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Curricular Pillars in the Elementary General Music Classroom
Conscientious beginning elementary general music teachers may work diligently to plan instruction that will ensure that national, state, and local standards are met, only to find out later that students may have retained little of the information over time. Jerome Bruner’s Spiral Curriculum
 (along with the contributions of others to be presented later), is the basis of the idea of curricular pillars. With a spiral curriculum, various threads or sequences of essential skills and information are interwoven so that many related areas of study are advanced together rather than teaching first one thread and then the next and so on. I like the metaphor of pillars because it connotes the weight and importance of a few key areas of musical learning. Each key area is revisited and reinforced at regular intervals. Pillars also connote support. For this reason, this construct lends itself well to the nine areas addressed by our own National Standards because they stand together to support a balanced curriculum.

Patrick Jones, Associate Chair for Graduate Studies, Department of Music Education; Associate Professor of Music Education at Boston University; conceives of content “in a holistic way instead of as atomistic bits of knowledge, elements and verbal concepts. Content is the locus and substance of educational and musical interactions and learning.” 
 He describes a curricular process that is informed by the musical ecology of the community and student interests; the purpose of and rationale for music education; and the needs of students and society for success now and in the future. This sort of approach makes it possible for large overarching concepts to steer the smaller units and lessons underneath them.
Curricular and pedagogical approaches that creatively explore ways to give students skills and knowledge in authentic musical settings are to be applauded. David Elliott proposes that musical learning happens within the intersection of “(1) the opportunity to make music in the context of (2) an authentic musical situation that, by definition, surrounds the student with (3) musical peers, goals, and standards that serve to guide and support the student’s thinking.”

While retaining Jones’ holistic learning and Elliott’s authentic setting, it still should be said that learning must continue to be reinforced to be retained. We must embrace new ways of thinking about planning curricula without losing important strategies from the past, specifically, (a) the strategies of ensuring specific outcomes in musical skills and knowledge and (b) the planned use of reinforcement to ensure that these skills and knowledge are retained over time.

The choice needs to be made between teaching overarching areas of skills and knowledge holistically versus covering myriad loosely related topics and units for a few days or weeks once or twice between preschool and fifth grade. Students quickly forget information, even information that they have mastered, if it is not reinforced over intervening weeks, months, and years. For students to retain information and skills, learning needs to be reinforced frequently at first and then reinforced intermittently over time as students store the information in long-term memory and apply it to new learning situations. 
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