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  Foreword


  Every person who ever made the decision to become a music teacher has done so with the goal of imparting upon their students the love and joy of making music. Sharing their love of music with eager, willing, and compliant children is the goal. These teachers have in their minds what they consider the great masterworks that all students should know and be exposed to. They have formed their philosophies of what they think is good music and how they will share these values with their students. What they don’t understand is that they have developed these philosophies, opinions, and teaching skills based upon teaching in an ideal situation. Many would say ideal situations do not exist, but there are certainly good situations with adequate funding, rehearsal time, and support, plus a certain type of student demographic that has become the model for programs around the country.


  The problem is what to do when the program you have does not meet these expectations. Unfortunately many teachers who find themselves in these types of situations quickly give up on their high standards of musical achievement and also give up on this different demographic of students. Many get to the point where they feel they are just trying to survive. Their goal of imparting the love and joy of music goes right out the window. They come to the conclusion that these students don’t want to learn or can’t learn, or they make all types of excuses as to why reaching a high level of music performance at these types of schools is just not possible. Couple all of these perceived roadblocks with the fact that teachers have been ill prepared to deal with these types of situations in their own education, and we have a recipe for disaster in the classroom.


  In my own experience in the classroom over the years, I have struggled with these same issues. There have been students I have had difficulty reaching using the standard or traditional methods of teaching. There were students who did not like or want to learn the music that I thought was appropriate. There were students who gave me the impression that they didn’t care or want to learn. All of these conclusions were based upon my own biases or lack of understanding of the ways to successfully teach these types of students. It was easiest to just give up on them, but if we don’t find a way to inspire and teach these students, who will?


  Reaching and Teaching All Instrumental Music Students shows us that it is possible to teach and reach these students. It is written from the perspective of someone who has been there and has been able to find a way to do it. Mr. Mixon’s clear and informative prose gives the reader a wealth of real-world solutions. The book details strategies that have worked, along with suggestions and methods of teaching to all students in all types of instrumenta1 programs, even those who most would categorize as difficult or less-than-ideal situations. It will also help the teacher who may happen to be in a good situation but wants help in teaching challenging students.


  Committed and creative teachers who place a value on every student they touch, not just the easy-to-teach ones, will make the difference in the lives of their students. Don’t let the opportunity to share your love of music with every student be impeded by a lack of understanding. Use Reaching and Teaching All Instrumental Music Students as a resource to help you, inspire you, and teach you that all students do matter and can be inspired through music. Most important, don’t give up on your students or on your musical integrity, but do alter your approach to fit the needs of your students so that all of them can strive for musical excellence no matter where they live or what school they happen to attend. You will find the greater the challenge, the greater the reward. Instead of wishing for a prestigious teaching job in that better-funded school district, do your best with what you have for the sake of your students. You owe it to your students and yourself to do so.


  —Larry Clark


  Vice President and Editor-in-Chief


  Carl Fischer Music
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  Introduction:

  New Perspectives


  NEW EXEMPLARS: MOVING AWAY FROM THE SUBURBS


  Well-funded and supported instrumental music programs have had the spotlight for so long that many directors have come to believe that highquality instruction and high student achievement can only take place in ideal circumstances. Much of the current educational literature applies theories and techniques to model instrumental ensembles, but directors cannot always emulate these circumstances.


  Model ensembles often represent well-funded suburban school districts (though not all suburban schools are affluent, of course). Though excellent teaching and learning takes place in these programs, using them as instructional examples has obvious limits. Many schools do not have the same economic advantages, schedules, or types of student needs, particularly in urban or rural areas.


  Rather than pit teaching in the field against the educational decrees of the ivory tower, this book aims to take small doses of the valuable research conducted in the hallowed halls of academia and integrate it with the less-than-ideal circumstances in real classrooms.


  “Less than ideal” doesn’t mean “mean.” It means not enough instruments. It means cuts in rehearsal time. It means having to teach to a broad range of learning styles at once.


  I have written this book to address issues that many instrumental music texts might overlook. Many academics hypothesize, postulate, and theorize without any experience in challenging classrooms. Such academic work is important, and throughout this book I cite scholars, researchers, and master teachers from whom I have “have,” and I hope you will consult these sources directly as well as consider how I have adapted these methods to suit my personal education philosophy and unique teaching environment. I have distilled their ideas, philosophies, and theories down to one thing: How could this work in my classroom? I hope you will do the same with this book.


  I have adapted well-known approaches to work within the constraints surrounding my instrumental music programs. Because the following strategies are often borne of my own experience and tempered with personal philosophy and values, they do not have universal application without modifications.


  NEW STRATEGIES: BUILDING A STRONG FOUNDATION


  The first two chapters, “Getting Students Started” and “and Interest,” discuss effective ways to recruit and retain students with strategies that have relevance in most educational environments.


  General strategies may need to adapt to certain environments, such as in urban schools. For example, in Chapter 3, “Gaining Support,” I show how, regardless of socioeconomic circumstances, parental support is vital to instrumental music programs, but I give additional ways directors might get support to serve diverse students and their families. Many people wrongly assume that parents in less affluent communities have less concern for their children’s education. This assumption is categorically false, based on both my own experiences and academic research. Researchers repeatedly report the strength of familial bonds and the importance of garnering support from parents for academic achievement in urban schools (Hale, 2001; Kuykendall, 1992; Wilson & Corbett, 2001).


  NEW WAYS OF TEACHING


  In an educational era where cutbacks have become commonplace, directors must make the most of what they have. In Chapter 4, I address a key issue facing most music programs: lack of instructional time. Instead of lamenting increasing time constraints, I offer practical ways in which directors can maximize their rehearsal through effective time and student management.


  Making every minute of rehearsal productive for all students means you must teach all students according to the ways in which they learn. Embracing diverse students, situations, and music requires an acceptance of diverse learning styles and needs, a topic I explore in Chapter 5, “Multisensory Teaching.” I show specific ways in which teachers can teach fundamental musical concepts to all students.


  NEW STUDENTS: EXCEPTIONAL LEARNERS


  Regardless of economics or diversity, all directors need to make ensembles accessible–and rewarding–to exceptional learners. Aside from the fact that legislation mandates inclusion, a mission that promotes music for all children dictates that it is simply the right thing to do. In many programs, exceptional learners gain membership only when parents and other advocates seek access.


  But you can welcome exceptional learners without compromising the quality of performing ensembles, which many directors fear. Because special education is usually not an area of expertise for directors, a collegial approach that involves special education staff and parental input is the key to success. In time, directors become comfortable with working with exceptional learners and realize their value as ensemble members.


  NEW ACTIVITIES: IMPROVISATION AND COMPOSITION


  The National Standards set forth by MENC: The National Association for Music Education consider improvisation and composition as vital components of a complete, comprehensive music education in general, choral, and instrumental music settings (MENC, 1994). Directors often sacrifice opportunities for improvisation and composition in order to focus on performance, an equally creative endeavor (Reimer, 1989, p. 71), though different in many respects. Lack of experience, texts, other (often costly) resources, and instruction time requires easily implemented improvisation and composition activities that actually support and enhance performance goals. I devote Chapter 8 entirely to improvisation and composition and present efficient activity ideas that tap students’ creativity. My musical mission is that you will take what you can from this book and adapt it to your unique classroom to teach and reach all instrumental music students.


  One


  


  Getting Students Started


  Though recruiting practices vary, successful program building depends upon carefully matching students to instruments by considering their aptitude and preferences. Many administrators and other policymakers measure instrumental program value by the size of enrollment in ensembles, and many directors believe that as many students as possible deserve the opportunity to play an instrument. Pragmatically, instrumental music programs depend on large recruitment numbers because the number of student participants tends to decrease in higher grade levels. Recruiting many students is crucial, but take care in how you introduce these students to instrumental music.


  Many directors successfully recruit large numbers of students with very little enticement. Many younger students are already excited about learning to play an instrument without much of a sales pitch from the ensemble director. Holding recruiting sessions to generate interest is important nonetheless. These sessions are useful also for matching interested students with instruments that complement their abilities-thereby increasing the likelihood of students’ success and decreasing the rate of attrition.


  Successful recruiting depends upon knowing how to deal with people. A fine arts administrator recently said that the two most important qualities he looked for when hiring new music teachers were musical competence and people skills. Every aspect of instrumental music teaching, program building, and maintenance depends upon interacting with people in a way that fosters long-term musical study.


  Many directors hold an evening meeting for parents and students that provides an opportunity for them to meet with instrument dealers and to fill out necessary forms. Prior to this parental meeting, consider planning smaller, more informal meetings for students during the school day, with only one or two classrooms at a time (no more than fifty students). These sessions allow prospective students to see instruments “up close,” hear those instruments demonstrated by the director or current students, and ask more questions. Smaller sessions also generate fewer behavior management issues.


  Directors might consider scheduling these recruiting sessions judiciously at the beginning or end of the school year, when classroom teachers can more conveniently send both prospective students and current students. Directors can “sweeten the deal” by supervising these sessions themselves so that classroom teachers get an extra, well-deserved break. (I have found this to be quite a motivator, particularly at the end of the school year!) Directors might schedule sessions during general music classes, particularly if they integrate them with a unit on instrument families. Though you can demonstrate instruments in many ways, recruitment sessions simply must include demonstrations to help students decide what instruments they prefer.


  Individual students have unique skills and preferences, which obviously affect their choices. Unfortunately, some directors let students and their parents select instruments entirely on their own. Although student preference is paramount, selecting an instrument without advice from a knowledgeable director may lead to students quitting. Despite their best efforts, students mismatched with an instrument may trail behind their peers because the instrument is too hard to play. This lack of progress may lead to an unnecessary instrument switch later in the year or, even worse, a loss of interest in instrumental music altogether.


  Instrument selection without director guidance also leads to unbalanced ensemble instrumentation and reduced sonority and repertoire selection, restricting enriching musical experiences for all students. Once initiated, this imbalance may stay with the same group for several years as students advance together.


  You can avoid losing prospective players by considering four components important to the recruiting process: instrument demonstration, skills assessment, dissemination of the information letter, and tone production assessment.


  INSTRUMENT DEMONSTRATION


  Typical recruiting sessions include demonstrations by the director or by current students. Even if you use a commercial demonstration video, display real instruments and show students how they are played. Presuming your playing proficiency will give a favorable impression of the instrument, introducing prospective students to unfamiliar instruments, and reminding them about familiar ones are crucial factors in matching students to instruments.


  Instrument timbres are particularly important to beginners. Edwin Gordon (1997) suggests, “Although elementary school students may be attracted initially to an instrument because of its appearance or other irrelevant reasons, ultimately they find the most success when they play an instrument that has a tone quality that appeals to them” (p. 274). Though experience has shown me that other factors need consideration as well when selecting instruments, demonstrating instruments for prospective students helps them decide which instrument timbres they prefer.


  Using current instrumental music students to demonstrate instruments is even more effective than demonstrating them yourself. Prospective students are interested in how “real kids” perform. Current students enjoy introducing prospective students to an activity in which they themselves are proud to participate.


  Reasonably proficient demonstrators close in age to your prospective students show students that early success on an instrument is certainly possible (such as fifth graders demonstrating for fourth graders). Ending the playing demonstration with a favorite piece from the most recent concert emphasizes the progress that can be made in a short time, often within a single school year.


  Because student demonstrators are still new players, I use several students (rather than a soloist) on each instrument because it generates a more satisfactory sound from most beginner groups. Except for the final piece that I conduct, I play along with students on all of the different instruments in addition to my role as presenter. I find that using proficient second-year students for recruiting sessions works quite well. You may want to consider using advanced students as demonstrators, but students from middle or junior high and high schools may pose transportation, scheduling, and other logistical problems arising with multiple recruiting sessions.


  SKILLS ASSESSMENT


  A portion of the recruiting session should include assessing the skills of prospective students, and I use short tests such as those provided by instrument purveyors.


  While most of these tests do not measure aptitude with the precision of more rigorously researched aptitude tests, they can assist directors with instrument selection, particularly with wind and percussion instruments. In some cases, good scores on these tests can be effective in persuading hesitant students-particularly those with low self-esteem-to participate because the test may indicate unrecognized musical skill. Of course, a poor score certainly should not exclude a student from participation. Use assessments only to report strengths to parents and students in order to encourage instrumental music study. Their purpose for directors is to aid instrument selection in conjunction with other factors, not to dictate it.


  Because of time, attention, and cost constraints, this assessment should take as little time as possible for the entire group to complete using paper and pencil. Refer to the test as a “game” to alleviate anxiety, and include practice items so that students as young as eight or nine years old or those with limited English language proficiency easily understand how to “play” it. Rigorous, more precise aptitude tests take more time and materials to administer, but an assessment “game” to aid in instrument selection should be short and simple enough to maintain student interest. The Selmer Music Guidance Survey (Conn-Selmer, n.d.) is an inexpensive assessment that fits these guidelines, though I eliminate a few test questions to save time. Examples of test items (questions) are either recorded on CD or written out so that you can play them on the piano.


  Test materials can also come in video form as well. Band Blast-Off (Focus on Music, 2008) is an engaging and entertaining recruitment DVD that includes assessments as well as instrument demonstrations and testimonials from actual band students. You can also ask music dealers or colleagues for similar tests.


  If on a tight budget, you can use these tests as models to create your own. The Music Achievement Council’s (n.d.) “Musical Instrument Game” is no longer available, but has been reprinted with their permission in Table 1.1.


  Each section of the Musical Instrument Game consists of six items, which you can quickly score by using an answer key. The first section requires students to indicate if the second of two pitches played on a typical wind instrument is higher, lower, or the same as the first. The second section also requires students to indicate if two groups of four quarter note melodies are the same or different (quarter note = ca 120 beats per minute, 4/4 meter). The third section, which is easiest, requires students to determine if two four-beat rhythm patterns performed on a single pitch using quarter, eighth, and sixteenth note durations are the same or different (quarter note= ca 120 beats per minute, 4/4 meter).


  Some scholars encourage directors to select appropriate tests in general based on the degree of reliability, validity, usability, and usefulness (Boyle & Radocy, 1987, p.
OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
REACHING AND TEACHING
ALL INSTRUMENTAL
MUSIC STUDENTS

Second Edition

Kevin Mixon





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





