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Abstract

This study aims to investigate whether the flexible-learning approach may or may not foster
student engagement in learning music history at the tertiary level. This approach provides
students with a certain degree of autonomy in terms of deciding what to learn and how that
learning should be assessed. Hence, it is highly learner-centred and deemed effective in
cultivating students’ learning interests. The flexible-learning approach has received global
attention in recent years, particularly in Europe, where both policymakers and teachers in
higher education have borrowed it for the purposes of curriculum planning and course design.
To determine the impact of the flexible-learning approach on music history education, this
study employed a retrospective post-pre survey in order to measure students’ learning
engagement. The results demonstrate that a flexible-learning approach can effectively enhance
students’ motivation in learning, implying that a single music history course does not need to
stick to the traditional linear design, but should provide multiple trajectories for students to

learn according to their interests and abilities.
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Introduction

Studying music history is essential for music students at the higher education level. However,
mere lecturing can be boring. Various pedagogies have been developed as a means of
enhancing students’ engagement in learning. For example, Scarnati & Garcia (2008) adopted
the “reverse chronological sequence” approach for jazz music history and theory education:
allowing the students, as a first step, to learn from their favourite musical genres, succeeded in
arousing their interests. Niren (2014) used a role-playing game, in which students portrayed
various composers, in order to motivate them to learn the style and development of
nineteenth-century Romantic programme music. This teaching approach had a great impact on
the students, the participants returning to the school several years after graduation to tell the
teacher that they had never forgotten the composers they had acted. Strandberg (2017)
recommended the active learning approach for music history education, letting her students
decide the repertoire of a concert, arranging the musical pieces, and writing the programme
notes. She believed that students benefited from understanding the style and historical
background of the pieces that they had investigated and analysed. Similarly, Rachlin (2017)
found the active learning approach helpful, explaining that when students were looking for the
necessary information, they could learn more efficiently by being directly involved. In short,

“the more digging you do, the more appreciation you come away with for a particular subject”
(p. 46).

Some researchers have suggested utilising computer technology to improve teaching and

learning efficacy. Folio & Kreinberg (2009) discussed how they enhanced the quality of music



history education through the computer-mediated collaborative learning approach. In their
project, they assigned a reading assignment to their students. After reading, the students
worked together in small groups to respond to five open-ended questions through ‘Blackboard’,
the authors stating that “students thought deeply about what they had learned through this type
of assignment” (p. 169). Gomes et al. (2016) adopted augmented reality (AR) technology to
motivate students to learn twentieth-century music history, allowing the participants to access
the AR learning content using a specially designed mobile application. Moreover, Neo et al.
(2011) developed a computer programme to create a virtual learning environment to motivate

students to learn jazz music history.

Perhaps not surprisingly, fostering students’ motivation and enhancing their engagement
in history education is an issue in other subject areas. To improve teaching effectiveness, Hicks
et al. (2004) suggested training students like professional historians and equipping them with
fundamental skills, including chronological thinking, historical analysis of cause and effect,
discussion, debate, and persuasive writing. Julien et al. (2018) helped students learn labour
history through social media platforms, the students investigating and reporting a self-selected
historical event and sharing their findings on social media platforms, where peers could act as
key stakeholders and interact with each other. Agus & Nara Setya (2017) advocated a more
scientific approach, called hypnoteaching, which combines “quantum learning, accelerated

learning, power teaching, neuro-linguistic programming, and hypnosis” (p. 4).

All of these teaching methods and approaches have one thing in common. They address

students’ study and professional development needs by creating a learner-centred environment,



in which students act as active participants to construct the necessary knowledge and skills

effectively (Lee & Branch, 2018).

Rationale of the Research

The flexible-learning approach

In recent years, | have been experimenting with the flexible-learning approach in order to
enhance student engagement in learning. The flexible-learning method provides some degree
of autonomy for students to determine what to learn (Collins & Moonen, 2001; Taylor &
Joughin, 1997) and how to assess that learning (Wanner & Palmer, 2015). Given that it also
transforms the teacher into a facilitator who encourages quality communication and interaction
among students (Bostock, 2018), it is considered to be an approach that teachers and
researchers in many areas can use to cultivate students’ learning interests. For example, Lewis
(1994) documented how a mathematics teacher adopted the flexible-learning approach in his
undergraduate vector calculus course. His students were permitted to finish any learning
materials and determine their study route based on their preferences, with class tests at specific
times providing the necessary checkpoints for students to adjust their learning pace. Cornelius
et al. (2011) detailed the flexible-learning approach in their Teaching Qualification (Further
Education) programme. Students needed to finish a set of activities in which they had the
choice of working either individually or in small groups. Furthermore, Irvine & Cossham

(2011) reported how they improved the teaching efficacy in their Library and Information



Study undergraduate programme, whereby students could access the online learning resources

and decide what, where, and when to learn.

At The Education University of Hong Kong (EdUHK), | teach a history course, MUS2250
Traditions and Practices of Music I, for the Bachelor of Arts in Creative Arts and Culture as
part of a Co-terminal double degree programme. This course is compulsory for Year 1 students
in the first semester. Most of them have just completed their senior secondary school education,
while others are music graduates or have transferred from an associate degree or a higher
diploma programme from other tertiary institutions. The 39-hour course aims to discuss the
development of traditional Western music from the Ancient Greek period to the contemporary,
21% century. It is therefore a challenge to cater to the individual study needs of students with
diverse musical backgrounds and mixed abilities, while simultaneously aiming to cover a wide
range of musical styles. As a result, the course presents an ideal opportunity to let students

decide (to some extent) what to learn with respect to their interests and abilities.

Figure 1 shows the generic structure | have designed for this course. After a main topic,
several optional sub-topics are available, followed by a formative assessment to consolidate
students’ understanding at the end of each topic block. This process repeats until a summative

assessment concludes the whole course.



Main Topic 1 Main Topic 2

Figure 1 The generic structure of the MUS2250 Traditions and Practices of Music | course

Summative Assessment

and soon ...

Figure 2 provides the alternative design of a topic block. For example, the instructor can
deliver the optional sub-topics twice in a row or split the main topic into two parts and put the
flexible-learning content between them. Moreover, the main topic can function as a

self-sustained block without any optional sub-topics.

Alternative blocks

Main Topic A Main Topic A1 Main Topic A Main Topic A1

Several optional Several optional
sub-sub-topics sub-sub-topics

Figure 2 Alternative topic block design

Although this planning means that in theory the flexible-learning content can be delivered

in different weeks, in practice he course takes longer to complete, an arrangement that is not



ideal. Might it be possible to deliver the various sub-topics simultaneously in a way that is both
cost-effective and time-efficient (Wild, 1994)? The magic of Information and Communication
Technology reveals that the solution is actually quite simple. For example, Jackson (2020)
investigated how the application of ‘WhatsApp’ might facilitate the process in a flexible
learning environment. He concluded that ‘WhatsApp’ worked well in terms of fostering
students’ engagement in learning, while simultaneously enhancing interaction and discussion
among teachers and students. The major advantage of using this app over a common Learning
Management System, such as “Moodle” and ‘Blackboard’, is that it is free to use for all parties,

including the institute, the teachers, and the students.

Figure 3 is the course design of MUS2250 Traditions and Practices of Music I. The main
topics occupy the middle line. There are a total of 13 of these, of which six consist of optional
sub-topics. For example, after studying “The rise of humanism: the society in the Renaissance
period”, a student may choose “Renaissance instrumental music”, “The Catholic tradition:
Palestrina — The Prince of Music”, or “The Religious Reformation and early Protestant Church
music”. The optional sub-topics either follow on top of or fall under the mainstream to indicate
the different pathways towards the main “vocal / church music trend” and “instrumental music
trend” topics. However, there are no restrictions limiting students to stick to a particular pattern.

The only selection criteria are their own study needs and interests.
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Figure 3 Course design for MUS2250 Traditions and Practices of Music |

In order to deliver different sub-topics simultaneously, the study materials and
pre-recorded lecture videos were uploaded to ‘Moodle’ for students to access during the
lessons. While the students were engaged with learning with the online materials, | supported
them individually from the computer when they needed help. In order to assist with the
consolidation of students’ understanding after each topic block, they were required to complete
an online multiple-choice quiz, which was customised based on their choice of sub-topics. The
‘Moodle’ grading system helped monitor student learning progress by taking records and
analysing the quiz results. Finally, a course essay — also personalised with regard to students’

learning interests — concluded the whole course as the summative assessment.

Research Questions

The above information and background led to the following research questions guiding the

study:
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¢ Can the flexible learning approach significantly enhance student engagement in learning

music history?

e What other implications of the flexible-learning approach can we find in music history

education at higher institutions?

Methodology

Definition of student engagement

To answer these two questions, we first need to define the meaning of “student engagement”
and know how to measure it. O’Donnell & Reschly (2020) describe student engagement as a
meta-construct containing three components in the form of behavioural, cognitive, and
emotional engagement (Appleton et al., 2006, 2008; Reschly et al., 2014). Behavioural
engagement is students’ effort and persistence in learning (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Finn et al.,
1995; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Spending extra time learning and actively pursuing
comprehensive knowledge outside class are examples of high behavioural engagement.
Cognitive engagement means the value of striving for knowledge (Brophy, 1987; Newmann et
al., 1992), e.g., students believing that what they have learned is essential to their professional
and career development. Emotional engagement means students’ reactions, such as finding
pleasure in learning (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). For instance,

students tend to enjoy listening to music they learn in class when they are emotionally engaged.
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Research (Fredricks et al., 2004; O’Donnell & Reschly, 2020) tells us that it is possible to

measure all three factors simply by conducting student self-evaluation.

The retrospective post-pre self-evaluation survey

To assess the degree to which the flexible-learning approach could enhance student
engagement in my history course, | used a retrospective post-pre self-evaluation survey to
measure changes in behavioural, cognitive, and emotional engagement. This post-pre approach
stresses the changes in students’ attitudes, knowledge, or skills regarding their perspectives
(Hiebert et al., 2011), measuring the metamorphosis by comparing the extent of these attributes
at the beginning and at the end of a learning process (Kanevsky, 2016). In the conventional
pre-post procedure, the pre-test and post-test occur separately at a course’s commencement and
completion. However, even with noticeable improvement, the student may still rate themselves
lower in the post-test because of a different standard of measurement after gaining the learning
experience (Hiebert & Magnusson, 2014). The retrospective post-pre approach aims to avoid
this inconsistency by putting the pre-test and post-test together at the end of the course so as to

describe the actual changes more accurately (Bhanji et al., 2012).

Despite the criticism of subject bias (Nimon, 2014; Nimon et al., 2011), retrospective
post-pre evaluation is highly regarded as a potentially effective tool for acquiring usable
evidence of student learning (Coulter, 2012). Over the course of the past ten years, an
increasing number of studies have adopted this approach in order to investigate student
perspectives in learning. For example, Kanevsky et al. (2014) employed this tool to assess

students’ improvement after a two-year graduate diploma programme. Similarly, Stacey et al.
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(2015) measured the impact of training on nurses’ satisfaction using this evaluation method.

Furthermore, Chen and O’Neill (2020) made use of this approach to measure changes in

student engagement in a computer-mediated music composition activity. For this study, | came

up with three descriptive statements in terms of students’ behavioural, cognitive, and

emotional engagement for every topic block listed in Table 1.

Table 1 Title of the main topics and optional sub-topics

Topic Block Title of the main topic Optional sub-topics
Topic 1 Search the origin of music: The Ancient Greek —
period
Topic 2 The influence of the Church in the Medieval -
period
Topic 3 The rise of humanism: The society in the a. The Catholic tradition: Palestrina — the Prince
Renaissance period
of Music
b. The Religious Reformation and the early
Protestant Church music
c. The Renaissance musical instruments and
instrumental music
Topic 4 Baroque ascension a. Barogue vocal music
b. Baroque musical instruments and instrumental
music
Topic 5 J. S. Bach: The Father of Music -
Topic 6 A new era began: The Classical period a. The myth and mystery of W. A. Mozart
b. Beethoven fever: His contribution and
influence
Topic 7 The peak of human creativity: Romanticism -
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Topic Block Title of the main topic Optional sub-topics
Topic 8 Case studies of Western musical culture in Hong 5 Attending a selected concert
Kong
b. Attending a Catholic Mass
Topic 9 Overview of small-scaled genres a. The development of songs
b. The development of keyboard music
c. The development of chamber music
Topic 10 Breaking through: The new concept of sounds -
and tonality
Topic 11 Electronic music and Musique Concréte -
Topic 12 Extreme order and complexity vs extreme chaos —

and anti-complexity

Topic 13 Towards Transcendent a. Neo-tonal and spiritual

b. Atonal and rational

Survey design

With regard to the design of the survey, the following descriptive statements guided students
within each of the three forms of engagement. Participants were required to evaluate

themselves for each topic block using a five-point Likert scale (0-4).

Behavioural engagement

| spend time reading about the information and listening to [music of the main topic and the

chosen sub-topic(s), if applicable].

Strongly > Strongly
Disagree Agree
1 2 3 4 5

Before taking the course

After taking the course
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Cognitive engagement

Understanding [music of the main topic and the chosen sub-topic(s), if applicable] is essential

to my music study.

Strongly » Strongly
Disagree Agree
1 2 3 4 5

Before taking the course

After taking the course

Emotional engagement

I love listening to [music of the main topic and the chosen sub-topic if applicable].

Strongly > Strongly
Disagree Agree
1 2 3 4 5

Before taking the course

After taking the course

Results and Analysis

The data gathering process took place in the 2021-22 academic year, and the students took the
post-pre survey on December 8, 2021, the date of the last lesson of the course. Due to
suspension of the school caused by inclement weather, the lesson for Topic 9, “Overview of
small-scaled genres”, and the related optional sub-topics, were cancelled. Table 2 shows the

results of the survey.



Table 2 Results of the survey

n=235 Difference
Response rate = 92.11% between Effect size
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.955 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD the means t p (Cohen’s d)
Behaviowral =48 5 9 0 263 508 123 747 <0001 172
Topicl  Cognitive &r)it g 1? ig 12 i g:gg é:gj 103 659 <0001 114
Emotional -8 1L 4 4 1 248 L0 094 543 <0001 100
Behaviowal o016 6 8 D 205 B9 103 638 <0001  1.09
Topic2  Cognitive Efst (7) g 1(2) 11 5 5:?2 éég 109 618 <0001 105
Emotional o> 18 1 5 0 243 2% 097 511 <0001 103
Behaviowral —bo—2 13 29 8 0 228 338 120 600 <0001 130
Topic3  Cognitive g(’)es't_ g 1; 12 12 g ;:gg é:gi 103 497 <0001 107
Emotional —b=——> 3 4 0 1 209 1% 089 499 <0001 098
Behavioural g(’)es't_ g —_— 12 - ;:;‘3‘ é:gg 109 602 <0001 114
Topic4  Cognitive g(’)est S _—— 1; g jzgé é:ﬁ 069 435 <0001 071
Emotional —b=—— 2118 14 0 314 098 063 483 <0001 074
Behavioural g(’)est g ; 13 % é gzég é% 066 508 <0001  0.69
Topics  Cognitive g(’)est é i g 18 12 jzgg 8:32 051 434 <0001 0.3
Emotional —b=—— 8 3 1 2 331 83 049 436 <0001 053
Behaviowral —bo— 23 18 13 6 363 288 054 393 <0001 064
Topic6  Cognitive ﬁg‘zt 8 (2) 1; ig 13 iig 8:2?) 057 435 <0001 073
Emotional —o-—o—2 12 18 3 38 583 051 434 <0001 062
Behaviowral —o——o—> 15 5 10 ST A0 057 516 <0001 059
Topic7  Cognitive E(')it 8 (1) 1i i;‘ 12 431:2431 8:22 051 434 <0001 068
Emotional —o-——o—2 1212 10 S8 55 034 343 0002 041
Behaviowal o> T35 2 3 251 Al 049 436 <0001 044
Topic8  Cognitive E(')it 8 I 12 ié é gzég 8:;2 063 461 <0001 078
Emotional —o-——— 514 8 5 33 L0 049 387 <0001 049
Topic 9 The lesson was cancelled due to Typhoon no. 8 bad weather signal.
Behaviowal o495 1 251 L 086 537 <0001 081
Topic10  Cognitive E(r)est (2) 12 12 12 Z 5:28 é:gg 080 476 <0001 083
Emotional —e-——3 1218 1 271 209 069 451 <0001 069
Behaviowral o155 4 0 223 Do 063 441 <0001 065
Topic1l  Cognitive Egest i 2 S 12 (2) ;:gg 8:8? 054 363 <0001 057
Emotional 28 25 2 1 243 O 054 309 0004 053
Behaviowral —ro—2 141 L 1 200 D91 066 536 <0001 067
Topic12 ¢ anitive Egest 12 1;1 1; 2 i 5:;1 i:gg 077 442 <0001 070
Emotional _Pre- 7 16 8 2 2 231 105 071442 <0001 _ 0.66

15
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n=235 Difference
Response rate = 92.11% between Effect size
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.955 1 2 3 4 5 Mean  SD the means t p (Cohen’s d)
- Post- 3 8 13 7 4 303 112
Behaviowal o015 3 L 0 203 262 074 435 <0001 083
Topic13  Cognitive Egest ; 12 12 1? 2 ;:‘2‘(6) 18% 086 466 <0001 083
Emotional o815 2 0 211 2% 069 488 <0001 075

There were 38 students in the class, 35 of whom returned the questionnaire (N = 35;
response rate = 92.11%). The alpha coefficient was 0.955, revealing a high level of internal
consistency. The mean scores of the pre- and pro-test of all three factors of every topic were
calculated, along with the standard deviations, in order to determine the data dispersion. The
differences between the mean scores of the pre- and pro-test measured the extent to which
student attitudes had changed. The results were larger than 0.0, indicating that positive growth
occurred in all items after the course. With the exception of emotional engagement in Topic 7,
all items changed significantly, with an increasing rate higher than, or near, 0.5. Some items,
including all attributes in Topic 1, Topic 2, and Topic 3, as well as the behavioural engagement

of Topic 4, even resulted in an intensively increasing rate larger than, or near, 1.0.

| also performed paired sample t-tests to compare the means of the pre- and post-test
values of all the items. The t-value of every item in Topic 5 was consistently large (ranging
from 3.09 to 7.47). At the same time, the two-tailed p-value remained extremely small (<0.001
in most cases), proving that the results were statistically significant. In addition, the effect size
(Cohen’s d) provides further evidence demonstrating the extent of the growth. Nineteen items
recorded a medium value of >0.5, including the cognitive and emotional engagement of Topic

4, the behavioural and cognitive engagement of Topic 7, the cognitive engagement of Topic 8,
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and the emotional engagements of Topic 10 and Topic 13, as well as all the attributes of Topics
5,6, 11 and 12. Fourteen items, including all the attributes of Topics 1, 2 and 3, the behavioural
engagement of Topic 4, and the behavioural and cognitive engagement of Topic 10, as well as
the behavioural and cognitive engagements of Topic 13, recorded a high value of >0.8. Only
the emotional engagement of Topic 7, as well as the behavioural and emotional engagements of

Topic 8, demonstrated relatively lower, but still substantial, values.

Accordingly, significant improvement occurred after the course across all items, apart
from emotional engagement in Topic 7. This exceptional case resulted in the least extent of
positive growth (0.34), the second weakest but still vital t-value (3.43), a relatively higher
p-value (0.002), and the lowest Cohen’s d (0.41). While implying that this attribute revealed
the most trivial growth among the students, it should also be noted that a very high pre-test
mean value of 2.86 was recorded for this attribute. As the highest in the course, it may have

proved too difficult to garner any further improvement.

Table 3 lists the course average means and their differences in order to discuss the overall
impact of the flexible-learning approach. Statistical significance analysis is unnecessary here
because the course ratings cannot be insignificant when all the individual topic ratings are

already statistically significant.

Table 3 Course average ratings

Mean Difference between means

Pre- 2.53

Behavioural 0.81
Post- 3.34
. Pre- 2.98
Cognitive 0.75
Post- 3.73

Emotional Pre- 290 0.66




18

Post- 3.55

Behavioural engagement started with the lowest pre-test mean value of 2.53, but jJumped
the most significantly (by 0.81) to reach 3.34 in the post-test, indicating that students’
behavioural engagement changed from slightly disagreeing to slightly agreeing. On the other
hand, cognitive engagement scored the highest mean value in both the pre- and post-test scores
among all three aspects, with ratings of 2.98 and 3.73, respectively. The growth was 0.75,
which is medium-high, meaning that the students, who were initially at a “Neutral” level in
terms of their cognitive engagement, had strengthened by the end of the course to the level of
“Agree”. Lastly, emotional engagement achieved the second-highest pre-test mean value of
2.90. With the smallest, but still strong, increase of 0.66, this attribute rose to the

second-highest post-test mean value with 3.55., demonstrating an observable improvement.

Conclusions and Implications

To summarise, students posted notable improvement gains in their behavioural, cognitive, and
emotional engagement factors in the course MUS2250 Traditions and Practices of Music I,
demonstrating in the process that the flexible-learning approach can enhance student

engagement in music history education at the tertiary level.

Two decades ago, the flexible-learning approach received serious critiques (D. T. Chen,
2003), some researchers finding the quality of its learning outcomes to be unsatisfactory (Bell

et al., 2001), while others questioned its cost-effectiveness (Ling et al., 2001). Positing
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different views, some researchers, such as Wild (1994) and Ratheswari (2018), had already
foreseen the power of technology and its potential to overcome the previously-identified
shortfalls. The flexible-learning approach now flourishes in higher education, especially in
Europe, in countries such as Austria (Unger & Zaussinger, 2018), Finland (Moitus et al., 2020)
and the United Kingdom (Brennan, 2021). In these locations, policymakers have brought the
idea of the flexible-learning approach into curriculum planning in order to foster students’
engagement and self-regulation. The flexibility of what, where, when, and how to learn
transcends into a flexible-learning path. On the one hand, this offers students maximum control
of their learning environment and routes. On the other, it promotes equity in education (Duarte

etal., 2016).

Some teachers in tertiary institutes provide multiple study routes for completion of a
single course, students being allowed to choose the best pathway to optimise their learning. For
example, Duarte et al. (2016) put the flexible contents between two fixed-content lessons.
After the first lesson, and before the next class, students were allowed to decide which learning
tasks they wanted to take and in what order they wished to complete them. Meanwhile, 1bafiez
et al. (2022) suggested a six-sequence design. Each sequence consisted of its own set of
worksheets, learning resources, and working tasks, students being given the freedom to select
and deselect a learning sequence at any time during the duration of the course. Similarly,
Rouhani et al. (2019) provided students with the flexibility to control their working progress
based on the six modules making up their course, allowing them to choose those topics which

were of most relevance to them.
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In the same way, my history course provides students with the flexibility to decide the best
study path to fit their learning needs. As such, a single music history course does not need to
stick to the traditional linear structure, but can instead provide students with multiple

trajectories based around their interests and abilities.
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