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Abstract

Researchers have examined music educators and their perceptions of preparedness to
teach music to students with disabilities (Davila, 2013; Gfeller, Darrow, & Hedden, 1990;
Grimshby, 2019; Hammel, 2001; Kahn & Lewis, 2014; Ruppar, Neeper, & Dalsen, 2016;
Salvador, 2010; VanWeelden & Meehan, 2016; VanWeelden & Whipple, 2014a). Researchers
have also examined paraprofessionals and their role in the music setting (Causton-Theoharis &
Burdick, 2008; Giangreco & Doyle, 2002; Giangreco, Doyle, & Suter, 2012, Grimsby, 2018,
2019; VanWeelden & Heath-Reynolds, 2018; Webster, et al., 2016). Findings from this body of
literature suggest that music educators and special education professionals, such as
paraprofessionals, are desirous of collaborative planning time to communicate student learning
objectives and instructional strategies. Music educators were also desirous of professional
development that centered on teaching music to students with disabilities and how to work with
their special education colleagues (Gfeller, Darrow, & Hedden, 1990; Grimsby, 2019;
VanWeelden & Whipple, 2014a). Findings from the paraprofessional literature suggest that
paraprofessionals lack the education to fulfill their job responsibilities and are too desirous of
collaborative planning time and professional development (Causton-Theoharis & Burdick, 2008;
Grimsby, 2018, 2019; Marks, Schraeder, & Levine, 1999; VanWeelden & Heath-Reynolds,
2018; Webster et al, 2010).

While two studies have examined the collaborative and instructional needs of music
educators and paraprofessionals (Grimsby, 2018; VanWeelden & Heath-Reynolds, 2018) there
have been no studies that have examined the development of professional development, specific
to teaching music to students with disabilities, as a way to address the needs of music educators

and the special education professionals they work with. Participation in professional



development, for many educators, is compulsory for either license renewal and/or is connected to
their evaluation (Barrett, 2006; Battersby & Verdi, 2015). Many researchers have considered
professional learning communities (PLC) as a way to meet the professional development needs of
music educators (Bell-Robertson, 2015; Gruenhagen, 2008; Fitzpatrick, 2014; Kastner, 2014;
Pellegrino, 2014, 2017; Sindberg, 2016; Stanley, 2012;); however, there are no studies that have
examined the effectiveness of a professional learning community between music educators and
the special education professionals they work with. There is a need for research that examines
how a professional learning community (PLC) may assist in meeting the instructional and
collaborative needs of music educators and the special education professionals they work with in
order to teach music to students with disabilities. Therefore, with the intent of developing an
effective professional learning community that addresses the instructional and collaborative needs
of music educators and the special education professionals they work with, the purpose of

this study is to examine the instructional processes, perceptions, and practices of music educators
and the special education professionals they work with in regard to teaching music to students
with disabilities. The following questions will guide this study:

1. How do music educators and special education professionals interact within a
professional learning community and do these interactions manifest differently in the
music classroom?

2. To what extent would a professional learning community impact instructional and
collaborative practices?

3. To what extent does a professional learning community transform a participant’s

pedagogical and philosophical beliefs on teaching students with disabilities?



4. How can a professional learning community offer opportunity for professional
development and planning that the school structure cannot?
The design of this study is an instrumental case study (Stake, 1995, 2005; Merriam,
1998). An instrumental case study is a study bounded by location and time, and uses an
individual, group, or institution to focus on a particular issue of interest. The study is founded in
a contemporary setting with the research design and analyses contextually based on findings
from the field. The researcher, being the primary data collection instrument, is above all
reflective, collecting multiple sources of data for triangulation and validity in order to bring
understanding to the issue in consideration. In an instrumental case study, the case is of secondary
importance, it is the issue the case examines which is of primary performance. The
case will be a group of music educators and the special education professionals they work with
within a PLC lasting approximately five months. The issue being addressed would be the
professional development and collaborative needs of music educators and the special education
professionals they work with. 1 will seek to collect the following data; video recording of all PLC
meetings, audio recordings of semi-structured interviews, participant journals, researcher
journals, in-school observations, video protocol analysis, field notes, and email.
It is my hope to initiate, develop, and sustain collaborative learning relationships between the
two groups participating in this study. I also hope engagement within the professional learning
community will benefit the participants’ instructional strategies and the learning outcomes of

their students with disabilities.



Relationship to Contemporary Research

Despite literature, spanning 45 years, that repeatedly suggests that music educators
perceive they are not prepared to teach music to students with disabilities, that they are desirous
of professional development on how to teach music to students with disabilities and that they are
not given collaborative planning time with their special education colleagues; changes to policy
and practice are few if not absent. Since the inception of PL94-142, now known as the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1990/2004) the number and diversity of students
with disabilities has increased. According to the NCEA more than 6.5 million students with
disabilities are being served by the public schools (about-idea, n.d.). As the population of
students with disabilities increases so too does the need for instructional supports for our music
educators (Giangreco & Doyle, 2002; Hughes & Valle-Riestra, 2008; Marks, Schrader, &
Levine, 1999). Although state music conferences may offer sessions on teaching music to
students with disabilities, these sessions are inadequate (VanWeelden & Meehan, 2016).
Professional development may be offered by school districts, but they often do not pertain to
music education, and professional development outside of what is provided by the school district
is often expensive (Bowles, 2003; Ferrara, 2009; Hesterman, 2011; Tarnowski & Murphy, 2003).
While music educators are teaching more students with disabilities they may or may not be able
to collaborate with their special education colleagues; yet there have been no policy changes at
the local or state level that provides collaborative planning between music educators and special
education professionals. Findings from my study, being the first examining music educators and
special education professionals in a professional learning community, may impact the field of
music education in a way that may initiate much needed policy changes and educational supports

for music educators.
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