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6 Teaching Principles

ONE OF THE BIGGEST surprises to most musicians venturing into the world of
teaching is the discovery that having performance expertise will not give them every-
thing they need to become good teachers. Like music, teaching is an art that requires
skill acquisition, development, and experience. Whether you have come to teaching
by choice or by circumstance, your satisfaction with your role as a teacher will directly
correlate with your investment in excellent teaching,

You have just examined in detail your life as a performing musician, perhaps dis-
covering that you knew more than you realized. Now consider how and where you
learned all chis. Even if your student days are long behind you, there is a good chance
that this vast body of information and insight originated from or was influenced by
your teachers. There’s a good chance they worked harder than you know to offer you
the best instruction and guidance—a lot of which they learned from their teachers.
What will you pass along to your students, and how you will do it?

There are no absolute rules about teaching: every teacher has his or her own dis-
tinctive manner and unique approach. Sometimes we teach the way we were taught
because we want to give the same wonderful experience to our students. Sometimes
we teach the way we wish we had been taught, to make sure our students won’t have
to overcome similar problems resulting from poor training or callous treatment.
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90 The Art of Teaching

No matter our reasons, there are certain principles that are fundamental to our abil-
ity to connect with students, deliver information, and nurture growth in a manner
that is meaningful and rewarding. These principles make it possible not just to
believe in values such as integrity, sincerity, optimism, and passion, but to make
them an integral part of our work, every day, at every lesson, with every student.

Personal Inventory: Think about teachers you have had who you knew cared
about you. How did you know? What kind of relationship was it—formal,
friendly, warm, nurturing? What did that rapport mean to you, both person-
ally and in your development as a musician?

1. Care about your students as individuals.

Remember that your students are people first, musicians after that. Take
time to get to know them, and respect who they are: their intelligence, personalities,
and preferences. Know something abour their families, their outside interests, and
ask about events that occurred during the week. Students need to know we care

about them as people.
2. Infect your students with your passion for making music.

“I can’t wait for you to learn this piece—it’s one of my favorites!” or “Listen to
how your instrument just sings when you play beautifully in tune!” Share what you
love about making music with your students. Play even the simplest pieces expres-
sively when you demonstrate. Lessons should first be about the beauty, the thrill,
and the crearivity of making music . . . and then how good technique helps to create
those exquisite sounds. No matter how much of the lesson is focused on technique,
the attention should invariably be directed back to the beautiful, expressive result.

3. Develop teacher—student relationships based on trust.

By demonstrating honest interest in-your students, you begin to nurture relation-
ships based on trust. We know firsthand that learning to be a musician is challeng-
ing. Students need to know that the lesson is a safe environment in which to make
mistakes, voice concerns, or offer personal descriptions of the music they are making.
It’s almost impossible for students to be expressive if they are worried about being
criticized or belittled for being wrong or thinking differently from their teacher.
Other aspects of building trust are essential: that you will be honest with them about



Teaching Principles = 91

their development as musicians; that you are clear and open about expectations in
the teacher—student relationship, and promise to uphold your commitments; and
that you believe in the student’s potential and value the relationship.

4. Teach the person in front of you.

Create a balance between student interests and teacher agenda. Stay aware of what
students want to learn in addition to what they need to learn. Allow students to
demonstrate what matters most to them—this will be revealed by what they practice
the most. The student in front of you should inform your teaching, so allow what
the student brings to the lesson to inspire positive momentum. Speak to the issues
of the person in front of you, never in comparison to another student or other play-
ers. If comparisons are made, they should refer only to the student’s best self, as in
“Your tone was so much better the last time—try again.”

5. Teach students to listen, to move, and to sing.

Musical expressivity first exists inside us and emerges when the voice and body are
free and uninhibited. The issue is not whether musical expressivity can be learned,
but how to access it in ways that are most natural and meaningful. Listening to music
on the ourside gives us an opportunity to respond physically and vocally. Natural
movement and uninhibited singing away from an instrument frees expressive possi-
bilities. Lessons should be a safe place to sing and move.

6. Validate the expressive musician in the student.

Most students don’t decide to play an instrument only because they want to work
on technique—they want to make music. Don’t save music-making until scudents
are “good enough.” Teach them underlying concepts about musicianship, and then
work with zheir vision for a piece, not just yours. Allow them ample opportunity to
make personal connections with and create individual interpretations of the music.

Personal Inventory: Look back at some of the expressive explorations about
making music in Chapter 1, Musicianship. What aspects of musical interpreta-
tion can be explored by beginners, even at the most rudimentary level? How
can you involve students in performing beautiful music from the first lesson?
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7. Give your students honest feedback.

Your students trust you to help them get better. Overlooking wrong notes, a bad
tone, or miscounted rhythms—even saying “good” when you don’t mean it—
compromises the teacher—student relationship. In other words, if something is “a litdle”
out of tune, it’s out of tune, plain and simple. Correcting intonation doesn’t mean you
don't like the student—it means you care about whether or not they play and sing in
tune. Give honest, objective, and specific feedback based on what you hear and see:
“Your right arm is too high” . .. “The G-sharp was too low.” Be sure that you criricize
the problem and not the person: flaws are not character defects, only unrefined move-
ments and sounds that can be made accurate through correction and practice.

8. Fix fundamental problems.

Comfort, case, and freedom of the body with the instrument should be a high
priority at all times. Do not overlook bad habits or foundational problems that will
inhibit progress. Show the student why the current habit is causing problems, and if
at all possible get the student to immediately experience how the new behavior will
make things easier. Isolate, resolve, and repeat the new behavior many times during
the lesson, and be sure the student understands the importance of daily reinforce-
ment outside the lesson. Stay focused on the issue as long as necessary, repeating the
routine as needed until the new habir is established.

9. Vary your teaching approach.

Gives students an opportunity to understand a concept from many perspectives,
to enhance the learning experience and reinforce understanding,

Aural: Aural learning is most basic to musicians. Play or sing a phrase, and ask
students to play the same phrase, comparing similarities and differences.
Teach students o listen in a variety of ways for the purpose of analysis, imita-
tion, and inspiration. (See Chapter 2, Listening.)

Visual: A visual approach gives a student the opportunity to see how his teacher
creates a rich tone, to watch himself making a correction, or to observe how
a string vibrates. Draw the shapes that movements create, and usc visual
images from nature, science, architecture, sculpture, painting, and engineer-
ing for visual representation of techniques, physics of sound, instrumental
mechanics, compositional structure, and musical nuance.

Kinesthetic: Kinesthetic learning has to do with the experience of body
position, weight, or movement. Kinesthetic experiences directly relate to
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fundamental positioning issues and a variety of skills, but can also be used to
explore emotions and life experiences with gestures and physical responses
that can be applied in music-making.

Verbal: A verbal approach enhances learning through ralking, reading, or
writing abour a skill or concept. Eloquently chosen words can enhance per-
formance when they are used to explore phrase structure, clarify musical
intent, and deepen expressive meaning. Despite music’s “wordless” reputa-
tion, language is an indispensable tool for music teaching, and therefore the
struggle to find the best words that describe technical information, expres-
sive ideas, and even the most elusive concepts is a worthy one.

10. Give students specific instructions for practicing.

Don't just say “Practice!” Clearly define your goals for students” work until the
next time they see you. Make sure they know what to watch and listen for, how
many times to repeat specific passages, what the tempo goals are, and how much to
have memorized by the next lesson. Be wary of practice charts and goals that are
based only on time spent. Approximate time frames can be helpful if they give stu-
dents a sense of expected depth and detail of work, such as “If you practice the entire
piece the way we've worked on this section today, it will probably take about an
hour.” But saying “Practice an hour a day” can make students more aware of the clock
than their work. No one approaches homework this way (“An hour is up, so that
means I'm finished writing this report!”); so they shouldn’t practice this way,
cither.

1. Give students a chance to play.

Once you have given your students the necessary feedback to be sure they are fully
set to play or sing, then let them. You will see and hear issues to address, but exercise
self-control, jot notes if need be, and don’t interrupr. Allowing students to getinto a
performance flow gives you the opportunity to see and understand much more
about them and their developing abilities than if they are constantly being stopped
for every problem. Even when portions of the lesson involve detailed technical work,
balance this type of focus with opportunities to apply the new information in the
musical context.

12. Define artistic standards.

One potential source of frustration for performers who teach is the gap between
their high artistic standards and the raw behaviors of a beginner. Teachers need to
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first define excellence for themselves and then for their students. You have learned to
play with a “beautiful tone” and “fine intonation.” but can you define and describe
the components of these attributes? (See Chapter 1, Musicianship.) If so, you can
begin teaching to this standard from the first lesson: how to sit or stand, the position
of the instrument, the shape of the hands, or the way to breathe.

Your focus on artistry from the beginning does not mean that students will be able
to reproduce high standards immediately or every time they perform, but with per-
sistence you can foster an artistic standard as a habit. If nor, students will fill in the
gap by learning something else. Remember, it is not the piece that makes a student an
artist; it is the artistic approach to any piece that makes an artist. How would Rampal,
Heifetz, Ma, Stoltzman, Primrose, Horowitz—or you—play “Hot Cross Buns™?

Consider This

If a student performs with a bad tone or seems to be working too hard to
play the instrument, don’t be critical until you've tried to play on their
instrument. Your students’ lack of experience already makes playing chal-
lenging; combine that with a badly set up instrument, and it's sometimes
a wonder they can play at all. Check their current instrument to identify
any repairs and adjustments that could make playing easier for them.
Recommend a good instrument shop to have it set up as professionally as
possible (while mindful of potential costs) and be on the lookout for
sources of affordable, good-quality instruments for your students.

13. Foster the full potential of every student.

Teach with the maximum potential of every student as your goal. Make no
assumprion that a student “isn’t talented” or “doesn’t have what it takes.” It is up to
the teacher to find pathways that help each individual learn. Don’t underestimate a
student’s potential to be better than “just okay.” Work to make every student really
good—even great! Any willing student can and will progress with the guidance of a
thoughtful and skilled teacher. Provide the tools and environment for each to achieve
his or her highest potential while creating a positive, meaningful, and enduring
connection with music.

Our chief want is someone who will inspire us to be what we know we could be.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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14. Approach each student with optimism.

When a student is challenged by a certain technique or concepr, stay optimistic
that with perseverance—yours and your student’s—there will be success. When stu-
dents struggle, don't allow them to practice bad habits or inefficiently repeat pas-
sages they simply can’t execute. Instead, go back to the most fundamental aspect of
the technique and then move forward. This allows you to reinforce all the things
your students can do well, and when you find a weak link, that spot can be targeted
for clarity of understanding or skill development in a simple direct way.

15. Do no harm.

Teachers are authority figures. They are in charge of what happens in the learning
environment. Lessons and classes should be positive growing experiences. Students
can be challenged, and they might struggle, but at all times you should be wor-
king alongside your students, helping them to move forward. If a student isn't
learning, take an honest look at your teaching before you blame the student. If a
student isn’t practicing enough or demonstrates a lack of discipline in any other
way, explain clearly what is necessary and expected. Calmly end the lesson if
you think you might lose your temper, and if problems continue unresolved end the

relationship.

I have come to a frightening conclusion.

[ am the decisive element in the classroom.

As a teacher [ possess tremendous power to make a childs life miscrable or joyous.
I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration.

I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal.

In all situarions, it is my response that decides whether a crisis

will be escalated or de-escalated, and a child humanized or de-humanized.

It is my personal approach that creates the climare.

It is my daily mood thar makes the weather.

HAIM GINOTT

16. Keep a balance between personal involvement and objectiviry.

As you come to know and care for a student, it’s important to keep a balance
between being a friend and being a teacher: supporting them personally while stay-
ing focused on their growth as musicians. Remember, you are not being kind to
students when you ignore problems—in fact it is kinder to demonstrate your belief
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in their ability to make changes for the better. Shifting your perspective can enhance
your level of objectivity. Try to observe your student as if another teacher (perhaps
your most revered teacher) was in the room. What would he or she see, hear, and
correct? Or imagine that the student in front of you studies with someone else—
what do you hear and see now ? You could also imagine yourself performing like your
student just did—what would you correct or change?

17. Cultivate thinking, independent musicians.

Students should not be utterly dependent on their teachers to make music. They
should be challenged to listen, notice, solve problems, and think for themselves. Can
your students read music? Can they count rhythms, understand key signatures, and
name notes? Can they tune their own instruments and recognize good intonation
when they hear it? Do they understand how to play in different styles, translate ter-
minology into meaningful sounds, shape a phrase, and create a musical performance?
(See Chapter 8, Fostering Student Independence, for a thorough discussion on this
topic.) These are all essential skills every musician must acquire. It is your job as a
teacher to make yourself obsolete.

18. Foster confidence in students.

“Tknow you can do this” speaks volumes to students. Follow encouraging remarks
with the necessary information to make a goal become a reality. Don't hold back
information because you assume it’s too detailed or challenging—clearly explain a
concept, engage their intellect, and give students the opportunity ro demonstrate
their understanding. Celebrate accomplishments and bolster confidence during
the process of learning, at every lesson if possible: “You reached a new level in your
playing today. Well Done!”

19. Keep students mortivated.

A good teacher is sensitive to the student’s level of interest, engagement, and
forward momentum. All students, even those who seem self-motivated, need their
teachers to provide ongoing sources of inspiration. Demonstrate beautiful sounds,
share a favorite recording, or take students to concerts. If you sense a student is dis-
couraged, consider changing repertoire or exploring a new musical style. Be sure
they are involved in activities with their musical peers. Continually reconnect
students with their initial desire to study and play music. Encourage them to offer
their talents in personally meaningful situations: playing at school events, for family
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and friends, or for their religious community. The most powerful motivator for
anyone, however, is the satisfaction of doing something well—and knowing it.

20. Take responsibility for your students’ progress.

It is always the responsibility of the teacher that students leave a lesson playing or
singing better than when they came in. We fail our students if we

« Let students play through a piece without providing feedback.

+ Vaguely comment “Good,” turn the page, and assign the next piece.

+ Stop to fix a problem, fail to make a change for the better, and then abandon
it without resolution.

Moving students from piece to piece is not evidence of progress if the student
plays no better than before, and giving up on a potential correction can leave both
teacher and student feeling hopeless. Divide a skill to be learned into simple incre-
mental steps that move toward a more complex goal. Guide the student in a positive
direction along those steps, helping him or her to be aware of each improvement
along the way by immediately repeating and reinforcing it. Even if the ultimate goal
is not reached in a single lesson, the student should come away with improved skills

and ideas for effective practice to ensure continued progress.
21. Make short- and long-term plans that support a vision for each student.

Beginners won't be beginners forever; a modest middle school student can
become a confident section leader in high school, and a good college student can
become a fine professional. Make plans with and for your students, always teaching
with a bigger picture in mind. When they know you are thinking that way, it tells
them that you believe in their potential, and helps them create a positive vision of
themselves as well.

22. Demonstrate your integrity.

You don't have to be perfect to earn respect as a musician, person, and teacher.
Your students already look up to you. By modeling how you deal with mistakes and
problems, you show your students how they can do the same. Explain how you
improved or overcame a challenge, or how you mastered something that was once
difficult for you. Students need to know that not everything comes easily to their
teacher: teachers make mistakes, they practice, and they work hard to solve problems.
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Your work ethic and perseverance can inspire students to approach their work with
comparable integrity.

Setting an example is not the main means of influencing another, it is the only means.

ALBERT EINSTEIN
Ideas for Further Exploration

1. Thinking ahead twenty years from now, write a letter to yourself from the
perspective of a student who studied with you. What important principles
did you instill in your student? What significant memories, large or small,
stand out in your student’s mind as evidence that you cared for his or her
well-being?

2. What motivated you to keep working to become a musician? What, if any-
thing, did you find discouraging? What role, positive or negative, did your
teacher play in these experiences, and how will your memories influence who
you will be as a teacher?

3. Choose one skill from your master list of techniques and create four differ-
ent approaches to teach this skill by utilizing the aural, visual, kinestheric,
and verbal learning styles as described in principle 9, “Varying Your Teaching
Approach.”

4. While the principles in this chapter are numbered, they are not necessarily
ranked in order of importance. If you were to prioritize them, what order
would you choose? Are there any missing principles that should be added to
this list?
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