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ABSTRACT 

In this study I used ethnographic techniques to examine reciprocal peer mentoring 

in a post-secondary piano course and to explore the influence of reciprocal peer 

mentoring on the learning environment, the sharing of knowledge and skills, and the 

perspective of the participants regarding the process of peer mentoring and social 

interaction. Findings included successful outcomes for learners in terms of 

understandings, skills, and dispositions in association with student affmity for the 

process. 

Participants preferred interactive learning, experienced an enhanced level of 

comfort as a result of the ongoing social interaction and peer validation, and found both 

dispositional and educational value in learning as part of a supportive community of 

learners. Themes included the effectiveness of peer communication; the value of 

exposure to multiple perspectives; the enhanced level of comprehension acquired through 

constructing knowledge with others; and the motivational and self-management benefits 

of monitoring personal learning through peer interaction. Reciprocal peer mentoring was 

observed to be efficient and effective; participants held a negative view of both 

traditional instruction and group learning that lacked shared authority and ongoing 
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dialogue among knowledgeable peers. 

Participants expressed congruent perceptions regarding the effect of peer 

mentoring on social interaction. Themes included interdependent relationships and social 

bonding, enhanced efficacy, successful mentoring without training, and personal 

satisfaction in helping others. The positive academic, technical, and social results for 

students in this study speak to the self-actualizing power of constructivist and holistic 

ideals and may contradict two of the prevailing paradigms in the literature on peer 

mentoring in music education settings: teacher determination of a fixed role for each 

student for the duration of the process and the necessity of extensive mentor training. 

The results may have implications for the practice of music educators both in 

terms of the hierarchical power structure of traditional music instruction and the holistic 

development of student potential. These findings encourage the use of reciprocal peer 

mentoring within the discipline of music education, conceivably extending the observed 

benefits of this learning paradigm to a greater number of student musicians and 

contributing to the holistic development of student potential within the field. 
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CHAPTER 1: RECIPROCAL PEER MENTORING 

Prominent philosophers and critical thinkers in the field of education have 

asserted the importance of grounding educational practice in democratic and 

constructivist principles. Dewey (1938) suggested that democratic social arrangements 

promote a better quality of human experience than non-democratic forms. Apple (2000) 

advocated democratizing the educational process whenever possible to allow student 

participation into the creation and/or recreation of meanings and values. Elliott (1995) 

argued that students reap long-term benefits from interacting in a democratic and 

constructivist learning environment because they have opportunities to think critically, 

interdependently, and creatively. Reciprocal peer mentoring can have particular value as 

a pedagogical tool because it is a learning paradigm that is consistent with democratic 

and constructivist principles. 

Dewey ( 193 8) envisioned education as a social process reliant on the 

development of experience that comes about through interaction. Dewey suggested that 

classrooms should function as interactive and cooperative communities in which students 

are granted "freedom of intelligence," the teacher serves as a leader of group activities, 

and students engage in successful observation, discussion, and arbitration-seeking 

knowledge and exercising judgment in intrinsically worthwhile experiences (p. 61 ). 

Dewey's educational ideal aligns closely with the process of learning through reciprocal 

peer mentoring. 



Definition of Peer Mento ring 

The term mentoring encompasses a wide variety of definitions. Haggard, 

Dougherty, Turban, and Wilbanks (2011) reviewed literature dating back to 1980 to 

determine how researchers have investigated and defmed mentoring. They discovered 

over 40 definitions of the term mentoring and thus ascertained that no specific, 

comprehensive definition of mentoring exists. The authors suggested, however, that 

three core attributes distinguish mentoring from other kinds of interpersonal 

relationships: reciprocity (mutuality of social exchange as opposed to a one-way 

relationship); lasting benefits as a result of a learning partnership; and regular/consistent 

interaction over some period of time. 
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Although numerous definitions of mentoring exist, three types of mentoring are 

particularly relevant to student participation in the learning environment. These include 

peer assisted learning, peer tutoring, and peer mentoring. Johnson (2013) defined peer 

assisted learning as an instructional arrangement where peers help each other gain 

knowledge and skill through active help and support. Johnson's definition of peer 

assisted learning includes both mentoring and tutoring, two terms that are often viewed as 

interchangeable. Jones and King (2009), however, argued that the terms tutoring and · 

mentoring have different connotations. According to Jones and King, tutoring has a 

"focus towards academic learning; its mode is one person to several" whereas mentoring 

"focuses more on life skills; generally its mode is one-to-one" (p. 56). 

Gaunt, Creech, Long, and Hallam (2012) affirmed that mentoring goes beyond the 

sharing ofknowledge and skill. In their view, mentoring "recognizes the 



interdependence of personal and professional development" and "takes into account the 

whole person rather than just focusing narrowly on transmitting a specific professional 

skill needed to meet an immediate challenge" (p. 28). In some cases, peer-assisted 

learning structured as tutoring may evolve into mentoring as students develop 

relationships and concern for one another beyond academics (e.g., Ehly & Larsen, 1976; 

Kelehear & Heid, 2002; Madsen, Smith, & Feeman, Jr., 1988; Webb, 2012). 

Student-to-student mentoring is sometimes described as peer mentoring even 

when the mentor and mentee are not on the same level in terms of age or standing (e.g., 

Kelehear & Reid, 2002; Webb, 2012). When student mentoring pairs do not share equal 

status (e.g., cross-age tutoring or mentoring), mentoring roles are typically fixed rather 

than reciprocal with an older or more knowledgeable student serving as mentor to a 

younger or less knowledgeable mentee. Bruffee (1999), however, emphasized that the 

word peer is clearly defined as "an equal, not a superior," so it is important that students 

involved in peer (rather than cross-age) mentoring believe "they are unequivocally 

institutional status-equals" (p. 95). According to Bruffee, the effect of peer mentoring 

depends on the degree to which students "believe that they both bring an important 

measure of ability, expertise, and information to the encounter" (p. 95). 

Kehoe (2007) defined the work of a peer mentor in an educational setting: "The 

mentor is responsible for supporting, facilitating, and learning with the learner" (p. 6). 

Kehoe's suggestion that the mentor is learning with the mentee implies some degree of 

mutual benefit in fixed-role mentoring. Reciprocal mentoring, where peers interact as 

both mentor and mentee, allows peers to maintain equal status (Bruffee, 1999). 
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Reciprocal peer mentoring, then, may expand the benefit to both members of the 

mentoring pair (Foster, 2009). 

For the purpose of this study, reciprocal peer mentoring is defmed as students 

guiding students in one-to-one relationships in which peers maintain equal status and 

contribute to the learning experience of one another. With reciprocal peer mentoring, 

students participate in activities where they are actively involved in learning through 

exploration and discovery as they engage in social interaction and verbal exchange to 

construct knowledge and develop technical mastery. Students connect in helping 

relationships in which they support one another as they work to achieve understanding 

and mastery goals. 

In this study, peers interacted as equals, and both members of the mentoring pair 

contributed to the learning that occurred during reciprocal mentoring activities. Mentor 

pairings were not pre-determined or fixed; pairings varied throughout the course of the 

study. Students provided personalized attention to one another, served as models, and 

shared academic, technical, social, and emotional support as they engaged in interactive 

problem:..solving tasks. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

4 

The purpose of this study was: (a) to examine reciprocal peer mentoring in a post­

secondary piano class for general studies students; (b) to explore the perceptions of both 

the participants and instructor regarding the impact of reciprocal peer mentoring on 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions; and (c) to examine the social dimensions of cognitive 



and technical learning in a collaborative class environment that includes reciprocal peer 

mentoring. The following questions served to guide this study: 

1. How does the inclusion of reciprocal peer mentoring in the pedagogical process 

contribute to the learning environment in a post-secondary introductory piano 

course? 

2. How does reciprocal peer mentoring contribute to the sharing of knowledge and 

skills in a post-secondary introductory piano course? 

3. What are the perspectives of the students with regard to the process of reciprocal 

peer mentoring and social interaction? 

5 

I chose to study peer mentoring in an applied music setting because researchers 

who investigate peer mentoring have reported positive results for students in multiple 

domains: knowledge, skills, and dispositions. Peer mentoring (same-age and cross-age) 

has been found to be successful in boosting academic (conceptual and symbolic 

understanding), technical (application), and social development (social and emotional 

maturity in relating to others) for both mentor and mentee (e.g., Alexander & Dorow, 

1983; Darrow, Gibbs, & Bonner, 2005; Ehly & Larsen, 1976; Goodrich, 2007; Kelehear 

& Heid, 2002; Madsen, Smith, & Feeman, Jr., 1988; Sheldon, 2001; Weissberg & 

O'Brien, 2004). This may be due to symbiotic factors that include: interactive student 

involvement in the learning process; the creation of a supportive learning environment 

that leads to student achievement; the unique properties of peer communication; students' 

propensity to learn through teaching others; improved self-management skills; 

interdependent relationships and social affiliation; enhanced efficacy (a belief in one's 
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ability to produce valued outcomes); and satisfaction derived from helping others (Foster, 

2009). 

Discovering Peer Mentoring 

My interest in peer mentoring grew from my own experience as a music student, a 

music educator, and a fine arts supervisor with professional responsibilities extending 

from pre-kindergarten to post-secondary levels. The learning environment in which I 

encountered music in each of these roles was consistently teacher or conductor centered. 

Despite the inherent satisfaction, fulfillment, and enjoyment to be had in making, 

experiencing, and learning about music, I have observed and empathized with the 

frustration related to feelings of individual devaluation and emotional constraint 

expressed by student musicians at every level. 

As an emerging educator, I, like many novice teachers, modeled classroom 

methods on those of admired music educators-adopting a teacher or conductor-centered 

learning paradigm predicated on the assumption that my musical expertise and 

developing skills as an educator would operate in synergy with the intrinsic motivation of 

engaging in music and yield optimum results for students. Despite official 

commendations from both music and pedagogical professionals, I began to question my 

methods as I engaged with the ideas of philosophers and critical thinkers from varied 

perspectives who argued the importance of holistic education based on democratic and 

constructivist principles. Further, I became better versed in cognitive process motivation 

theory, coming to understand that motivation lies in the intrinsic value, self-respect, and 

self-satisfaction that come from solving problems and gaining understanding (Mcinerney, 
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2005). Inspired by these ideas, I sought to change my approach. I began integrating peer 

mentoring into the pedagogical process in several introductory-level piano lab courses 

that I teach in my instructional position at a small private university. 

Peer mentoring became an even more embedded part of my teaching profile 

when, as part of a graduate course requirement, I undertook a small case study research 

project to explore the effects of peer mentoring on student knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions in a piano lab setting. Although I did not provide mentor training prior to the 

study for the students who participated in the research, both the participants' and my own 

perceptions were uniformly positive. The participants displayed a natural affinity for the 

process (perhaps because it is most similar to the learning paradigm found outside the 

classroom where peers interact in self-directed activities and are actively involved in both 

learning and assessment), and they were both eager and able to share knowledge during 

peer mentoring without extensive training. They found value in the mentoring 

relationship as a reciprocal connection based on trust and authenticity; the sympathetic 

culture fostered a sense of community that resonated beyond the classroom in terms of 

outside social relationships and a willingness to help one another in other areas. 

Collective efficacy, the group's shared belief in its ability to produce valued outcomes, 

was heightened because the group ethos was supportive, and participants welcomed the 

more democratic classroom atmosphere, relishing the chance to make choices of value 

(Miller, 2002; Foster, 2009). 

Differing skill levels and personalities were seen as positives in reciprocal 

mentoring and, in some cases, peers were viewed as more effective than adult instructors 
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in fostering cognitive and technical development, perhaps because the classmates were so 

keenly aware of the strengths and weaknesses of their peers. Mentors and men tees 

learned from each other by communicating, negotiating, and cooperating-an 

observation consistent with the common assertion that an excellent way to learn 

something is by teaching it or showing it to someone else (Darrow, Gibbs, & Bonner, 

2005). Consistent with Piaget's (1926) hypothesis that individuals gain understanding 

from having to coordinate their thinking with that of their peers, participants benefitted 

from the cognitive assimilation and accommodation that is a part of interpersonal 

learning (Crook, 1995). Such compelling evidence ofboth cognitive and technical 

growth, affirmative social influence in terms of caring relationships, a positive learning 

environment, and increased efficacy motivated me to continue my research on peer 

mentoring in the post-secondary piano lab. 

Group Piano Instruction 

Group piano instruction is increasingly offered by colleges and universities in the 

United States (Lindsay, 2006). Group piano classes are commonly taught in a piano lab 

at an introductory level; courses are usually one to two semesters in length and may be 

offered in a sequence. Enrollment is limited on average to between seven and twelve 

students (Chin, 2002; Lindsay, 2006). 

Valued by music educators and educational administrators as both effective in 

promoting fundamental keyboard skills and practical for its efficient use of instructor 

time, group piano instruction is a widespread means of developing functional keyboard 

skills for both music majors and nonmusic majors at the post-secondary level (Amoriello, 
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2010; Chin, 2002; Tsai, 2007). Group piano often fulfills a requirement for music majors 

who are not studying piano as their primary instrument. Accredited universities typically 

require music majors to pass a cumulative piano proficiency exam demonstrating 

competency in a variety of keyboard skills such as sight reading, transposing, 

improvising, harmonizing, playing scales and arpeggios, and performing repertoire in 

alignment with National Association of Schools of Music standards and guidelines 

(Amoriello, 2010; Fisher, 2006; Young, 2010). Group piano typically serves as a fine 

arts elective for nonmusic majors. 

Content and Assessment 

Group piano instructors generally incorporate the "piano skills outlined in various 

national music organization documents and the piano skills valued by music educators 

into the group piano curricula" (Young, 2010, p. 38). Course content commonly includes 

sight-reading, harmonization, critical listening, chord progressions, technical exercises, 

theory, repertoire study, style concepts, improvisation, ensemble playing, transposition, 

and ear training with an emphasis on functional skills (Amoriello, 2010; Chin, 2002; 

Fisher, 2006). Student composition may also be incorporated. 

· A wide variety of textbooks is available to the group piano instructor (Young, 

201 0). Textbooks are typically organized in a series of sequential units and often include 

a selection of repertoire with optional teacher accompaniment. Textbooks may include 

an accompaniment disc to support student practice. 

Although students enrolled in group piano enter the class with diverse skill levels 

and career goals, expected outcomes are similar, regardless of prior experience with the 
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piano (Amoriello, 2010). Course objectives typically focus on keyboard technique, sight­

reading, harmonization, improvisation, performance of repertoire, musical interpretation, 

and a general understanding ofthe fundamentals of music theory (Chin, 2002; Fisher, 

2006). The curriculum is often structured to facilitate a connection between students' 

understanding of music theory and the repertoire and technique explored in piano class 

(Amoriello, 201 0). 

Learning is commonly assessed using benchmarks that include both written 

assessment of music fundamentals and performance assessment. Ongoing formative 

assessment by the teacher typically is supplemented by formal summative evaluation that 

may incorporate the use of a rubric in order to provide specific feedback to support 

further student development. Evaluation and feedback commonly address accuracy of 

notes and rhythm, technique (e.g., fingering, posture, hand position and shape), 

musicality (e.g., tempo, dynamics, flow, expressiveness), and articulation and phrasing 

(Young, 2010). 

Learning Environment 

While the physical set-up and structure of a group piano course are necessarily 

dependent on the resources and goals of each sponsoring institution, a piano lab is 

generally equipped with electronic keyboards (often with less than the 88 keys typical of 

acoustic instruments) fitted with individual headphones. Auditory input may be adjusted 

using a control console, which enables the teacher to monitor individual students, small 

groups, or the class as a whole, or to pair groups of students in flexible ways. The 



physical environment is usually based on the hierarchical ensemble model with the 

teacher piano and control console at the front or center of the room. 

11 

Hiemstra (1991) reasoned that educational environment cannot be defined solely 

by the physical surroundings in which learning takes place. The psychological or 

emotional conditions and social or cultural conditions affecting the growth and 

development of an individual engaged in an educational enterprise also function as part 

of the learning environment. Amoriello (20 1 0) suggested that whether teachers are 

conscious of it or not, "power dynamics directly affect the instructional environment" in 

the piano lab (p. 32). 

The psychological and social learning environment in piano classes conducted by 

expert group piano teachers is highly consistent (Young, 2010). Learning is 

predominantly operationalized through a three-step process: the teacher presents 

academic information, gives a direction, or models a technique; students respond; and the 

teacher assesses and provides positive and/or negative feedback (Lindsay, 2006). 

Students often play an exercise in unison or practice individually using headphones while 

the teacher gives mini-lessons to individual students. Group piano teachers rarely use 

small group activities (Young, 201 0), and instructional strategies that involve peer 

interaction in a group learning environment are used most infrequently (Chin, 2002). 

Teacher-centered instruction is the norm with a focus on teacher delivery and authority. 

Daily and long-term objectives are determined by the teacher; repertoire choice is limited 

by the teacher; and the teacher provides all or most critiques and solutions (Scruggs, 

2009). Given these circumstances, the piano lab is an ideal setting for an investigation of 
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goals); individual accountability (feelings of responsibility for completing one's share of 

the work and facilitating the work of other group members that are posited to result from 

positive interdependence); promotive interaction (action by individuals to encourage and 

facilitate each other's efforts to accomplish the group's goals); the appropriate use of 

social skills (skilled teamwork as a result of interpersonal and small group skills); and 

group processing "to clarify and improve the effectiveness" of the process (p. 369). 

Three instructional techniques are commonly associated with social 

interdependence: cooperative learning; collaborative learning; and peer mentoring. Each 

of these practices emphasizes active student participation, social cooperation rather than 

individual competition, and social learning, but they are not identical. 

According to Slavin (20 11 ), "Cooperative learning refers to instructional methods 

in which teachers organize students into small groups, which then work together to help 

one another learn academic content" (p. 344). In cooperative learning, group sizes may 

vary from "two to several; group members may have individual roles or tasks, or they 

may all have the same task" (Slavin, 2011, p. 344). Evaluation or rewards may be based 

on group performance or the average of individual performances, or students may 

"simply be asked to work together" (Slavin, 2011, p. 344). 

Cooperative learning practices may be formally structured with instructional 

methods and activities, frequency and duration of lessons, and composition of student 

groups determined by an authority (Kagan, 1989; Siegel, 2005). Important goals of 

cooperative learning include interdependent rather than competitive relationships and 

equitable student input (Bruffee, 1995). Students engaged in cooperative learning are 
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held accountable for collective learning, so teachers maintain the locus of authority 

(Bruffee, 1995). 

Collaborative learning involves students in conceptual learning and the 

construction of shared meanings (Johnson, 2013). Collaborative practices encourage 

individual choice and responsibility, group collaboration to enact shared goals, and 

reflective thought (Scruggs, 2009). In collaborative learning, the "traditional classroom 

social structure [is replaced] with another structure: negotiated relationships among 

students and a negotiated relationship between those student communities and the 

teacher," effectively shifting classroom authority from the teacher to student groups 

(Bruffee, 1995, p. 17). According to Bruffee (1999), collaborative learning encompasses 

three basic principles: (a) knowledge is socially constructed as a consensus among the 

members of a community ofknowledgeable peers; (b) the authority ofknowledge is 

shared among the members of the community; and (c) interdependent personal 

relationships shape a community of knowledgeable peers. Reciprocal peer mentoring, 

then, may be understood as a form of collaborative learning, for in reciprocal peer 

mentoring knowledge is socially constructed and shared and interdependent personal 

relationships are formed. Reciprocal peer mentoring involves one-to-one interactive 

learning, the most personalized, intensive, and direct educational paradigm (Heward, 

Heron, & Cooke, 1982). 

While peer mentoring shares commonality with cooperative learning and 

collaborative learning in terms of coordinated cognitive activity and collective 

understanding, both collaborative and cooperative learning are associated with group 
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work in which each member must attribute individual success to the success of the group 

(Summers, Beretvas, Svinicki, & Gorin, 2005). In reciprocal peer mentoring, peers are 

involved in one another's intellectual and social development and the authority of 

knowledge is shared among the students and between the teacher and the students 

without inextricably linking individual success to that of a group. 

A substantial body of literature indicates that students of varying abilities benefit 

from the active, purposeful, empowered student engagement in learning that is 

engendered by peer mentoring. Despite decades of corroborating research and 

considerable endorsement of this learning paradigm in educational and psychological 

literature, traditional hierarchical, teacher-focused instruction remains the dominant 

model in music education (Jaffurs, 2004; Lamb, 1996; Scruggs, 2009). 

Music educators appear to be strongly influenced by tradition, modeling much of 

their methodology on their own experience as students and on emulation of the practices 

of admired music educators. Music pedagogy overwhelmingly continues to focus on the 

teacher as the center of learning and ensemble participation often revolves around a 

conductor who is an all-knowing authority figure with an ability to command (Froehlich, 

2007; Jaffurs, 2004; Lamb, 1996; Scruggs, 2009). Perhaps understandably, music 

teachers responsible for concerts and other public performances may feel a reluctance to 

share control when the process may seem less efficient and results less certain. 

Music educators may not realize the degree to which the traditional hierarchy of 

the music classroom creates a less-than-ideal learning environment (Erbes, 1978; Weaver 

& Qi, 2005). Not only can the hierarchical paradigm hinder student development in one 
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or more capacities (including decision-making and social functions), the role of authority 

has political and ethical implications beyond the strictly musical. Although 

professionally respected (Lamb, 1996; Scruggs, 2009), a strictly authoritarian model 

relegates students to passive receptacles, squanders hours of potentially productive time, 

and often results in student frustration and boredom. 

Sociological researchers have questioned the ethos of the typical music classroom 

and musical ensemble, causing reflective educators to reconsider both the hierarchical 

relationships and the "feelings of alienation between individuals" that may arise in 

members of a group (Froehlich, 2007, p. 44). The inherent culture of dominance in the 

traditional formal learning environment may limit education to dispensation and 

transmission; a learning structure that treats students as a monolithic body rather than a 

heterogeneous combination of individuals may produce student dissatisfaction, uneven 

achievement, and ennui as the inevitable results. Students may experience frustration 

because they are deprived of the feelings of independence and control necessary to 

intrinsic motivation and positive self-identity. Recognition of the active, purposeful 

character of human development and respect for the shared understanding (socially 

distributed knowledge) that enables peers to teach one another (Wiggins, 1999/2000, p. 

67) ought to shape the music educator's role and function-to serve as a guide, 

facilitator, and source of social support. 

A music class in which the teacher finds, solves, and reduces all musical problems 

is a passive experience for students, who are deprived of the opportunity to engage 

critically, relate socially, and explore personal expression and individual creativity 
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(Elliott, 1995). If a holistic goal of music education is to nurture young adults who are 

independent, musically knowledgeable, and able to continue developing on their own 

after graduating from school classrooms and ensembles, music teachers need to approach 

music education from a standpoint of discovery and transfer rather than transmission and 

recitation. Music educators need to recognize that the most important acquired 

understandings are not merely factual and perception is not automatically attained 

through faultless performance. Music students should understand the essential elements 

of musical language and expression (as distinct from exhibiting the right response when 

prompted); have opportunities to express, self-assess, and be creative; and learn to 

communicate and collaborate with others-vital competencies that can be nurtured 

through the dynamic learning process of reciprocal peer mentoring. 

The impetus for this study came from my belief in the importance of an education 

that maximizes student potential, the necessity of a constructivist learning environment in 

nurturing such holistic growth, and my confidence in the ability of college-age peers to 

teach and learn from one another without extensive training. The spontaneous teaching 

and learning that occur as a normal part of student social interaction would seem to 

support this confidence. 

Rationale for the Study 

A relatively small number of researchers have focused on peer mentoring in 

music education. In much of the existing literature, researchers emphasize a considerable 

investment of time and effort on the part of the teacher/facilitator in terms of preparation 



and preliminary training of the mentors, thereby promoting the idea that peer mentoring 

is complex and difficult to implement in either the classroom or rehearsal setting. 
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Alexander and Dorow (1983) described extensive procedures for the selection of 

mentors and for preliminary instruction in the use of specific verbal responses and 

modeling techniques (p. 35). In an overview of peer mentoring published in a journal 

geared to practicing music educators, Sheldon (200 1) cautioned music educators not to 

expect peer mentoring to save time due to the substantial temporal investment that must 

be made on the part of the teacher to develop and monitor the mentoring program. 

Darrow, Gibbs, and Bonner (2005) commented on the surprising amount oftime required 

to prepare materials, train mentors, monitor for instructional quality, and facilitate 

interaction, and they suggested that the degree of effort required to prepare for mentoring 

activities may discourage music educators from employing this strategy (p. 21 ). 

Goodrich (2007) found that extensive teacher preparation and organization, careful 

selection and training of the mentors, and continuous oversight were essential to the 

success of a mentoring program. There is a notable absence of scholarly inquiry in which 

researchers have examined students ' ability to mentor and be mentored in music 

education settings without preliminary training. 

One of the challenges for music educators who have been steeped in a 

hierarchical instructional framework is to reexamine professional practice from a holistic 

viewpoint with the student, rather than the teacher, as the center of control. A deeper 

understanding of peer mentoring in an applied setting might encourage such professional 

reflection, inspire reassessment regarding prevailing methodological paradigms in both 



classroom and ensemble settings, and offer music educators both a rationale and a 

motivation for change. 

Summary 

A preponderance of music educators rely on autocratic pedagogical methods 

seemingly at odds with the creative, social, and emotional components associated with 

the experience of music. Given the unique characteristics ofthe discipline of music, it 

would seem particularly appropriate for music educators to nurture social learning in 

connection with student development of musical understanding and technical skills. 
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Reciprocal peer mentoring is one distributive pedagogical method with the 

potential to advance student learning in multiple capacities: knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions. This personalized, interdependent form of learning facilitates the 

constructive conversation that allows students to assimilate knowledge while developing 

social maturity. Student learning may be advanced due to factors which include: 

mentors' propensity to clarify and internalize concepts while reinforcing the skills of the 

mentee; the creation of a supportive learning environment that leads to student 

achievement; heightened social awareness; improved self-management skills; enhanced 

interpersonal relationships; satisfaction derived from helping others; and active student 

involvement in the learning process. 

Despite decades of corroborating research and considerable endorsement of this 

learning paradigm in educational and psychological literature, traditional hierarchical, 

teacher-focused instruction remains predominant in music education. Research findings 

in an applied music setting indicating an inherent student affinity for the process of peer 
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mentoring in concurrence with student advances in terms ofknowledge, skills, and 

dispositions may encourage the use of peer mentoring within the profession, thereby 

extending the observed benefits of this learning paradigm to a greater number of student 

musicians and contributing to the holistic development of student potential within the 

field. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Authors of numerous research studies document the academic, technical, and 

social learning benefits of peer mentoring (Johnson, 2013). Although researchers have 

found reciprocal peer mentoring to be a successful means of supporting student learning 

in a variety of disciplines, there is a limited amount of research in applied music 

education settings. Within this literature, I was unable to find a study that examined 

students' ability to mentor without training. 

In Chapter 1, reciprocal peer mentoring was framed as a form of collaborative 

learning that aligns with a constructivist view of knowledge acquisition. In this chapter I 

critique autocratic and hierarchical teaching practices in order to provide a better 

understanding through contrast; discuss constructivism, the theoretical lens I used to 

understand and interpret the results of this study; explore psychological and philosophical 

principles associated with peer mentoring, and review literature relevant to peer 

mentoring in both general education and music education settings. The discussion of 

these issues and review of relevant literature provide support and context for this 

investigation. 

The literature on peer mentoring in this chapter is organized under the following 

headings: learning through peer mentoring in general education settings; and relevant 

studies in music education. I have included research studies that use the terms peer 

mentoring, peer tutoring, and peer assisted learning because in each of these instructional 

arrangements peers help each other gain knowledge and skill through active help and 

support. 
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Critique of Autocratic and Hierarchical Teaching 

For the purpose ofthis study, reciprocal peer mentoring is defined as students 

guiding students in one-to-one relationships in which peers maintain equal status and 

contribute to the learning experience of one another. Although the value ofthis type of 

active student participation in learning is widely acknowledged by educators, the vast 

majority of learning environments continue to function hierarchically with limited levels 

of active student contribution (Weaver & Qi, 2005). In a study of teaching and learning 

at the post-secondary level that explored classroom structure and authority relations, 

Weaver and Qi (2005) reported that professors talk almost 80% of the time, only 10 out 

of 40 students (25%) participate in discussion, and only five students dominate due to a 

phenomenon classified as consolidation of responsibility. Weaver and Qi suggested that 

constraints on student participation may be understood in terms of classroom structure 

and student perception of hierarchy: The more students perceive the teacher as an 

"authority of knowledge" the less likely it is that they will actively participate in class (p. 

586). 

Erbes (1978) explored the verbal behaviors and activities of 24 public school 

music teachers and found music instruction to be even more autocratic and non­

supportive than that of other subjects, with over 87% of verbal behaviors initiated by the 

teacher and only 4.1% by students. Students' verbal behaviors were generally restricted 

and controlled by the teacher, often limited to short responses to teacher questions. Erbes 

suggested that this mode of teaching creates a regimented atmosphere that often acts as a 

"deterrent to effective and meaningful student learning" (p. 52). According to Erbes, a 



domineering teacher produces a negative climate, less positive student attitudes, and 

irregular behavior patterns. 
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In research exploring learning context and declining motivation among early 

adolescent music students, Austin and Vispoel (1998) found that instructional practice in 

music education becomes increasingly teacher-directed and impersonal in secondary 

settings despite the fact that adolescents exhibit growing cognitive maturity and desire 

autonomy and responsibility. Classroom music instruction at this level tends to focus on 

passive activities (e.g., listening, analyzing, learning facts) rather than dynamic learning. 

Teachers may feel that such an approach simplifies planning, maximizes efficiency, and 

minimizes classroom management issues, but these activities may not meet students' 

interests or needs. 

Students who choose to study music at the post-secondary level may anticipate a 

mechanistic style of information dispensation ifthey have become accustomed to 

hierarchical instruction in their primary and secondary school experience. Lamb (1996) 

explored the role of authority in a post-secondary music education setting and revealed an 

inflexible culture of teacher education focused on transmission strategies, resistance to 

ambiguity, and music students who seemed to expect a student-teacher relationship 

similar to that of professional musician to conductor (generally envisioned as a male 

authority figure with an ability to command). Lamb classified music education as a 

patriarchal system and noted that, according to Statham, Richardson, and Cook (1991), 

although female professors have a greater propensity to share authority and receive 

student input in the classroom, this practice is criticized in their evaluations as a possible 
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lack of control, thus reinforcing the status quo (p. 130). 

Autocratic and hierarchical traits can be found in some models of peer mentoring. 

In a study exploring the effects of peer mentoring on instrumental music performance in 

beginning band classes, Alexander and Dorow (1983) administered pretests to fourth 

grade band students and designated high scorers as tutors. In this study peer mentoring 

was more consistent with a hierarchical paradigm than a collaborative one. Pairs were 

assigned by the researchers, the mentor and mentee did not reverse roles, and mentors 

were given specific techniques (approval and disapproval) by the researchers to use 

during mentoring sessions. 

Hebert's (2005) ethnography of a Japanese school band found that peer mentoring 

played a fundamental role in the learning process. Hebert described a middle school 

band mentor who "clearly [took] command" and individually determined objectives (p. 

277). Hebert outlined an institutionalized mentoring relationship in which younger 

students learned from older students primarily through "imitation and extensive repetition 

in prolonged conditions of intense effort" (p. 388). In this environment, the mentor 

assumed the authority of the teacher; peer contribution remained limited and controlled. 

In a peer learning exercise designed to help fifth grade students learn key 

signatures, Darrow, Gibbs, and Bonner (2005) provided extensive preliminary training 

for mentors that included explanation of tutorial procedures, modeling, demonstration of 

the delivery of reinforcement and error-correction responses, practice with teacher 

feedback, and role playing prior to implementation. Further, they furnished mentors with 

scripted prompts and correct answers to questions. The researchers' focus on preparation 
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and oversight suggests they assumed some students were incapable of mentoring without 

comprehensive preliminary training and teacher management of the process. 

In an exploration of how music was learned and performed by a successful high 

school jazz band, Goodrich (2007) noted the director's selective imposition of authority. 

While the director claimed to "work hard to establish peer mentoring" by identifying and 

coaching upperclassmen as mentors (Goodrich, 2007, p. 119), peer mentoring was 

encouraged during rehearsals only to the extent it did not conflict with the director's own 

intentions. The director established objectives and limited and controlled the flow of 

authority (Goodrich, 2007). 

Baker (2008) investigated the effects of peer teaching on undergraduate music 

majors' achievement in sight reading at the piano. Baker selected the tutors, determined 

the pairings, and provided the sight-reading materials for each session. Further, tutors 

were provided with a teaching packet that included a detailed task analysis for each peer 

teaching session. In this study, the actions of the peer tutors were carefully scripted and 

mentoring was not reciprocal. 

In a publication geared toward practicing music educators, Sheldon (200 1) 

provided an overview of peer mentoring in school settings and offered guidance on 

implementing peer mentoring in the music classroom. Sheldon recommended isolating 

components of music instruction into sequential segments and prescribing teaching 

strategies for mentors. This approach deprives students of the chance to share 

understanding or to initiate, articulate, evaluate, revise, or defend musical ideas (Wiggins, 

1999/2000). 
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In autocratic learning environments, a hierarchical stratification is formalized and 

the power to make decisions of value is centralized with the teacher. Teacher authority is 

consolidated and student contribution is limited or regulated. Knowledge is perceived as 

a static property principally acquired through transmission. Constructivist principles, 

though, suggest an alternative view of instructional practice. 

Constructivist Principles 

Constructivist theories of learning suggest that students interpret new information 

in relation to social interactions in their environment and that learning is influenced by 

the prior knowledge and understanding students bring to the learning situation (Scott, 

2012). In this view, students extend their understanding through active engagement in 

learning in collaborative communities of practice. Rather than dealing with learners as 

blank slates who passively receive information from instructors, constructivist educators 

create learning experiences for students that provide opportunities for active learning 

(e.g. problem solving, student critique, and group collaboration) so as to nurture 

cognitive, technical, and social learning (Scott, 2012; Scruggs, 2009). Because ofthe 

relevance of constructivist perspectives of learning to the process of reciprocal peer 

mentoring, constructivism served as the theoretical lens for this study, providing a 

framework through which to understand the experiences and perceptions of the 

participants. 

Constructivist perspectives are consistent with a democratic learning 

environment. According to Allsup (2003) democratic learning seems to benefit both 

cognitive and skills-based development. A democratic learning environment also has the 



advantage of encouraging humanist values such as fairness and equity, and fostering 

positive social attitudes and self-esteem (Allsup, 2003). Apple (2000) argued that 

education, as an act of influence, is profoundly ethical and political in construct. 

Accordingly, educators should consider the implications of their choices in light of the 

cultural importance of democratizing the process whenever possible to allow student 

participation into the creation and/or recreation of meanings and values (Apple, 2000). 
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Dewey (1938) reasoned that education is a social process reliant on the 

development of experience that comes about through interaction. Dewey envisioned 

student learners as a community of cooperative and interactive individuals with mutual 

interests. Noting the successful discussion and arbitration that are the means of decision 

making in unsupervised student games, Dewey proposed that teachers ought to "reduce to 

a minimum the occasions when [they must] exercise authority in a personal way," and, 

suggested that when exercising authority is necessary, it "should be done in behalf ofthe 

interest ofthe group, not as an exhibition of personal power" (p. 54). 

Dewey (1938) believed that educators should combine their subject matter 

knowledge with an understanding of the capacities and needs of their students to plan 

learning activities that would lend themselves to social organization, "an organization in 

which all individuals have an opportunity to contribute" (p. 56). Rather than function as 

an "external boss or dictator," Dewey suggested that the teacher should function as a 

leader of group activities (p. 59). Dewey stressed the importance of "freedom of 

intelligence" for students, defined as "freedom of observation and of judgment exercised 

in behalf of purposes that are intrinsically worth while" (p. 61 ). 
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Psychologist Lev Vygotsky, a prominent voice in social constructivist theory, 

emphasized the social origins of language and thinking. Unlike Piaget, who believed 

developmental readiness must precede learning, Vygotsky (1978) asserted that from the 

very first day of life, learning and development are mutually dependent and interactive. 

Acknowledging the "empirically established fact" that learning should be matched with 

developmental level, Vygotsky argued the relevance of two levels in relation to student 

learning capabilities: the actual developmental level-the level at which a student can 

problem-solve independently-and the potential level at which a student is capable of 

functioning when guided by a teacher or more able peer (p. 85). The distance between 

the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the 

level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult 

guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers is defined as the "zone of proximal 

development" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). In Vygotsky's view, learning oriented toward 

developmental levels that already have been reached is ineffective at fostering growth; 

"good learning" should aim to advance development to the next level (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 

89). An essential feature of "good learning," then, is "that it creates the zone of proximal 

development;" developmental processes are able to operate only when a student is 

"interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers" 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90). 

The differences between individual learning (typically occurring in school) and 

shared collective cognition (the dominant form oflearning outside the classroom) point to 

the artificial and less effectual ethos of the hierarchical classroom environment when 



29 

compared to the spontaneous peer teaching and learning that occur characteristically and 

authentically in students' normal social milieu (Allsup, 2003). Researchers have found 

students in constructivist learning environments to be "self-directed and efficient and 

enjoy long periods of concentration" as opposed to those in hierarchical learning 

environments (Allsup, 2003, p. 28). In a study of composition and improvisation in the 

elementary music classroom, Wiggins (1999/2000) observed that students in classrooms 

that tended to have a more hierarchical structure had greater difficulty engaging in 

creative process, perhaps due to fear. 

A mentoring paradigm based on constructivist principles would encourage 

students to learn by interacting with others to develop and assess musical problems and 

determine strategies to solve them. Students would engage in discussion and arbitration 

as equals, coming to understand the distributed nature of knowledge and insight and the 

benefits of collaborative exploration and discovery. These constructivist principles 

inform the research questions at the heart of this investigation, the methodology, and my 

analysis of key issues and concepts and the relationships between them. 

Psychological and Philosophical Principles associated with Peer Mentoring 

Peer mentoring promotes shared learning through peer interaction. The 

developmental theories of Piaget and Vygotsky suggest that social interaction plays an 

important part in learning. Piaget's theory of genetic epistemology posits that learning 

and development occur through a process of assimilation and accommodation as a result 

of equilibration when learners interact (Piaget, 1926; Johnson, 20 13); learners try to 

coordinate their thinking with that of their peers (Crook, 1995). Vygotsky's sociocultural 






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































