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Executive Summary
The El Sistema-inspired field is filled with questions. How could it not be, given its
recent and rapid emergence? Our challenge, then, is to find the right questions – the
provocative, testing, and ultimately, formative ones. One of the focal investigations of the
Sistema Fellows this year was how to document and measure the effectiveness and impact
of El Sistema-inspired programs in the U.S.; that is, carrying out evaluation and
assessment. The terms “assessment” and “evaluation,” while highly related, refer to
substantively different things. Assessment measures the student learning that takes place,
whereas evaluation measures the quality of the learning experience (or programming).
Our exploration of these topics proved much richer and more robust than we originally
expected once we realized how many facets there were to these topics, from both social and
musical standpoints. However, three key overarching questions emerged from our process:
For whom do we assess?
What do we assess?
How do we assess?
As a field, we often feel the need to prove our program’s value to those on the
outside through our evaluation and assessment results; assessment, however, can and
should be just as introspective as outward looking. We advocate using assessment tools
and practices for the purpose of determining effective programming and teaching,
improving students’ learning and experiences, and ultimately leading to longer-term
outcomes and impact. Thorough and intentional assessment has the potential to inform
program growth and provide a clear direction for the field.
In deciding what to assess we must look to our core: our values, mission, and vision.
These three components of a program’s foundation then determine the program’s desired
outcomes, executed by programming and pedagogy. We found the guiding question of the
Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project to be helpful: What do we really value and how does
this help tell our story?1 From here, we then propose a series of sequential steps for carrying
out documentation as the first step to evaluation and assessment.
1. Identify mission
2. Define relevant and meaningful outcomes
3. Build logic model
4. Research and clearly define outcomes
5. Define indicators of desired outcomes
6. Develop tools for documenting and measuring these indicators
7. Define process (including who will collect data, when data will be collected, where
data will be stored) for carrying out documentation/measurement
8. Collect data
In beginning our project, we did a survey of various mission statements of U.S. Sistema
inspired programs. It was difficult to extract common themes; thus, adhering to the ideal

Kathe Swaback, et. al. Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project: Handbook (Boston: Boston Youth Arts
Evaluation Project and Raw Art Works, 2012), accessed May 14, 2013,
http://massculturalcouncil.org/services/BYAEP_Handbook.pdf.
1
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that El Sistema-inspired programs seek to transform individuals and enhance communities
through music, we chose the following three desired outcomes:
Musical Literacy: The ability to identify and create musical ingredients,
contextualize them within an ensemble, and form social emotional connections.
Sense of Community: Has the student become more aware of his/her community?
Has their sense of belonging or contribution within that community increased?
Personal Agency: Has the student increasingly acknowledged his/her personal
sense of control in evoking change in his/her own life?
In order to address how we assess, we must identify indicators by which to measure
and understand whether outcomes are being attained. Our indicators for our three desired
outcomes are as follows:
1. Musical Literacy
a. Ensemble Skills
b. Musical and Social Awareness
2. Sense of Community
a. Sense of Belonging
b. Sense of Contribution
c. Awareness
3. Personal Agency
a. Locus of Control
b. Self-Efficacy
c. Power To, Power Over, Power With, Power from Within
There are typically three different kinds of documentation tools, which can be used:
quantitative, qualitative, and art-based. While numbers and quantitative data are
important, the anecdotes and artistic perspective that come with them are equally as telling
and should be no less valued. In the following sections, each outcome has a part that is
devoted to ways to think about and develop tools for assessment.
This document provides a starting point for núcleos to begin developing assessment
tools and documenting results. We hope that it will be informative, useful, and most
importantly, that it will provoke inquiry that both sustains and propels the field in exciting
new directions.
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Preface
The El Sistema-inspired field in the United States is nascent, with the oldest
programs now entering only their fourth or fifth year of significant growth. It’s exciting to
see programs in many regions of the country catering to a diversity of communities, but we
have yet to rigorously consider what effects those programs are actually having on their
students and communities. Such research is vital to the strength, future, and defining of the
movement, and several programs are beginning efforts to understand their achievements
through pursuing assessment and evaluation. However, we also understand the challenges
of assessment and evaluation for young programs with limited and often unsustainable
resources.
Taking the lens of a director of an El Sistema-inspired program in the US, our goal
throughout this project was to make assessment and evaluation as accessible as possible to
those program directors who may not necessarily have the relevant expertise. In addition,
we were interested in the possibility of united assessment and evaluation practices across
El Sistema-inspired programs in the US. We imagined that with consistent documentation
and analysis, collected from the very beginning and for an extensive period of time, it would
perhaps be possible in the future to note the collective impact, if any, that El Sistemainspired programs have had on communities across the US. While understanding that every
program seeks to respond to the different needs and cultures of their local communities and
might be interested in examining different outcomes, we hoped to initiate a consistent effort
across developing El Sistema-inspired programs to start documenting now.
Representing the 2013 Sistema Fellows
cohort, four of us decided to research and
compile an explorative and illustrative
document to offer to the field. This document
defines key terms and concepts, discusses
the importance of this research, outlines a
process for initiating assessment, and
demonstrates the designing of methods and
tools relevant and specific to El Sistemainspired work.

Our research was informed by
discussions with Psyche Loui, Margaret
Sheriden, Edward Clapp, Raquel Jimenez,
Kathe Swaback, Julia Gittleman, and Eric
Booth. Research also began with resources
from Community MusicWorks, the Boston
Youth Arts Evaluation Project, and Boston
Children’s Chorus. Toward the final stages of
this project, we also sought feedback and
received input from Shirley Brice Heath and
Larry Scripp.

We offer the following explanations and
ideas with the humble acknowledgement that
we ourselves are not experts in assessment and
evaluation, nor do we have much experience
carrying out empirical research as such. However, we hope this document helps program
directors and leaders make a small and consistent step forward in initiating and pursuing
assessment and evaluation. We also highly encourage programs to begin working with their
local expert researchers, research institutions, and universities to develop and implement
documentation and measuring practices which capture the specific circumstances and
practices of their programs. This document provides an appropriate foundation of
introductory material for you to pursue those conversations with professional researchers.

Sistema Fellows 2013
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About Assessment and Evaluation
The following sections of this introduction are structured around formative questions
derived from other guides to art evaluation.2
Why do we evaluate our programs and assess our students’ learning?
The terms “assessment” and “evaluation,” while highly related, refer to
substantively different things. Assessment measures the student learning that takes place,
whereas evaluation measures the quality of the learning experience (or programming).
Both assessment and evaluation examine all potential effects of a program, including
intentional effects (deliberate outcomes causally related to programming) and residual
effects (programmatically unintended outcomes).
Most importantly, assessment and evaluation
allow the organization to ensure that its unique
mission is being fulfilled, and how well it is being
fulfilled through the programming offered.
Assessment and evaluation are keys to maintaining top
quality in an organization – they help to clarify which
aspects of a program one should keep stable and which
one should change. This is examined primarily through
student assessment; without knowing how students
are progressing, it is impossible to identify the
challenges of an organization and make improvement.
Thus, for the sake of this document we will concentrate
on assessment as the first step and a window into the
quality a program offers.

 Assessment measures the
student learning that takes place.
 Evaluation measures the quality
of the learning experience (or
programming).
 Intentional effects: deliberate
outcomes causally related to
programming.
 Residual effects:
programmatically unintended
outcomes.

Assessment and evaluation also respond to the needs and interests of all the
stakeholders in an organization, encouraging reflection by board members, grant officers,
potential donors, and other community stakeholders (principals, school teachers,
community leaders). The process of assessment and evaluation can invite these
stakeholders to identify their most important goals for the program they support, and how
they define its success. 3

Kathe Swaback, et. al. Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project: Handbook (Boston: Boston Youth Arts
Evaluation Project and Raw Art Works, 2012), accessed May 14, 2013,
http://massculturalcouncil.org/services/BYAEP_Handbook.pdf.
3 In addition to and including the reasons we list, Shirley Brice Heath organizes the reasons why
organizations typically carry out assessment and evaluation into the following categories. However,
they are not all relevant to the utilization approach, which we seek to outline in this document. She
describes the reasons as: 1) To respond to the “powers that be” (funders); 2) For program directors
to understand students’ perspective on the program; 3) To monitor curriculum and further inform
programming; and 4) To fix the systematic and institutional problems which might be affecting your
program. (Shirley Brice Heath, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory,
Boston, April 11, 2013.)
2
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For whom do we assess?
There are three levels of constituents who benefit from assessment/evaluation:
1) For the learner to understand his/her own learning by reflection.4
2) For those inside the room: To help those directly involved with the learner to
understand his/her learning (i.e teachers, parents) by sharing.
3) For those outside the room: To help external stakeholders such as funders to
understand the learning which happens in the program by exploring.5
Many would argue that a major audience for assessment and evaluation is donors and
potential funders and that test scores, grades, and attendance are essential for this
constituency. Instead, we suggest using the utilization approach where evaluation occurs
from beginning to end for the purpose of its utility and how it will affect its users and actual
use. This puts the focus on the first level of constituents, or the learners. This is also called
participatory evaluation because the voices of those at the first two levels (the learners
and those directly responsible for his/her learning) are heard and the documentation itself
is proctored by someone directly involved in the student’s learning, even if the next step,
analysis, is completed by a qualified expert. Carrying out assessment solely for the purpose
of a potential donor or grant-maker is not relevant to the utilization approach. Instead, we
emphasize focusing on the roots of the organization and building assessment from core
values and mission, as the method by which to best get at understanding the student’s
learning.

One example of participatory evaluation would be asking a reflective
question to students at the end of class and then using the beginning of the
next class to briefly discuss responses. These could also be shared in a
professional development session to help teachers understand successes and
challenges and/or a board/donor/partner meeting to help further engage
them.1 Assessment need not interrupt program instruction. Rather, it can be
considered as a way to attain reflective awareness and understanding. 1
Authentic assessments that address skills embedded in performances and
activities that are part of the learning process can be very efficient and show
students that their voices are valued.

Larry Scripp, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston, May 2,
2013.
5 Eric Booth, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston, September
9, 2012. And Kathe Swaback, et. al. Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project: Handbook (Boston: Boston
Youth Arts Evaluation Project and Raw Art Works, 2012), accessed May 14, 2013,
http://massculturalcouncil.org/services/BYAEP_Handbook.pdf.
4
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A note on teacher evaluation
One of the primary reasons for student assessment is to help determine the
effectiveness of teaching. Although it is not one of the major points we pursue in this paper,
it should also be noted that teachers and teaching practices are significant factors in the
results and analysis of program documentation. Thus, teacher evaluation will inevitably be
a major part of evaluating program effectiveness, and can be pursued through responses
from students, parents, and colleagues. We recommend each núcleo identify what
constitutes quality or successful teaching to them. Teacher evaluation should work in
tandem with and affect future professional development.
Evaluating teachers is always done in alignment with the program’s mission and core
values, just as other forms of assessment are carried out. Given the often two- (or more)
fold objectives of most El Sistema-inspired initiatives (focusing on both musical and social
goals), quality teacher evaluation is complex. For example, can a teacher effectively impart
all the appropriate musical knowledge to a student, yet be unsuccessful in creating an
environment that encourages a sense of personal agency or sense of community? Similarly,
can they instill one or both of the latter two outcomes in their classes and yet end the year
with students who do not reach their musical goals? The following questions represent
some important considerations:




What are the goals that are trying to be achieved?
What steps are being taken and what practices are being used to achieve these
goals?
How is the curriculum connected and relevant to these goals (social or musical)?

We encourage programs to perform teacher evaluations from these angles and to
acknowledge the complexities of teaching in both a social and musically oriented program.

Sistema Fellows 2013
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Assessment Documentation Process
Assessment consists of two major components: documentation and analysis. We
focus on how to instigate the documentation process and how to foster a habit of
documentation within an El Sistema-inspired program. Any núcleo director can begin with
the most basic documentation through regularly and consistently collecting questionnaires,
surveys, anecdotes, which is what we aim to simplify in this document. The following are
the typical sequential steps in beginning documentation, which we pursued and model in
this project. We define each step and demonstrate throughout this document an example of
how we followed them for a hypothetical El Sistema-inspired program we defined out of our
own interests and understanding of El Sistema.
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)

Identify core values and mission.
Define relevant and meaningful outcomes.
Build logic model.
Research and clearly define outcomes.
Define indicators of desired outcomes.
Develop tools for documenting and measuring these indicators.
Define process (including who will collect data, when data will be collected,
where data will be stored) for carrying out documentation/measurement.
8) Collect data.
Following documentation, the collected data must be analyzed to enabling the drawing of
conclusions from the assessment. Following complete documentation practices, research
can then move into the design of experimental research and clinical research in the
direction of seeking to name objective truths out of conclusions made.

Carrying out fully designed experimental research necessitates resources such as control
groups and large sample sizes, neither of which most El Sistema-inspired programs have. Instead, we chose
to focus on exploratory research through first making efforts at documentation, which will provide a
base of data which can later be analyzed. Larry Scripp has suggested the following progression of research
processes.1Documentation consists of the bottom few tiers.
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1) Identifying mission – what do we assess and evaluate?
Defining what to evaluate is helpfully served by responding to the question: “What
do we really value and how does this help us tell our story?”6 In an age where test scores
and grades are often seen as definitive of a programs’ success, particularly by funding
parties, it is hard to move past these to other benchmarks. But if you can articulate the core
values of your organization and focus on measuring those, others will in turn value and fund
them. Core values are the things for which an organization is willing to lose everything to
maintain and the lens through which every decision should be made. An organization’s core
values should inform and be at the base of all decision-making related to an organization,
including assessment and evaluation. Core values should be the first step in defining the
desired outcomes being pursued. Edward Clapp has helpfully described the process by
which desired outcomes are informed by core values: core values define the mission
statement and vision, which then inform the programming. Programming then informs
pedagogy, which finally informs the defining of desired outcomes. 7
•Core Values
•Mission and Vision
•Programming
•Pedagogy
•Desired Outcomes

Keen to follow this sequence of considerations, the four of us established a mission
statement that we felt was representative of El Sistema-inspired work in the United States.
We then chose three desired outcomes which we found interesting, which we believed El
Sistema-inspired programs to significantly influence, and which emphasized the ensemble
focus that often sets El Sistema-inspired
programs apart from other music education
We began by collecting and
examining the mission statements of most of
programs. We found these outcomes to be
the El Sistema-inspired programs in the US to
meaningful and use them in this document as
identify outcomes common to a majority of
representative of outcomes which El Sistemaprograms. However, we found that these
inspired programs might be interested in
mission statements were often too broad for
documenting. This is the mission we developed,
evaluation purposes or responsive to too
specific a community. It became obvious that
which explicitly encompasses our desired and
the leadership in each El Sistema-inspired
measurable outcomes. Mission: To enable
program have their own ideas of what El
youth to develop a strong sense of personal
Sistema could and should achieve, these
agency and community through ensemblemission statements vary widely. We thus
decided to craft our own mission statement
based musical literacy.
and desired outcomes.

Kathe Swaback, et. al. Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project: Handbook (Boston: Boston Youth Arts
Evaluation Project and Raw Art Works, 2012), accessed May 14, 2013,
http://massculturalcouncil.org/services/BYAEP_Handbook.pdf.
7 Edward Clapp, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston,
November 16, 2012.
6

Sistema Fellows 2013

S a y Y e s t o A s s e s s | P a g e 10
2) Defining relevant and meaningful outcomes
Once you have identified your core values and mission, you can then derive these
into the outcomes you seek to document and measure. Outcomes are the desired
transformations or growth of individuals caused directly or indirectly by the program.
These often reference increases or percentages and include short, medium and long-term
durations of time. When choosing desired outcomes, it is important to note the difference
between intrinsic and instrumental outcomes.
Intrinsic outcomes are those specific
to the discipline and tend to be causative in
nature – the programming and curriculum is
designed directly to cause these outcomes. In
the case of El Sistema-inspired programs, these
would most likely include any outcomes that
are benefiting the individual from a musical
perspective. Instrumental outcomes are those
external to the discipline. Because they are
more general, they are tougher to measure and
can only said to come about through correlative
relationships. An example of an instrumental
benefit in El Sistema-inspired programs is
youth development (unless something in the
curriculum or programming is curated
specifically toward youth development).
One should select desired outcomes
that demonstrate the goals of the program or
organization. Adhering to the ideal that El
Sistema-inspired programs seek to transform
individuals and enhance communities, we
chose the following three desired outcomes
(each of these will be described in much further
depth in the following sections):

The terms outputs, outcomes, and
impact are often confused. Outputs are
enumerable products that occur as a direct
result of inputs. These would include, for
example, the number of concerts performed
or the number of students that now know
how to play a musical instrument and/or sing.
Impact is the long-term change that
affects the entire community; this is where
you might label how you seek to influence the
world to be a better place. El Sistema-inspired
programs tend to refer to this as social change
or social transformation. However, it is
essential to define and clarify what social
change means to you or your program. This
definition and clarification is determined by
establishing outcomes. For example, one of
our desired outcomes is that students
increase their sense of personal agency. The
impact of deepening personal agency would
be increased entrepreneurship and povertyreduction (which our research in the
following sections links and explains more
thoroughly).

1) Musical Literacy (intrinsic): The ability to identify and create musical
ingredients, contextualize them within an ensemble, and form social emotional connections.
2) Sense of Community (instrumental): Has the student become more aware of
his/her community? Has their sense of belonging or contribution within that community
increased?
3) Sense of Personal Agency (instrumental): Has the student increasingly
acknowledged his/her personal sense of control in evoking change in his/her own life?

Sistema Fellows 2013
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3) Building a logic model
Description and how to build
A helpful way to animate the link between indicators, outcomes, and impacts, and to develop assessment and evaluation methods
based upon mission and your unique theory of change is to devise a logic model. A logic model also helps to illustrate the correlation
between your desired outcomes and the actual practices and inputs of your program. Establishing a logic model serves as a very useful
first step in pursuing assessment and evaluation.
Example blank logic model8
Mission Statement: _________________________________________________________________.
Conditions
What are the current
existing conditions in
which your program is
running? What needs or
challenges face the
community you are in or
the constituents you aim
to serve?

Theory of Change
“If we do this… then
we are looking for
this change to
happen…”

Inputs*
What you invest in:
opportunities,
climate,
connections,
resources, processes

Activities
Your
programming
and services

Outputs*
Enumerable
products: #
students served, #
hours, # sessions,
# performances

Outcomes
Short-term
(what we see
during
programming)

Medium-term
(our
indicators/what
we want to see)

Long-term
(impact/what we
want to eventually
see in society)

*All Inputs and Outputs must directly correlate by line item.

Modeled after logic model in Kathe Swaback, et. al. Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project: Handbook (Boston: Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project and
Raw Art Works, 2012), accessed May 14, 2013, http://massculturalcouncil.org/services/BYAEP_Handbook.pdf.
8
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Example logic model for our 3 outcomes
The mission of [our hypothetical] El Sistema-inspired program is to enable youth to develop a strong sense of personal agency and community through ensemble-based musical literacy.

Conditions
Most young people in
this community:
 don’t receive any
music education.
 don’t have
opportunities for
arts or
extracurricular
activities.
 don’t receive
education which
emphasizes
collective or
citizenship skills.
This community
experiences:
 poverty
 social fragmentation
 lack of opportunities
to participate in
musical
performance.

Theory of Change
If young people
participate regularly
and extensively in
high-quality,
ensemble-based
music education, they
will develop a strong
sense of personal
agency and sense of
community through
developing musical
literacy.

Inputs*
Some examples of
inputs would
include: teachers
and staff, musical
instruments and
equipment, safe
environment,
funding, network,
professional
development,
parents and
community
support, snacks,
etc.

Activities
High quality,
ensemble-based
music education
that:
 Is free
 Has no
barriers to
entry
 Is frequent
and intensive
 Performs
frequently
 Emphasizes
peer
mentoring

Outputs*
Some examples
of outputs would
include the
number of
students served,
the number of
hours, number of
sessions, number
of performances,
etc.

*All Inputs and Outputs must directly
correlate by line item. i.e.
Recruitment process
Admission process

Number of
students
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Outcomes
Short-term
(what we see
during
programming)
 Students develop
collective musicmaking skills.
 Students
understand
music.

Medium-term
(our
indicators/what we
want to see)
Musical Literacy

Long-term
(impact/what we
want to eventually
see in society)
Thriving performancebased and collective
musical culture
strong cultural
heritage/preservation
active participation
in music-making.

 Students build
friendships and
relationships
 Students
experience
community
through ensemble
music-making

Sense of Community

Stronger communities
safety
fewer gangs
 community pride

 Students
experience
achieving success
through hard
work
 Students actualize
self-developed
goals.

Sense of Personal
Agency

Individual and
collective
empowerment
increased
entrepreneurship
poverty reduction
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Our example work for steps 4-7 will be organized by individual outcome. This is
because things such as indicators, tools, process, and analysis are specific for each individual
outcome. However the following sections will continue to define the process of each of the
following steps.
4) Research and clearly define outcomes
You will see in the following examples of how we went about researching and
defining the outcomes we decided to use. El Sistema-inspired work is especially conducive
to being informed by work in other disciplines; for example, our work in personal agency
drew extensively from developmental economics. It is also helpful to express clearly how
the outcomes you chose relate directly to music education practices and/or El Sistemainspired work. Finally, clearly defining the way in which that outcome is meaningful to you
will help to then develop indicators and instruments which best get at the issues you are
interested in.
5) Defining indicators of desired outcomes

The following chart helps to explain the differences between outputs, outcomes, and impact,
and specifically, how indicators can be derived to express desired outcomes. (Figure9)
Point of
Measurement
Outputs

What is
Measured
Effort

Indicators

Outcomes

Effectiveness

Impact

Change

Use of Outputs and Sustained Production of
Benefits
Difference from the Difference from Original
Problem/Situation

Implementation of Activities

Our indicators for our three desired outcomes are as follows (the research we
undertook to establish these is explained in the following sections):
1) Musical Literacy
a. Ensemble Skills
b. Musical and Social Awareness
2) Sense of Personal Agency
a. Locus of Control
b. Self-Efficacy
c. Power To, Power Over, Power With, Power from Within
3) Sense of Community
a. Sense of Belonging
b. Sense of Contribution
c. Awareness
Diagram by Adam Fowler, Striking a Balance: A Guide to Making NGOs Effective in International
Development .(London: Earthscan/INTRAC, 1997), 298, found in Adams, Jerry, INTRAC. NGO Policy
Briefing Paper No. 3: NGOs and Impact Assessment. Oxford: INTRAC Sector Analysis Program, 2001.
9
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6) Developing tools for documentation
There are typically three different kinds of documentation tools which can be used:
quantitative, qualitative, and art-based. While numbers and quantitative data are
important, anecdotes or artistic responses can also significantly and meaningfully capture
responses and should be no less valued. As Kathe Swaback says, “Children don’t live in test
tubes [thus] numbers don’t tell all.” 10 As much as our society appreciates quantifiable data,
we can’t encapsulate a student’s learning or growth merely in graphs or statistics. We can
understand a student more holistically by combining quantitative documentation with
qualitative and art-based measurements.
When choosing or designing tools, it is
 Quantitative tool: a tool which takes
important to consider their bias, reliability,
measurements in terms of numbers and
and validity. One significant bias of most
amounts and which can be expressed by
percentages, scales, and graphs.
assessment tools is that of the learner him or
 Qualitative tool: a tool which takes
herself. The fact that a student or family has
measurements in terms of descriptions
self-selected into an El Sistema-inspired
and words and which can be expressed
program, for example, means that there are
by surveys, interviews, and anecdotes.
certain aspects which are already unique to
 Art-based tool: a tool which takes
that student’s learning background. In addition,
measurements through an art medium,
learners may deliver skewed responses: under
for example, representing responses to
what is called the Hawthorne Effect,11 people
questions through drawings or plays.
tend to behave differently when they know
they are being studied. Bias also arises from
the background and lens of the proctor and the
relationship between the proctor and the student – these affect both how the assessor
might interpret a student’s response as well as the quality of a student’s response based on
their trust or pre-existing relationship with the proctor.
Finally, the instruments themselves might be biased. The way they are set up in
language or scale used may cater to students’ strengths or weaknesses and/or influence
students to choose the extremes. Bias arises from the way in which a student interprets a
question or the responses, which might be triggered by the specific phrasing of a question.
This is why it is important to have someone specifically proctor the survey and explain what
each question means.12 If surveys are one of your tools, interviews can provide clarity as
well in follow-up.13 Especially when working with young children, it is a challenge to design
tools using appropriate language and vocabulary and while keeping their cognitive
development in mind.

Julia Gittleman and Kathe Swaback, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England
Conservatory, Boston, November 27, 2012.
10

Larry Scripp, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston, May 2,
2013.
13 Ibid.
12
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Validity regards the appropriate use of a specific instrument. John Papay uses the
metaphor of a thermometer to illustrate this idea.14 A thermometer is valid in measuring the
temperature. However, while a thermometer always provides an accurate and unprejudiced
reading of the temperature, it serves only that one purpose and can’t tell you about the
weather overall. A thermometer can tell you what kind of clothing you should wear outside,
but it is not helpful when you are trying to decide whether you should bring an umbrella
because it doesn’t measure precipitation.15 Similarly, one single tool can’t assess all aspects
of a student’s learning, and the design of these instruments is very challenging. To collect
the most valid data, one should use a variety of instruments that gauge different aspects of
learning from different perspectives, or what is called triangulation of data. Triangulated
data consists of three different data sources, incidentally, the same constituencies for whom
we assess and evaluate.




Learners
Internal stakeholders (teachers, staff)
External stakeholders (parents, donors, board members, other community
stakeholders)

Regardless of the tool bring used, the context and prior experience or character of
each student is essential. The easiest way to obtain this is a pre-test from the inception of
the program. 16 For example, if analysis of collected data demonstrates that students show
positive thoughts toward the program, but there is no initial measurement of how students
felt initially towards music or the idea of such a program, it is difficult to know how the
student felt prior to the program and could not necessarily be significant.

John P. Papay, “Refocusing the debate: Assessing the purpose and tools of teacher evaluation,”
Harvard Educational Review, 82, no.1 (2012). 123-141.
15 Edward Clapp, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston,
November 16, 2012.
16 Shirley Brice Heath, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston,
April 11, 2013.
14
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7) Defining documentation process
Finally, it is important to define the process by which you will carry out
documentation in your program. What are you hoping to find out and what is your specific
purpose for assessment? When will you begin initial pre-test assessments? Who in the
organization will collect the data or proctor the tools? How often will it be done? Will you
simultaneously be documenting a control group?17 Who will analyze it and after how much
time of documentation?
In addition, because assessment and evaluation should be a way to constantly adapt
and improve the organization, we encourage developmental evaluation, where planning
of the evaluation process, enacting the process, and evaluating occur simultaneously, as
opposed to more traditional evaluation where these steps occur consecutively.

Figure18

control group: a group of students who are independent of the program, but undergo the same
assessments. Data can then be compared between the focus group and the control group.
18 Denise Whaley and Liz Weaver, eds. Approaches to Measuring More Community Engagement.
Ontario: Tamarack: An Institute for Community Engagement, 2010. 6.
http://tamarackcommunity.ca/downloads/index/Measuring_More_Community_Engagement.pdf.
17
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Our Three Illustrative Desired Outcomes
We chose desired outcomes which we felt made El Sistema stand apart from the
explicit goals of other music education programs. At the same time, we still strongly suggest
carrying out more typical assessments of music learning and desired residual effects, such
as musical proficiency, attendance, and academic standing. We were also originally
interested in the effect El Sistema might have on executive function skills. However, because
it tends to be very costly to measure executive function and other cognitive developments
in students, we chose to hone in on the social outcomes that might be more successfully
documented without extensive external professional support.
In the following three sections, we present and explain the three outcomes which
we chose to meaningfully define achievement in El Sistema-inspired work. These are 1)
Musical literacy, 2) Sense of community, and 3) Sense of personal agency. In each section,
we introduce the definitions of the outcome (and the relevant fields of inquiry which we
sought out to inform those definitions), how that outcome relates to music education or El
Sistema-inspired work, useful indicators, example tools for measuring those indicators,
challenges, and further questions. The proposed tools are generally not yet ready for
effective use – if you are interested in pursuing them in assessment of your program, we
recommend that you consult with experts in the appropriate field to develop good tools.
However, we hope that what we present in the following serves as a step toward measuring
with regards to these outcomes, or that the work we did might serve as a model for the
steps in research that are needed in pursuing whichever outcome is of interest to your
program.
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Musical Literacy
Definitions
Musical literacy became one of the three desired outcomes for our hypothetical El
Sistema-inspired núcleo. Loosely defined, musical literacy is the ability to identify musical
ingredients, follow their progress, and make sense of them within the context of a
composition. Major components of musical literacy may include but are not limited to:













Reading and writing music notation (or symbolic representations)
Understanding of pitch and rhythm
Improvisation skills
Ensemble skills – “ensembleship”
Problem-solving skills (within a musical context)
Analysis of music
Critique of music
Articulation
Phrasing
Aural skills (musical ear)
Singing skills
Contextualizing music

Some questions that guided our inquiry










Can students recognize notated music? To what degree?
Can students demonstrate understanding of the relationship between note and rest
values as they relate to time?
Can students read and/or recognize melodic patterns?
Can students read and/or recognize rhythmic patterns?
Can students echo rhythmic figures? (Clapping, playing)
Can students sight-read music appropriate to their level?
Can students solve problems within a musical context?
Are students able to write music?
What relationships can students gather from the music?

Music is a rich experience, it has its own "grammar" and a logic dictated by the
harmonic patterns of various frequencies sounded simultaneously and in series. In music, a
large number of things take place simultaneously: can students hear them, follow them,
remember them, reinterpret them, create relationships between them, and place them in
context?
Of course, musical literacy is only one goal within the context of El Sistema-inspired
programming. What values and skills are associated with participation in music
programing? Answering this multi-dimensional question is crucial in order to understand
the full effect that an El Sistema-inspired program can have on any given individual or
community. This question is inevitably woven into every major section of this document.
We were determined to examine the most appropriate indicators of Musical Literacy, with
the constant reminder that our approach should encompass not only a group’s or
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individual’s musical development but also consider the role students may carry out within
the ensemble.
Indicators:




Ensemble Skills
Musical and Social Awareness

Ensemble Skills

The goal of ensemble skills is for each student to become aware that their
instruments or voice can be engaged to achieve a cooperative musical result for which each
member of the group is vitally responsible. The main reason we chose this outcome is
because the learning in El Sistema is almost entirely through participation in ensembles,
with emphasis on regular performances.













Active/critical listening
Ensemble balance
Collaboration
Error acknowledgement & correction
Collective rhythmic precision
Cooperation between players
Following directions
Intonation
Ensemble tone quality
Balance
Phrasing
Interpretation

Note: More features can be specified to fit a particular musical context
Some of these concepts may sound simple; they will read as common sense to any
seasoned musician or music educator. However, they can often be overlooked or given
insufficient importance.
Musical and Social Awareness:

Students take math classes; students may take science classes; but students become
members of an ensemble. There is no doubt that a musical ensemble is a social unit;
students soon realize that becoming a member of an orchestra, choir or band requires a
sizeable time commitment. Participation – sooner or later – becomes a component of a
student’s self-identity. Clear social structures soon develop among members and these tend
to extend outside of rehearsal and performance. Note: There is a through-line between
student’s musical & social awareness and the indicators used to demonstrate student’s level of
community engagement; this relationship will become apparent later in this document.
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Playing music in an ensemble can help children to take an interest, become involved,
express their ideas or feelings, persist with difficulty, and take responsibility. It can create
conditions that are socially supportive and aesthetically stimulating; an environment where
students guide one another, have choice of movement, use of time and appropriate
materials.19 In short, children can gain a greater awareness of the role they play within the
ensemble and their musical community. This is precisely what El Sistema-inspired
initiatives claim to achieve, but how do we begin to see it within the context of our
programs?
Major components of Musical and Social Awareness may include but are not limited to:









Student awareness/understanding of their role within the ensemble
Degree of personal ownership of the ensemble
Personal identity as member
Student’s personal responsibility
Student retrospective thinking
Group identity
Musical camaraderie
Level of engagement

Creating a culture of self-reflection is crucial; here are some questions that guided our
inquiry:
1. Where do I fit in the ensemble and do I belong there?
2. How do I feel when I play with my section? With the entire orchestra? By
myself?
3. Why is listening to my instrument important?
4. Why is listening to other instruments important?
5. What are my responsibilities within the ensemble?
6. What have I learned from playing X piece of music?
7. How is rehearsal different/similar than English or Math class?
8. Did I give up/persist through a difficult passage?
9. Have I set goals for today? For next month/year?
10. How much am I focused on my part vs. other parts and/or the conductor?
11. How does my instrument contribute to the ensemble?

POTENTIAL INSTRUMENTS:
This Ensemble Rehearsal Critique chart is taken from ARTS PROPEL Handbook for
Music; it is an incredibly useful and adaptable resource. This form can be administered
once a month. It can be used to assess students in a variety of situations; i.e. immediately
after rehearsal or performance; immediately after listening/viewing a recorded
performance. “Location” refers to a specific place or section in the music.

19

Nyland, Acker pg. 334
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Strategies that personalize the music learning process, including self and group
assessments can enable the students’ self-reflective capacity, nurturing their musical selfimage.20 Following are some enlightening sample responses that are not only informative,
but also delightful to read.

20

Burrack, F. Enhanced assessment in instrumental music programs. 2002. http://krex.k-state.edu/dspace/.
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It is important to understand that rich documentation provides the framework of
successful musical assessment strategies. This assessment form is effective because it
operates across various musical dimensions and across various perspectives; it exposes
student’s reflective understanding of the content within a musical context and the role they
play within it.
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Sense of Community
Background
One of the unique aspects of El Sistema philosophy and practice is collective
learning and action. In the ensemble, members overcome challenges, share, strive, and
advance as a group. Such cohesiveness is not without reason. Dr. Abreu is often quoted that
the orchestra is the only group “that comes together with the fundamental purpose of
agreeing with itself”. With the ultimate goal of high level of collaboration and cooperation,
we look to the ensemble to be “a metaphor for society” (Abreu). If developing a community
is indeed a pillar for certain El Sistema-inspired programs – and perhaps the movement as a
whole – then it must be reflected in program assessment.
Our research began in looking for other like-minded arts organizations interested in
strengthening and assessing the idea of community within their organization. After
reviewing the helpful and informative resources from establishments such as Community
MusicWorks and Boston Children’s Chorus, we began to explore other fields, including
sociology and international development. Throughout our research we came across two
terms that address the concept one’s relationship to and place within their community:
Community Engagement and Sense of Community.
Definition: Why Sense of Community?
Community Engagement addresses the more active role of a participant in their
community and uses “formal networks” to measure connections.21 Examples would include
the frequency that they attend events or volunteer in their community. Although related,
Sense of Community refers to more of the “informal networks” of individuals, often
established through emotionally based connections and affect.22 When referring to Sense of
Community, we look at not only current but also potential relationships among members.
What importance do Community Engagement and Sense of Community have in the
greater social scheme of the students’ lives – beyond the walls of their núcleo? There is a
strong relationship between one’s engagement and level of connection with their
community and their improvement of quality of life. If El Sistema-inspired programs are
not only musical but, at their core, social in their nature and mission, considering such ideas
could make a significant impact on their ultimate success.
In order to determine these two terms’ relevance to El Sistema-inspired programs in
the U.S., we considered various factors including age of participants, programming,
neighborhoods, and families. While both are instrumental, we recognized the limitations of
programs in significantly changing in the formal, more structured aspects of the daily lives
of communities and the roles families and students play in them. Rather, it is more feasible
for programs to make a lasting impact on how students emotionally and affectively define
and relate to their community, which then has the potential to inspire systematic
21Bowen,

Mancini, Martin, and Ware, “The Community Connections Index,” (Paper presented at the
Hawaii International Conference on the Social Sciences, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 2003).
22 Ibid.
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transformation. Sense of Community was then established as an outcome that most
accurately speaks to the missions of many El Sistema-inspired programs.
Indicators
How does one measure Sense of Community? The social science-based resource The
Sense of Community Index from Community Science23 proved to be a valuable resource.
Survey prompts that gauge an individual’s feelings toward their community are presented
in clear and concise ways. For example,
I get important needs of mine met because I am part of this community.
I put a lot of time and effort into being a part of this community.
It is very important to me to be a part of this community.
Members of this community care about each other.
It is important to note that community can and should be defined differently,
depending on the students and program. For a younger student, community may signify
their family and friends, for others, their peers and teachers in school or in the núcleo, while
for others it may extend much further than the walls of the site. Additionally, it may be
necessary to substitute other words – for example, more place based words such as
“neighborhood” – for extremely young students.
What, then, are the components of Sense of Community? How do we measure the
various factors that contribute to a student’s relationship with those around her? Based on
the patterns we saw, we formed three examples of indicators. These will inevitably differ
from community to community.
Feelings of belonging
Feelings of contribution
Awareness
Belonging
Belonging includes the strength of relationships between individual students and
they closeness they feel to each other, as well as how much they feel they have in common
with others. Group affiliation and membership are also a part of belonging. These can be
measured by documenting responses and reactions of students to such topics as:
Symbols of group identity
Chavis, D.M., Lee, K.S., and Acosta, J.D. “The Sense of Community (SCI) Revised: The Reliability and
Validity of SCI-2,” (Second International Community Psychology Conference, Lisboa, Portugal, 2008).
23
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Shared important events
Shared values
How being a part of the community makes one feel
Sense of one’s future in the community (e.g. how long they want/plan to be part of it)
Fitting in
Contribution
Contribution refers to whether and how much a participant feels that they have
influence over their community and those around them. It can also include their desire to
reach out to new people and form new relationships. Questions may address:
Amount of time and effort one invests in their community
One’s sense of the ability influence others
Whether they feel their community can influence other communities
Making new friends/trying to make new friends
Awareness
Awareness directly speaks to how one defines their community and who is a part of
it. Besides asking this outright (especially to older students), other ways of approaching it
could be:
Recognition of other members
Other members’ recognition of students
Symbols of group identity
Potential Instruments
Below are more specific questions from the SCI. Note that they are taken from a
sociological resource and are not yet tailored to a musical community and/or program.
Thus, they should not be emulated exactly, but rather seen as a starting point. For example:
"This community has good leaders" could be changed to, "This musical group has good
leaders."
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Figure24
There is a myriad of possibilities with which to measure Sense of Community and its
various indicators. The default – and most common – would be a survey adapted to fit the
language and capabilities of the appropriate age of the students (for example, graphics of
different expressions that students can circle in place of a Leichert scale or “strongly agree –
strongly disagree” statements). To develop these, it would be necessary to consult with a
developmental psychologist in addition to the social science field. For more qualitative data,
questions could be presented as open-ended or even as a type of journal exercise.
We also explored the possibility of art-based documentation and assessment, in
both visual and performing mediums. For example, an exercise such as “draw a picture of
your community or of those you feel close to” could be presented to kids. Drawing could
also be extended to photography. Students could capture what or who they feel is important
to them, or symbols of common identity on camera, documenting how their sense of
community changes over time.
On the performing side, a theatrical skit or movement-based activity may
encompass these notions, expressing what members believe about themselves and the
values they share at various stages of their development. An obvious tool might be music,
but we had varying opinions as to whether this could be effective, given that programs are
music based and there may be technical barriers or other biases of both students and
teachers that influence assessment. Through our exploration of art-based assessment and
various discussions surrounding it, we saw many challenges in being able to analyze such
form of documentation. They are likely more subjective than intended. One suggestion was
that these kinds of documentation be used more as benchmarks: to track how the
complexity of students’ work changes over months or years, reflecting their social and

Chavis, D.M., Lee, K.S., and Acosta, J.D. “The Sense of Community (SCI) Revised: The Reliability and
Validity of SCI-2,” (Second International Community Psychology Conference, Lisboa, Portugal, 2008).
24
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emotional depth.25 The focus would then shift slightly more to the individual than the
community.
Challenges
Biases: All forms of assessment come with their biases, and it is crucial to evaluate
the potential biases of each study. There are numerous factors that would influence the
responses of students, such as their own families, worldviews, and individual growth and
maturation. The circumstances of each community and family and their consequent effect
on students must also be taken into account.
Conclusion
There are numerous approaches to discussing and assessing sense of community, or,
for that matter, any issue regarding community. While we feel that Sense of Community is
an integral part of El Sistema philosophy, it may not be relevant to every program’s mission
statement. Similarly, the indicators that we focused on will most likely not be the best for
every program and their particular interpretation of the word “community”. We believe it
is important to go through this process of determining desired outcomes and their
indicators, and, based on these decisions, consulting the appropriate people and doing
thorough research to determine how these can be measured.
Although a long and
potentially challenging process, such questions and processes are invaluable to the learning
of students and the growth and effectiveness of El Sistema-inspired programs.

Shirley Brice Heath, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston,
April 11, 2013.
25
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Sense of Personal Agency
Background
Why Personal Agency?
What are the individual-level transformations we hope to see students undergo
through their participation in El Sistema-inspired programs? The emphasis in El Sistema
tends to be about the collective transformation of a community, but ultimately, the site for
much of this change is with the individual. We thus decided to concentrate on personal
agency as a desired individual-level outcome of El Sistema-inspired work. The Latin
etymological origins of the word “agency” brought us to the definition of agere as “to drive,
lead, manage, perform, do.” “Agency” represents both a student’s sense of their own
capacity as well as their taking action or actively pursuing endeavors they find to be
meaningful.
Locating Agency in El Sistema
El Sistema-inspired work is perhaps especially conducive to the promotion of
personal agency because of the intensity and ensemble model fundamental to its philosophy.
Such rigorous and extensive pursuit of a consistently clear musical goal implies that
students repeatedly experience attainment of goals through their own efforts. The adage
“practice makes perfect” which is so inseparable from any music learning demonstrates that
through continued efforts, one can attain preset objectives, and furthermore, that these
objectives can continue to expand with time and one’s own growth. The range of possibility
and the sense of control one has over their own potential for achievement get wider.
Furthermore, while original musical goals may be determined by the teacher or external
stimulus, as the student progresses and becomes more engaged with their craft, they will
tend to start developing their own goals. In short, as the horizon of potential attainment
gets wider, in a fashion typical to music learning, the student might also widen their own
sense of control and capability.
The ensemble-based emphasis of El Sistema has been highlighted as significant for
the citizenship skills it teaches – for someone to be a member of an ensemble community,
they must understand their role in a larger whole. At the same time, this implies that one
must have the capacity to influence others, further demonstration of the sense of power a
musician might develop particularly through their playing with an ensemble.
Locating Agency in Economics Discourse
Since its inception, the El Sistema movement has found itself inextricably
intertwined with economics, and specifically, poverty-reduction. It’s well-known that El
Sistema’s founder, Jose Antonio Abreu, was a government-level economist, and it’s usually
extrapolated that this profession hugely influenced the beginning of El Sistema; Abreu is
often cited for making a connection between poverty reduction and music education.
Furthermore, he often indicates that he sought to work with the poorest populations, and
that an offering of music was an avenue out of poverty. His attitude is evident in the fact
that the only published evaluation of El Sistema in Venezuela ever conducted was by the
Inter-American Development Bank, which sought to emphasize that El Sistema could save
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the Venezuelan government money, by lessening need for federal welfare in populations
who participated in El Sistema.26 The now international El Sistema-inspired movement
seems to have followed suit. Not only do most programs select to work only with the most
impoverished sectors of their communities, there are even programs which blatantly put
“poverty-reduction” in their mission statements.
Thus, it was exciting that as research on the concept of “personal agency”
progressed, there were increasing links to the field of developmental economics. Going back
in particular to the hugely significant work of Amarya Sen,27 agency is now specifically
associated with work in microcredit institutions in developing countries (an initiative made
famous by the Nobel Peace Prize receipt of Muhammad Yunus in 2006) and
entrepreneurship. Extensive defining and theorizing on the concept of agency are also
significant in the fields of philosophy (Marx, Hegel, Kant28), sociology (Bourdieu, Giddens,
Ortner, Mills29), and social cognitive theory in psychology (Bandura30). There have been
definitions of agency used specifically in relationship to youth development goals; for
example, in their evaluation of Community MusicWorks, WolfBrown defines agency as
including self-esteem, motivation, and self-monitoring.31 However we will choose to focus
on agency as understood in economics, first of all, for the narrative which has traditionally
linked the El Sistema legacy with poverty-reduction, and second of all, because work in
economics has provided us with extensive examples of indicators and instruments by which
to measure agency.
Definitions



“people’s ability to act on behalf of goals that matter to them”32
“Agency is defined as an actor’s ability to make meaningful choices; that is, the actor
is able to envisage options and make a choice.”33

I should note that this report has proven controversial. For more, see Jonathan Govias. "El Sistema:
Sististics." La Scena Musicale, March 18, 2011 http://www.scena.org/lsm/sm16-6/sm166_sistema_en.html. And Geoff Baker, “Scam, Voodoo, of the Future of Music? The El Sistema Debate,”
Geoff Baker Music El Sistema Blog, September 15, 2012, http://geoffbakermusic.wordpress.com/elsistema-the-system/el-sistema-blog/scam-voodoo-or-the-future-of-music-the-el-sistema-debate/
27 Sen, Amartya. "Well-Being, Agency, and Freedom: The Dewey Lectures 1984." The Journal of
Philosophy 82, no. 4 (April 1985): 169-221. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2026184.
28 Sewell, William J. "A Theory of Structure: Duality, Agency, and Transformation." The American
Journal of Sociology 98, no. 1 (July 1992): 1-29.
29 Emirbayer, Mustafa, and Ann Mische. "What is Agency?" The American Journal of Sociology 103, no.
4 (January 1998): 962-1023. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2782934.
30 Bandura, Albert. "Human Agency in Social Cognitive Theory." American Psychologist 44, no. 9
(September 1989): 1175-84.
31 Wolf, Dennie P., and Steven J. Holochwost. If You Are Walking Down the Right Path and You Are
Willing To Keep Walking: A Participatory Evaluation of Community MusicWorks. N.p.: WolfBrown,
2009. http://www.communitymusicworks.org/evaluation/images/CMWProgramEvaluation.pdf.
32 Alkire, Sabina. "Subjective Quantitative Studies of Human Agency." Social Indicators Research 74,
no. 1 (January 2005): 218. Referencing Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, 1999
33 Alsop, Ruth, and Nina Heinsohn. Measuring Empowerment in Practice: Structuring Analysis and
Framing Indicators. N.p.: World Bank Policy Research Working Paper Series No. 3510, 2005.6.
26
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Defining agency with respect to empowerment
The word “empowerment” is discussed extensively with regards to youth
development and social change; unfortunately, it has also become a loaded term with many
connotations, which is why we originally chose to focus on agency instead. In economic
terms, however, the link between agency and empowerment is less semantic and more
functional in terms of how the two relate. Agency can be understood as a component of
empowerment.
Empowerment is in fact what has been said to be directly correlated with
development; in 2000 it was described by the World Bank as one of the three pillars of
poverty reduction (in addition to opportunity and security).34 Empowerment is then
composed of two elements: agency and opportunity structure.35 As Alsop and Heinsohn
describe it, “Empowerment is defined as a person’s capacity to make effective choices; that
is, as the capacity to transform choices into desired actions and outcomes. The extent or
degree to which a person is empowered is influenced by personal agency (the capacity to
make purposive choice) and opportunity structure (the institutional context in which choice
is made).”36 While someday El Sistema-inspired programs might represent a redefining of
opportunity structures (arguably, this is emerging in Venezuela now), in the present, El
Sistema has no control over the norms and structures which govern society. Thus, the only
outcome which serves as an effective measurement of El Sistema’s intervention is agency.

Figure 37
Indicators
There are several different sets of indicators which have been argued to capture
personal agency, each of which approaches a slightly different definition of the components
of agency. Here, we will discuss some of the indicators of agency which we have found to be
potentially interesting and meaningful to El Sistema-inspired work. For clarity’s sake, we
will include the potential instruments along with the description of the indicators; we have
found that the instruments themselves often help to clarify and define the indicator directly.
Alsop, Ruth, and Nina Heinsohn. Measuring Empowerment in Practice: Structuring Analysis and
Framing Indicators. N.p.: World Bank Policy Research Working Paper Series, No. 3510. 2005. 5. And
Ray, Diane. Review of Attacking Poverty: The World Bank Development Report 2000/2001. The World
Bank Group. Hunger Notes. http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/books/ray.htm.
35 We define “opportunity structure” as “the institutional, social, political contexts of formal and
informal rules and norms within which an actor pursues their interests.” (Alsop, Ruth, and Nina
Heinsohn. Measuring Empowerment in Practice: Structuring Analysis and Framing Indicators. N.p.:
World Bank Policy Research Working Paper Series No. 3510, 2005.)
36 Alsop, Ruth, and Nina Heinsohn. Measuring Empowerment in Practice: Structuring Analysis and
Framing Indicators. N.p.: World Bank Policy Research Working Paper Series No. 3510, 2005. 4.
37 Ibid. 6.
34
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They include:





Locus of Control and Self-Efficacy
Power Over, Power To, Power With, and Power from Within
Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory
Child-specific indicators

Locus of Control and Self-Efficacy
Adekunle and Henson examine agency with relationship to entrepreneurship, using
Harper’s definition of personal agency belief being “a function of locus of control
(contingency) and self-efficacy (competence).”38 They used the following instruments to
measure locus of control and self-efficacy, in their study, drawing conclusions about
determinants of entrepreneurship and the influence of thrift and credit societies in Nigeria.
Note: self-efficacy in this study is defined as competence. In a later section, we will also
discuss Bandura’s self-efficacy theory, which has a quite divergent definition to what is
presented here.
Locus of Control Instrument
[This tool is used with respondents stating extent to which they agree or disagree on a 5-point
Leichert scale]

Figure39

Harper, David A. Foundations of Entrepreneurship and Economic Development. London: Routledge,
2003. found in Adekunle, Bamidele, and Spencer J. Henson. "The effect of cooperative thrift and credit
societies on personal agency belief: a study of entrepreneurs in Osun State, Nigeria." African Journal
of Agricultural Research 2, no. 12 (December 2007): 682.
39 Adekunle, Bamidele, and Spencer J. Henson. "The effect of cooperative thrift and credit societies on
personal agency belief: a study of entrepreneurs in Osun State, Nigeria." African Journal of
Agricultural Research 2, no. 12 (December 2007): 678-686.
38
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Using this tool in an El Sistema-inspired program would definitely help to
demonstrate whether or not a student’s sense of control changes with their participation in
the program. Of course, this tool is highly susceptible to perceiving the influence of other
factors influencing a student’s life. In particular, it is conceivable that responses to these
questions would change dramatically with age. As a self-assessment tool, it also carries
natural bias.
Self-Efficacy Instrument
[This tool is used with respondents indicating degree of certainty with which they could
perform the tasks a 5-point Leichert scale]

Figure40

Adekunle, Bamidele, and Spencer J. Henson. "The effect of cooperative thrift and credit societies on
personal agency belief: a study of entrepreneurs in Osun State, Nigeria." African Journal of
Agricultural Research 2, no. 12 (December 2007): 678-686.
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Of course, this instrument is impossible to use with young students and is irrelevant
to El Sistema-inspired programming. However, it is easy to imagine the possibility to rewriting the tool with music specific competencies in mind. For example, under the
innovation section, respondents could instead indicate the degree of certainty with which
they can improvise, and under management, they could discuss their competency in leading
a sectional rehearsal or practice session.
Power over, Power to, Power with, Power from within
In their work identifying workable indicators, Ibrahim and Alkire established a
framework of criteria that included 1) being relevant to the population their work serves, 2)
being internationally comparable, 3) the ability to assess empowerment both
instrumentally and intrinsically, 4) the ability to assess changes in empowerment and
agency over time, and 5) having a rigorous history of use.41 Based on these criteria, they
settled on four indicators being power over, power to, power with, and power from within.
These indicators, and the corresponding tools provided, are explained in the following chart.
Again, the instruments presented below are not very directly applicable to El Sistemainspired work, and both the content in questions and the language used is challenging for
young students to use. However, these tools can be potentially re-written with the support
of professional researchers or scholars who are experienced at building and writing
instruments.

Ibrahim, Solava, and Sabina Alkire. Agency and Empowerment: A proposal for internationally
comparable indicators. Oxford: Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative, 2007. 18.
41
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Indicator

Power over

Power to

Relation to
Empowerment
empowerment as control
Definition
Control over
personal
decisions

Potential
Instrument

How much
control do you
feel you have in
making
personal
decisions that
affect your
everyday
activities?[no
control at all 
control over all
decisions]42

Power with

Empowerment Empowerment
as choice
in community
Household
Changing
decisionaspects in one’s
making and
life (individual
domainlevel)
specific
autonomy
See figures
1)
Would
“BOX II” and
you like to
“BOX III”
change anything
in your life?
[yes/no]
2)
What
three things
would you most
like to change?
[list]
3)
Who do
you think will
contribute most
to any change in
your own life?
[myselfour
community
national
government]43

Power from
within
Empowerment
as change
Changing
aspects in
one’s life
(communal
level)
Do you feel
that people
like yourself
can generally
change things
in your
community if
they want to?
[yes, very
easily  no,
not at all]

Ibid. 20 referencing Narayan, Deepa, Lant Pritchett, and Soumya Kapoor. Moving Out of Poverty.
N.p.: The World Bank, 2007.
43 Ibid. 29
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Figure44

Figure45

Ibrahim, Solava, and Sabina Alkire. Agency and Empowerment: A proposal for internationally
comparable indicators. Oxford: Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative, 2007. 23.
45 Ibid. 27.
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Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory
In her work on quantitative measurements of human agency, Alkire sought
measures of agency that function in multiple domains. She uses Bandura’s concept of selfefficacy, wherein “if people perceive themselves to be more capable of accomplishing
certain activities, they are more likely to undertake them.”46 You can get at measuring selfefficacy by examining:





Their motivation, perseverance, and exerted effort
Their goal representations, or their capacity for forethought
Their anticipated outcomes (how readily they imagine positive versus negative
outcomes)
Their ability to override negative feedback and failure47

Self-efficacy, particularly in Bandura’s definition, is often measured through the
construction of scales.48 Tools can also be developed which formulate these questions using
quantitative measurements such as a Leichert scale, or which seek to understand these
through anecdotes and other qualitative measurements. Art-based measurement tools can
additionally be used; for example, goal representation can be done through drawings, or the
ability to override feedback and failure can be captured in performance situations. Of
course, it is harder to draw consistent conclusions and analyze responses from art-based
instruments.
Child-Specific Indicators and Instruments
As mentioned in previous sections, many of the indicators and instruments used to
measure agency are challenging to use with younger students because 1) they make
reference to habits irrelevant to a child’s life and 2) they are presented in highly
inaccessible language. It has also been pointed out that measuring agency in young children
is a challenge because they are simply developmentally less able to draw connections
between their present and future capabilities; this makes measuring changes in agency over
time problematic.49
However, in these cases, we may be able to examine children’s agency by what they
demonstrate in their actions instead of how they respond to questions and prompts. For
example, Samman and Santos seek to measure children’s agency by investigating on the
following prompts taken from the Young Lives survey: 50



Whether they try hard
Whether they can improve their situation in life

Alkire, Sabina. "Subjective Quantitative Studies of Human Agency." Social Indicators Research 74,
no. 1 (January 2005). 237.
47 Ibid. 238.
48 Ibid. 241.
49 Heath, Shirley Brice, discussion, Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, Boston,
April 11, 2013.
50 Samman, Emma, and Maria E. Santos. Agency and Empowerment: A review of concepts, indicators
and empirical evidence. Oxford: Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative, 2009. 17.
46
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Whether they would like to plan for the future
Whether the actions they take are congruent to what they value

Other Challenges
As you can see, there have been a large variety of indicators and accompanying tools
posited for the measurement of agency, in particular, as the concept relates to
empowerment and economics. There are a couple of issues with using the existing
discourse of economics and measurements of agency from that field to carry out the
assessment which El Sistema-inspired programs are keen to pursue. First of all,
measurement of agency has typically been done with one-off data collection, capturing
agency only at one point in time; this sort of research is used to determine the development
of policy or a decision to build a development program. However, El Sistema-inspired
programs would seek multiple measurements of agency over a long period of time, and
would focus on changes (hopefully increases, expansions, deepening) in agency related to
the intervention of music education.
In addition, most studies of agency work primarily with adults, and especially with
traditionally disempowered demographics such as rural women. This means that most
instruments which have been developed would be difficult to use with younger students. In
addition, most instruments have been written with the lifestyle of adults in developing
communities in mind, and ask questions, for example, related to religious worship,
household expenditure, and farming practices. These would need to be re-written to be
made relevant to young people, and perhaps particular to urban and culturally diverse
lifestyles.
Finally, indicators and instruments for measuring agency have been seen as
problematic for being culturally biased, and for not taking into account differences in
definitions and valuation if individual versus collective empowerment in different cultural
contexts.51
Thus, we emphasize that these indicators and tools are not yet ripe to be utilized in
El Sistema-inspired assessment. They need to be adapted to the specific contexts of what El
Sistema-inspired programs seek to measure and molded into tools capable of being used by
younger students. This is where it is recommended that a program interested in pursuing
agency as an outcome enlist the support of expertise and build liaisons with university
departments and researchers trained in developing instruments. Natural fits for
departments to pursue would include: developmental psychology, international
development, economics, international education, business schools (working with
entrepreneurship in developing countries), or public health.

51

For more discussion on this issue, see Harper 2003 and Alkire 2005.
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Who we are
About the Sistema Fellows Program
The Sistema Fellows Program is a professional training program hosted at New
England Conservatory in Boston and designed for ten postgraduate musicians and music
educators who are passionate about creating careers for themselves that connect music,
youth, and social change. Past participants in the Program have gone on to guide the
development of numerous El Sistema-inspired programs across the United States and
beyond. Between September and May, the Sistema Fellows engage in an intensive
curriculum that includes leadership, communication, non-profit strategy, funding,
operations, evaluation and assessment, and educational philosophy and policy. The learning
is a combination of classroom seminars and experiential work in the field. In the fall
semester, Fellows spend four weeks in residence at El Sistema-inspired programs of their
choosing across the US. There is also a month-long residency in Venezuela in the spring
semester. To put their learning into practice, Fellows are required to spend the subsequent
year serving the emerging field of El Sistema-inspired initiatives.52
About Group of 4
The 2012-2013 cohort of Sistema Fellows chose to focus on several different
projects throughout the year. Four of the fellows – Andrea Landin, Carlos Roldan, Elaine
Sandoval, and Sara Zanussi – took on this project to better understand and support the El
Sistema-inspired field in assessment and evaluation. Andrea is a cellist from Los Angeles,
California who graduated from Oberlin with a B.M. in music performance and B.A. in
anthropology. She has worked in Guatemala doing anthropological fieldwork and working
in arts education. Carlos was born in Ecuador and received his B.M. in trumpet performance
with a minor in biology at San Diego State University. He is a founder of the non-profit
organization SAHLUD, which brings health services and music education to communities in
Ecuador. Elaine is from San Jose, California and has received her B.A. in liberal
arts/humanities from Soka University of America and her Master’s in ethnomusicology from
Oxford University. Sara is from Minnesota, where she has helped to co-found Advocates for
Community through Musical Excellence, an El Sistema-inspired program. She has her B.A. in
music from Luther College and has recently taught music in Tanzania where she used music
as a vehicle to unite communities.53
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