
Attrition of High School Choristers: An International Perspective 

 

Abstract 

 Throughout secondary schools in the United States, singers often withdraw from choir. Extant 

research on this topic provides a substantial list of justifications of choral ensemble drop out from the 

student perspective, however research is limited regarding teacher perceptions of marginalized 

students who feel that they do not wish to continue participation in choir ensembles (Allsup & Shieh, 

2012). Choir directors cannot anticipate every possible rationale that students offer for withdrawing 

from their program. The purpose of this investigation is to address the question, What are the 

perceptions of secondary school choir directors regarding students withdrawing from their choral 

ensemble?  

 Participants (N = 5 were practicing and licensed choral music educators from four countries: 

Kuwait, South Korea, Switzerland, and the United States. I selected the participants through 

purposive sampling to participate in this study. Each participant completed an author-developed, 

semi-structured interview protocol based from extant research in teacher perception and motivation 

(Hawkinson, 2015; Ng & Hartwig, 2011; Sichivitsa, 2007). I conducted the interviews, either in 

person or using Skype for Business online video conference software, aimed to investigate director 

perceptions related to student dropout from choral ensembles. I consulted a panel of qualitative 

research faculty as well as music education faculty and graduate students and (N= 4) at a large 

Midwestern university to peer debrief the interview protocol questions for clarity and bias.   

 The schools in Kuwait and Korea were considered an American School.  Many of the 

educators were either American or trained in America. One of the main differences between the 

participants was the educational systems that their schools chose to use.  The British system features 

music courses that are primarily general in nature.  Any actual choral ensemble took place outside of 

the school day.  The American system features music classes that include ensembles.  Choral 



ensembles can be either curricular, extra-curricular, or co-curricular.  Despite these differences, the 

directors identified their choral programs as successful.  The number of students enrolled in these 

choral programs varied from a few dozen students that met over the lunch period to several hundred 

that were part of a choral department that featured as many as nine ensembles throughout the year. 

Of the two directors from the United States, one was from a public high school.  The other was from 

a parochial high school.  Both of these directors were from different towns in Iowa.  

 Choir directors’ perceptions of attrition in their program may provide an opportunity for the 

prevention of non-participatory singers (Ng & Hartwig, 2011). By examining the perceptions of 

student dropout rates from choral directors in multiple countries, it may be possible to find emerging 

themes that could be applied to secondary programs to curb international attrition rates in Choir. The 

theme of “Academic Scheduling” was revealed after analysis of the data. This theme was supported 

by two  categories which may help to reduce attrition in secondary choral programs and calls 

attention to the need to address known scheduling conflicts as soon as possible in order to keep 

choristers in the classroom.   These two categories were “Changing Interests” and “Required 

Courses”.   Several directors discussed that their students had required courses for the International 

Baccalaureate program.  Past a student’s 10th grade year (“year 10”), the student had to choose which 

IB diploma they would pursue.  This often meant not having time in their schedules for choir.  Few 

students past year 10 pursued the IB Music Diploma because of the rigorous requirements.  

 This study may prove beneficial for choir directors in secondary programs from various 

countries.  The emerging theme of “Academic Scheduling” as the primary perceived reason for 

attrition in choral programs may provide a resource for these directors when discussing recruitment, 

enrollment, and retention with their school administration.  


