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Background in Cognitive Development and Psychology
In order to establish an understanding of a child’s development, it has become customary 
to make observations and gain multiple perspectives. When operating in an educational 
setting, teachers, parents, administrators and the students all have a voice to contribute in 
the description of the child. Currently, self-regulation skills, motivation, peer-respect and 
responsibility have come into the focus of researchers. These are the skills and behaviors that 
are of interest and markers for cognitive, emotional and social development beyond academic 
achievement.
 
Background in Music Pedagogy and Performance
Rooted in Venezuela, El Sistema is a visionary global movement that since 1975 has 
transformed the lives of hundreds of thousands of youth through music. The Conservatory Lab 
Charter School reinvented and invigorated it’s curriculum in September 2010 when it adopted 
the El Sistema music program. The pedagogical focus of El Sistema is the orchestra, a model 
for an ideal community. By advancing the social and performance skills needed to participate in 
an orchestra, students are empowered by their personal and musical development.
  
Aims
The aims of this project include collecting and interpreting perceptions of social and behavioral 
changes in Conservatory Lab Charter School students, through qualitative measurements and 
quantitative musical performance assessments in order to provide a holistic view of the potential 
positive influence of El Sistema. 
 
Main Contributions
Questionnaire surveys were developed and administered to each group of the school 
community to address the research questions outlined above. The questionnaire asked 
respondents to discuss the changes in student behavior they had observed over the course of 
the year specifically focusing on the developmental skills of self-regulation, motivation, peer-
respect and responsibility. In addition to collecting survey data from school administrators, 
classroom teachers, El Sistema music teachers and parents, students in the upper grades were 
interviewed about their experience and perception of performing in and learning through the El 
Sistema program. Additionally, a music performance skills and literacy test developed by Dr. 
Larry Scripp was administered to all students and the assessed results were joined with the 



perceptions of the school community. 
 
In our observations, the El Sistema curriculum has been perceived as a positive influence 
on the students’ social and behavioral development at Conservatory Lab. The surveyed 
populations converge on the idea that the social learning experience provided by performing 
in orchestra scaffolds students in their development. By learning and performing together 
students are given an opportunity for valuable social interactions, enabling them to engage in 
collaborative learning, as well as propel their musical knowledge.
  
Implications
Our data from the music literacy tests suggests that learning to achieve a high level of musical 
performance can impact classroom learning. Also, it has been reported that participating in 
orchestra has positively affected the students behavioral and performance skills. Since the 
music literacy test assesses critical thinking and problem solving skills in addition to musical 
ability, in the future we can determine if the results relate to performance in other academic 
areas, such as literacy and mathematics. As the students at CLCS continue to excel in their 
performance skills the curriculum will produce better musicians, better students and better 
members of society.
  
Through further academic assessment, we can determine the El Sistema curriculum’s impact 
outside of the music classroom. Potential cross cultural applications of our assessments at other 
El Sistema programs would create a global understanding of the positive influences through the 
orchestra into the classroom.
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