FEATURE ARTICLE

Moving Forward With Focus

I ntroduction

In the last issue of PMEA News |
reported on strategic .
planning done by attendees
of the summer Professional
Development Seminar.*
The participants, who
represented all PMEA
districts and every level
from elementary to
university, developed an
extensive and impressive
list of 90 recommendations
to guide Pennsylvania
music educators into the
future. | recommended each one of us
select afew itemsfrom thelist and begin
implementing them now. | hope we're
al doing that and haven't lost the list
under the pile on our desks or simply
filedit away asyet another strategic plan
to gather dust while we continue doing
what we' ve always donetheway we' ve
always done it. Pennsylvaniais in
decline and in the midst of a massive
economic reorientation.? The
recommendations made can help
revitalize our communities and prepare
our studentsfor the society inwhich they
must work and live.?

In the summary of that article |
identified six broad strands that cut
across the various levels to which the
90 recommendations are addressed.*
Taking a second look at the 90
recommendations from this perspective
helpsinsure we addressthe global spirit
of the attendees’ intentions in addition
to their specific recommendations, thus
helping us*“ see theforest” of which the
90 specific recommendations are the
trees. Turning these six strands into
guestions helps us focus our curricular
self-critique aswe ask ourselvesto what
extent we and our curricula...

1. ...focus on lifelong and lifewide
musicing?
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2. ...engage all students musically?
3. ...offer a broader variety of instru-
ments, ensembles and
genres?
4. ...develop students mu-
sical collaboration and mu-
sical leadership skills
through small ensembles?
5. ...focus on student cre-
ativity and development of
their independent musician-
ship?
6. ...connect music curricula
and offerings to other cur-
ricular areas and the wider
community?

Please take a few minutes to write
your answers to each of the preceding
guestions before continuing to read this
article. 'You may be surprised at what
you are already doing and will perhaps
also begin formulating ideas of how you
canincrease offeringsin some areas and
develop curricula in others where you
currently have none.

Discussion

If we were together in a group of
teachers right now we could share what
we' vewritten. We' d hear examplesand
get ideasfrom things people are already
doing and brainstorm on how to develop
relevant new curricula. Unfortunately,
we're not together and the format of a
print journal being one-directional does
not lend itself to dialogical “give and
take.” Thus, | will expound onthemhere
asif weweresitting and discussing them
over acup of coffee.

1. Focus on lifelong and lifewide
musicing.

Preparing students for a life of
musicing is the raison d’etre of music
education. Our level of successin this
areaisthe measure of our effectiveness
as a profession. Intellectual honesty
requires usto admit we do not deserve a
passing grade in thisarea. | know this

is painful to admit but it's true. As a
profession we have been too focused on
musicing within the school building and
the K12 years in isolation from the
greater community and lifespan of our
citizens. There are three ways we can
immediately remedy this situation:

A. Connect students to musical
opportunitiesthat already exist within
the community.

There are very obvious
opportunitiesin many communities such
as community bands, choirs and
orchestrasaswell asgroupsin churches
and synagogues that are easily
accessible for our students utilizing the
musical skillsthey currently develop in
school. There may be other
opportunitieswithin the community that
we have not been addressing in our
curricula such as hand bell choirs in
churches or community African
drumming ensembles. Insuch caseswe
would want to start offering hand bells
and African drumming in school to
prepare students for musical
participation in the community. We
simply need to find out what
opportunities are available in the
community and begin orienting
curricular offerings to them.

B. Create musical opportunities
within the community.

This has been addressed numerous
times in MENC publications. School
music teachers possess the expertise to
organize community groups such as
bands, choairs, orchestras, jazz bands etc.
We could also offer seasonal
opportunities for musicing that don't
require sustained involvement. Such
offerings might include a community
theater musical production, a
community performance of The
Messiah, etc. This is the perfect
opportunity to fulfill our roleasmusical
leaders in the community.
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C. Help our studentsdevelop the
expertise to organize their own
musical experiences.

Thisisthelong-term solution to our
current disconnect from the community.
It would be a Neo-Renaissance
movement where people pursue
musicing in informal social settings as
a hobby. Such ensembles need to be
small and not dependent on an expert
leading them. These would consist of
groups of 4-5 musicians, which is a
manageable size for people to gather
regularly for recreational musicing.

Anything larger would be more
difficult for busy students and working
adults to schedule on a regular basis.
The genresmust be such that peoplewill
actually be interested in participating
and sharing their music with their
families and friends. We must be
visionary in this effort and open to such
ensembles consisting of singing,
acoustic instruments, electronic
instruments and digital audio
technology. The genres can vary from
Madrigals to Barbershop and String
Quartets to Bluegrass. All genres are
welcome that foster people making
music together as a habby.

2. Engage all students musically.
The declining participation of
students in music programs as they
progress through their school years
concernsall of us. Theend result of our
traditional programs has|eft the majority
of Americans with, at best, a sixth or
seventh grade educationin music. Upon
graduation they enter a world filled with
positive musical opportunities and mass
commercidization unpreparedto participate
intheformer or criticdly scrutinizethelatter.
Thisisunacceptable and we havethe ability
toredressit. The best way to equip them
to engage musically with their
community and to be musically critical
is to help them grow as musicians
themselves so they develop their own
musicianship and informed musical
standards. The basic problem we face
is getting to them. While adolescents
love music and probably spend more

time, money and energy on it than any
other age demographic, they
overwhelmingly dislike traditional
school music offerings. Thus, to engage
with them we must offer a variety of
genres, ensembles and courses that
interest them.

3. Offer a broader variety of
instruments, ensembles and genres.

This is the “elephant in the room”
we too often avoid discussing. It's not
that we don’t recognize the value and
need for ensembles other than what we
already offer. Wejust smply don’'t know
how to do them. The narrow training
we received as music education majors
did not prepare usto addressthemusical
needs of all students and communities.
We were trained to be band, choir,
orchestra and general music specialists
and most of us personally enjoy our
speciatiesand define ourselves by them.
Facing up to the challenge of this area
will require us to leave our comfort
zones and expand our own musical
horizons. We will need to become
comfortable with not being experts in
all genres we offer and accept that it is
okay, in some ways even preferable, for
us to be co-learners with our students.
There are two steps to begin offering a
broader variety of musics. First is
determining which genres to offer.
Second is developing the expertise
necessary to offer them.

A. Selecting Genres.

Last spring | answered the question
“In a world of musics, how do you
decide which ones to teach?’ with the
response “In a world of musics, we
should decide to teach those musicsthat
alow our students to make value and
meaning in their lives by making music
in the most authentic of contexts, those
inwhichthey live.”® This suggeststhat
finding the genresto offer isquitesimple
and requires usto do two small research
projects.

First, weneed to smply look around
the community inwhich our schoolsare
located and see what musical genres

exist. They might be anything such as
hand bell chairsin churches, community
bands, folk and Bluegrass festivals, an
African drumming group, acommunity
youth center with garage bands, acoffee
shop with open microphone singer/
songwriter nights, aMariachi festival, a
Gospd choair, asalsaband, aBarbershop/
Sweet Adeline’s chorus or even a
Mummer’'s String Band. Second, we
need to ask the students not involved in
our current programswhich genresthey
would be interested in studying and
performing. My students did this last
spring in the middle and high schoolsin
which they were student teaching. They
produced surveys and utilized various
methods to reach students not currently
taking music classes. The results
indicated that most students are very
interested in music and that they had a
wider and greater variety of musical
interests than we might assume. Such
survey results can provide insight into
the musical tastes and interests of our
students to help us develop our
curricular offerings.

B. Developing Expertise.

Once we' ve determined the genres
to offer we need to develop expertisein
them. There are two complementary
approaches to doing this. Oneisto go
outside our schools and gain expertise
via lessons, workshops, attending
concertsand festivals, reading booksand
articles, listening to CDs etc. The
second is to bring experts into our
schools as clinicians and “artists in
residence” to work with us and our
students in developing various
offerings.® We also cannot overlook the
musical expertise many of our students
bring to school from their out of school
musical experiences. | am constantly
amazed at how my classes routinely
include students who performin Blues,
bluegrass, folk and pop/rock “cover”
bands, just to nameafew. I’ veeven had
students in Klezmer ensembles and
Armenian bands over the years. These
studentsare“culture bearers’” and bring
expertise we can tap into to broaden and
enrich our curricular offerings.
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4. Develop students’ musical
collaboration and musical leader ship
skills through small ensembles.

As stated previously, small
ensemblesarethe most viable outletsfor
continued musicing for busy students
and working adults. Such ensemblesare
also best suited for developing our
students’ musical collaboration and
leadership skills. What we lack as a
professionisamodel of how tofacilitate
thisin aroom filled with large numbers
of students. | recommend adopting alab
science approach.®

Just as in a lab science class (or
visual art or wood shop for that matter)
we can have several groups around the
room working simultaneously with the
teacher moving among them monitoring
their work, answering guestions and
providing coaching. They can be
composing, rehearsing, recording,
editing, etc. We can periodically pull
them together for a lecture,
demonstration, assignment or for group
critiques, and then send them back to
work in their small groups.® Thekey is
to alow the students to be in charge of
the ensembles, choose the repertoire,
work musically among themselves and
make the musical decisions.

5. Focus on student creativity and
development of their independent
musicianship.

Facilitating musical creativity and
lifelong and lifewide musicing is
dependent on students developing their
independent musicianship. Accomplishing
thisisahuge challengethat deservesour
greatest amount of attention and effort.
We can guidethem in their devel opment
asmusi ciansthrough giving them tasks,
assignments, projects of their own,
having them form their own small
ensembles and organize and run their
own rehearsals, choose repertoire, write
pieces for their groups etc. Our role
becomes that of a coach who functions
similarly to the best private lesson
teachers. We ask them questions, help
them learn to be critical of their work
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and guide and facilitate their learning
and decision-making.X°

6. Connect music curricula and
offeringsto other curricular areasand
thewider community.

There are many examples of
connecting school music offeringsto the
wider community in the preceding
examples. Therefore, | will focus here
on connecting music to other curricular
areas. The difference between music
classand using music in other curricular
areas is that in music classes students
develop their musicianship and music-
specific knowledge whereas in other
classes they learn about music as it
pertainsto the subject they are studying.
These are complementary ways of
studying music that reinforce each other
and strengthen the perceived value of
both. One of our challenges as music
educators is to be competent in both
settingsand ableto clearly articulatethe
differencesand benefits of each of them.

Connecting music to other
curricular areasrequires usto engagein
atwo-way dialogue with our colleagues.
We need to ask what they are doing and
how we can support them and we need
toinform them of what we are doing and
ask them to help us. Elementary
teachers do this most regularly and
perhaps more easily because their
students are assigned to a single
classroom teacher with whom music
teachers regularly interact. At the
middle and secondary levels it will
require reaching out to agreater number
of teachers. Thisis very feasible and
may be the only way we can musically
reach all studentsinthe high schoal, thus
making learning more about music
meaningful and relevant to their lives.
Here are some examples of how we
might collaborate with colleagues
throughout the school building:

Math, Physics, Technology.
Remember math/physics and the
vibrating string? Who better to guest
lecture about Pythagoras, intervals, and
acousticsthan the musi ¢ teacher who can

bring examples of other instrumentsand
how they use vibrating strings, air, and
other materials such as cymbals and
drum heads to produce sounds?
Meanwhile, the synthetic production and
digital manipulation of sound might be
of great interest in technology classes.
Perhaps the math, physics and
technology teachers can help us design
projects for music classes that
investigate these issues at deeper levels
than timein their classes allows?

Biology. Research onmusic and the
brain would be of great interest in
biology classes. We can share anumber
of recent studies about music and
cognition with theteachersand students.

English. There are any number of
poems aready used in English classes
that have been set to music. We could
bring recordings and scores of settings
of poems they are learning in English
classes and discuss how various
composers emphasized key elements of
poems through compositional and
orchestrational choices. We could then
teach text setting in music classes and
have students compose music to existing
poems or poems of their own.

World Languages. How about
Beethoven's setting of Schiller’s “Ode
andieFreude’ for German classor any
number of songs in foreign languages
for the corresponding classes? We can
also ask the language teachers to cover
texts we are working on in choir, assist
with pronunciation and understanding of
texts, and explain the historical and
socio-political contexts in which the
music was composed.

Social Studies. We could introduce
musicinto Social Studiesclassesto help
bring history alive and demonstrate the
power and importance of music in
people’'s lives. For example, we could
introduce them to Latin American
Baroque music and dispel the myth that
the Baroque period occurred only in
Europe and that it was prior to mass
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colonization of theAmericas. We could
alsoconnect music and US history
showing the American Revolution
occurred during music’sClassical Period
and demonstrate the social power of
music with civil rightsprotest songs. We
could have students in music classes
writetheir own songsthat speak to issues
of concern for them, their community,
and their era, form bands to play and
record them, burn CDs, and post them
on the music department website as
downloadable MP3s. We could also ask
the social studies teacher to help our
studentsdo amusical ethnography of the
community and also study the use of
music in marketing and consumer
manipulation.

Graphic Arts. The graphic arts
teachers could help students design
original artwork for student CDs and
posters and advertisements for
marketing their CDs and performances.
Music students could reciprocate by
composing music for use with graphic
arts projects.

Health and Physical Education.
Thereisabody of research on music and
physical motivation that could be of
interest in health and physical education
classes. We could use music classes to
study this phenomenon and select music
to be used during classwarm-ups and at
sporting events.

The aforementioned are just a
handful of numerous ways we can
connect music to other school subjects
in ways that improve learning in those
areas and also help develop the
musicianship of al students. Wesimply
need to reach out, make connections
with our colleaguesand bewilling to do
some work for their classes as well as
ours.

Closing

Focusing on lifelong and lifewide
musicing; engaging all students
musically; offering abroader variety of
instruments, ensembles, and genres;
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developing students’ musical
collaboration and musical |eadership
skillsthrough small ensembles; focusing
on student creativity and developing
their independent musicianship; and
connecting music curriculaand offerings
to other curricular areas and the wider
community isan ambitiousagenda. The
schools that accomplish it will be
musically dynamic and engaging.

Teaching in them will be musically
rewarding and focused on helping
students become musically empowered
and making a difference in the
community beyond the school walls.
Thiswill go far toward preparing them
for a society in which individual
creativity is essential, small group
collaboration isthe business model, and
competition with workers from around
the world will steadily increase.* It is
an exciting time in which we music
educators have a major contribution to
make for the future of Pennsylvania.

| would be remiss, however, not to
mention the difficultiesweface. Weare
not a highly valued discipline in the
current edu-political environment.
Many decision makers and influential
people have a narrow view of music
education that ranges from supporters
who only seetherole of music education
asan activity, apublic relations program,
or aform of cultural indoctrination, to
detractorswho see offering music astoo
expensive or of littleto no value at all.
Our constant need for advocacy is a
direct result of having failed to make
music education relevant for them and
thevast mgjority of Americanswhilewe
had them in music classes during their
youth. We have achance now to correct
our past mistakes and make sure we
never again graduate a generation with
thismarginal view of music in schools.

We must redouble our efforts to
regain relevance for music education.
The recommendations of the seminar
participants, both in their 90 specific
recommendations and the 6 broader
strandsinto which | have organized them

here, are focal pointsonwhichto orient
our curricular reformation. Working
together, with each of us doing
something musically progressive in
every school, we can and will succeed
in providing a relevant and modern
music education for al the children of
Pennsylvania and contribute to its
revitalization in our current creative
economy and the coming creative
society.'?
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