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ABSTRACT 

 

This research investigates students’ experiences with high school music theory courses.  

Literature on this topic suggests that a large percentage of high school music theory courses focus 

primarily on drilling students with contrived exercises (Buonviri & Paney, 2014).  Teachers often choose 

activities like sight singing and melodic/harmonic dictation because they are quantifiable assessment 

opportunities (e.g. Buonviri & Paney, 2014, 2015).  In addition, many students take Advanced Placement 

(AP) Music Theory, a course can focus largely on drilling exercises in order to prepare for the AP Music 

Theory exam (Klonoski, 2006).  This thesis argues that drilling exercises built from contrived musical 

examples may limit students’ growth as musicians.  

To collect data for this research, first and second year undergraduate music majors responded to a 

survey about their experiences in high school music theory classes.  The questionnaire consisted of thirty-

two questions that addressed the following topics: general teaching strategies, how students prepared for 

the AP Music Theory Exam (if applicable), and how students prepared to enter college music theory 

courses.  The questionnaire also asked participants how well they thought high school music theory 

prepared them for college as music majors.  Results indicated that high school music theory is taught and 

experienced in many ways.  
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Chapter 1  
 

Introduction 

 

In the spring of 2015, 2,483,452 students took Advanced Placement exams (College 

Board, 2015).  Of this total, 18,642 students took the AP music theory exam (College Board, 

2015).  Many students choose to take these AP courses and AP exams with the hopes of 

receiving college credits that would lessen the load of their degree requirements (Mattern, Shaw, 

& Xiong, 2009).  While Advanced Placement courses provide opportunities for students to 

engage in challenging coursework with the potential of receiving college credits, does an AP 

curriculum really enhance students’ learning?  Do AP courses provide a worthwhile goal to 

strive toward?  Or do AP courses inhibit student learning by focusing on the content of the 

exam? 

 The College Board has not developed a standard AP course curriculum because it wants 

teachers to build their curriculum around the needs of their students (College Board, 2016a).  As 

a result, AP course curricula need not center around scoring well on the exam.  Yet many AP 

courses may focus on “teaching to the exam.”  In some subjects, like calculus, this issue is less 

prevalent because courses must follow a specific sequence in order for students to understand the 

increasing complexity of the material.  However, a music theory course holds different meanings 

for each instructor depending on his or her past experiences.  Therefore, instructors have no clear 

consensus on what a music theory course should include.  As a result, AP music theory courses 

are more susceptible to focusing on the requirements of the AP exam rather than on content that 
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would serve the students throughout their entire musical careers, whether or not they choose 

music as their profession.   

 In some cases, instructors may find it easier to teach to the AP music theory exam 

because the test focuses on a select group of activities and skills, and it provides assessment 

rubrics that are easy to quantify.  However, activities and skills that are more difficult to assess 

(creativity, musicianship, expression, and improvisation) often get overlooked.  But scores on the 

quantifiable activities and skills do not, in many cases, give an accurate representation of a 

student’s musical understanding.  For example, a score on a dictation exam only communicates 

whether or not the student has mastered the skill of taking a dictation exam under prescribed 

conditions, such as a set number of playings, the keyboard as the only performing medium, the 

inability to hum, etc.  Additionally, the student draws on many musical skills in order to 

complete a dictation task, such as musical memory, audiation, and pattern recognition that are 

not individually assessed by dictation activities.  In addition to these musical skills, students may 

be taught to follow a prescribed formula to guide them through dictation exercises that do not 

employ musical skills that this exercise is supposedly assessing. For instance, instructors teach 

students that a melodic dictation melody often ends on tonic, so a student can use his knowledge 

of key signatures to figure out the tonic pitch (or at least narrow the tonic pitch down to the tonic 

pitches of both the major and minor mode for that key) before even hearing the melody once.  

Therefore, contrived activities such as dictation involve the use of a wide range of skills, some 

musical and some non-musical, that are not individually assessed by the AP exam. 

 Though these skills are important to master, they are not the essence of music theory.  

Music theory is using a person’s knowledge of musical repertoire (i.e., genres, styles, historical 

periods, etc.), musical elements (i.e., intervals, chords, scales, cadences, etc.), and musical syntax 
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(principles and preferences governing music) to understand a piece of music as a whole within 

its aesthetic and cultural context.  However, the literature suggests that AP Music Theory courses 

rarely teach students to synthesize their knowledge of repertoire, elements, and syntax for 

understanding musical meaning.  Instead, these courses tend to focus on drilling students with 

ear training, sight singing, and dictation examples in preparation for the AP exam (Domeck 

1997; Buonviri & Paney 2014, 2015). 

Rationale 

 

An underlying tenet of this thesis is that students would be better served if high school 

theory courses focus on teaching students to understand the music that they encounter in broader 

and more authentic contexts.  Students, whether future music majors or not, will encounter music 

in a multitude of settings throughout their entire lives.  A music theory course should give 

students the skills to analyze and understand the music that they hear in all settings.  Most 

applicable to a student’s musical life is the ability to hear and identify a particular musical 

element and understand what it means in the given musical setting.   

 For instance, in a traditional large ensemble performance setting (i.e., concert band, 

orchestra, or choir), students may hear a perfect authentic cadence, and discern which chord 

member they are playing and whether or not they must adjust their intonation to fit in with the 

rest of the chord members.  The students can also reflect on the formal function of that cadence 

within the context of the piece and within a broader repertoire of similar works.  In other words, 
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how does the cadence conform to convention, and how does it represent the unique style of the 

composer? 

 Furthermore, students need to develop sight singing and dictation skills for settings 

beyond the traditional performance settings.  In other musical contexts music is often taught by 

rote, but AP music theory courses often focus on teaching the students to read and understand 

music notation.  In band, orchestra, and choir settings, written notation is extremely important 

because students use it to learn the music.  However, at some point in a musician’s life, he may 

encounter a situation where he does not have written music notation.  For example, many pop 

songs are not notated for band and orchestra instruments, so students must either learn them by 

rote or by transcribing the music into a form of written notation.  In addition, traditional folk 

music may be passed down through the generations orally/aurally rather than written down. 

When students develop their sight singing and dictation skills in real musical contexts, they are 

also preparing to learn music in a variety of settings with and without the use of Western 

notation. 

 The literature suggests that AP music theory courses often focus on developing students’ 

aural skills through sight singing and dictation activities (Lucia 1993; Domeck 1997; Buonviri & 

Paney 2014, 2015; Klonoski 2006).  While these activities are in themselves useful activities, 

they often substitute contrived examples in place of real, musical contexts. In order for students 

to develop their ability to analyze and understand music, they need to be taught within the 

context of real music.  Within this context, students will develop their aural skills while also 

gaining a greater understanding of the aesthetic and cultural values of music. 

 Rather than teaching to a test, this thesis argues that AP music theory should strive to 

develop the skills necessary to understand a piece of music in any situation.  Courses should 
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focus on developing students’ aural skills within the context of real musical examples.  The use 

of real music fosters a personal and emotional connection to the music.  This kind of engagement 

encourages a lifelong curiosity and passion for music.  In addition, the use of real musical 

contexts allows students to identify the genre, elements, and syntax of the music in a practical 

setting. This practice applies more directly to their musical lives than the contrived settings of a 

dictation exam. The ultimate mission of music theory is to give students a place to develop their 

understanding of musical genres, elements, and syntax that will allow them to be cognizant 

musicians, consumers, and patrons of music for the rest of their lives.  

 The following chapter presents a literature review of the most relevant literature to the 

topic.  Chapter Three discusses the AP exam content and National Association for Music 

Education (NAfME) national standards in music theory/composition.  Chapter Four summarizes 

an interview with an AP exam grader, and Chapter Five describes the methodology used to 

complete this study. Finally, Chapters Six and Seven discuss the results and conclusions 

respectively. 
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Chapter 2  
 

Literature Review 

 

There is very limited literature on high school music theory pedagogy or AP music 

theory.  The existing literature is rather divided.  Some authors advocate for drilling and 

practicing musical skills and favor standardizing the processes that teachers use to teach various 

skills (such as melodic dictation).  Alternatively, some authors believe that the excessive drilling 

prevents students from developing their musicianship in practical ways that will benefit them in 

real musical contexts beyond the AP music theory exam. 

 

Lucia 1993 

 Raymond Lucia advocates for high schools to incorporate an AP music theory course into 

their offerings because it provides many opportunities to enhance students’ musical 

development.  Lucia points out that there is no written AP music theory curriculum because the 

College Board does not want teachers to teach to the test.  However, Lucia’s first suggestion is 

for instructors to look at previous years’ AP exams in order to develop their own AP music 

theory curriculum. This use of AP exams as a reference can result in theory curricula based on 

the AP exam.   

 Lucia’s article gives some insight into how AP music theory curricula have taken shape 

over the years.  Though every curriculum is unique, Lucia outlines the main activities that AP 

music theory courses generally focus on: sight singing, rhythmic dictation, melodic dictation, 
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harmonic dictation, mistake identification, and part writing.  Lucia includes these activities 

because they are the ones tested on the AP music theory exam. In doing so, he takes an atomistic 

approach: students complete these activities by looking at the parts in order to create a whole.  

For instance, Lucia builds a melodic dictation example that focuses on major thirds in order to 

train students’ ears to the sound of a major third.  Lucia describes a specific example from a 

previous AP exam:  

Students might be presented with an excerpt from a Beethoven string quartet and asked: 

“What is the harmonic progression of the first four measures? What type of phrase 

period is formed by the first two phrases? What type of modality is present in this 

excerpt?” (Lucia, 1993, pg. 39)   

Though this example requires students to apply their listening skills to a real piece of music, 

Lucia continues to use contrived listening examples in his classroom.   

 

Domeck 1997 

 Richard Domeck recognizes the issue of inconsistency among the music theory skills of 

first year college students.  He stresses the importance of developing aural skills as early as 

possible in order to prepare both music majors and non-music majors for the musical tasks that 

they will engage in throughout their lives.  As a result, Domeck develops a series of drills to aid 

students in developing these aural skills.  This teaching method clearly exemplifies a pedagogical 

approach to teaching music theory that has become common practice in high schools: Teachers 

choose isolated skills and repeatedly drill the students in order to acquire mastery of that skill. 

Like Lucia (1993) these drills are taken out of a real musical context.  All of the drills are short 

so that teachers can easily grade the students and use them in minimal windows of time.  The 
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drills require the students to either sing, notate what they hear, or identify errors that they hear.  

For example, in the first drill Domeck provides, the teacher writes a scale on the board.  After the 

students’ ears have been oriented to the key of the scale, the teacher points to each note in the 

scale while the students sing it back.  The teacher can point to the notes in any order he wishes, 

which can give the drill increasing difficulty as the students’ aural skills improve.  Another drill 

has the teacher write a rhythm pattern of one-beat units (a quarter note, two eighth notes, an eight 

note triplet, etc.) on the board.  Then the teacher plays different rhythm patterns using the same 

one-beat units of rhythm from the original pattern, and the students must notate the new patterns. 

 Though Domeck does not make a specific reference to AP music theory in his article, 

these drills (sight singing, dictation, and error detection) are the same categories of drills that are 

used in AP music theory courses in order to develop students’ aural skills and prepare them for 

the AP exam.  

 

Buonviri and Paney 2014 

 Nathan Buonviri and Andrew Paney interviewed 12 in-service AP music theory teachers 

in order to learn about teaching methods they use for melodic dictation.  As a result, they found 

many strategies that, according to the teachers interviewed, are effective in successfully 

completing melodic dictation examples.  However, this study also found that teachers 

intentionally design their courses in order to teach to the AP music theory test. One participant 

said “We live in a testing world, and it’s sad because it thwarts creativity” (Buonviri & Paney, 

2014, pg. 12).  Yet every participant, including the one quoted, indicated that “Preparation for 

the AP Exam was the strongest influence on [his/her] course design” (Buonviri & Paney, 2014, 

pg. 11). 
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Buonviri and Paney 2015 

 Buonviri and Paney followed up on their 2014 study by surveying in-service AP music 

theory teachers about the specific teaching tools and techniques they used to teach melodic 

dictation.  This study identified many effective strategies for teaching melodic dictation, but like 

the previous study, it continued to focus on teaching to the AP exam.  The investigators found 

that many AP music theory teachers develop their own classroom materials, resulting in a variety 

of methods.  In order to decrease the number of methods, this study argues that a more 

standardized melodic dictation pedagogy will better prepare students for the AP music theory 

exam and for college aural skills training.  According to Buonviri and Paney standardization is 

achieved by identifying best practices for teaching melodic dictation and disseminating these 

strategies to teachers.  Though standardization may allow for the dissemination of best practices 

in teaching melodic dictation, it may also remove opportunities for creative learning and 

teaching; and it keeps the focus of aural skills development on successful completion of the AP 

exam. 

 

Klonoski 2006 

 In contrast to the previous researchers, Edward Klonoski states that the goal of aural 

skills development is “to teach students to integrate the various musical components of real 

compositions into a meaningful, informed listening experience” (Klonoski, 2006, pg. 56).  

Klonoski points out that the common practices in teaching melodic dictation focus on the parts 

(intervals, rhythms, etc.) rather than the whole (a section or entire piece of music).  Furthermore, 

Klonoski believes that melodic dictation does not pinpoint the exact skill in which a student is 
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lacking. Dictation requires the synthesis of multiple listening skills, and a mistake(s) on a 

dictation assessment, while easy to grade, does little to indicate to the student or the teacher 

which of the listing skills he is lacking.  Klonoski argues that AP music theory courses should 

focus on teaching students how to develop their critical-listening skills, ones that allow 

musicians to understand the music while they listen. These skills include subvocalization, meter 

identification, key context, harmony, tonal memory, and extractive listening.  

 Klonoski believes that the best way to develop these skills is in the context of real 

musical examples.  Though real music often involves a complex synthesis of melody, harmony, 

dynamics, and phrasing, one skill should be focused on at a time.  For example, Klonoski 

identifies a 13-step process for developing the skill of meter identification.  He begins by having 

the students clap a steady beat, which he follows with various other clapping activities, like 

alternating between subdividing in a simple or compound meter.  Next, he plays a recording, and 

has the students engage in the same clapping activities that they used prior to the recording.  

After the students have had the opportunity to experiment with different metrical accents and 

subdivisions, they can identify the meter.  During this activity, students solely focus on meter 

identification, but they are able to do so in the context of a real musical piece.  This musical 

context forces the students to consider multiple musical elements, like the meter of the melody, 

harmonic rhythm, and patterns of accentuation.  Students are therefore able to develop their 

meter identification skills in a practical way.  Klonoski advocates for this method because it 

develops students’ listening skills for use in real musical situations rather than contrived 

situations that a student encounters on the AP exam. 
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Boyle and Lucas 1990 

 David Boyle and Keith Lucas conducted a study entitled “The Effects of Context on 

Sightsinging” (1990).  Literature written prior to this study has many different suggestions on 

how to develop sight singing skills.  A major theme emerges from this literature: “context may 

influence sight singing performance” (Boyle & Lucas, 1990, pg. 3). In this study, undergraduate 

music majors each sang eight unfamiliar melodies twice.  One time with accompaniment and one 

time without accompaniment.  Half of the participants sang the accompanied melody first and 

the other half sang the non-accompanied melody first.  The study found that tonal harmony does 

improve sight singing performance.  It also found that the better a student is at sight singing, the 

less that student must rely on the harmonic accompaniment.  As a result, harmonic 

accompaniments can make a large difference in the performance of a student whose sight singing 

skills are not well developed. 

 Boyle and Lucas conducted this study with the practical application of choral singing in 

mind.  The researchers discuss the importance of sight singing in a choral rehearsal to enhance 

the learning of choral music, and overall, to enhance the students’ experiences with choral music.  

A music theory class can also improve a student’s aural skills by using accompanied examples.  

Subsequently, this improvement can help students gain a greater connection to music.  Further, 

instead of using a contrived melody and accompaniment, a music theory instructor can use 

melodies from standard repertoire as sight singing examples.  The student will then have the 

opportunity to connect to the music while simultaneously developing his aural skills. 
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Colwell 1990 

 Richard Colwell focuses on the many advantages of an AP music theory course in his 

article “Advanced Placement - More Than a Test” (1990).  The article focuses primarily on the 

extra-musical benefits of including an AP music theory course: it can assist a student as he 

chooses his future career path, it can prepare future music majors for college music theory, or it 

can help a non-music major receive arts credits for his general education requirements.  These 

are very important purposes of an AP music theory course that an instructor must keep in mind 

while building the curriculum, but Colwell emphasizes that the real “educational objective is to 

enable students to apply what they have experienced in ensembles, to understand music at a 

deeper level, and to discover those inner secrets of music that excite you and me” (Colwell, 

1990, pg. 2).  In order to achieve those goals, instructors should teach beyond the parameters of 

the AP exam. 

Colwell also mentions some of the skills that are tested on the AP exam:  

Composition of a melody that has a specific scale basis, contour and phrase 

constructions, the analysis of music including the study of motive treatment and the 

rhythmic and melodic interaction between voices, harmonic analysis of the functional 

chord passage, and the realization of a figured bass. (Colwell, 1990, pg. 6) 

Students should learn these skills for both the AP exam and for practical use in their musical 

lives, and all of these skills can be taught within the context of real musical examples.  To further 

emphasize the point of teaching beyond the AP exam, Colwell believes that AP music theory 

“courses can be invaluable endeavors in which the students attain their personal goals without 

either taking the examination or obtaining a high grade on it” (Colwell, 1990, pg. 3).  Though 

Colwell believes in the importance of extra-musical benefits of offering an AP music theory 
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course, he also emphasizes that one of these courses can provide much more for the students than 

a score on a single exam. 

 

Summary 

 The literature presented is divided between those authors who support of an atomistic 

approach and those in support of a music theory education that is based upon real, musical 

examples.  Lucia (1993) and Domeck (1997) have outlined some of the techniques that they used 

to help students develop their aural skills with an atomistic approach that uses contrived 

examples.  Buonviri and Paney’s (2014 & 2105) studies have shown that teachers still use this 

atomistic approach as they focus their curriculum around preparing for the AP exam.  However, 

Klonoski (2006) presents another option: teaching students within the context of real musical 

examples so that they can develop practical, musical skills that will aid them in multiple musical 

settings. Boyle and Lucas (1990) and Colwell (1990) both present arguments in support of 

Klonoski’s teaching method.  Boyle and Lucas (1990) show the importance of a musical context 

when developing sight singing skills, and Colwell (1990) identifies reasons for teaching music 

theory beyond scoring highly on the AP exam.  While an atomistic approach may be more 

popular, the experiences of Klonoski, Boyle and Lucas, and Colwell show that developing 

practical, musical skills and teaching students within a real musical context will give students a 

greater understanding of music, enhancing their overall engagement and connection to the music. 

 

Contribution to the Literature 

Researchers have studied different facets of aural skills development in both high school 

and college music theory classes.  These studies typically focus on the methods that teachers 
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employ to teach different skills like sight singing, dictation, etc.  Yet few researchers have 

studied the teaching methods used for written music theory, such as Roman numeral or form 

analysis.  In addition, researchers have not studied the ways in which music theory helps students 

develop their creativity and broader understanding of music.  Finally, researchers have not 

studied how a high school music theory course prepares its students for musical settings 

throughout their life.  This thesis will provide insight into the teaching methods used to develop 

aural and written music theory skills by instructors who teach in a particular geographic region. 

Overall, the majority of these particular instructors use a more holistic approach that includes 

real musical examples in their teaching.   This thesis also discusses students’ perceptions of how 

their music theory class has developed their creativity and prepared them for musical settings 

beyond high school.  The results indicate that teachers use a more holistic approach that involves 

the context of real musical examples and prepares students to be creative musicians and 

successful college music theory students.
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Chapter 3  
 

Review of Related Information 

 

AP Exam Content 

 The AP music theory exam contains two sections: The multiple choice section (45%) and 

the free-response section (55%).  The free-response section is split into two subsections: written 

exercises (45%) and sight singing (10%) (College Board, 2016b). 

 

Multiple Choice Section 

 The multiple choice section has approximately 75 questions and has an 80-minute time 

limit.  It is made up of two different types of questions: aural stimulus questions and non-aural 

stimulus questions.  Many of the aural stimulus questions use musical examples drawn from 

classical repertoire.  Some questions cover aural skills, such as melodic dictation and isolated 

pitch and rhythmic pattern identification.  Others focus on score reading.  The non-aural stimulus 

questions focus on elements of score reading.  Questions include terminology, music notation, 

basic composition principles, harmonic analysis, melodic organization and developmental 

procedures, rhythmic/metric organization, and texture (College Board, 2016b). 

 Samples of the multiple choice section from previous exams are unavailable.  However, 

the 2012 Music Theory Course Description provides 54 sample multiple choice questions.  This 

sample is shorter than the multiple choice section of the actual exam (75 questions), so it is 

difficult to predict the exact percentages of questions in each category on the real exam.  But 



16 

from the provided examples in the course description, one can see that aural stimulus questions 

make up 59% of the multiple choice section whereas 41% is made up of non-aural stimulus 

questions.  Of the aural stimulus questions, 19% are contrived listening examples, and the 

remaining 81% are questions about classical repertoire. Of the non-aural stimulus questions, 53% 

are contrived musical examples, and 47% are questions about classical repertoire. 

 

Free-Response Section 

 Of the free-response section, completion of the written exercises has a 70-minute time 

limit.  There are seven questions: two for melodic dictation, two for harmonic dictation, one for 

part-writing from figured bass, one for part-writing from Roman numerals, and one for 

composing a bass line (College Board, 2016b).  Each of the melodic dictation examples are 

played three times with a 30-second pause after the first playing and a one-minute pause after 

each subsequent playing.  The directions also indicate which instrument will play the melody.  

The harmonic dictation examples are played four times each with a 30-second pause after the 

first playing and a one-minutes pause after each subsequent playing.  The students must notate 

only the soprano and bass voices, and they must provide the Roman numeral analysis (College 

Board, 2012).  The two sight singing examples are expected to take about 10 minutes to 

complete.  Each melody is primarily diatonic and is typically four to eight measures long.  The 

student has 75 seconds to examine and practice each melody and then 30 seconds to perform it.  

The student can begin the melody using the given starting pitch or another pitch in a range that is 

more comfortable (College Board, 2016b). 

 The free-response section of the exam is made up of nine questions (seven written and 

two sight singing).  67% of those questions (dictation and sight singing) are contrived aural 
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examples, and 33% of those questions (part-writing/bass line composition) are contrived non-

aural examples. 

 

Summary 

 After examining both the AP music theory exam description (2016b) and the Music 

Theory Course Description (2012), it is apparent that the majority of the exam focuses on aural 

skills.  The Music Theory Course Description briefly outlines basic goals for an AP music theory 

course, but it does not provide a full curriculum for the course.  For example, the course 

description lists the development of the following skills as the main goal of the course: “aural 

skills, sight-singing skills, written skills, compositional skills, and analytical skills” (College 

Board, 2012).  The course description also mentions concepts that should be covered: “pitches, 

intervals, scales and keys, chords, meter, and rhythm” (College Board, 2012).  Finally, it lists 

suggested activities to aid the development and knowledge of the skills and concepts previously 

mentioned.  For instance, the course description suggests using melodic and harmonic dictation 

to develop aural skills.  The section of the course description that outlines these characteristics is 

about two pages long.  The remainder of the document outlined the content of the AP exam and 

provides many practice questions for the exam. 

 The course description provided me with an example of an AP exam, and I was able to 

draw some conclusions about the content of the exam.  Fifty-nine percent of the multiple choice 

examples in the 2012 course description are aural stimulus questions in addition to the 67% of 

the free-response that focuses on questions requiring aural skills.  Therefore, over half of each 

section focuses on aural skills.  In addition, many of the questions on the exam are contrived.  

The majority (53%) of the non-aural stimulus questions were contrived examples, and all (100%) 
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of the free-response questions were contrived.  The only section that used primarily classical 

repertoire (81%) was the aural stimulus section of the multiple choice section.  Though a large 

part of the aural stimulus section uses questions about classical repertoire, the free-response 

section is weighted more heavily on the exam.  Therefore, aural skills development is very 

important for success on the exam.  To succeed on the exam, a student needs practice with both 

questions about classical repertoire and contrived examples modeled after ones used in the exam.  

 

NAfME Music Theory and Composition National Standards 

 The National Association for Music Education (NAfME) published a new set of national 

standards in 2014.  These new standards apply to both music theory and composition courses.  

The four areas that make up the 2014 standards are creating, performing, responding, and 

connecting.  Each area has subcategories that focus on one essential question, and each 

subcategory has a description for proficient, accomplished, and advanced work in that particular 

subcategory.  

 

Creating 

 One of the subcategories under “Creating” is “Imagine,” and the corresponding essential 

question is “How do musicians generate creative ideas?” (NAfME, 2014).  Another subcategory 

is Plan and Make and the essential question is “How do musicians make creative decisions?” 

(NAfME, 2014).  There are two more subcategories under create: Evaluate & Refine and 

Present.  The entire “Creating” section focuses on how musical sounds can be expressed, 

organized, evaluated, improved, and shared.   
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Performing 

 “Performing” has five subcategories: “Select,” “Analyze,” “Interpret,” “Rehearse, 

Evaluate & Refine,” and “Present.”  For example, the essential question for “Rehearse, Evaluate 

& Refine” is “How do musicians improve the quality of their performance?” (NAfME, 2014).  

The standards in the Performing section encourage students to select music based on their 

personal experiences and tastes and to analyze music in order to inform their performance. 

 

Responding 

 “Responding” has four subcategories: “Select,” “Analyze,” “Interpret,” and “Evaluate.”  

For example, the essential question for “Analyze” is “How does understanding the structure and 

context of music inform a response?” (NAfME, 2014). 

 

Connecting 

 The “Connecting” section is split into two halves, each titled “Connect.” Its two essential 

questions are, “How do musicians make meaningful connections to creating, performing, and 

responding?” and “How do the other arts, other disciplines, contexts and daily life inform 

creating, performing, and responding to music?” (NAfME, 2014).  

 

 Summary 

These standards present a framework for music theory teachers when developing a 

curriculum for their courses.  The categories and subcategories both promote critical thinking 

and learning within a real musical context.  The results of this study can be examined through the 

lens of the national standards in order to consider which areas of the standards are addressed 
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often and which are not.  Examining the results in this way can provide suggestions for the 

improvement of music theory courses. 
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Chapter 4  
 

Interview 

 

Description 

 In order to gain insight into the opinions of someone who works closely with AP music 

theory, I interviewed Dr. Vincent Benitez, associate professor of music theory at Penn State 

University.  Benitez has been on faculty at Penn State since 2005, and he has been an AP music 

theory exam grader for seven years.  The interview took place in his office in the Penn State 

School of Music on September 9, 2016.  

 

Summary 

 My interview questions focused on how the AP music theory curriculum prepares 

students for college music theory and for musical settings beyond high school.  Benitez stressed 

the fact that he is not involved in AP music theory courses or their curriculum, but he still sees 

the results of what the students have learned in class.  

 Overall, Benitez believes that the AP exam reflects a good level of knowledge for a 

student entering a college music theory course.  Even though a college level course will go far 

beyond the reach of an AP music theory course, a student will definitely be prepared to take 

college music theory after passing AP music theory.  Further, Benitez believes that a good score 

on the AP music theory exam can predict that a student will do well in college music theory.  He 

also raised the point that students should not be judged poorly based on a bad score on the AP 

exam.  The AP exam is only a snapshot of the student’s knowledge and it is not the sole indicator 

of whether or not a student will be successful in their future music theory courses.  
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 Benitez believes that the overarching goals of the AP exam prepare students for musical 

settings after high school; however, he thinks that the AP curriculum/exam encourages a focus 

on drilling exercises.  He mentioned that currently a discussion is ensuing within the field of 

higher music education about whether or not university music programs should move away from 

the traditional conservatory setting.  Benitez thinks that a departure from the conservatory setting 

would free college and university music programs from an intense focus on drilling exercises 

(such as sight singing and dictation), and this change would trickle down to high school music 

theory.  In addition, Benitez supports the use of real musical examples rather than contrived 

examples and that these real examples should be used to teach harmony.  In other words, in order 

to avoid teaching to the test, teachers can use the musical literature itself to teach harmony.  

 Benitez strongly believes that the goal of music theory should be for the students to 

master the subject matter and for the teacher to impart his love of the subject matter to the 

students.  If the teacher and students accomplish these goals, then the students should be 

prepared to pass the AP exam, take college music theory, or participate in musical settings 

throughout their lives.  He also points out the lack of discussion of the aesthetics of music in 

music theory courses.  The sole purpose of music theory is not to analyze musical structure; the 

purpose of analyzing music is “for the expression of beauty.”  Students need to discuss this side 

of music in addition to the nuts and bolts of how its structured.  

 When asked how the AP music theory curriculum/exam promotes critical thinking, 

Benitez mentioned the creativity that he sees when grading the harmonic dictation and two-part 

counterpoint exercises.  One draw-back with this section of the test is that it relies on contrived 

examples.  However, the students often compose beautiful counterpoint against the given line 

within chromatic contexts.  “There is creativity there.” 
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 Benitez suggests that AP music theory teachers should avoid teaching to the test and 

focus on helping the students master the subject matter.  Furthermore, he believes students 

should consistently listen to music if they are serious about studying it.  Benitez states that he has 

seen a decline in the amount that his college students who listen to the music that they study, and 

he believes that it negatively affects their progress.  In order for listening to be as helpful as 

possible, teachers must also teach the students to listen critically so that they understand the 

music that they hear.  To sum up his response Benitez touched on the importance of intrinsic 

motivation, and he said, “teachers should teach their students that music is a way of life.” 

 Finally, I asked Benitez to share his own definition of music theory.  He points out that, 

in most universities, music theory courses teach harmony, counterpoint, aural skills, etc. yet 

these topics are not the essence of music theory.  They are a foundation of basic skills and 

knowledge that every musician should own.  He sees “real” music theory as having both a 

practical and an abstract side.  The practical side of music theory involves studying music to 

inform and improve performance.  The abstract side involves studying music for its aesthetic 

value, and Benitez argues that knowledge for knowledge’s sake is also important in that it allows 

for thought and speculation.  

My interview with Benitez greatly informed my opinion on the value of AP music theory 

courses.  I had always viewed AP music theory courses as settings where students learned 

strategies for how to pass a test.  Contrastingly, Benitez’s experiences show that AP music 

theory courses can certainly teach students practical skills and critical thinking that will benefit 

them throughout their musical lives as long as the course focuses on the music itself.
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Chapter 5  
 

Methodology 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the ways that high school music theory courses 

prepare students beyond taking the AP exam.  This study looked at the teaching methods 

employed by high school music theory instructors in both aural skills and written theory, it 

researched student preparedness for both the AP exam and for college music theory, and it asked 

students about the way that their high school theory courses prepared them for future musical 

settings.  

The research questions were: 

1. Is music theory offered to all students, and what types of music theory courses are offered? 

2. Are students typically more prepared for written or aural music theory when they begin 

taking college music theory? 

3. What is the most effective instructional environment for teaching music theory? 

4. How do high school music theory instructors use real musical examples in their teaching? 

5. How can a high school music theory course prepare students for college music theory? 

6. Does the AP music theory exam enhance or inhibit the AP music theory curriculum? 
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Participants 

 I chose to survey a convenience sample of first and second year music theory students at 

Penn State University.  These students were also encouraged to send the survey to their 

colleagues who took high school music theory but chose to attend a different college or 

university.  I approached Penn State students because I was able to explain the survey and its 

purposes in person.  I limited the survey participants to first and second year students because 

their experiences with high school music theory occurred more recently than those of the 

upperclassmen.  

 I attended the music theory classes of the participants and described the purposes and 

procedures of the survey.  Students who were under the age of 18 at the time of the survey were 

unable to participate due to their inability to consent to the survey without a legal parent or 

guardian present.  Students who took high school music theory outside of the United States of 

America were also unable to take the survey because I wanted to focus on the teaching methods 

employed in American schools that are intended to prepare students for American colleges and 

universities. 

 

Survey Design 

 I designed the survey based upon the literature and the research questions.  The survey 

contained four sections.  The first section provided information about the study, to allow 

participants to consent to participating in the survey.  The following three sections focused on 

information regarding the research questions. 

 The second section asked for background information about the participant’s high school 

music theory class (whether it was AP music theory or non-AP music theory).  This section 
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asked if the students are music majors, music minors, or neither.  It also asked about what kind 

of music theory courses were offered in the school, which one(s) the participant took, and 

whether or not the participant took the AP exam.  Section two inquired about the teaching 

techniques used in the class and which techniques the participants preferred.  

 Section three asked specifically about the AP music theory exam.  Participants who did 

not take the exam wrote N/A for the majority of the answers, but they were still invited to answer 

a few questions about their opinion on the purpose of AP music theory courses.  This section 

focused on how participants were prepared to take the exam and whether or not they believe that 

preparing for a culminating exam enhanced or hindered their learning. 

 The final section asked about participants’ preparedness to enter a college music theory 

course and/or musical settings that they encounter after high school.  Questions included how the 

participants’ music theory classes prepared them for college and whether or not the AP 

curriculum/exam preparation enhanced their preparation.  The survey also asked for ways that 

high school music theory courses can improve, and the last question prompted the students to 

define music theory.  See Appendices A and B for the first and second versions of the survey. 

 

Procedures 

Pilot Study 

 I wrote a draft of the survey in the middle of the Spring 2016 semester and visited the 

first and second year music theory classes a few weeks before the end of the semester to describe 

the purpose and details of the survey.  After explaining the survey and answering any questions, I 

sent an email to the participants reiterating the discussion we had in class with the link to the 

Google Forms survey attached. The majority of the questions were open ended, short answer 
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questions, and I estimated that it would take about thirty minutes to complete.  The pilot was sent 

out to approximately 70 potential participants, and I received 54 responses.  

 

Main Study 

 After reading the responses of the pilot survey, I realized that many of the questions were 

somewhat unclear, and the participants did not interpret them in the same way.   As a result, I 

made some changes to the questions and the format of the pilot study to create the main study.  

The majority of the questions stayed the same; however, I removed a few questions and added a 

few more in their place.  For example, I removed the questions “In what ways did your music 

theory class make you curious about music?” and “How did your music theory class help you 

discover answers for your questions/curiosities?”  Questions like these were moved because 

many of the participants chose not to answer these questions, and the answers that I did receive 

to these questions were so diverse that I could not draw any conclusions from them.  I also 

restructured many questions that were originally short answer questions so that they could be 

multiple choice questions, which would make the participant responses more consistent.  Eleven 

questions remained short answer questions. 

 The following semester (Fall 2016), I visited the music theory class of the new class of 

first year music majors and explained the purpose and details of the survey.  After the discussion, 

I answered questions, and sent the potential participants an email through their music theory 

course list-serv.  This email also reiterated the discussion we had in class, and it provided the 

link to the Google Forms survey.  I chose to use Google Forms because it allowed the 

participants to complete the survey when it was convenient for them.  Google Forms also 

organized the collected data into a spread sheet which made analysis of the results convenient.  
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The main survey was sent to approximately 22 students, and I received 17 responses.  I 

distributed the survey on September 9, 2016, and it remained open until October 14, 2016. 

 

Data Analysis 

 Both the pilot survey and the main study asked questions that required an open-ended 

response in addition to questions that only required the participants to select options from a list.  

Some multiple choice questions only allowed for one response, whereas others allowed the 

participants to select all answers that applied to the question.  Most multiple choice questions 

also had the option “Other” listed so that participants could write in their own response if it was 

not listed as one of the options. 

 For analysis of the multiple choice questions, I used the graphs that were automatically 

generated through Google Forms.  These graphs show the total number of responses in addition 

to the percentage of participants out of the total number of participants who responded with the 

same answer for each question.  Though Google Forms provided a total number of responses for 

each question, I often had to adjust the total due to participants indicating “N/A” or “not-

applicable” for some the questions.  I did not count any “N/A” responses in my percent 

calculations.   

 For the questions that allowed participants to choose more than one option, I counted the 

number of responses for each option.  Then I took the percent of responses for that option from 

the total number of participants who responded to that question.  Since participants were able to 

answer more than one, the percentage totals for these types of questions are over 100%.  

For the open-ended questions, I looked for similar answers among the responses, and 

then I divided them into categories.  I also had one of my peers categorize the answers to five of 
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the questions in order to prevent any interpretive bias on my part.  For one of the questions, our 

categorization was 100% the same.  For the other four questions, our categorization differed by 

14%, 23%, 25%, and 28%.  In order to resolve this problem, we discussed our answers and 

together decided on the ultimate category for each of the answers that we had not originally 

agreed upon.  Once the responses were categorized, I took the percentage of responses for each 

category from the total number of responses.
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Chapter 6  
 

Results 

 

Response Counts 

 For the pilot survey, I reached out to approximately 70 students.  All were first and 

second year music majors.  I received 53 responses out of seventy possible responses, which is a 

75.7% response rate.  For the main study, I was unable to reach out to the same students from the 

pilot study, so I only contacted twenty-one first year students.  I received 17 responses out of 21 

possible responses, which resulted in an 81% response rate.  The students were encouraged to 

share the survey among their peers who had taken music theory in high school.  As a result, some 

responses may have been from students who do not attend Penn State University.  Almost all of 

the students who responded are majoring in some form of music degree; however, three non-

music majors participated in the pilot survey. 

 

Analysis of Responses to the Survey 

Pilot Study 

Background Information 

 The beginning of the survey asked for background information about the participant and 

the participant’s high school music theory class.  The pilot survey was available to both first and 

second year students.  The first question asked about the participants’ year in school and major.  

Out of 52 responses, 25 participants (48.1%) were first year students, 25 participants (48.1%) 
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were second year students, and two participants (3.8%) indicated other because they are third 

year students, but it was still their second year as a music major.  Furthermore, out of 51 

responses, 49 participants (96%) were music majors, one participant (2%) was not a music 

major, and one participant (2%) was a music minor. 

Of the 51 responses, 31 participants (60.8%) took an AP music theory course, and twenty 

participants (39.2%) took a non-AP music theory course.  The fourth question asked about the 

types of music theory courses offered at the participants’ high schools, which can be seen in the 

graph below (see Figure 1). Participants were able to select more than one option, resulting in 

percentages totaling more than 100%. 

 

Figure 1. Music Theory Course Offerings 

 

The majority (33 participants; 63.5%) of the total participants (52) took music theory for 

one year.  Eight participants (15.4%) took music theory for two years, three participants (5.8%) 
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took music theory for three years, and three participants (5.8%) took theory for four years. Five 

participants (9.6%) indicated “other” and gave a variety of responses: One participant took music 

theory for three months, one took theory for eight weeks at a summer camp, one took AP music 

theory for one year in addition to two years of jazz improvisation, one took theory for one and 

half years, and one took AP music theory twice because he/she failed the  

course the first time.   

 The participants were asked which of the following areas were stressed in their theory 

courses, and they were able to select more than one option: aural skills, written theory, AP exam 

preparation, composition, and other (see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Course Topics 
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participant wrote “Aural skills, Written theory, and Music History.”  Out of the 51 responses, ten 

participants (19.6%) selected only one option for this question.  Five of these ten participants 

(50%) selected AP exam preparation alone, four participants (40%) selected written theory, and 

one (1%) selected aural skills. 

 Next, the participants were asked about the instructional techniques that were used in 

their theory class, and they were able to select more than one answer: 42 participants (81%) 

indicated that a lecture format was used in their class, 38 participants (73.1%) indicated that 

individual work was used, 35 participants (67.3%) indicated that small group work was used, and 

five participants (9.6%) indicated “other.”  Of the “other” responses, one participant indicated 

that his/her course used cyber work, and one participant indicated that his/her course required the 

students to give presentations in addition to using the three instructional environments listed 

above.  Three participants wrote that their classes were based around class discussion due to the 

small number of students in the class.  Of the 52 responses, 39 participants (75%) indicated the 

use of two or more instructional environments, and 26 participants (50%) indicated the use of 

three or more instructional environments.   The participants were also asked to select one 

instructional environment that was most effective (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Most Effective Learning Environment 

 

AP Music Theory 

 Of the 31 participants who took an AP music theory course, 21 (67.7%) responded about 

their degree of preparation prior to taking the AP exam.  Twelve participants (57.1%) said that 

they felt prepared before taking the exam, six participants (28.6%) said that they did not feel 

prepared, and three participants (14.3%) said that they felt prepared in some areas.  The 

participants were asked about the preparation technique that prepared them the most for the AP 

exam (two participants provided two answers).  Six participants (28.6%) completed practice 

exams to prepare, and six participants practiced aural skills.  Three participants took courses that 

were designed specifically to prepare the students for the AP exam, so their entire course 

prepared them.  Three participants practice materials developed by the College Board.  Two 

participants said that written theory was the most helpful way that they prepared, and two 

students said that composition was most helpful.  One participant sighted the end-of-year review 
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of the course material as most effective, while one other participant said that his/her independent 

practice was most helpful. One participant said online resources as most helpful, and another said 

group work was most effective.   

 Next, the participants were asked if they felt that their AP exam score correctly reflected 

their knowledge of music theory at the time of the exam. Out of 26 responses, 17 participants 

(65.4%) said yes, they felt that their score correctly reflected their knowledge of music theory at 

the time of the exam.  Nine participants (34.6%) said that their score on the AP exam did not 

correctly reflect their knowledge of music theory at the time of the exam. 

 The final question in the AP music theory section said “Do you think that the end goal of 

earning a high score on the AP exam enhances or inhibits the AP music theory class?” (see 

Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Does the AP Exam Enhance or Inhibit the AP Course Curriculum? 

 

 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Enhances Inhibits Other Both Neither

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
P

a
rt

ic
ip

a
n

ts



36 

College Preparation 

 Finally, the participants were asked a series of questions that inquired about the ways in 

which their high school music theory course prepared them for college music theory. Out of 52 

responses, 36 participants (69.2%) believe that their high school music theory course prepared 

them well for college music theory courses.  Eleven participants (21.2%) said that their class did 

not prepare them well, and three participants (5.8%) said that their high school music theory 

course prepared them in some ways. Two participants (3.8%) did not give an indication of 

whether or not they felt prepared for their college music theory course.  The participants were 

asked for the area in which their high school music theory course most prepared them for 

college.  Out of 47 responses, 28 participants (59.6%) indicated written theory, nine (19.1%) 

indicated both aural and written theory, eight (17%) indicated other, and two (4.3%) aural skills. 

 The participants were asked about the specific topics that were covered in their high 

school course that prepared them for college. Forty-six participants responded, and they were 

able to list as many topics as desired. The most mentioned topic was form, which was mentioned 

by 13 participants (28.3%).  Next, voice leading was mentioned by eight participants (17.4%), 

and three topics were mentioned a total of six times (13%): four-part writing, modulation, and 

key signatures.  

 Out of the 31 topics that were mentioned, 17 topics (54.8%) were topics that are typically 

discussed and practiced as written skills rather than aural skills.  One of the  

topics (3.2%) mentioned completely focuses on aural skills.  Finally, there were 11 topics 

(35.5%) listed that could be taught as both written and aural skills (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 

 

Topics Covered in Music Theory Courses 

Written Theory Aural Skills Written Theory & Aural Skills 

12 Tone Rows Aural Skills Augmented 6th Chords 

Cadences  Dictation 

Circle of Fifths  Fundamentals 

Composing/Arranging  Intervals 

Counterpoint  Jazz Improv/Theory 

Figured Bass  Meter 

Form  Rhythm 

Four-Part Analysis  Scales/Modes 

Four-Part Writing  Secondary Dominance 

Jazz History  Seventh Chords 

Key Signatures  Sight Singing 

Modulation   

Non-Chord Tones   

Note Reading   

Orchestration   

Pitch Class   

Transposition   

Triads/Chord & Progressions   

Voice Leading   
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The participants listed a total of 25 topics when asked what area(s) of music  

theory could have been focused on more in order to better prepare the participants for their 

college music theory courses.  Eleven of the topics (44%) were topics typically taught as written 

skills.  Six of the topics (24%) were topics primarily taught as aural skills. Eight of the topics 

(32%) were typically taught as both written and aural skills (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2 

 

Topics In Need of More Attention 

Written Theory Aural Skills Written Theory & Aural 

Skills 

Analysis Dictation Chord Functions 

Chord Spelling Do-based Minor Chord Progressions 

Circle of Fifths Ear Training Creative Projects 

Counterpoint Improvisation Fluency of Fundamentals 

Form Sight Singing Modes 

Less Common Clefs Solfege Rhythm 

Music History  Secondary Dominance 

Part-Writing  Sequences 

Roman Numeral Analysis   

Scale Degrees   

Score Analysis   
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Since the area in need of improvement depends considerably on the specifics of the 

instructor and course that each participant experienced, it is important to note which of these 

topics were mentioned more than once.  Secondary dominants, part-writing, and sight-singing 

were each mentioned by four participants (10.5%).  Counterpoint, analysis, and ear training were 

each mentioned by three participants (7.9%).  Fluency of fundamentals, form, modes, score 

analysis, and improvisation were each mentioned by two participants (5.3%).  

 When asked if preparing for the AP music theory exam enhanced the participants’ 

preparation for college music theory, 22 participants responded. Eight participants (36.4%) 

believe that preparing for the AP exam aided their preparation for college while nine participants 

(41%) believe that it did not aid their preparation for college. Five participants (23%) gave an 

answer that did not specifically indicate yes or no to the question.  

 Finally, 22 participants responded to a questions asking if preparing for the AP exam ever 

inhibited preparation for college music theory.  Six participants (27.3%) said yes, 15 participants 

said no (68.2%), and one participant (4.5%) gave an answer that did not indicate yes or no. 

 

Main Study 

 Many of the questions asked in the main study were the same as those asked in the pilot 

study; however, many of the questions that were short-answer questions in the pilot survey were 

instead presented as multiple choice, or check-all-that-apply questions in the main study.  Even 

though there were prescribed options for answers to the questions, there was often an option to 

select “other” and write in a personalized answer to the question.  This change allowed for more 
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consistency among the participants’ answers. The questions that were added were chosen in 

order to improve upon the original survey.  For example, the questions “My music theory course 

focused primarily on…” was on both surveys.  On the first survey, the students were given a box 

to write their answer.  On the second survey, the students were give the following answer 

choices: aural skills, written theory, AP exam preparation, composition, and other.  As a result, 

the answers on the second survey were more consistent with one another, and the students 

maintained the option to write in their own answer (in the “other” option) if none of the given 

options were sufficient.  

 

Background Information 

 Out of the 17 participants in the study, 100% were music majors.  Only three participants 

(17.6%) took AP music theory.  Eleven participants (64.7%) took non-AP music theory, and two 

participants (11.8%) did not take a course solely specified as a music theory course.  Two of the 

seventeen participants (11.8%) took the AP music theory exam.  The participants responded to a 

question asking about the types of music theory courses offered at their high schools, and they 

were able to list multiple types of courses if their schools offered more than one.  Out of 

seventeen responses, seven participants (41.2%) were offered an AP music theory course (see 

Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Music Theory Course Offerings 

 

Out of 17 responses, eight participants (41.7%) took music theory for one year, and six 

participants (35.3%) took music theory for two years.  One participant (5.9%) took music theory 

for four years, and two participants (11.8%) took music theory for zero years since they were not 

offered a designated course for music theory. 

 Participants were asked which areas of music theory their course focused on, and they 

were able to select more than one option. Out of 15 responses, 15 participants (100%) indicated 

that their theory course focused on written music theory.  Seven participants (46.7%) responded 

that composition was focused on, five participants (33.3%) indicated that aural skills were 

focused on, and one participant (6.7%) indicated that AP exam preparation was a focus. 

 Since participants from the pilot survey indicated a stronger emphasis on written theory 

in their music theory courses, the main study asked a question about the ways in which music 
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theory courses develop the students’ aural skills.  Fifteen participants responded to this question, 

and they were able to select more than one answer (see Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6. Aural Skills Development 

 

The results of the pilot survey also made me wonder about the use of real musical 

examples rather than contrived musical examples in the music theory classroom.  The question 

read “How were excerpts from repertoire of any genre/style used in your theory curriculum?” 

and students were able to check all of the answers that applied to their music theory course in 

addition to an option to write in their own answer (see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Use of Musical Excerpts 

 

Out of the 14 participants who responded to this question, six participants (42.9%) only 

listed one area in which musical excerpts were used in their music theory course.  Three 

participants (21.4%) listed two areas, two participants (14.3%) used musical excerpts in three 

areas, and two participants (14.3%) used them in four areas.  One participant (7.1%) was not 

counted since musical examples were not used in his/her music theory course.  

 The participants were asked about the instructional techniques used in their music theory 

courses, and they were able to select more than one option.  Out of 15 responses, 14 participants 

(93.3%) used individual work, 11 participants (73.3%) used class discussion, nine participants 

(60%) used lecture format, and nine participants (60%) used small  

group work.  One participant (6.7%) learned music theory through an independent study.  The 

participants also responded to a question about which instructional environment was most 

effective (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Most Effective Learning Environment 

 

AP Music Theory 

 First, the participants were asked how much time they spent preparing for the AP music 

theory exam throughout the entire school year.  Out of four responses, two participants (50%) 

responded by saying that about 85% of their course was focused on preparing for the AP exam.  

One participant (25%) said that 10% of class was focused on preparing for the AP exam, and one 

participant said that 0% of class time was spent preparing. Prior to the AP exam, one participant 

out of three (33.3%) felt prepared to take the exam, and two participants (66.7%) felt prepared in 

some areas.  

 Even though seven participants were offered an AP music theory course, only three of 

them actually took that course.  One of these participants chose not to take the AP music theory 

exam because he/she “did not believe it would be beneficial.”  
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 Another question in this section asked if the participants believed that working toward the 

goal of achieving highly on the AP exam enhanced or inhibited the AP music theory curriculum 

(see Figure 9). 

 

Figure 9. Participant responses to: “Does the AP Exam Enhance or Inhibit the AP Course 

Curriculum?” 

 

The participants explained their reasoning for the question from figure 9, and their 

answers were relatively similar to those who chose the same answer to the question.  Out of the 

six participants that responded “enhances” to the question above, two participants (33%) believe 

that the curriculum is enhanced because it helps the students become well-rounded musicians.  

Three participants (50%) feel that the AP exam motivated them to learn and improve in the 

course, which resulted in an enhanced course.  One participant (16.7%) did not answer.  Of the 

six participants that responded “inhibits” to the question above, five participants (83%) said that 

the AP exam promotes teaching to the test, one participant (16.7%) said that it inhibits the pacing 

of the course, and one participant (16.7%) said that preparing for the AP exam prevents 
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creativity. (One participant indicated two answers, resulting in a total percentage of more than 

100%).  

 The final set of questions in this section inquired about the participants’ opinions on the 

ultimate goal of a high school music theory class (see Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10. Participant Responses for: “The Primary Goal of a High School Music Theory 

Course Should Prepare Students To” 

 

The participants explained their reasoning for their answer to the question above, and the 

participant who indicated that the goal of high school music theory is to prepare students for 

future music theory courses simply reiterated the same answer.  Of the four participants who 

indicated that the goal of high school music theory is to teach students to think critically, one 

(25%) reiterated the same answer, one participant (25%) explained that thinking critically allows 

musicians to transfer their knowledge of music theory to practical, real world situations, and two 

(50%) indicated that thinking critically improves one’s overall understanding of music.  Finally, 

of the 12 students who indicated that the goal of high music theory should be to teach students to 
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be successful in all musical areas of their life, six participants (50%) reiterated their answers, and 

five participants (41.7%) indicated that this approach expands students’ holistic understanding of 

music.  Three participants (25%) believe that this approach would develop students’ critical 

thinking skills that can be transferred to myriad musical situations, and two participants (16.7%) 

discussed that this approach would improve students’ general musicianship.  (Some participants 

gave multiple answers to the question resulting in a total percentage of more than 100%). 

 

College Preparation 

 Out of 15 responses, 10 participants (66.7%) felt that their music theory course did 

prepare them for college music theory whereas two participants (13.3%) did not feel prepared for 

college music theory.  Three participants (20%) indicated that they felt prepared in some ways 

but not others.  Thirteen participants (86.7%) believed that their theory course prepared them to 

be the most successful with written theory while two participants (13.3%) said that they were 

most prepared with their aural skills development.  

 Two participants out of three (66.7%) believe that preparation for the AP music theory 

exam enhanced their preparation for college, and one participant (33.3%) indicated that 

preparation for the exam had no effect on his or her college preparation because it was not 

emphasized throughout the course. 

 Next, the participants were asked if their music theory class prepared them for all musical 

settings that they encounter in their lives.  Nine participants (60%) answered yes, five 

participants (33%) answered no, and one participant (6.7%) said that he or she was prepared in 

some ways but not others.  Finally, the following asked participants to recommend ways in 

which high school music theory courses can prepare students for all musical settings in their 
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lives regardless of whether or not they choose music as a career. Some participants indicated 

more than one answer for this question, so the total number of responses is more than the total 

number of participants (17) (see Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11. Participant Responses to “How Can High School Music Theory Courses Prepare 

Students for the Future?” 

 

Research Questions 

Question 1: Is music theory offered to all students, and what types of music theory 

courses are offered? 
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 Not all students have access to a high school music theory course.  In the pilot study, four 

participants (7.7%) were not offered a music theory course, and in the main study three 

participants (17.6%) were not offered a music theory course.  In both sets of participants, two or 

more participants indicated that the following types of music theory courses were offered at their 

schools: AP music theory, non-AP music theory, honors music theory, and the music theory of 

jazz/jazz improvisation.  Therefore, many students do have access to at least one type of music 

theory course, but there are still some students not receiving that opportunity.  Furthermore, very 

few participants indicated that their school offers a music theory of jazz or jazz improvisation 

course.  As a result, we can conclude that Western music theory course offerings are more 

prevalent than courses that teach about other styles of music like jazz or pop music. 

 

Question 2: Are students typically more prepared for written or aural music theory when 

they begin taking college music theory? 

 In both the pilot study and the main study, the data shows that students are prepared 

much more for written theory than they are for aural theory.  In the pilot survey, out of 

47responses 28 participants (59.6%) indicated that they were more prepared for written theory, 

nine participants (19.1%) indicated that they were more prepared for both aural and written 

theory, eight students (17.0%) indicated other, and two students (4.3%) indicated that they were 

more prepared for aural skills.  In the main study, out of 15 responses, 13 (86.7%) indicated that 

they were more prepared for written theory, and two participants (13.3%) indicated that they 

were more prepared for aural skills.  I find it interesting that music theory courses seem to focus 

more on written music theory even though music is an aural art form.  In addition, 55% of 

participants from the pilot study and 100% of the participants from the main study who took AP 



50 

music theory indicated that they were most prepared for written music theory when they entered 

college, yet the AP exam emphasizes aural skills over written skills (College Board, 2012). 

 

Question 3: What is the most effective instructional environment for teaching music 

theory? 

 Neither the data in the pilot study nor the data in the main study indicated a clear 

preference for one instructional environment over the others.  Each participant did indicate which 

environment was most effective for them; however, the many different responses indicate that 

the most effective environment is unique to each person and the specific characteristics of each 

class (see Figures 3 and 8). 

 

Question 4: How do high school music theory instructors use real musical examples in 

their teaching? 

 The survey question about the use of real musical examples was only asked on the main 

study survey.  The data showed that real musical examples were used in almost every one of the 

participants’ music theory courses: only one participant indicated that none were used (see 

Figure 7).  The examples were used in the following contexts: sight singing, melodic dictation, 

harmonic dictation, Roman numeral analysis, and structure analysis.  Half (50%) of the 

participants used real musical examples in two to four different settings within their individual 

classroom while six participants (43%) used real musical examples in only one area. 

 

Question 5: How can a high school music theory course prepare students for college 

music theory?  
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 The data did not indicate a single answer for this research question.  In the pilot study, a 

questions asked the participants to identify topics that needed more attention in their music 

theory courses (see Table 2).  In the main study, the participants were asked specifically how a 

high school music theory course can prepare students for college music theory (see Figure 11).  

These questions elicited a diverse group of responses, and there was no one specific answer.  The 

best way to prepare for college music theory will depend on the purpose of the course and the 

specific needs of the student.  

 

Question 6: Does the AP exam enhance or inhibit the AP music theory curriculum? 

 The final research question did not receive one specific response.  In both studies this 

question resulted in very even answers.  In the pilot study, eight participants (32%) indicated that 

the AP exam enhances the AP music theory curriculum while seven participants (28%) indicated 

that the AP exam inhibits the curriculum.  Furthermore, five participants (20%) indicated a 

response that did not clearly state their answer, three participants (12%) said that the AP exam 

can both enhance and inhibit the course, and two participants (8%) indicated that the AP exam 

neither enhances nor inhibits the course.  With only a one participant difference and so many 

participants indicating both or neither, the data indicates that the effects of the AP exam on an 

AP music theory course are unique to the particular course, the particular student, and the 

instructor.  In the main study, the number of responses for enhance and inhibit was the same: 

each elicited six responses (42.9% of the fourteen total responses).  Two participants (14.3%) 

indicated that the AP exam can both enhance and inhibit the course.  This balance in responses 

and the indication of both answers continues to support the result that the AP exam’s effects on a 
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music theory course depend greatly on the specific characteristics of each course and each 

student. 
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Chapter 7  
 

Conclusions 

Summary and Discussion 

 This study surveyed first and second year college students about their experiences with 

high school music theory, and, in particular, on their experiences with AP music theory.  The 

survey was administered through Google Forms.  The participants were asked background 

questions about the course(s) that they took, their experiences in their course, the AP 

course/exam, and their preparedness for college music theory.  

 The overarching result of this study indicates that high school music theory is taught and 

experienced in diverse ways.  High school students, even students from the same geographic 

region, experience many differences in their music theory courses.  From the course offerings to 

the instructional environments used in the course to the specific instructional methods used by 

instructors, I have found that there is no real standardization among high school music theory 

courses despite whether or not the course is labeled as an AP course. 

 I was pleasantly surprised by how few students’ schools do not offer a music theory 

course; however, the fact that there are still students without access to any music theory course 

indicates that all high school musicians do not receive the same opportunities.  This lack of 

opportunity may affect a students’ preparedness for college, which is important for college 

professors to remember when designing entrance exams and beginning level music theory 

courses.  Many schools offer either an AP music theory or non-AP music theory course, but few 

offer a music theory of jazz or jazz improvisation course.  The minimal focus on jazz indicates 

that classical music is emphasized over more recent musical styles such as jazz.   
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 The majority of music theory courses focus on written music theory rather than aural 

skills.  Participants indicated that more written music theory topics were covered than aural skills 

topics, and participants felt more prepared for college with their written music theory skills than 

with their aural music theory skills.  This indicates that there could be a deficit with aural skills 

training, which was also emphasized in the interview with Dr. Benitez.  

 The close split and tie of the responses about whether or not the AP exam enhances or 

inhibits AP music theory surprised me because I thought that participants would feel strongly 

that the AP exam results in teaching to the test.  However, I now see that achieving highly on the 

AP exam may be a worthwhile goal to strive for when taking AP music theory.  The exam can 

also inform the curriculum in a way that prepares students for college as long as the instructor 

teaches the students within real musical contexts. 

 Furthermore, the participants indicated that they believe that the purpose of a high school 

music theory course is to prepare students for all musical areas and situations of their lives and to 

teach students to think critically.  These goals are important to consider when developing a high 

school music theory curriculum.  I believe that, whether or not the course is AP, these 

overarching goals will insure that instructors teach the students in real musical contexts that will 

not only accomplish those two goals but also prepare the students for college if they wish to 

continue their musical studies.  Overall, this study presents many pieces of information that 

indicate the diversity of music theory courses offered and the characteristics within each course 

in addition to the students’ desire to take a quality music theory course that will prepare them for 

their musical futures.  
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Comparisons to Previous Literature 

Lucia 1993 

 The results of this study both support and negate the assumptions that could be made 

about AP music theory from his article.  Many of the methods that Lucia uses in his teaching 

focus on a contrived, atomistic approach to music theory, but this study indicates that some high 

school music theory courses are in fact using real musical examples.  Lucia also warns against 

teaching to the AP exam, yet he suggests looking at past AP exams when developing a music 

theory curriculum.  Even though some participants indicated that teaching to the test was an 

issue, other participants did not mention that teaching to the test was an issue in their music 

theory course.  

 

Domeck 1997 

 Domeck recognizes the need for a larger focus on aural skill development.  This study 

supports that conclusion since few students felt that their aural skills were developed in order to 

be prepared for college.  Domeck is also a proponent of various aural skills drills that fall under 

the same categories of the aural skills questions on the AP exam.  Though some music theory 

courses certainly use these contrived drills to teach aural skills, multiple participants indicated 

the use of real music examples in their aural skills development.  

 

Buonviri and Paney 2014 

 Buonviri and Paney’s study indicates that music theory courses do focus largely around 

teaching in a contrived setting and teaching to the test.  My study indicates that there are music 

theory courses like the ones that Buonviri and Paney describe, but there are also music theory 
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courses that do use real musical contexts in their curriculum.  Furthermore, the participants 

specifically indicated that the purpose of a high school music theory course is not to teach to the 

AP test: instead, it is meant to prepare students for their future musical experiences, teach 

students to think critically, and prepare students for college music theory.  The students clearly 

do not want to take a course that is designed only for test preparation, which unfortunately is the 

main influence on course design according to the participants of Buonviri and Paney’s study. 

 

Buonviri and Paney 2015 

 Buonviri and Paney’s second study further indicates the contrived way in which 

instructors view music theory.  Buonviri and Paney support the investigation of best practices in 

melodic dictation instruction, which could help standardize instruction but could also result in 

more teaching to the test.  Since my study indicates that some instructors do use real musical 

examples in their aural skills teaching, I believe that the best practices in melodic dictation 

instruction could be the ones that use real musical examples.  The main question derived from 

Buonviri and Paney’s results is, what is the goal of these best practices?  Depending on the 

specifics of the situation, the best practices for teaching melodic dictation in preparation for the 

AP exam may be very different from the best practices for teaching melodic dictation in 

preparation for a student’s musical experiences throughout his life.  

 

Klonoski 2006 

 Klonoski strongly believes that music theory courses are too atomistic when they should 

take a more holistic approach that teaches students in real musical contexts.  While there are 

most likely music theory courses that do use this atomistic approach, my study indicates that 
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some may be using a more holistic approach as they use real musical examples in their 

instruction.  Klonoski’s approach to teaching music theory can be very helpful when examining 

the deficits that were made apparent through my study.  For instance, the deficit of aural skills 

training has been made clear, and an instructor who is looking to improve that deficit can use 

Klonoski’s methods as a model for structuring his or her aural skills development techniques. 

  

Boyle and Lucas 1990 

 Boyle and Lucas’s study indicates that importance of context in sight singing.  My study 

indicates that some music theory instructors are using real musical context with their sight 

singing instruction, but some are not.  Boyle and Lucas’s study supports the idea that context 

should be used with sight singing examples, which should also be considered when considering 

how to improve students’ aural skills. 

 

Colwell 1990 

 Colwell emphasizes the benefits of an AP music theory course, but he also emphasizes 

that students do not have to take a music theory course with the goal of taking the AP exam in 

order to be learn and be successful.  My study supports this claim since many participants did not 

take AP music theory or the AP exam, yet many of them felt prepared for college music theory.  

Colwell strongly believes that AP music theory courses should teach beyond the parameters of 

the exam, which is supported by my participants’ belief that the goal of a music theory course is 

not to teach to a test, but to prepare students for future musical situations and teach them to think 

critically.  
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Applications for the Classroom 

 From a broad perspective, this study indicates that instructors should consider the long 

term effects of their teaching methods on their students’ musical development.  Some teaching 

methods may be useful solely for taking the AP exam while some may prepare students to be 

successful in music for the rest of their lives.  Every music theory course, student, and instructor 

are different.  Therefore, instructors must observe and learn what their students’ strengths and 

weaknesses are and find the best way to address the weaknesses and build upon the strengths in 

their particular situation.  

 More specifically, this study indicates that students are lacking in their aural skills 

development but are typically prepared when it comes to written music theory.  Therefore, aural 

skills may be an area of focus in music theory classrooms.  In addition, the literature discusses 

the importance of real musical context in teaching, and this study’s data indicates that while 

many instructors do use real musical examples, some do not.  The incorporation of real musical 

examples into music theory courses can greatly enhance the students’ skill development.  

Furthermore, this study indicates that students are aware of when a course is designed to teach to 

the test, and not a single participant indicated that they want their music theory course to prepare 

them solely to take the AP exam.  Therefore, instructors should carefully examine whether or not 

their music theory curriculum focuses solely on preparation for the AP exam or if their course 

strives to expand student’s musical skills and knowledge to make them well-rounded musicians 

who are prepared for all musical settings that they may encounter.  
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Recommendations for Further Research 

 Further research on this topic could investigate why students do and do not choose to take 

the AP exam.  Very few students in my study took the AP exam despite the fact that most of 

them chose to major in music in college.  This information could provide insight into the 

advantages or disadvantages of taking an AP music theory course versus taking a non-AP music 

theory course of the same rigor.  

 In addition, researchers could delve into the specific techniques or best practices that 

instructors use to teach students in a real musical context.  With such an emphasis on testing in 

the education world, it may be difficult for instructors to come up with ways to teach their 

students in a creative and authentic situation.  Investigating the methods of instructors who have 

mastered teaching in a real musical context and disseminating this information could aid many 

teachers if they are unsure of how to avoid teaching to the test.  

Finally, a study on the opportunities that music theory courses provide for their students 

to be creative could inform many instructors of ways to make music theory courses engaging.  

Creative projects will not only be enjoyable, but they can also teach the students valuable lessons 

about music and develop musical skills that can benefit them in their lives as musicians.  

Knowledge of best practices for promoting creativity could help some instructors greatly 

improve their music theory courses. 



60 

Appendix A 

 

Pilot Study Survey 
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Appendix B 

 

Main Study Survey 
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Appendix C 

Participant Responses to “Please Define Music Theory.” 

 

Pilot Study 
 

1. The study of how and why music works as an art form from a fundamental standpoint. 

2. The rules of music. 

3. Music theory is the way that music is made, and the ins and outs of how it is put together 

and taken apart. Music theory is the explanation for music and why certain things work 

and why others don't.  

4. Music theory is the guidelines for writing music, as determined by composers and 

musicians beginning hundreds of years ago. 

5. The study of how music further develops as a language of the heart.  

6. The tendencies of music as a cataloged understanding of what/how composers in the past 

typically used tonal harmony to convey particular intensions.  

7. Music theory is the set of guidelines and rules that, with some flexibility, form a 

knowledge of the inner workings of music and provide structure for the composition of 

music. 

8. The study of the structure of music.  

9. The study of theoretical aspects of music, including chord progressions, counterpoint, 

pitches, and rhythm. 

10. The written method used to codify the purely auditory art of music. 

11. Music theory is anything encompassing the idea of writing, composing, and hearing the 

nuances of the musical literature.   

12. The analytical, conceptual study of music (especially Western music). 

13. The theory of how and why music works. 

14. The science behind popular trends in music. 

15. The study and understanding of the way music works- the break down and understanding. 

16. The study of the patterns used in composing music.   

17. Music Theory is the study of written and/or aural analysis and understanding of how 

music is organized or created including pitch, rhythm, harmonies, and structure.  

18. Music theory is how humans have to represent and analyze the musical movement of 

sound through time and discuss it with one another. It is a universal system that we use to 

communicate what music is doing but not necessarily how it works. It is just "theory" 

because it changes as our understanding of music changes. 

19. An understanding of the way music works. Knowing how keys, chords, scales, notes, 

phrases structure, and compositional techniques are used to create music out of sound. 

20. The study of how music is formed and created.  

21. The study of the interactions of harmony and melody in the context written music, 

guidelines for composing (not rules). 

22. The study of the theoretical elements of music including sound, pitch, rhythm, melody, 

harmony, and notation. 

23. I think that music theory applies to all music. 
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24. Studying how things composers write sound the way they sound and identifying patterns 

in "famous" musical literature that resonate with a listener and make for good music. 

25. The knowledge of the back bone of music. The study of basic music principles that 

composers branch off from. 

26. The study of music rules and analysis of musical works. 

27. The study of musical structure and function. 

28. Music theory is how music is put together and the definition of written music. 

29. The widely accepted rules and precepts in western music derived from musical examples.  

30. Music theory is the foundation from which music itself is built, and gives people an 

understanding of how it functions.  

31. Learning the basics of how music works and chords. 

32. The techniques and rules used when writing music, and ways to analyze music in order to 

be able to inhibit the emotional effects the music can have.  

33. The definition of music theory itself is elusive. Only those with passion will ever truly 

understand the workings behind music.  

34. Music theory is the study of how music is composed and how individual notes come 

together and shape music. 

35. Music theory is the understanding of ideas brought forth through music, in a more 

detailed manner. 

36. The study of the way that music "works," that is to say accomplishes what it does. 

Different styles do so in different ways, therefore I wouldn't say that music theory is 

necessarily analysis of chord structures, scales, modes, etc.  

37. Developing solid skills in keys, chords (7ths and triads), spelling chords and intervals 

(also being able to do all this quickly).  And then applying all that knowledge into 

learning how music is written and analyzing, composing and singing it.  The foundations 

of how music is put together.   

38. Analyzing/creating music with rules.  

39. The technical and mathematical side of music. The way music is notated. The reasoning 

behind compositional choices. 

40. The ideas and concepts that shape music. This can go from notes and rhythms, to time 

and key signatures, to chords, and to overall forms of pieces.  

41. The possibilities in music. 

42. Music theory is essentially the explanations to events that occur in music.  

43. Analysis of music. 

44. The study of the practices used in musical composition and performance.   

45. A shortcut to music.  

 

Main Study 

 

1. The analyzing of music in order to gain a better understanding of the music we play and 

hear and to gain a deeper understanding of music in general. 

2. The study of how music works and why it sounds the way it does.  

3. The study of musical ideas and how to express those ideas.  

4. It's really how music works. And what makes it work.  But, that's really subjective 

because some of the things we learn aren't used in composition anymore. 
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5. Music theory is the study of the fundamental concepts that make up pieces of music as 

well as the skills to analyze said music. 

6. The study of music and its application in the real world. 

7. Understanding the reason music is written the way it is, and why it makes us feel certain 

ways. 

8. The study of the theoretical elements of music including sound and pitch, rhythm, 

melody, harmony, and notation. 

9. Elements of music including sound and pitch, rhythm, melody, harmony, and notation. 

10. Music theory is the study of music through analysis and application of investigative 

methods.  

11. The reasoning behind music and the way that music works. 

12. The construction and basic elements of melody pitch, duration, rhythm and tempo usually 

drawn from pitch systems such as scales or modes.  

13. The study and understanding of music composition and skills. 

14. The technical part of music.  

15. Foundation of music.  

16. The study of the practice of music. 
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