was significantly compromised, as making music together in real time 

became temporarily impossible. In a synchronous virtual setting, students are often asked to 

remain muted while the teacher or leader plays, consequently forming a digital wall. (Ou, 2021)   

Ou, a middle and high school orchestra teacher, conducted a 2021 study in which music 

educators reported conflict regarding whether to focus on teaching students achievable musical 

proficiency or cultivate a rapport in becoming an influential adult figure during these students’ 

anxious lives. It is evident that the limitation of the student’s voices took a toll on their mental 

health. Ou recognizes that it is easy to teach content in one-way teacher led rehearsals, but 

teaching performance technique, theory and repertoire literacy in the online format alientated 

students. Ou suggests allotting time to do a “check in” helps coax students  to break down their 

“digital wall” by verbally expressing their feelings and thoughts. Cultivating a rapport will 

improve student motivation during these stressful times. Supporting strong relationships will 

navigate their intrinsic motivation to learn.  

Intrinsic motivation causes people to persist in an activity because of the inherent 

pleasures and satisfactions it provides, rather than due to external rewards. (Deci & Ryan, 1985) 

Deci and Ryan created a related concept called self-determination theory. Self-determination 

theory investigates the degree to which humans experience satisfaction of their three basic 

psychological needs: competence, relatedness and autonomy. (Deci & Ryan, 1985)  

Schnerer and Hopkins (2021) explained self-determination theory and offered 

suggestions on how to utilize it while teaching during the pandemic. Ways students could 
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ordinarily exercise self-determination became difficult or impossible. Learning from home via 

remote instruction meant that students could not gain a sense of competence by imitating their 

peers as they learned a new technique. Nor could they achieve relatedness through orchestra 

events, chamber ensembles, trips, or performances. Being at home eliminated all these 

opportunities for human interaction with peers. Finally, allowing students to choose their own 

instrument, plan out a practice schedule or set goals to gain admission to a youth orchestra, 

university or club augments their sense of autonomy. Schnerer and Hopkins remind the reader 

that “when a student's psychological needs of competence, relatedness and autonomy are being 

satisfied, it positively influences time spent practicing, continued participation and self-esteem”.  

They suggest that, given a totally online environment, teachers can foster students’ feelings of 

competence through alternate types of performances, teaching and modeling practice strategies, 

teaching students’ posture, providing specific praise, and use of practice guides. Relatedness can 

be facilitated through explicit attempts to address students’ social-emotional needs, use of small 

groups, discussion-based assignments, commenting on other students’ posts, and forming 

chamber groups. They suggest supporting student autonomy needs by having students lead parts 

of class, compose, curate a solo or chamber performance, select repertoire, design activities, 

respond to peers’ performances, teach a family member to play the instrument they play, and 

create a video to teach other students a skill.  

 Teachers realized that had to offer students support and work to rebuild rapport in the 

new format. At home, staring at a screen removed many students’ physical and mental ability to 

experiment or connect. School became harder for all types of learners as subject teachers 

attempted to teach the curriculum. Arts classes, including orchestra, were one space where 

students’ motivation and engagement with schooling could be fostered through explicit attempts 
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to connect. Despite this possible good, arts educators had to defend and protect arts education 

even more than usual during the pandemic.  

 

Advocacy for Music Education 

As CDC guidelines became flexible for Fall 2020, students and families had a choice of  

fully remote, hybrid or full time in person models of schooling. However, at the same time, 

administrators in my schools pulled several students out of music, art or physical education 

classes due to their being behind in required classes after months of distance learning. Wilton 

was far from alone. As schools adopted plans for remediation that included students missing out 

on the fine arts, NAfME (the National Association for Music Education) increased their 

advocacy against this practice. Edwards (2021) urged: “Music education advocates must 

emphasize the value that music education provides students as part of a well-rounded education 

and ask that music classes continue to be available for all students, including those who receive 

additional support in tested subject areas.” (Edwards, 2021).  

Edwards points out that music education supplies coping mechanisms to reduce feelings 

of stress and enhances a greater sense of purpose to the student’s emotional direction. Arts 

classes allow students to mix within their grade, experiencing a different academic environment, 

and build a set of unique skills to expand their self-development. Missing out on this experience 

contradicts the goal for the student to improve their academic performance.  

In a 2019 study published in the Journal of Educational Psychology, Peter Gouzouasis 

and colleagues found that students with multi-year participation in instrumental music exhibited 

higher academic achievement. This large-scale study tracked 110,000 students with long-term 

music enrollment and their high school academic achievement within English, mathematics, and 
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science courses. The study controlled for factors included socioeconomic status, race, gender, 

and previous academic performance. Gouzouasis noted, “Students with high levels of school 

music engagement had higher exam scores. Sacrificing music training for academic tutoring is 

counterproductive. The research suggests, the more study of music, the better students do in 

those (other) subjects.” (Gouzouasis, 2019)  This shows how skills learned in fine arts classes 

can boost overall achievement. Let’s compare with a student athlete, he or she is on the tennis 

team, the key skill is consistency. By self-assessing, detecting problem areas perhaps with a 

certain stroke, he or she will gradually adjust to refine that skill for a more desirable outcome. 

That same skill can be applied to his/her struggle in mathematics. Meeting with a tutor twice or 

three times a week to overcome difficult gaps is more effective rather than memorizing or 

cramming for a retake on a test. Intertwining all their tools gained from the arts and core subjects 

will make students a more well-rounded problem solver in all areas. 

It is important to consider mental health and well-being, as persistent stress and trauma is 

consuming the country’s youngest individuals known as Generation Z teens (ages 13-17) and 

Generation Z adults (ages 18-23). The American Psychological Association (APA) surveyed 

people across the United States about stress and stated, “Facing constantly changing 

circumstances around issues important to them, Gen Z teens are struggling with the uncertainty 

of their own futures, as well. Half (50%) say the pandemic has severely disrupted their plans for 

the future. A similar proportion (51%) report that the coronavirus pandemic makes planning for 

their future feel impossible.” (APA, 2020) Students’ overall social emotional development may 

be delayed as students re-enter the academic year with sports, plays, clubs, school events and 

gatherings remaining cancelled, leaving classes the opportunity to reconnect socially. Granting 

kids to exercise self-awareness, self-management and social awareness, a form of social 
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emotional learning (SEL). Cutting music programs to increase seat time in required subject areas 

does not benefit kids or staff. By applying SEL activities, teachers tap students’ inter- and 

intrapersonal intelligences. Teachers provide students opportunities for problem solving, 

developing stress management skills, exercising civic responsibilities, and conflict resolution and 

negotiation strategies. (Taylor & Larson, 1999) Major concerns all over the world are student’s 

attendance and motivation. SEL is an imperative approach to understand and help disengaged 

students, who might be  turning off their cameras, submitting incomplete or poorly finished 

assignments, or attending irregularly. Though results vary from study to study, common 

motivations for adolescent involvement with music include the fulfillment of emotional needs, 

distractions from boredom and the relief of tension and stress. (Campbell, Connell & Beagle, 

2007) Urkevich’s 2020 study urges, “There is a renewed burst of creative energy, a desire to 

connect with humankind. Music is being used as a purpose of expressing feelings, lifting spirits 

or challenging one’s intellect and ability.” (Urkevich, 2020) People are using their time spent at 

home “to be’ with music. From novice to expert musicians, people used instruments as a way to 

process their emotions. In addition, Shorner-Johnson urges Aristotle’s structure of ethos, pathos 

and logos to provide insight into how the early music education advocates argued to sustain 

music education. (Shorner-Johnson, 2013) These tools are defined as ethos: determining how the 

audience believes that the speaker is an expert on the topic and appears trustworthy and 

independent. Pathos: pulling on the audience's prior attitudes, history, and dispositions. It’s about 

invoking the correct emotional response. Onto the last stage, logos, the examination of evidence. 

Such persuasive devices will empower a strong argument to face administration or challenger set 

up informative evidence towards justifying the function of music education. 
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The relevant literature for this study reminds us that music, art and physical education are 

classes that provide a unique set of skills to aid students with intellectual, physical and emotional 

growth and well being. It is important to note that even during and after the pandemic, students 

must have all their classes to be balanced. Social emotional learning is and will be a high priority 

for the following years. Arts classes constantly implement practices of students self-regulating 

their emotions. Advocating music education will benefit all types of learners.  

 

Remote Learning / Teaching 

Distance learning, distance education, e-learning, blended learning, web-based instruction and 

online education all refer to the use of the internet plus other necessary technologies to develop 

materials for educational purposes, instructional delivery and management of programs. 

(Sherbon & Kish, 2005) Sherbon & Kish’s 2005 study examines  the first two or three decades of 

online learning ,when it was difficult to convince students, teachers or administrators that it was 

a legitimate form of education. However, views shifted rapidly as internet usage accelerated. 

Higher education institutions, corporations and the computer industry paved the way for the 

establishment of online learning. Advances in online learning bestowed a multitude of benefits. 

Online learning during the pandemic was usually not asynchronous as  colleges had previously 

structured online classes; unfortunately, the pandemic turned distance learning into “emergency 

remote teaching,” which often meant learning synchronously via video conferencing platforms. 

In music, face-to-face instruction had been the norm at all levels. The pandemic made this 

temporarily impossible. 
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To keep teaching music, courageous teachers started organizing themselves by word of 

mouth, social media, collecting internet resources, and attempting strategies via trial and error to 

hopefully navigate the new reality.  

Researchers Trust, Carpenter, Krutka and Kimmon’s 2020 study examined posts on 

Twitter using two popular hashtags: #RemoteLearning and #RemoteTeaching. The 

unprecedented demand for moving teaching and learning onto a digital platform almost 

instantaneously seemed impossible at the time. There were concerns about the availability of 

appropriate technology for all, regardless of socio-economic status; training for digital 

competency for both teachers and students; how to assess and supervise, and, in the case of 

music, how to have any kind of performance.   

After revising the qualitative data, a set of codes were put together to categorize the content of 

the tweets. Trust, Carpenter, Krutka, and Kimmons’ analysis organized comments into categories 

including:  sharing self-promotion, ideas or thoughts, technical advice, questions and requests, 

discussions, parenting, presenting student work, positive culture, remote teaching life, humor and 

challenges with remote teaching. (Trust, Carpenter, Krutka & Kimmons, 2020) 

 Networking gave teachers more web based resources to try in their classrooms. Landis’ 

2000 study worked closely with K-12 and higher education faculty members struggling to adapt 

their courses for distance delivery. She states, “I have found that there are categories: dive in, 

chucked, or start from scratch, which are common among many of the distance instructors.” The 

majority of teachers dived into online teaching. Unfortunately with no experience this caused 

lacking a trial run before the actual delivery of the class, which resulted in students struggling to 

complete assignments, communicate and teachers struggling to teach lessons. Landis’s research 

emphasizes that it is not so important what technology is used, but how it is used. (Landis, 2000) 
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The fact is, effective learning cannot take place with poor instruction, no matter what medium is 

used. Nakara's statement agrees with Landis’s conclusion, “Indeed, technical skills are not add-

ons; they are critical core competencies for music education.” (Nakra, 2020)  Trust, Carpenter, 

Krutka and Kimmon’s 2020 Twitter study displayed that when educators share their doubts and 

concerns over online platforms it gathers a wider range of opinions and perspectives. This 

formed a sense of hope, creativity and resilience. 

 The relevant literature for this study includes literature on how collaboration is beneficial 

to sharing ideas to remote learn and teach orchestra. Networking allowed teachers to give 

technical advice, answer each other’s questions and concerns, brainstorm activities, discuss pros 

and cons and relate during a stressful period. This process of collaborating relieved many 

teachers and proves to be an effective approach to sharing useful knowledge for all string 

programs for upcoming years. 

 

Virtual Ensembles 

Online learning may not be the preferred way to teach music, but there are numerous 

musical resources that support student and teacher needs if online. One of those major needs is 

producing or having a concert during a pandemic year. Pasting, cutting and remixing videos may 

not compare to a live performance, however it still allows reflection on some sort of growth and 

musical experience during a remote year. Michelle Miller, a cognitive psychologist who studies 

the brain and how technology can aid learning, describes the effectiveness and success of any 

online learning program as students feeling connected. (Goodman, 2020) Virtual videos can 

create a feeling of connectedness, while playing at home alone cannot. Goodman reflects, “In the 

spring of 2020, we commissioned a piece written specifically for a virtual instrument ensemble. 
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The piece, “Snitchin’ in the Kitchen,” is highly choreographed and involves students playing 

their instruments in their kitchen utensils as percussive instruments. Putting this piece together 

was a lot of fun, and I highly recommend the piece to any groups that are rehearsing online.” 

(Goodman, 2020) This concept is called an asset-based approach. Rather than focusing on 

“distance” classrooms, we can leverage teaching and learning from home as an asset.  

In the journal Educational Leadership, a special report outlines how collaboration holds 

the promise of transforming professional relationships, with profound implications for 

everyone’s learning. (Honigsfeld & Nordmeyer, 2020) Virtual ensembles are an example of this 

kind of collaboration.  

In 2009, YouTube introduced the first virtual ensemble, from the Symphony Orchestra 

Project partnering with the London Symphony Orchestra. Tan Dun, commissioned by YouTube, 

composed Internet Symphony No. 1 - Eroica for musicians to download, practice, perform and 

finally record. Approximately 3,000 videos from all over the world were submitted, although 90 

musicians were selected to perform with the YouTube Symphony Orchestra at Carnegie Hall. A 

mash-up of their submissions became the first virtual orchestra. Shortly after, in 2011, Eric 

Whitacre experimented with a composition called Sleep, producing the first virtual choir video. 

After completing this experiment, he created another virtual choir performance of himself 

conducting Lux Aurumque which went viral, earning over one million views in the first two 

months. This video became the most viewed item on YouTube during the pandemic in 2020. 

This video energized music educators by suggesting a solution for how to produce concerts for 

families, administrators and the community.  

There is no single easy or correct method for this process of collecting recordings, 

aligning visual and audio, editing, mixing and organizing. However once complete, the effect on 
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viewers is powerful. Teachers, students, families, administration and the community conveyed 

their gratitude for the project, and wanted to understand  how this project was assembled. The 

students couldn’t believe we were all “together” performing a tune they learned in their own 

homes. Students self-reported feeling connected in a class survey.   

The relevant literature for this study includes literature on how virtual concerts promoted 

community and belonging within the classroom. As kids stayed home, their loss of connecting 

with friends lead them to feel secluded. Similar to athletics, their interaction and team building 

opportunities got put on hold. With the power of technology and hours of dedication, music 

teachers were able to produce a virtual performance displaying how everyone came “together” in 

making music from home. 

  

Positive Outcomes towards Future Music Education 

Though online learning is not totally compatible with certain subjects, music education 

made it work. As schools entered this new world of distance learning, trial and error created 

positive collaborations and outcomes. Urkevichs’ 2020 study points out that “There has been no 

time quite like this in history, but somewhat comparable is the situation confronted by the music 

discipline a hundred years ago, during a boom of extraordinary audio innovation with the 

invention of the phonograph, radio, microphone, and amplification.”  

Usually an ensemble spends their time building performing skills like active listening 

towards each other, refining articulation to match the repertoire style of music, following a 

conductor for time and more to produce a musical experience. With all of that taken away for 

distance learning, applications such as Soundtrap, Garage Band, Acapella and others enabled 

studens to create, collaborate and share. YouTube provided an infinite library of artists’ work. 
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String students were able to view and critique performances by artists including TwoSetViolin, 

Yo-Yo Ma, JHMJams, Vitamin String Quartet and others. This year, the students also produced 

music technology projects in a musical style or genre of their choosing. Wilton usually hosts a 

talent show at the end of the year, but this past year it was almost cancelled. One teacher 

suggested the students use their new knowledge from the music technology unit to generate a 

“music video”. The show went on, and more students participated this year than any other. We 

know the technological knowledge and skills teachers obtained will be used for future years. 

 Music technology has added to the student’s musical experience. It offered students more 

opportunites to be creative. The activities and projects that were used during this remote year 

should not be stored away. As students continue to watch Tik Tok and YouTube videos, 

hopefully what they’ve learned in class will spark an idea to generate an artifact with their 

musical instrument. Teachers felt overwhelmed at the start of the pandemic, however, after 

months of exploring and comparing, teachers have new ideas on how to use music technology in 

the classroom in the future. 

 

Summary 

The relevant literature for this study included literatures on curriculum, student rapport and 

engagement, advocacy for music education, remote learning and teaching, virtual ensembles and 

positive outcomes for future music education. In going through the positive and negative 

challenges, teachers were able to cultivate functional approaches to teaching orchestra in a 

distance environment. Strong student rapport was aided through projects such as virtual 

performances and completed assignments with music technology. Even though the curriculum 

had to be altered for the year, music teachers were able to connect with students through a focus 
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on social emotional learning. As mental health becomes a major concern, SEL is starting to 

present itself as essential. Music involves much of these components, providing an immense 

advantage to promoting music education in schools. Teachers found new and innovative ways to 

survive through teaching digitally and pick up sustainable tools for the future years. 
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Chapter III 

Results & Discussion 

In this chapter, I present survey results, perspectives from my own experience, and 

discuss the implications of these findings for my future practice, and that of others. The chapter 

is organized around two main themes: whether teachers saw technology as a benefit or challenge, 

and takeaways for future practice.   

 

 Technology as a Benefit or Challenge? 

As educators faced disruption and change, technology became the only route to continue 

education. IT and media specialists created professional development or tutorial videos as fast as 

they could to aid their colleagues. Yet perhaps the most fundamental issue, at first, was 

inconsistencies in access to technology. In some districts, students without stable internet at 

home, or enough personal devices for the household, simply disappeared from school, or had 

very erratic attendance. Some disticts created wifi hotspots in school parking lots, or loaned out 

hardware to students. Even among those students who were connected consistently, inequities 

remained.  One teacher stated, “Internet connections were unstable during synchronous 

learning, and varying device quality (audio and video) made consistency difficult.” The 

student’s technology setup included facets such as their laptop’s microphone power, and home 

Wi-Fi and latency connection. This teacher brings up an important point; unfortunately, not all 

technology can be controlled by teacher or school, which causes an extra challenge.  

The survey does show that teachers do agree that, by grasping the basic functions of 

online communication, musical content can be delivered in an easy manner. One teacher 

states, “The kids could still participate from home via zoom by playing along and marking 
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music.” another teacher added, “If it wasn’t for the live streaming of orchestra, the students 

would have had to drop music.” A major benefit of online learning was student retention, 

taking away one frequent justification for cutting programs. 

 Ni (2013) conducted a study that compared student performance in online and face-to-

face classes, in terms of interaction and efficacy, in a public administration class. She concluded 

that“An online environment promotes student-centered learning, encourages wider student 

participation, and produces more in depth and reasoned discussions than a traditional classroom 

setting does.” (Ni, 2013). Some respondants’ surveys showed how the move to online instruction 

actually made some aspects of teaching work as well or better. One of the teacher’s responses 

stated, “I used Google Slides to really spell out how to do new concepts and included close up 

pictures and figures. I also added videos or links to video resources when relevant.”  

In my classroom, I found that students were able to grow their musical knowledge at their 

own pace and take ownership of their progress. Less vocal students used the online chat box 

during class sessions for reviewing, asking questions, and answering teacher questions. During 

the improvisation unit on the blues and jazz, students felt less intimidated to explore freely, as 

every student was able to create on the spot while muted. The fear of judgement and solo playing 

was eliminated, unless the teacher took the time to unmute volunteers. Teachers took advantage 

of gathering student recordings to write up follow ups and track the student’s technical progress, 

questions or informal performances through digital platforms such as Schoology, Google 

Classroom or Team. This allowed tailored feedback and comments for each student to improve 

individually.  

Providing feedback through these digital platforms also produced easier communication 

with parents regarding student progress. The new routine of uploading all material, a syllabus, 
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student work, announcements, feedback, handouts, and demonstration videos allowed parents to 

easily follow along throughout the remote year. Usually, open houses or parent conferences were 

how parents learned of their child’s development. Information and action plans could be sent out 

quicker to assist students without scheduling issues or time barrier. One teacher stated, “I’ve 

come back to Google Slides to produce visual aids to explain music theory better rather than a 

lecture.” Not only does this help student learning, but it also helps parents see what the child has 

missed due to illness or pull out. Web-based technology increases convenience, flexibility, and 

currency of material, customized learning and feedback over a traditional face to face. 

The common factor that teachers had to adapt to was understanding that technology and 

empathy were essential to running an effective and nurturing learning environment. The survey 

reports that reusing and enhancing digital lesson plans, integrating technology to aid student 

learning, forming more team groups, continuing professional development, being more concise 

and direct during instruction, engaging more consistent parent communication, and sustaining 

organizational skills aided students in performing their best. For example, one teacher reflected 

on his/her usual goal of reviewing theory and basic technique at the start of the year. Usually 

students reviewed scales, note reading, and finger patterns to awaken their prior knowledge. 

Providing digital lesson plans, teachers are now able to reach out to students who are absent due 

to illness, academic make-ups, weather cancelations or in need of extra reinforcement. Instead of 

saying, “I try to touch base with you next time,” student and teacher alike can be accountable for 

their learning.  

Educators also noticed that holding class on Zoom became mostly teacher-led instruction, 

which led to student disengagement. Another teacher altered the structure of their class to focus 

on group work like Zoom sectionals, composition projects and audio layering projects which 
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allowed a more engaging musical experience. Luckily certain schools had the opportunity to 

return as a hybrid model for Fall 2020. The hybrid model allows 50% of the class on Zoom and 

50% in person to follow spacing guidelines. While this method of teaching posed great 

challenges, having face to face interaction with a percentage of the class positively affected 

student motivation. 

 Productive in person sessions permitted students to play more and utilize systematic 

approaches to self-regulating their ability at home or in the classroom through scales, 

memorizing tunes, warm ups, sight reading, and refining ensemble pieces. Online assignments 

such as audio production via Soundtrap, music theory assessments via musictheory.net, 

composing via flat.io, or creating a self-directed practice routine via SmartMusic can bring 

students together virtually for larger project based learning. Establishing the difference gave a 

more fitted baseline for teachers to instruct and empower students to grow during this uncertain 

time. 

 These innovations required teacher growth and development. Thankfully associations 

such as ASTA (American String Teachers Association), provided beneficial virtual conferences, 

professional development workshops, and free lesson plans to aid strings teachers around the 

country. Further, string teachers shared ideas via Twitter, blogs, or Facebook, as well as thoughts 

about their successes and failures. We all grew up learning technology in our own way, some 

self-guided, others from studying in a university or simply having friends or colleagues be our 

teacher. Teachers of all generations are now more driven to share their experiences and tips when 

using technology with music content. 

Another general concept found in survey results, and my own teaching practice, is the 

importance of parent communication during this time. Making the effort to record a snippet of 
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the class either through zoom or in person for parents to watch had an effect beyond what I 

expected. Parents appreciated the variety that music added to their child’s school day; that their 

child finally had time to take a break from “academic” work. When it came to finally producing 

an in-person concert, parents were on board understanding that their children have been missing 

and wanting this experience. Since parents’ level of musical knowledge varies widely, video T 

clips presented talking points for families, “Johnny, I saw you doing this shaky movement with 

your finger, what’s that called?” opening up conversation between parent and child.  

A study from the Center for Global Development shows that in online communication, 

empathy is often compromised. It is harder to detect emotional states and non-verbal cues. This 

was a key struggle for teachers. Chakrabarti and Brown’s study points out that both positive and 

negative emotions can have a positive effect. Positive emotions promote creative problem 

solving, efficiency in decision making, thoroughness and effort in interesting or pleasant tasks. 

Negative emotions can dissuade individuals from distracting themselves, encourage them to 

engage more in elaborating their message, and motivate them to change the situation or mood for 

the better. (Chakrabarti & Brown, 2020)  

Unfortunately, text based communication saved teachers time in responding to an email 

or Zoom chat, relative to setting up a one on one video chat. This sort of dialogue lacks many 

mechanisms needed for emotional contagion. Responding to students via zoom chat or email did 

not necessarily aid their overall well-being or fully deliver proper instruction. While keeping up 

was extremely difficult for teachers this year, those who were able to add private meeting times 

saw a hopeful reaction. I read in an orchestra Facebook posting that some teachers implemented 

time slots to either hear from students, similar to a show and tell, or chat about what’s going on 

in their lives. Teachers felt more connected when instructing the whole class via online. Once 
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returning to a more “normal” school year, teachers are starting to rethink these minor changes as 

helpful and needed actions to pursue for long term actions within the classroom. By balancing 

out technology and empathy, the classroom will convert to a more effective and nurturing 

learning environment. 

Personally, my new teaching mantra is to not assume, especially with technology. My 

objective for the year was to maintain practice-oriented education. Of course, the obstacles of no 

in person music pedagogy, lack of proficiency in technology, learning new music software and 

poor internet quality and connection speed caused an enormous amount of preparing and then 

redirecting. Establishing a reusable instruction template with basic supplementary videos saves 

time and builds a consistent learning method for students setting a routine for the students. 

During class, I’ve made it a habit to speak out loud my checklist when it comes to a new musical 

software program or technology set up. Describing my steps opens the doors for students to 

problem solve while I work through new applications. Another way let them in by sneak peeking 

their soon to be task. The whole class's brain is better than one. Accepting assistance from 

students grants self-ownership and deeper understanding of teaching a specific skill. By the 

teacher relinquishing leading the class it cultivates a supportive and caring online classroom 

environment that will continue personal and emotional growth.  

 

Teachers’ Takeaways from the Pandemic Year 

At the end of the year teachers recognized it is important to reflect on at least one positive 

or negative takeaway from teaching strings remotely. In one way or another we all “survived” 

through a global pandemic, initially what seemed to be an impossible task. Even though the 

future remains uncertain, here are a few takeaways teachers stated from the survey: 
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Positive: 
• Students gained confidence playing alone 
• Families were involved with the music journey, hearing the child practice, mini solo 

performances, learning favorite tunes 
• Intentionally designing a stress free environment 
• Relationships and rapport with students - more evident this year 
• Digital assignments are good ways to hold student accountable 
• High quality instruction can be done online  
• Recognizing our own teaching styles 
• Music was an outlet for students 

Negative: 
• Sense of community lacking. 
• The ensemble had a wide range of abilities, leaving those who are weaker to fall behind 
• For any human being, especially young learners, sitting at a desk all day can burn 

students out. 
• Resetting expectations 
• Higher awareness of patience and flexibility 
• Teacher burn out 

 

The high demands of retaining academic standards and maintaining our music programs 

led to teachers taking on an oversize workload. New technology, new routines, constant requests, 

reshaping the curriculum, and reaching out to all type of learners day after day led many teachers 

towards burnout. 

 Pressley conducted a study that recruited K-12 teachers across the United States to 

complete an electronic survey during the first week of October 2020, to provide insight into the 

impact of teaching during Covid-19 on teacher burnout. The electronic survey included four 

different scales. One of the burnout scales presented teachers with questions about their 

perspective on teaching on a 6-point scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. 

Burnout scores for each subsection ranged from 6 to 36, with a higher score suggesting higher 

burnout feelings. (Pressley, 2021) Burnout is described as a prolonged response to chronic 

emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job, defined by the three dimensions of exhaustion, 

cynicism and inefficacy. Decades of medical research suggest that mindfulness-based 
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interventions can increase well-being and reduce stress. Varona  (2018) lays out strategies to 

help music educators manage occupational stress and avoid burnout, including “gratitude 

journaling.” Varona’s study points out that such writing exercises do not need to be a time-

consuming activity, but a quick way to document the little things that help create a positive work 

mentality.  

There are not enough hours in the day to add another “chore” on the list, one of the 

reasons why gratitude journaling wasn’t a priority for everyone during this pandemic year. A 

teacher states,  

I’m at a crossroads – I’ve been considering a new job for a while now. This week, I spent 
every day teaching through lunch and working into the evening to get our program off the 
ground. When I take time to reflect and write down things for which I’m thankful, I 
realize all that I have accomplished throughout the day. There were big things, like giving 
twenty-five kids the opportunity to play an instrument for the first time, and little things, 
like having a moment to enjoy my cup of coffee. Once I took the time to think about the 
impact I’m having, I remembered why I became a teacher, and realized that all of the 
craziness is worth it. (Varona, 2018)  

 

The connection to mindfulness is in noticing our many interactions and emotional 

responses to them. Becoming more aware offers one self to read their own well-being, the 

classroom’s climate and constructively deal with developing interpersonal issues and symptoms 

of burnout. Certain departments got creative towards the last month of the school year, hosting 

real life problem solving situations, hands on games, mini parties and interactive group 

conversations to lessen the stress on the teacher and student side. These times to reconnect 

brought a pause to the rapid pace.  

A panel discussion sponsored by the College Music Society South Central Conference took place 

over Zoom,  including professors from the Universities of North Texas, Pennsylvania and North 

Carolina. The topic was the takeaways for music education after the pandemic.  
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Similar to the survey results in this study, the panelists agreed that taking a step back 

allowed one to not lose sight of the bigger picture. Rather than always focusing on learning the 

notes and pieces for competitions or concerts, redirecting our instructions towards a deeper 

understanding of other elements such as rhythmic accuracy, expanding new styles, initiate 

activate listening, applying simple technology and growing student rapport opens up a more 

efficient dialogue within the classroom. Professor Tonya Mitchell-Spradlin stated, “The 

ensemble and myself reevaluated what the process of preparing music is and its purpose. The 

outcomes become more meaningful that end up creating effective strategies to where the student 

practices ownership.” (Brou, Joyner, Mitchell-Spradlin Posada & Seidman, 2021)  

Not realizing I took this similar approach, instead of cancelling the private group sessions 

and lessons with the high school students, I continued meeting with them to focus their personal 

goal towards their instrument. Students reflected on their overall performance guiding them to 

form a list of their weaknesses, interests, and a practice l routine. Techniques that came up 

included steadier vibrato, learning popular tunes they’ve seen via mass media, shifting smoother 

into position, reading notes above their normal range and advance bow movement. I encouraged 

students to think about their time spent on their instrument; what would satisfy themselves 

during this pandemic year, regardless of grades, concerts, or  performing for others’ approval. 

What will make you feel good at the end of our session or your own practice time? It became 

apparent that the lessons should be ran in this manner. Of course, it was also a time to review and 

enhance their concert pieces, however, the idea was to inspire them more to get familiar with 

their instrument on a personal level. 
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Recommendations for Future Practice 

As the pandemic continues into a third school year, similar studies could be carried out in 

other areas, with other age groups, or even in other countries. Further, other studies could be 

conducted once the students return to a regular school schedule, in-person, to see whether, or 

how, the strategies and takeaways from the pandemic year are being used for in-person classes.  

 

Conclusion 

In chapter 3, I presented various findings from the survey regarding teachers’ response to 

their overall experience teaching orchestra during a pandemic year. The two key takeaways are 

that technology should be used more often to enhance the class, and relationships with students 

help create a more engaging environment. This past year caused a dramatic shift in every 

educator’s teaching style. Surviving the year meant encountering many victories and failures.  

Unfortunately, I fell into the habit of running my classes as teacher led trying to figure 

out how to use technology and teach as much content as possible. As normality in the classrooms 

returns, my main focus for the following years must be to incorporate the student’s voice more 

often and organize myself to let technology be a productive resources to hold content and not be 

the end all be all.  
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