Collaborative Learning Through Empathy, Caring, and Multiple Intelligences

My music classroom will emphasize collaborative learning, which can promote important leadership and social skills, which can be especially important for students with disabilities. Collaborative learning should give students a voice in choosing their own repertoire. My classroom will also display an ethic of care, through modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation. I will teach a multiple intelligences curriculum because I want to link music to different areas of intelligence to help each of my students to succeed in his or her own way.
Teaching through collaborative learning is important because it fosters independence and musical judgment. Collaborative learning is a teaching model where teachers assign each student in a group a certain task, and the students come up with ideas and discuss with one another about how to make them work (Herman 2022). According to Chrstina Herman of Indiana University,  collaborative learning also “allows the teacher to take on more of a facilitator role while students begin to assume responsibility for their musical learning” (Herman 2022). By explaining ideas clearly to one another, students can better understand each concept. They can develop better communication skills and feel good about sharing their thoughts and feelings with each other. Students can learn teamwork, which can help them in whatever field they pursue in their adult lives. Collaboration can take on many forms including working as a group in a composition project, peer assessment where they critique one another’s work, or peer tutoring, where they work in pairs and each one takes turns teaching the assignment to the other (Herman 2022).
 Collaboration can be especially helpful for students with disabilities. It can help students with disabilities and students without disabilities to work together and get to know one another. Students with disabilities can generalize their social skills to a new situation (Draper 2023). If the students tutor one another, then students with disabilities get a chance to teach and lead. Teachers can play a key role by choosing student groups that will work well with students with disabilities and tasks where diverse group members can all make contributions.
	Part of collaboration should be allowing students input into choosing repertoire. Matthew Rotjan explains that an inclusive repertoire selection allows a partnership in which “the curriculum reflects the child’s multiple interests and life experiences” (Rotjan 2021). He also stresses how including students in repertoire selection “opens the doors to honoring the richness of their identities,” allowing students’ diverse cultures to be represented in the classroom (Rotjan 2021). Students may also be more excited about mastering and performing music that they helped choose. Teachers’ expertise on what is developmentally appropriate should ultimately guide the choice of repertoire, but they can discuss students’ musical interests in lesson groups, survey students on current repertoire, or create a process in which students can request and argue for new repertoire (Rotjan 2021).
	Music classrooms should also display empathy and care. Sarah Watts, James Eldreth, Timothy Grant, and Julie Renne point out that music teachers are in a good position to teach an ethic of care. Because they often interact with many students for a number of years, they are able to build strong relationships and develop caring skills from year to year (Watts et al 2020). There are four components for teachers to always consider when demonstrating empathy in the music classroom. First, there is the process of modeling. A teacher or some other person performs an action for someone else like a student to follow. One thing that the authors stress about modeling is that just explaining how to do something like playing a phrase in music is not enough to help a student grasp the concept. In addition, “a model establishes the standard for all observers and is the fundamental basis of one’s actions” (Watts et al 2020). The authors also make it clear that teachers do not just model how to play something. They are also modeling patience and enthusiasm. Teachers can model more effectively when they understand how students “experience situations physically, mentally, and socially” (Watts et al 2020). By diving deep into a student’s perspective, the teacher is able to foresee problems that each group of students might face, and to think about how to improve their classes in the following years (Watts et al 2020). A teacher can use many different methods of modeling for the different learning styles of each student. For example, modeling might include not just playing an instrument, but also clapping or counting rhythms, singing, or using adaptive visual aids (Watts et al 2020).
	The next component in a successful ethic of care is dialogue. Dialogue is not just what people say in a conversation. Nel Noddings, the person who came up with the idea of the four components, described the concept of dialogue “as an open-ended conversation in which neither participant knows the end result at the beginning of the interaction” (Watts et al 2020). To put it another way, dialogue is about having a fully detailed conversation that progresses with each new idea that each person brings up. According to Noddings’ research, dialogue is important because students are able to ask questions and come up with their own theories, continue working for new information to back up their theories, and just like modeling, build relationships with their teachers to meet their needs (Watts et al 2020). The authors clarify that teachers need to listen very carefully to other students’ ideas, and that students need to think aloud, verbally or musically in order for teachers to respond to their intellectual and emotional needs (Watts et al 2020).
	Practice is the next on Noddings’ list of four components for an ethic of care. When we think of the term practice in music, we think about having students work a lot on scales, breathing, repertoire, etc. Of course, many teachers, professors, and parents raise concern about how students practice their song selection when they go off on their own. The authors point out that when students practice on their own, they often do not seem to put much care or thought into their work, just continuously running through songs “with little thought to listening, error detection and correction, and technique until a thoughtful music educator intervenes with carefully scaffolded strategies to help students become more autonomous and effective in the practice room” (Watts et al 2020). The bottom line is that students cannot just depend on a teacher or parent to help them complete a task like memorizing a song, for example. Students need to practice learning how to care by listening more carefully for mistakes while in their practice session (Watts et al 2020). One example the authors provide on how teachers can teach students to put more care in their work is through inclusion captains for elementary students. These “captains” can make sure that every student in the class has a chance to participate in classroom activities, and the youngest students can “practice care by having opportunities in every class to very gently put away instruments” (Watts et al 2020). As high schoolers, students can practice showing care through student leadership positions in school music organizations. In this scenario, older students with more experience in music education can be invited to help younger students prepare for rehearsals or performances and even learn from each other in the process (Watts et al 2020).
	The fourth and final component of an ethic of care is confirmation, which is debatably the most difficult to define in Noddings’s model. When it comes to working with students, confirmation means looking for the best in students and encouraging them to bring it out. According to Noddings, there is much more to confirmation than giving students a list of strategies to help them play better. It is about working to build “inclusive spaces, ensemble skills, and team-oriented mentalities” (Watts et al 2020). It is imperative that teachers observe the students carefully in order to recognize what goals they are trying to achieve for each lesson. The authors give some examples of confirmation as either as open as “a fist bump for a third grader who finally remembered her piano lesson etude books after setting a goal” or something more private, like praising “how a seventh grader demonstrated kindness by making a space at the lunch table for a new student” (Watts et al 2020). The big takeaway that the authors and I find with the complicated process of confirmation is that it allows them to understand what students are working hard towards achieving, and help them get closer and closer to reaching those musical goals (Watts et al 2020).
	I believe that students come into the classroom with many different gifts, and I will strive to implement the theory of multiple intelligences in my classroom (Gardner, 2016). The theory of multiple intelligences states that different people are born with many intellectual potentials and that students can learn from many perspectives including linguistic, logical- mathematical, visual-spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic intelligence. Music education is a great way to draw on and develop multiple intelligences. Some examples include exploring song lyrics for linguistic intelligence, studying intervals and meter for logical-mathematical intelligence, moving along with rhythms through body movement for bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, and following the ups and downs of the pitch for visual-spatial intelligence (Zu 2024).
	Jiaqing Zu of Beijing Normal University recently conducted a study at a Chinese high school to figure out “whether and how music education could promote students’ multiple intelligences development through the integration of multiple intelligences theory” (Zu 2024). The control group used traditional teaching methods, while the experimental group focused more on methods that were aimed at stimulating different types of multiple intelligence. (Zu 2024). For example, for linguistic intelligence, the control group just learned to sing songs as written. The experimental group, on the other hand, had students read the lyrics while expressing emotion before learning to sing the songs or listen to the melody and create their own lyrics. For visual-spatial intelligence, the control group only played the music and took notes, whereas the experimental group played the music while showing pictures and videos, and drew melody lines and staff notes. They also used paint to express certain emotions with certain colors (Zu 2024). The results that came out of the test were as follows: After three months, the experimental group, and not the control group, significantly increased its scores for linguistic, visual-spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, and intrapersonal intelligence (Zu 2024). 
	For me, someone who is interested in teaching students with disabilities, the idea of linking music with multiple intelligences is particularly exciting. Students with disabilities often have different ways of focusing and learning, and multiple intelligences can help them achieve their musical goals. For example, students with ADHD have demonstrated better task focus when active movement is part of their classroom work (Ravihchandran & Toran 2025). For other students with ADHD, teachers have successfully used visual aids, diagrams, and physical models to help students who have trouble understanding abstract concepts (Ravihchandran & Toran 2025). Multiple intelligences teaching can also create a sense of inclusion and belonging for students with disabilities by allowing different students to excel in activities that require strengths in different areas of intelligence (Ravihchandran & Toran 2025).
	In the future, I want to be a teacher who can help students achieve many goals through collaborative learning, which may be especially useful for students with disabilities. By allowing students to choose their own repertoire, I will allow them to demonstrate ownership and independence. Using the four components of the ethic of care will encourage my students to care about each and their music and help me to bring out the best in them. I also think that implementing the theory of multiple intelligences can be an effective way to help my students reach new goals that line up with the strengths they have and to develop strengths in new areas.
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