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Personal Statement

Teaching Music to Digital Natives

Our students are affectionately known as what Marc Prensky calls “digital natives”, yet we as teachers are often “digital immigrants”.  I consider myself a digital “immi-native” having grown up in a generation who learned to type on a typewriter, but who also learned to play Oregon Trail and how to use email in high school.  As a teacher, I have always believed that using technology is good and useful, but until this school year, I never realized how it could transform my teaching practice.  

As a music teacher, I was trained in a variety of musical pedagogies, all of which involve a tremendous amount of rote learning and passive listening. When we provide our students the opportunity to listen to music from a diverse range of historical and genre perspectives it opens new worlds.  Or so we hope.  In my few short years as a teacher I have found that traditional listening lessons, where students sit and listen to music, have led to very inadequate musical understanding of concepts such as pitch, instrument identification, and tempo. There is also very little visible enjoyment. Passive listening to music, however beautiful or exciting it may be, does not provide students an experience that most composers intended when writing their great works.  Music is to be experienced using multiple senses-seen and heard and in many times felt.   Writing prompts, historical context lessons, and movement have surely helped engage my students to listen as an experience not as an act. I felt like something was still missing.

Then, it arrived - the shiny new Epson LCD projector mounted firmly on my music room ceiling and attached to a lovely desktop PC with a high-speed connection.  To my absolute delight, You Tube was not blocked by our firewall and I was able to commence a completely new way of teaching listening lessons to my elementary children. We no longer listen to each season of Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons while sitting idly on the carpet.  We watch as the great master Itzhak Perlman plays the Allegro section of Autumn with the Tel Aviv Symphony.  This opens a new world for my children and therefore, for me, as the teacher.  We explore together what we see and hear, and experience the music in what seems a new way, but is rather an age-old tradition.  We transform our classroom through the use of technology.  

So while I embrace the masters of music pedagogy in many ways, I believe firmly that my instruction must include technology integration.  Our digital natives have come to expect it.  In homage to the great masters who have written for cathedrals and concert halls, I can think of no greater gift to provide in our music listening than by using technology to recreate this experience for the students.

Learning to Let Go 

An early belief instilled in most young teachers is the need to employ meticulous classroom control.  Most teacher preparation programs and books on first year teaching extol the virtues of a well managed classroom awash with procedures, policies, steps, and expectations in order to provide a learning environment that is free of unnecessary disciplinary issues.  An orderly classroom, so it goes, is a classroom where learning happens.  As a Type-A teacher, I have always been committed to my procedures, policies, and incredibly high expectations.  My students in turn have appeared orderly and to the casual observer, engaged in learning.  Unfortunately, I have found that in my music classroom, a strict adherence to control limits the students understanding of some concepts and certainly does not take into account students diverse learning styles. I have found that the discovery or improvisation phase of instrument play is something that I have left out of my teaching, particularly because of the reduction of control needed to allow the children to let go and explore. I rarely allowed students time of exploration with our vast array of instruments for fear of noise or disorder.  This control was evident in the words I would use, and even the on posters on are wall which say, “our instruments should be silent when we are not playing together.” This year, I have approached some elements of my music teaching with a bit more flexibility. Through the teaching experience of “letting go”, I have found that my students are excelling in their instrument play. The children, given pre-play instruction and some general parameters, are solving the musical mysteries on their own. While to an untrained eye or ear, this may seem like chaos or cacophony, it is rather a joyous sight and sound.   The students are able to fulfill the missing step in music learning that allows them to go beyond rote recitation and provides them a chance to explore harmonic options, develop their internal sense of rhythm and pitch, and learn the parts in their own time.  This allows me as the instructor more time and ability to assist my students who do struggle and to allow those who excel time for independent practice.  Surely this discovery in the classroom is not appropriate for every element of the curriculum and it certainly would not pass as constructivist learning, but there is a visible difference in the way the children are grasping instrument play.  Their understanding of the way accompaniments work within our sung melodies has improved and their joy and focus while playing is worth every second that I let go and allow them to find their own way. 

