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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

“What’s the buzz? Tell me what’s  
a-happening...”

—From the rock opera  
“Jesus Christ Superstar”1

Although the 
original 
context of 

these lyrics was dif-
ferent, the question 
and phrase resonate 
with today’s broader 

educational spectrum. 
A recent search on various education 

websites produced a list of trends and 
issues actively addressed online. You 
may also see these appearing in a school 
district or learning community near you. 

The issues on my initial list included:
●● twenty-first century learning skills
●● forty developmental assets
●● brain research in education
●● collaboration
●● common core curriculum 
●● constructivism
●● cooperative learning
●● creativity
●● critical thinking
●● differentiated instruction
●● diversity
●● engagement
●● equity
●● fluency and literacy
●● global education
●● inclusion
●● inquiry-based learning
●● learning styles
●● multicultural education
●● technology 

Are any of these familiar to you and 
your teaching situation? Have you en-
joyed professional development in one 
or more of these areas? 

Across our country, teachers experi-
ence a multitude of educational trends. 
Some have new names, or shiny new re-
search that backs their claims of success. 

By KAREN BENSON

What’s The Buzz?

Those with lasting, significant value are 
integrated into schools’ programs and 
approaches. But teachers may find it 
daunting to keep informed about best 
practices in all of these areas, especially 
when larger class sizes, less planning 
time, more standardized testing, and 
fewer resources prevail.

Reflecting as music and movement 
educators, how does Orff Schulwerk 
convey, support, and enrich these trends 
and educational theories? 

Orff Schulwerk pedagogy works 
with students of any age, race, religion, 
and socio-economic status. It engages 
each participant, building from each 
learner’s baseline knowledge and skills. 
It promotes collaboration, cooperation, 
and critical thinking. Orff Schulwerk 
classrooms blend prior knowledge and 
experiences with innovation and creativ-
ity to form new connections, learning, 
and understanding. It reaches beyond 
borders, advancing students’ repertoire 
and comprehension of cultures other 
than their own. 

The Orff Schulwerk process uses a 
natural flow of imitation, exploration, 
labeling, and creating. These stages are 
ongoing and fluid. The media used in 
Orff music and movement environments 
involve speaking, singing, moving, and 
playing activities that stimulate the brain, 
exercise the body, and provide expres-
sion through language. We know these 
aspects are wonderful for learning. By 
connecting general educational trends 
to Orff Schulwerk classroom practices, 
we will strengthen the important role of 
music education in our schools. 

For example, when I teach a class, 
students typically begin with movement. 
This stimulates the brain, brings oxygen 
into the body, and requires spatial 
awareness while moving through shared 
space. It also reinforces the sense of 
pulse and rhythm. 

While working with partners or in 
small groups, students learn collabora-
tion and cooperation and experience 
belonging to a team or group. When the 
students are given a task or problem to 
solve, such as developing a movement 
ostinato, they construct their strategies 
using prior learning and experiences. 
This nurtures their creativity in a non–
threatening environment. 

As instruction proceeds, students use 
their voices to speak or sing expressively. 
Reading lyrics and notation increases oral 
reading fluency and vocal inflection. In 
addition to the singing, instrument play-
ing occurs with forms of body percussion, 
drums, or xylophones. Again, multiple 
regions of the brain are stimulated with 
these actions. When composing or im-
provising at the instruments, the children 
use critical-thinking skills to produce 
their music. 

Innovations in technology allow 
students to easily and efficiently create 
audio and video recordings of their work. 
Sharing it with others is instantly possible 
through Internet video applications and 
live streams. Conversely, the world has 
much to offer my students by making 
visual and aural examples readily available 
to play or project. The virtual walls of 
the music room now stretch across the 
globe. Amazingly, all of this can happen 
within a single class period. 

So, whatever the “buzz” might be in 
your educational setting, ask yourself, 

“What does the Schulwerk have to offer?” 
You may find that through active partici-
pation in music and movement, you are 
already incorporating many aspects of 
current educational theories and trends. 

Karen Benson is the president of AOSA. 
She teaches pre-kindergarten through fifth 
grade in the Millard Public Schools, Omaha, 
Nebraska and serves as an AOSA clinician 
at numerous conferences and workshops. 

1. Andrew Lloyd Webber (music) and Tim Rice (lyrics), “What’s The Buzz,” from Jesus Christ Superstar, film directed by Norman Jewison 
(Universal City, CA: Universal Home Video, 1999).
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Working Together: Interdisciplinary 
Ideas for Middle School
By Joy Hughes

Designing interdisciplinary 
lessons is a daunting task. 
Individual lesson planning 

is challenge enough: it requires a 
teacher to consider vertical alignment, 
national standards (singing, listening, 
appreciating, improvising, and playing 
instruments), Orff Schulwerk process 
and pieces from the Volumes, limited 
time with students, mainstreamed 
students, performance expectations, 
standardized testing, and Monday 
holidays. Where is time during the 
day to meet with other teachers? 
Which teachers would be interested 
and approachable? What does the 
administration support? 

These issues can create teacher 
paralysis in the quest for integrated, 
relevant, imaginative, connected les-
sons. Yet time spent collaborating 
with other teachers deepens the core 
reasons for which many of us pur-
sued teaching initially: to inspire, to 
open minds, and to give students rich 
experiences filled with opportunities 
that enable them to be active contribu-
tors in today’s society. A positive role 
model of faculty working together in 
productive and creative ways cannot be 
over-emphasized. Students retain the 
lessons that we model far more than 
those we preach. Collaboration can 
also reinforce others’ perceptions of 
music educators as integral, contribut-
ing members of the faculty, not just 
entertainment directors.

Twenty-first 
Century Skills
Many in education say that today’s 
American children—tomorrow’s 
adults—need new, twenty–first century 
skills to be successful. However, many 
of these “new” skills are not new at all. 
Creativity, collaboration, communica-
tion, and critical thinking (to name a 

few) have always been necessary to a 
thriving society.1

What is new is that children’s brains 
have been influenced with more elec-
tronic screen time than ever before. 
There are more diagnosed learning 
differences and challenges, changes 
in parenting styles, and technological 
advances. Multimedia communication, 
the economy, large-scale global and 
environmental issues, and the needs 
of businesses and employers dominate 
educational conversations around the 
globe. 

What is also new is the demand 
that these so-called “new” twenty-first 
century skills be more effectively inte-
grated and assessed in schools.  Today’s 
students face less stable communities, 
varied distractions, and immediate 
technological communications in their 
daily lives. These elements do not nec-
essarily support sustained development 
of initiative, collaboration, innovation, 
and problem-solving in the same ways 
as playing with neighborhood children 
and building structures in the backyard 

once did. American children in general 
spend less time outside, in unstruc-
tured, free-choice play with peers, and 
working with their hands. Many of our 
students know more than we do about 
technology, but less about physical 
activity and social behavior.   

As educators, we are already behind 
the curve of change, and we usu-
ally work within outdated systems of 
instruction. Our scheduling and classes 
emphasize discrete disciplines rather 
than big–picture thinking. Yet for our 
students to succeed in the future, we 
must engage children’s imaginations, 
create relevance and connections, 
design for social interaction, plan 
assessments for individual and group 
accountability, and teach them to see 
beyond the artificial lines between 
disciplines. With all of these consid-
erations, vertical alignment of lessons 
and  integrity of content continue to 
be essential in teacher planning and for 
student outcomes.

Arts Teachers As 
Innovators, Connectors, 
And Community Builders
As a graduate student, I experienced a 
transformative class about designing 
multicultural music curriculum, and 
witnessed Utopia—a middle school, 
arts-based interdisciplinary program.2 
Fresh out of graduate school, I arrived 
at my first teaching job in a middle 
school with gusto and passion for in-
novative lesson planning. 

However, I soon learned that no 
arts-infusion framework was present, 
my skills were limited, and the reality 
of teaching middle school students in 
the throes of their physical and emo-
tional changes did not always match 
my ideal scenario. Fortunately, many 
faculty members were patient with me, 
and willing to explore possibilities of 

A positive role 
model of faculty 
working together 
in productive and 
creative ways cannot 
be over-emphasized. 
Students retain the 
lessons that we 
model far more than 
those we preach. 
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developing connected lessons without 
an administrative mandate.

I needed a strong interdisciplinary 
strategy to achieve the innovative goal 
I envisioned. The range of available 
interdisciplinary strategies is broad, 
ranging from parallel instruction to 
cross–disciplinary instruction to infu-
sion.3 These strategies work best in 
different situations. 

In the absence of an administrative 
mandate or a school-wide framework, 
begin with parallel instruction. Capi-
talize on the obvious. If the seventh-
grade social studies curriculum is 
American history, focus those students' 
music work on American music. If the 
American history class is year-long, 
and music class lasts only nine weeks, 
topics may not always be parallel, but 
students will have opportunities to see 
connections and relevance.

To create change at the grass-roots 
level toward cross-discipline instruc-
tion and team planning, find allies and 
start collaborating. Interdisciplinary 
work does not need long unit plans, 

nor does it need to involve everyone in 
a grade level or team to be meaning-
ful and effective. Allies can even be in 
the visual arts. For example, a few of 
my art/music projects included Asian-
inspired shadow puppet plays, class 
choreographies/class collages based 
on the same famous musical work, and 
parallel instruction such as Japanese 
brush-stroke art and setting haiku to 
pentatonic melodies. 

You can also enlist the help of the 
librarian, English teacher, reading spe-
cialist, or classroom teacher. Explore 
the literature of a grade level. Use 
student writing in the music classroom. 
Long before I had Orff Schulwerk 
tools, I asked students to incorporate 
sounds and melodies into stories they 
wrote. In a later cross-disciplinary 
project, students studied meter in 
poetry and music simultaneously. They 
ended up writing limericks, the best of 
which we explored in music class and 
later presented to parents.

Starting small may be necessary, but 
the most transformative interdisciplin-

ary work I have witnessed has been 
on a larger scale involving infusion. 
Note the Consortium of Arts Educa-
tion description of infusion: “Students’ 
learning and outcomes in infused 
approaches are focused on strong 
relationships between complementary 
subjects. One project or activity may 
show students’ learning in both areas, 
since the relationship is so integral to 
both.”4

Administrative appreciation, un-
derstanding, support, and sometimes 
mandates play a bigger role in making 
possibilities real. Grade-level field trips 
or a school-wide project such as a gar-
den can link naturally to several subject 
areas. A school-wide cultural festival 
or year-long cultural focus can moti-
vate and inspire collaborative efforts of 
faculty and parents. When culture is 
the focal point, set the context accu-
rately and work for authenticity while 
honoring traditions, which discourages 
stereotypes and develops sensitivity.5

When working with multiple teach-
ers, each teacher must avoid trite and 
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unit initiated by their innovative art 
teacher, Alice Ballard, and inspired by 
the nature-based sculpture at the South 
Carolina Botanical Garden at Clem-
son University in South Carolina. An 
all-day grade-level field trip provided 
a memorable and concrete experience 
for students. The sixth grade academic 
team of teachers developed lessons 
centered on nature, and executed some 
of these lessons outdoors at the garden. 

As a part of preparation for the field 
trip, students learned about famous 
conservationists, writers, and artists. 
They studied the art works of Andy 
Goldsworthy, who is known worldwide 
for his environmental art. They read 

and discussed writings of John Muir 
and Henry David Thoreau, and the 
history of Native American “Chief” 
Seattle. In the technology lab, they 
explored the web pages of the botanical 
garden through a scavenger hunt. 

During the fall field trip, each 
teacher focused on a different sculpture 
site for his/her lesson activity. Students 
rotated between the different stations. 
At one sculpture, Crucible by Herb 
Parker,10 students entered a man-made 
earthen clay hut and discovered a pat-
tern based on the Fibonacci sequence11 
spiraling out of the hut’s center. At 
another station, under a towering 
skeleton-tree sculpture, Time Capsule 
by Chris Drury,12 students revisited 
quotations from environmental authors 
they had studied, and then wrote 
descriptive poems and paragraphs with 
their surroundings as inspiration. 

At the art station, groups of two to 
three students created their own art 
works out of the materials available. 
(See Figure 1.) They chose a site (at 
the base of a tree, at the edge of the 
stream, or on a rock or stump of a 
tree), they selected materials (rocks, 

contrived connections, and follow an 
interdisciplinary instruction checklist, 
which may include measures such as 
“increases depth of understanding and 
student achievement… provides a bal-
ance among the disciplines… encour-
ages formative and summative assess-
ment… [and] develops higher-order 
thinking skills.”6

To take interdisciplinary arts 
education a step further, consider this 
program model from Eastern Middle 
School, in Silver Spring, Maryland, 
which was the arts-infused Utopia I 
observed during graduate school in the 
1990s. The whole framework of the 
A.R.T.S. (Arts to Reinforce Tradi-
tional Studies) program was designed 
collaboratively, with arts educators 
leading the academic team. Aimee 
Timmins, the arts coordinator, wrote, 
“The A.R.T.S. program is an interdis-
ciplinary two-year sequence blending 
art, music, photography, computer 
technology, and dance with the regular 
academic program.”7

Including arts educators into each 
academic team, and enabling academic 
planning time, as A.R.T.S. did, are great 
investments into our students and the 
skills they need. The result of connect-
ing academic and arts teachers “brings 
about better success for the integration 
of the academic, creative, and aesthetic 
intelligence of the child.”8 Together, 
they addressed multiple intelligences 
and the needs and gifts of at-risk stu-
dents in multiple ways. Another practi-
cal highlight of the program included 
scheduling longer blocks of time for 
project work, field trips, team-teaching, 
and grouping students by lesson intent, 
not just by class or subject. They ad-
opted a major concept approach for in-
terdisciplinary units: “creativity, unique/
universal, change/evolution/revolution, 
and dependence/independence/interde-
pendence.”9

Nature-Based Art: 
The South Carolina 
Botanical Garden at 
Clemson University
Each year, from 2000 to 2006, our 
sixth graders at Christ Church Episco-
pal School, Greenville, South Carolina, 
participated in an interdisciplinary 

FIGURE 1: Inspired by sculptor 
Andy Goldsworthy, students 
used natural materials to build 
various sculptures and artworks, 
cooperatively. Photography by 
Alice Ballard.
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flowers, woven leaves), and then they 
created a sculpture from the gathered 
materials. 

Photographs made the art last a 
little longer than the moment. This 
station brought out amazing creativity, 
focus, cooperation, and the person-
alities of the students. Students were 
engaged with nature far beyond their 
normal range of experiences. When 
they returned to school, they created 
scrapbooks about the project with pho-
tographs, descriptions, quotations, and 
their own writing.

Back in music class, students were in 
slightly different groups of three to four 
students. Each group chose one of the 
on-site photographs as their inspiration 
for a composition. Music curriculum 
goals guided the project: formal struc-
ture, notation as communication, dura-
tion in note values, and group ensemble 
playing. Teaching challenges included 
varied musical skill and knowledge lev-
els, and limited exposure to Orff process 
and playing percussion instruments. 

FIGURE 2: Students devised their own notation to match elements of the nature-based artwork.

Based on their experience with 
creative movement and Dalcroze 
eurhythmics, students used a photo-
graph to create a group tableau that 
represented the structure and elements 
of the work of art. (In other words, dif-
ferent students would shape themselves 
to illustrate the rocks, sticks, or the 
stream.) They used their imaginations 
to determine how to move away from 
the tableau and then return. With this 
technique, they enacted ABA form. 
This movement element activated 
their imaginations, demanded group 

accountability, provided an immedi-
ate formative assessment, and required 
that they study the art. 

Next, students considered instru-
ments to orchestrate their piece. 
Usually they chose instruments that 
reflected the qualities of the objects 
and structures of their artwork. (Each 
group could add a pitched percus-
sion instrument, if desired.) Students 
planned one section of their com-
position using creative notation (for 
instance, a zigzag line might represent 
a guiro). 

Students showed which instruments 
overlapped, and when they would 
stop and start. Some rhythm might be 
evident, but generally creative notation 
was focused less on steady beat and 
more on texture. (See Figure 2.)

As students reviewed their thoughts 
and practiced with the instruments in 
hand, they made musical decisions and 
revised their ideas. Using the same 
instruments, students next designed a 
rhythm section with repeating ostinati 

Students were 
engaged with 
nature far beyond 
their normal range 
of experiences. 
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patterns. They used a rhythm graph 
(four beats across and six down) to 
learn to layer ostinati with one person 
playing each part. (See Figure 3.)

They wrote rhythm patterns to 
suit each instrument (considering, for 
example, that a rain stick would not 
play quarter notes effectively). They 
decided the instrumental entrance or-
der and the structure, but they did not 
write out the whole piece. This added 
notation to the lesson, but maintained 
success for students with varied abili-
ties. Students differentiated themselves 
by playing rhythms they could manage.

Finally, students constructed the 
whole piece in ABA form: they alter-
nated the textured creative notation 
section with the rhythmic portion. 
They could choose which section went 
first. I find that ABA or ABAB struc-
tures in composition automatically cre-
ate accountability, as students must be 
sure of a section in order to repeat it. 
We recorded their pieces, and took the 
time to look at the photographs while 
listening to the various compositions. 
Afterwards, we evaluated the musical 
pieces for the clarity of musical ideas, 
quality of performance, and evidence 
of completion.

We might have also incorporated 
the ABA movement into the ABA 
piece. Sometimes movement and play-
ing works simultaneously, but other 
times I have had one group play for an-
other group’s movement in composing. 
In this assignment, I did not ask them 
to change their focus to another group 
or artwork. All students wrote adjec-
tives to compare the art and music, and 
how the art inspired the music. Writ-

ing can be important for middle-school 
assessment, to reveal the thoughts 
behind the process and to hold each 

FIGURE 3: Using traditional notation, students created a contrasting 
section for their composition.

person accountable for the task. If I 
were to repeat this project today with 
more experienced student composers, 
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I would add a melodic component. 
Given the pentatonic scale, we might 
choose different tonal centers to match 
the qualities of the given art works.

Out of all the projects in which I 
have played a part, this project was 
particularly inspirational because of the 
fascinating and temporary art, the con-
nection to the environment, the ease 
of connection to many subjects, the 
collaborative work, and the kinesthetic 
demands of the project. Students were 
outside, working with their hands and 
developing ideas with their classmates 
for a creative task. The lessons extend-
ed into the classroom where students 
continued to collaborate on, reflect on, 
and participate in the project in new 
ways. Other than during the field trip, 
actual lesson scheduling was flexible, 
and varied from subject to subject. 
Very supportive administrators made 
the project possible, by providing 
substitute teachers so project teach-
ers could spend a day planning and 

previewing the field trip itself. The 
collaborating teachers were willing to 
try new ideas, to work together, and to 
revise from year to year. I feel fortu-

nate to have worked with such amazing 
colleagues and administrators. They 
have influenced my teaching strategies, 
inspired me to take on new challenges, 
and allowed the time and space to 
cultivate ideas. 

A graduate of Furman 
University in Greenville, 
South Carolina and the 
University of Maryland, in 
College Park, Maryland, 
Joy Hughes has taught 

general music and choir at Christ Church 
Episcopal School (CCES) in Greenville, 
South Carolina for 18 years. Twelve of 
those years she taught in middle school, and 
the last six in elementary (K-4). She has 
completed Orff Level 1, Dalcroze certifica-
tion, and Kodaly Level 1. She has present-
ed at regional music–teaching workshops. 
In 2002, she received the Daniel-Mickel 
Master Teacher award at CCES. She is 
past president of the South Carolina Foot-
hills Chapter of AOSA.

Very supportive 
administrators 
made the project 
possible, by providing 
substitute teachers 
so project teachers 
could spend a 
day planning and 
previewing the 
field trip itself. 
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Interdisciplinary education is here. 
It is a growing force in curriculum 
planning worldwide. Educational 

leaders want to teach the skills and 
knowledge our students will need in 
the twenty-first century. Teachers also 
want to promote subjects and teaching 
methods that will support their efforts. 
Educators want curricula that focus 
on problem solving, creativity, critical 
thinking, communication, and collabo-
ration.1

Teaching and learning strategies 
have begun to promote the growth 
of these skills, and the arts have not 
been left behind. Programs such as 
Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS),2 
BandQuest,3 and ChoralQuest4 are a 
few examples used by arts educators. 
The higher level thinking activities 
found in these programs bridge the gap 
between the music classroom and the 
general classroom. The Primary Years 
Programme5 (PYP), the focus of this 
article, is one curriculum framework 
that strives for interdisciplinary educa-
tion. It operates through the elemen-
tary branch of the International Bac-
calaureate (IB) program. PYP and Orff 
Schulwerk complement each other in 
working towards the goal of preparing 
students for the twenty-first century.

Many of us, myself once included, 
squirmed at the idea of integrating our 
music curriculum with other subject 
areas. We were afraid we lacked the 
time to plan and find relevant connec-
tions.  However, a simple change in 
approach turned me into a believer.

Theme-based Integration
For single-subject teachers, the word 
“integration” has meant supporting 
another subject through a thematic 
approach. For example, fourth-grade 
students learning about United States 
presidents were asked to sing about 

presidents in music, sketch them in art, 
or dramatize their lives in theater. This 
is certainly an accessible and easy way 
to connect with other subjects. Howev-
er, we should question if this approach 
alone supports musical thinking per se. 

While themes from other subjects 
have proved to be excellent sources for 
inspiration in the music room—one of 
my favorites is a classroom unit on the 
water cycle to inspire movement, com-
position, and improvisation—I wonder, 
“Is this really integration or interdis-
ciplinary?” While we may be using 
music in this way to support ideas from 
a particular theme and make them 
interesting and engaging for students, 
musical skills and ideas are not neces-

sarily being supported by the theme, 
nor are authentic connections between 
the disciplines necessarily being made.

Integration may begin with a theme 
as its basis, but focusing on the theme’s 
concepts provides a better chance 
at success. Instead of thinking about 
music, integration should strive to have 
students thinking like musicians.6 We 
can find those authentic connections, 
which do not take away from either 
subject area, by looking at the concepts 
in the respective curricula.

Integration Through the 
Primary Years Programme 
The Primary Years Programme (PYP) 
focuses heavily on integration within 

The Primary Years Programme: 
An Interdisciplinary Approach 
for Music Educators
By Rachel Wixson

Transdisciplinary  
Theme

1.	 Who we are: The nature of the 
self 

2.	 Where we are in place and time: 
Orientation in place and time

3.	 How we express ourselves: The 
ways in which we discover and 
express ideas, and extend and 
enjoy our creativity

4.	How the world works: The natu-
ral world and its laws

5.	 How we organize ourselves: The 
interconnectedness of human-
made systems and communities

6.	Sharing the planet: Rights and 
responsibilities in the struggle 
to share finite resources with 
other people

Potential Units in the 
Music Classroom

●● How one uses one’s voice, 
through singing and vocal ex-
ploration

●● Musical styles, time periods, 
and genres

●● Composition, improvisation, 
and creative movement 
 

●● Rhythmic and melodic notation 

●● Role of the musician, conduc-
tor, or audience. How different 
ensembles function

●● Non-traditional sound sources 
(such as “junk” or recycled 
items)

FIGURE 1: PYP transdisciplinary themes translated into specific units 
for the music room.	
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the curriculum. I have become familiar 
with and enjoy it, especially since my 
first PYP training in 2005. 

The PYP curriculum for the general 
classroom is divided into six transdis-
ciplinary themes. Each theme is then 
translated by teachers into a specific unit 
for each grade level, specialist area, or 
integrated cross-disciplinary unit. 

Figure 1 illustrates the transdisci-
plinary themes used by all teachers, 
and illustrates potential units specific 
to the music room.  

Using this approach, students gain 
knowledge through hands-on, inquiry-
based learning engagements that have 
global significance beyond the class-
room. Incorporated into each unit 
is a focus on two or three of the key 
PYP concepts:  form, function, causa-
tion, change, connection, perspective, 
responsibility, and reflection. Socially, 
the PYP focuses on skills (such as being 
principled, taking risks, caring, think-
ing critically, and communicating) that 
will help students become successful 
global citizens.7

In addition to their own stand-
alone curricula, all specialist teachers 
must integrate as many of the general 
classroom units as is logical for their 
disciplines. For all PYP teachers, guid-
ing questions for each unit help make 
connections across the disciplines. The 
main questions are:

●● What are the key concepts (form, 
function, causation, change, con-
nection, perspective, responsibil-
ity, reflection) to be emphasized 
within this unit?

●● What teacher questions/provo-
cations will drive the lines of 
inquiry during this unit?

●● What guiding questions will de-
fine the scope of the inquiry into 
the central idea?

●● What learning experiences sug-
gested by the teacher and/or 
students will encourage students 
to engage with and address the 
guiding questions?

All subject areas focus on these 
guiding questions, so that when we 
integrate, students are exploring the 
same central idea and key concepts. 
Using this “big picture” framework, 
music teachers can then incorporate 

FIGURE 2: A fourth-grade class 
performing the African song 
“Funga Alafia.”

Unit: Human Migration 

Transdisciplinary Theme: 
Where we are in place and time
The Central Idea:
Throughout history, human migration has shaped our world
Key Concepts

●● Change 
●● Causation 
●● Perspective

Lines of Inquiry

Figure 3: An example of a fourth-grade PYP unit on human migra-
tion, and its connections between the general and music classrooms, 
using one of the transdisciplinary themes. 

the United States’ National Standards 
for Music Education and create lessons 
inspired by Orff Schulwerk. 

To demonstrate this, Figure 3 out-
lines one unit for the fourth–grade cur-
riculum that our teaching team at the 
American School of Bombay created.

Looking at this central idea, trans-
disciplinary theme, and key concepts, 
connections between the classroom 
and music room can be found easily. 

●● When people migrate, they take 
their music with them, often 
changing and combining it with 
other cultures in the new places 
they settle. This makes for an 
easy thematic connection. 

●● In the general classroom, teach-
ers link the storyline of the 
Atlantic slave trade (specifically 
Spanish slave traders, West Afri-
can slaves, and the mix of the two 
in Cuba) to the consequences of 
forced migration.  

●● In the music room, we investi-
gate Spanish music, specifically 
through flamenco dance and its 
instruments, West African drum-
ming including echo rhythms, 
improvisation, call and response, 
and polyrhythms, and Cuban 
music, especially the instruments 
and the traditional Cuban rumba. 
All three provide for engaging 
playing, improvising, singing, 
and dancing experiences.

General Classroom

●● The social, economic, 
geographical, and political 
reasons why people move.

●● How migration changes 
communities and migrants 

●● The obstacles and opportunities 
related to migration

Music Classroom

●● Elements and skills of African, 
Spanish, and Cuban music and 
musicians

●● Blending elements from African 
and Spanish music to create 
Cuban music 

●● Past impact of migration on 
music and musical styles, and 
possible effects in the future
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The conceptual connection is where 
cross-subject integration really lies. In 
both general and music classrooms, we 
focus on the three key concept ideas 
of change, causation, and perspective. 
In the general classroom, the students 
think from the perspective of an im-
migrant, noting societal changes and 
transformations, and the impact of 
migration on many facets of the human 
experience. In the music classroom, 
students think musically, specifically 
from the perspective of Spanish, West 
African, and Cuban musicians and 
dancers. Students inquire into the im-
pact (causation) on the music of Spain 
and West Africa when brought to-
gether in Cuba, subsequently discover-
ing the changes that inevitably happen 
when different cultures combine. 

Over the long term, students may 
not remember all the details of the 
Atlantic slave trade, or specific skills 
and elements of the music they expe-
rienced. But the concepts of change, 
perspective, and causation that happen 
in societies and music when people 
migrate will remain.

Thematically, the general classroom 
and the music room are supported by a 
context that supports both disciplines. 
Because I wanted to spend the little 

time I have with students creating and 
making music, I chose not to investi-
gate in-depth into the Atlantic slave 
trade or the cultures of the music we 
learned; the general classroom teach-
ers would do that. From the music 
perspective, students connect more to 
the music they are making and creating 
by better understanding the contexts 
(historical, geographical, and cultural) 
from which it derives. 

Learning in the general classroom is 
supported through the storyline of the 
Atlantic slave trade, demonstrating the 
consequences, impact, and transforma-
tions that happen when people mi-
grate. This includes examples of what 
can and has happened to the music of 
migrating peoples. While these ideas 
are extremely helpful and wonderful 
to connect through both classrooms, 
it is in conceptualization—where the 
students transfer thinking about unique 
subject areas into terms of perspec-
tive, change, and causation—that true 
integration occurs. 

Throughout this unit, students still 
focus on being musicians in the music 

FIGURE 4: Students trying out 
polyrhythms.

FIGURE 5: The boys finishing their 
own Cuban-inspired dance to the 
folksong, “Guantanamera.”

Discover what could be one of the most 
satisfying teaching experiences of your life.

In family and preschool classes, 
Music Together teachers create music 
activities that delight young children 
(and their grownups!)—all while 
helping parents understand how 
their child develops musically.  

As you learn Music Together’s research-
based approach to early childhood 
music education at our Teacher Training 
Workshop, you’ll begin to see children 
and music in a whole new way. 

(800) 728-2692  •  musictogether.com

Visit our website to find 
a workshop near you.
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This DVD shows Sanna teaching adults, families and K–5 students in her first visit
to their schools. Whether you are reviewing dances learned in Sanna’s workshops or
seeing them for the first time, this engaging DVD will give you competence
and confidence.

GETTING STARTED
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Cultures and Styling in Folk Dance (High/Scope Press, 1998). Sanna and her husband, Mars, have
been members of several troupes and have performed and taught internationally.
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FIGURE 6: Students are highly 
engaged with the type of inte-
gration promoted by the PYP 
program. I had students coming 
to class with things to share and 
questions about the cultures 
and music we were exploring.

room. By communicating and plan-
ning with general classroom teachers, 
we arts teachers can go much deeper 
into the cultures, the human experi-
ence of migration, and musical styles 
presented. (See Figure 6.) Finally, stu-
dents experience and explore how key 
concepts relate to two different subject 
areas through a fascinating theme.

Finding An Authentic 
Connection
Obviously, there is not always a 
perfect connection between two (or 
more) subject areas, nor is it realistic 
to teach an entire music curriculum 
in this way. In fact, if you and your 
collaborators are having a hard time 
finding an obvious connection, then 
so will your students. This difficulty 
is a signal that integration should not 
be attempted. If no connection can be 
found both thematically and concep-
tually, look for ways to connect on 
concept alone. For example, if stu-
dents are learning about how scientists 
use the creative process to build valid 
experiments based on the scientific 
method and uncover knowledge, in 
music class you can connect with how 
musicians use the creative process to 
write original compositions using the 
elements of music. 

Applying the PYP 
Even if you are not working in a PYP 
school, basic PYP principles can be 
applied to any curriculum. Instead of 
a central idea and lines of inquiry, find 
the main theme and overarching ideas 
of the unit you are hoping to integrate. 
For example, in PYP, under the trans-
disciplinary theme of ”how we express 
ourselves,” the overarching ideas any 
teacher can look at are the ways in 
which we: 

●● Discover and express ideas, feel-
ings, nature, culture, beliefs, and 
values

●● Reflect on, extend, and enjoy our 
creativity

●● Appreciate the aesthetic8

Every curriculum has some form of 
enduring understanding for students to 
learn. Once you analyze and find con-
nections, planning an integrated unit is 
much more accessible. (See Figure 7.)

Finding Authentic Connections 
Between Classroom and Music

●● Look at the central idea (or main focus of the unit) as well as the lines 
of inquiry that will be used for exploration. When you find a natural 
and meaningful connection, sketch out the concepts and skills from 
the music curriculum that could fit within that central idea.

●● After finding those connections, narrow your focus. Describe the pos-
sible music-related subjects that general classroom teachers could 
include in their curricula.

●● Time spent with general classroom teachers is crucial. Set up an initial 
meeting with the teachers to discuss the connections, learning en-
gagements, and lines of inquiry to be integrated into both curricula. 
Identify common vocabulary and key concepts to help students and 
teachers transfer the ideas between classrooms.

●● Once the unit has begun, make time for student questions and explo-
rations. Keep referring to the central idea, lines of inquiry, and common 
vocabulary throughout your lessons.

●● Check with the general classroom teachers mid-unit, and discuss any 
changes or additional support needed on either side.

●● Once the unit has finished, assess and reflect. Identify, with both 
students and teachers, what connections were made. Take notes and 
adjust accordingly for the next year.

Figure 7: One process the author takes to find authentic connec-
tions that support both the classroom and music curricula.

Even if you are 
not working in a 
PYP school, basic 
PYP principles can 
be applied to any 
curriculum. Instead 
of a central idea and 
lines of inquiry, find 
the main theme and 
overarching ideas 
of the unit you are 
hoping to integrate.
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FIGURE 8: Creating accompani-
ment parts for the Cuban folk-
song “Guantanamera.”

The PYP approach may seem daunt-
ing. In fact, it does take some extra 
effort and time initially. But I have 
found that this interdisciplinary ap-
proach supports the music curriculum 
immensely. After integrating in this way, 
students begin to think more critically 
about their own music making. Students 
have asked about other examples of 
“mixed-up music” (their phrase) that 
exist, or what would happen if they tried 
to combine different styles themselves. 
You will be amazed at the other connec-
tions they draw.  In one class, we even 
took an extra few days to experiment 
with “mixing up” music of their choice, 
and created small compositions as well 
as theoretical new genres. 

The PYP philosophy feels right at 
home with music education and Orff 
Schulwerk. Under PYP, the role of the 
arts is viewed as “...learning through 
inquiry [with an] emphasis on, and the 

nature of, the creative process.”9 In the 
PYP classroom, students are encour-
aged to follow their own inquiries, 
experiment with new ideas, and create 
their own understanding. The basic 
principles of PYP can greatly enhance 
interdisciplinary learning for educators 
and students while staying true to the 
Schulwerk and National Standards, 

and promoting twenty-first century 
learning. 

For more information on the Primary Years 
Programme, visit the IBO website at www.
ibo.org/pyp, or find a PYP school close to you 
through the search option on the website.

Rachel Wixson is cur-
rently teaching second- to 
fifth-grade general music, 
as well as elementary choir 
and beginning band, at the 
American School of Bom-

bay, in Mumbai, India. She has been using 
PYP principles to teach since her first IBO 
training at Princeton University in 2005. 
A graduate of St. Olaf College in North-
field, MN, she also completed her Masters 
in Music Education at the University of 
St. Thomas, St. Paul, MN in both Orff 
Schulwerk and Kodaly concentrations.
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Integrated and interdisciplinary 
curriculum designs provide mean-
ingful learning experiences for both 

students and teachers. Such experienc-
es contribute to students’ contextual 
understanding of all subjects studied. 
They also develop students’ abilities 
to recognize and understand relation-
ships and connections between areas of 
learning. 

The challenge for teachers is to 
design teaching and learning experi-
ences that help students develop each 
discipline’s necessary understanding 
and skill proficiency for use in ongo-
ing learning settings and life situations. 
At the same time, teachers must place 
these learning experiences within 
broader social, historical, and cultural 
contexts. When the goal is students’ 
educational growth in two or more 
subject areas, learning in at least one of 
the disciplines is the first step, so that 
students can later recognize connec-
tions between disciplines.1

When it comes to music, single-
discipline education involves consistent 
development of students’ musical skills, 
understanding, and knowledge of the 
world. This can be achieved through 
sequentially designed learning expe-
riences in music: listening, reading, 
performing, improvising, composing, 
analyzing, and evaluating. It can result 
in a unique perception of the world.2

Interdisciplinary and integrated music 
education can take many forms. It often 
includes contextual cultural and his-
torical understanding, or learning about 
music: when and where it originated, 
who originated it and why, how and in 
what style it originated, and/or the study 
of relationships between music and other 
subjects that add meaning to the experi-
ence of music, history, and culture.3

A comprehensive music-education 
curriculum combines disciplinary 

Learning Through Collaboration: Using 
Integrated Or Interdisciplinary Approaches For 
Upper Elementary and Middle School Learning 
By Lois Veenhoven Guderian, PhD

learning with interdisciplinary and/or 
integrated teaching and learning.4 Such 
a sequentially designed curriculum 
includes carefully chosen examples of 
music literature, around which teach-
ers design learning opportunities that 
foster students’ musical experience and 
musicianship, their understanding of 
historical, cultural, sociological, and 
theoretical contexts, and the interrelat-
ed nature of the arts. A comprehensive 
curriculum can be developed entirely 
in the music classroom or collabora-
tively among teachers from several 
disciplines. Planning such a curriculum 
requires time, flexibility, and under-
standing of the curricular goals and 
desired outcomes, as described by 
national, state, and local organizations 
for both music and general education. 

A good starting point for design-
ing an interdisciplinary curriculum is 
a sharing session between teachers. 
This is an opportunity to explore initial 
collaboration ideas and determine the 

goals and desired student outcomes 
for a project. Learning materials can 
be chosen throughout the planning 
stage, often with a particular work (a 
piece of music, novel, historical read-
ing, or speech) serving as the nucleus 
or stimulus for the planned activities 
and instructional design. Teachers may 
have to search for high-quality exam-
ples that support both disciplinary and 
integrated or interdisciplinary learning. 

During collaborations, teachers 
examine the characteristics of each 
discipline to determine connections 
between the disciplines. With that 
knowledge, they can design learning 
experiences to make students aware 
of the connections. Teachers can also 
determine the kinds of integration, 
learning activities, scheduling and 
space logistics, and supporting materi-
als required for a successful collabora-
tion. Each of these should represent 
the themes, ideas, historical eras, and 
socio-cultural contexts of the collabo-
ration. They must also hold potential 
for learning experiences that will add 
to students’ understanding of and skills 
in all disciplines involved. Interdis-
ciplinary and integrated learning is 
beneficial when it appears logical, and 
when students and teachers may gain 
a more comprehensive understand-
ing from the collaboration than if the 
content was taught through the lens of 
one discipline. 

An Example of 
Collaboration
In planning studies of the United 
States post-World War II, for example, 
social studies and music teachers could 
collaborate in teaching seventh and 
eighth grade general music students a 
few Vietnam War protest songs. In this 
kind of collaboration, simply learning 
how to sing the songs may not neces-

Planning such a 
curriculum requires 
time, flexibility, and 
understanding of the 
curricular goals and 
desired outcomes, 
as described by 
national, state, and 
local organizations 
for both music and 
general education. 
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sarily improve students’ disciplinary 
understanding and skills in either sub-
ject. Teachers must look into the songs 
for ways to design learning experiences 
that are appropriate for students’ cur-
rent levels of understanding and hold 
potential to expand students’ abili-
ties. The experiences must also meet 
curriculum goals and desired student 
outcomes. 

In another approach, teachers could 
use the time from both social stud-
ies and music class to team-teach the 
project. This is a great opportunity to 
use methods of philosophical inquiry 
to engage students in thinking and 
discovery. Work and research stations 
could enable students to pursue specif-
ic topics of interest generated from the 
studies of the songs. Students would 
engage according to their interest, 
level of understanding, and learning 
style. Class benchmark lessons might 
include hands-on experience and in-
struction for playing, singing, creating, 
or listening. Later opportunities for 
small-group and individual research, 

plus exchanging and critiquing ideas 
and sharing information, can give vari-
ety and energy to learning experiences. 
Alternating between the two provides 
the broadest learning opportunities. 

Collaborations between social stud-
ies and general music are often natural. 
Students can discover historical and so-
cial significance embedded in the songs 
and music from any given time period. 
Questions can serve as a starting point 
in examining a musical work. They can 
generate learning experiences in both 
music and social studies. Other subject 
areas could also be part of the collabo-
ration. Language arts, for example, is 
a logical subject area for collaboration 
when examining original lyrics and 
their creation. 

A Questioning Framework 
for General Music 
and Social Studies 
Collaborations5

In planning collaborations, develop-
ing a framework of questions aligned 
around learning objectives can guide 

the teachers’ planning. A similar ques-
tioning framework can prime students’ 
interest and research into the songs. If 
separate classrooms are to be main-
tained during the collaboration, each 
teacher can reference the learning from 
the other content area to support the 
two disciplines and the historical and 
artistic relationships between events. 

This framework of questions, in 
general form, can be applied to the 
study of any works of art for collabo-
rations. Below is a sample question 
framework to drive a combined social 
studies/music collaboration studying 
Vietnam-era war protest songs. 

Questions For Teachers Planning 
Lessons 

●● In what ways can the students expe-
rience the musical pieces before dis-
cussing the about, why, when, where, 
what, and how of the pieces?

●● In what ways can the students learn 
to sing and play the pieces? For 
example, students may use class-
room instruments, such as soprano 
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or baritone ukuleles, guitars, or 
autoharps, or sing individually, in 
unison, or in choral arrangements. 
What vocal development techniques 
can be addressed? What vocal styles 
can be studied?

●● During music-making experiences, 
what musicianship skills can be rein-
forced or developed? 

●● What recorded examples would 
create opportunities to study the 
music’s style or the performer’s life? 
What examples provide students 
with musically rich listening experi-
ences?

●● What current styles of music, if any, 
have evolved from the stylistic tradi-
tion of the songs? Chronologically, 
what has been that evolution? How 
can the lesson engage students in 
musical experiences in the process 
of understanding this evolution? 

●● What opportunities for students’ 
creative work emerge logically from 
studying the songs? 

●● What activities will nurture stu-
dents’ understanding of song writ-
ing, including lyrics, melody, and 
harmonizing?

●● How do the learning activities align 
with curriculum goals and desired 
student outcomes?

In-Class Questions 
●● How, where, and when did the 

songs originate?
●● Who wrote them and for what 

purpose?6

●● Discuss and describe the musical 
properties, such as the song’s tonal-
ity (major, minor, modal, atonal), 
characteristic rhythms, harmony, 
phrasing, and articulation. 

●● What is the form of each song 
under study?

●● Compare these songs to those pro-
duced during other wars. What are 
the musical similarities and differ-
ences, if any? 

●● What kinds of notation, signs, or 
symbols (both familiar and new) can 
students review or discover, learn, 
and apply from these pieces?

●● What is the expressive quality of 
each song? 

●● What do the lyrics mean? 
●● What aspect of the war, sociologi-

cal condition(s), or emotion of the 

song’s time period do the lyrics 
portray?

Long-Range Question 
●● How can the results of studying 

these pieces be shared with the 
school, community, or others? 
Consider creative products, displays, 
presentations, or performances that 
describe socio-cultural and historical 
contexts as well as current contexts.

Other Collaborative 
Approaches 
A learning communities approach 
supports interdisciplinary collaborative 
work well. Working together in class-
room communities, students develop 
both individual and shared knowledge 
by spending time at various learning 
stations. Typical experiences include 
research, explorations, and creative ap-
plications of their learning. For our ex-
ample above, the social studies teacher 
could design learning centers where 
students choose research topics related 
to the songs, the war, and the sociolog-
ical conditions of the time. The music 
teacher could provide participatory and 
ongoing experiences in music learning, 
review, study, practice, and perform-
ing of the songs. For example, students 
might analyze melodic phrase struc-
tures, harmonize with or accompany 
the songs on classroom instruments, 
sing, compare and contrast song forms, 
song styles, and performance prac-

tices, or study particular composers or 
performers. 

Students could also work alone or in 
groups to compose their own pro-
test songs. Using the in-depth study 
described above, students could gain 
the skills and understanding necessary 
to write meaningful songs. Bob Dylan’s 
Blowin’ in the Wind or Pete Seeger’s 
Where Have All the Flowers Gone would 
serve as excellent models in our exam-
ple. Both songs are excellent examples 
of protest songs from the period. Yet 
neither is too complex in melodic and 
harmonic content for first-time song-
writers to study and understand. Both 
songs can be harmonized with I, IV, 
and V7 chords. 

Students’ melodic explorations and 
compositions can initially be repre-
sented in non-traditional, visual ways 
of notation, and later translated to 
Western notation. Because of the letter 
names on the bars, Orff instruments 
help students express their ideas before 
they have developed skills in Western 
notation. For example, students could 
write melodies using letter names, with 
arrows to indicate pitch direction and 
varying horizontal lines to indicate 
duration. This is just one of several 
methods of visually notating melodies. 

Besides giving students an oppor-
tunity for creative work, translating 
students’ work to traditional Western 
notation—either by hand or through 
computer notation programs such 
as Noteflight, Sibelius, or Finale—
strengthens students’ notating skills. 
Teachers may decide to precede melo-
dy-writing with music-making activi-
ties designed to illustrate relationships 
between degrees of diatonic scales as 
applied to the writing of melodies. 
For example, students might study 
the relationship between the I and V 
degrees of the scale, using chord tones 
as broken melodies. Alternatively, 
students may engage in an open-ended 
melody-writing process by creating 
melodies that express lyrics in word-
painting fashion, or follow the rise 
and fall of the voice when reading the 
lyrics. These latter approaches better 
develop melodic contour that follows 
the expressive implications of the text. 

Teachers could add another layer 

Working together 
in classroom 
communities, 
students develop 
both individual and 
shared knowledge 
by spending 
time at various 
learning stations.



THE ORFF ECHO | 23 

and understanding. It can also create 
opportunities for children and youth 
to develop as musicians themselves, 
for lifelong joy and meaning through 
music. 

Lois Veenhoven Gude-
rian, PhD (Northwestern 
University, Evanston, 
Illinois) is Music Education 
Coordinator at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Supe-

rior. Lois teaches music education classes, 
supervises student teachers, and coordinates 
pre-service field work. Active as a compos-
er, author, choral director, researcher, and 
program designer, Lois has taught music 
to ages pre–school through adult. She has 
written several books and journal articles 
about music education, and designed 
numerous arts education programs, many 
of which emphasize music composition. Lois 
has been an online mentor for the Na-
tional Association for Music Education, a 
reviewer for the public broadcast program 
From the Top, and a former North Cen-
tral Division Chair in music composition. 
She serves local, state, and national arts 
organizations as a consultant, administra-
tor, clinician, performer, and composer.

of musical learning by having students 
practice and perform their work, or 
organize, teach, and direct fellow 
classmates to perform their work. Re-
cord performances for later evaluation 
by the student (with or without the 
teacher) or peer group. 

Teachers can also create rubrics with 
designated criteria to help evaluate and 
assess student learning and creative 
work. Portfolios for each student that 
house compositions created during the 
year can be useful. Together, teacher 
and student can review the year’s cre-
ations, and discuss the student’s learn-
ing, growth, and improvements. 

Further sharing and celebration of 
students’ efforts can include perfor-
mances for other age groups in the 
school, parents, public assemblies, 
formal concerts, electronic sharing, 
and other venues. 

Over time, studies and activities in 
creative drama, art, dance, movement, 
and creative writing could be inte-
grated into the music and social studies 
collaboration, or studied for their in-
terdisciplinary connections. Given the 
opportunity to explore and apply these 
artistic forms, students may create and 

learn from their poetry, dramatic read-
ings, scripts or plays, scenery, murals, 
and choreography. The question 
framework described above expands 
possibilities for comprehensive disci-
plinary and interdisciplinary learning. 
The framework can be applied to the 
study of many, if not all, works of art. 
The work itself is the nucleus—a point 
of departure and framework—for 
learning experiences and creative work.

Combined disciplinary and inte-
grated or interdisciplinary teaching 
and learning takes many forms. Some 
require little preparation time. Others 
require more investment from teach-
ers to design instruction and learning 
activities, to find materials that will 
support the work, and—in the case of 
collaborations—to coordinate teachers’ 
efforts. However, the benefits are many 
and timely. Today’s students require 
complex knowledge and understanding 
in many areas of life, and the ability 
to successfully communicate and live 
in diverse situations. A comprehensive 
music education curriculum model that 
includes disciplinary, interdisciplinary, 
and integrated learning among subjects 
can provide students with such skills 

1. For a discussion on the importance and process of grounding in disciplinary knowledge before attempting interdisciplinary models, see 
also Arthur R. King Jr. and John Arnold Brownell, The Curriculum and the Disciplines of Knowledge (New York; London; Sydney: John Wiley & 
Sons, Inc., 1966).

2. The first seven National Content Standards for Music Education reflect this single-discipline approach to music education.  See The 
Consortium of National Arts Education, National Standards For Arts Education: What Every Young American Should Know And Be Able To Do In 
The Arts (Reston, VA: National Association for Music Education (MENC) Music Educators National Conference, 1984). 

3. National Content Standards for Music Education numbers 8 and 9 reflect interdisciplinary and/or integrated approaches to music 
education. For descriptions of discipline fields, and descriptions and definitions of several kinds of integration and interdisciplinary curricula, 
see also Heidi Hayes Jacobs, “The Growing Need for Interdisciplinary Curriculum Content,” in Interdisciplinary Curriculum: Design and 
Implementation, Heidi Hayes Jacobs, ed. (Alexandria, Virginia: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1987), 1–11. 

4. See also Bennett Reimer, A Philosophy of Music Education (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 2003), 233.
5. For a year-long model comprehensive curriculum, see also Lois Veenhoven Guderian, “Sixth Grade Curriculum” in Music in the 

Elementary Classroom (Lake Zurich, IL: LoVeeG Publishing, 1996/2012). For a similar model as applied to the study of African American 
spirituals, see Lois Veenhoven Guderian, “Combined Disciplinary and Interdisciplinary Collaboration Between General Music and Social 
Studies Classes,” in Igniting Creativity in Gifted Learners, K-6, Joan Franklin Smutny and S.E. von Fremd, eds. (Thousand Oakes, CA: Corwin 
Press, a Sage Company, 2009), 104-108.

6. For a very useful facet model, see Janet R. Barrett, “Interdisciplinary Work and Musical Integrity,” Music Educators Journal 87.5 (2001), 
27–31. For more information on interdisciplinary instruction and music education, see Janet R. Barrett, Claire W. McCoy, and Kari K. 
Veblen, Sound Ways of Knowing. (New York, NY: Schirmer Books, An Imprint of Simon & Schuster Macmillan, Prentice Hall International, 
1997).
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Music and dance fill our world 
and minds, and awaken our 
creative spirits. They touch 

every part of our daily adult lives. But 
how do they influence the lives of 
our students? As young minds begin 
to perceive the world around them, 
how can we connect them to music 
and dance? How do we make music 
instruction relevant and correlate it to 
learning in other disciplines? 

Noted American educator Ernest 
Boyer proposed a curriculum design 
organized thematically on “Core Com-
monalities.” These commonalities are 
“based on shared human experiences. 
[They] integrate the traditional subjects, 
[and help] students see connections 
across disciplines and relate what they 
learn to real life.”1 Boyer identified eight 
universal experiences.2 He proposed us-
ing these themes to teach all educational 
content in an integrated curriculum: 

●● Life Cycle
●● Symbols
●● Group Membership
●● Time and Space
●● Aesthetics
●● Nature
●● Producing and Consuming
●● Living with Purpose 

This article explores each of these 
universal experiences, and defines some 
of the ways they influence children as 
they learn.

Life Cycle
Studies in science, health, culture, and 
music focus on the cycle of life. In 
science, children study the life cycles 
of plants and animals. They learn how 
flora and fauna change as seasons and 
years pass. In health and physical edu-
cation, children learn how their own 
lives are affected by good nutrition and 
exercise. In music, children celebrate 
annual special occasions with seasonal 

and holiday music. By expressing music 
with creative dance and movement, 
students learn how their bodies work 
and function, artistically and physically. 
Students begin to understand that their 
lives and health benefit from using 
dance as a form of physical activity. 

Participating in lifelong cultural 
events helps children see continuity in 
their culture. Musical traditions such 
as play parties, singing games, and folk 
dances pass from older generations to 
younger ones. Cultures and families 
celebrate significant events with music, 
ceremonies, and festivals. Students 
learn that diverse cultures have differ-
ent celebrations for various rites of pas-
sage. These experiences emphasize the 
ongoing cycle of life, where each of us 
is born into a culture, takes part in its 
important aspects, and passes those on 
to younger generations. 

Symbols
Symbols and symbolic experiences have 
been the basis of culture throughout 
time. In language arts, students learn 
to express themselves using symbolic 
verbal, non-verbal, and written com-
munications. In music, students learn 
how music can convey thoughts, ideas, 
feelings, and emotions. They create 
“music” with language by using rhyme, 
rhythm, and other methods such as al-
literation. In learning and writing aural 
music, students use the symbols of 
traditional and devised notation. They 
discover that these musical symbols 
change over time with their originating 
histories and cultures. 

Group Membership
Humans are, in essence, social crea-
tures. People of all times and places 
have formed groups for human contact 
and social interaction. A child’s first 
group is his or her family. At birth, a 

child is introduced into the immediate 
family of parents and siblings. In some 
cultures, extended families, includ-
ing grandparents, aunts, uncles, and 
cousins, help to shape a child’s life. 
Within the core family group, the child 
first experiences music when parents, 
grandparents, and other family mem-
bers sing lullabies and nursery rhymes. 
A community’s children play and sing 
together as the children age. 

Where schools are organized for 
formal education, students form 
ensembles for singing and dancing, 
building a sense of community and of 
belonging to the group. 

Communities with a common heri-
tage share a common identity through 
music, dance, art, and literature. By 
learning and performing dances and 
songs from a variety of cultures, stu-
dents learn about cultural similarities 
and differences. By participating in a 
variety of groups, students learn about 
the rewards, rights, and responsibilities 
associated with group membership. As 
members of a musical community, chil-
dren practice being responsible, valued 
group members.

Time and Space
A sense of time and space allows stu-
dents to gain both historic and geo-
graphic perspectives. 

In music, students explore both 
folk and classical music to understand 
how music of the past compares to 
that of the present. By singing songs 
their parents and grandparents sang as 
children, students sense the continuity 
of music production over time. Using 
this perspective, students can speculate 
about what music and what instru-
ments might be like in the future. 

To gain a geographic perspec-
tive, students learn about history and 
geography by studying their commu-
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nity, city, state, nation, and the world 
at large. When students compare their 
own community’s music to that of 
other cultures, they build a geographic 
perspective of music. Students analyze 
how beat and rhythm compare to the 
concept of time, while the concept of 
space is realized in intervallic relation-
ships. Tempo and spatial awareness are 
reinforced as dancers move to music in 
time through space.  

Aesthetics
Human artistic expression is a profound 
and universal experience. People use 
non-language arts as a form of expres-
sion when language and other forms 
of communication are insufficient. 
Students develop an aesthetic sense 
by experiencing music, dance, art, and 
theater. 

In music, students explore varying 
timbres to express different feelings 
and emotions through a wide variety 
of instruments and voices. Children 
discover the joy of making music and 
dancing. An elementary music classroom 
allows students to experience music and 
dance as a form of self-expression. The 
Orff Schulwerk classroom provides an 
opportunity to combine the art forms 
of dramatic speech, dance, music, and 
artistic backgrounds through formal and 
informal performances.

Nature
Throughout history, humans have used 
materials from the natural world to 
construct musical instruments. Young 
children enjoy using natural, “found” 
sounds to create a musical ensemble. 
In the sciences, children learn about 
their physical world. Sound—and thus 
music—is governed by laws of physics. 
Children can experiment with acoustics, 
learn about vibration, pressure, and fre-
quency, and discover how these variables 
affect music. Students are encouraged to 
act and think like scientists and inven-
tors. Children train to be inventors 

when they design, create, and build 
musical instruments of their own using 
materials from their natural world.  

Producing and Consuming
Children recognize that music is pro-
duced and consumed as part of daily 
life. Students produce music in formal 
performances and informal creative 
music-making. As they share their 
work, students learn to evaluate the 
qualities of musical performances. 

Music-related vocations enable 
students to discover how music is used 
in the community at large. Frequent 
and early music experience can encour-
age a young child to become a lifelong 
learner and musician. As an adult, they 
will be both perceptive consumers and 
producers of music.

Living with Purpose
People seek meaning and purpose 
in their lives. Living with purpose 
includes the study of heroes, the value 
of vocations, and the significance of 
service.3

Children can be inspired by how 
great musicians have found purpose in 
their daily lives. For example, Aaron 
Copland became one of America’s 
most prominent musicians by compos-
ing music to connect to an American 
audience. He also conducted perfor-
mances, taught aspiring musicians, and 
wrote scholarly articles about music. 
Through Copland’s prolific example 
of the daily use of music, students can 
be inspired by the many ways in which 
music adds meaning to one’s life. 

Some people find value and mean-
ing in their life through religion. 
Understanding how religion influences 
composers and their music enriches 
one’s awareness of music and its his-
tory. 

Serving others contributes to a 
person’s sense of meaning and pur-
pose. Music students who perform at 
school and community events bring 

joy to others and set purposeful goals 
for themselves. Children’s lives are 
enriched when they share their musical 
gifts with others.

Applications for the Orff 
Schulwerk Classroom
Carl Orff believed that music should be 
taught in concert with other subjects. 
He said, “It must therefore be stressed 
that elementary music in the primary 
schools should not be installed as a 
subsidiary subject, but as something 
fundamental to all other subjects.”4 
Drawing attention to shared human 
experiences allows students to reflect 
on their work and make connections 
to what they have learned in other cur-
ricular areas. 

Highlighting universal themes in 
an Orff Schulwerk classroom does 
not alter the process or the product of 
children’s music-making experiences. 
Children’s thoughts, ideas, and be-
liefs related to each of Boyer’s themes 
change over time, with additional 
knowledge and maturity. By studying 
music and other content areas con-
currently, students develop a greater 
depth of knowledge. Discovering these 
connections adds relevance to students’ 
musical expression, and gives meaning 
to their lives. 
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With the emerging expan-
sion of National Common 
Core Standards in math 

(established by the Common Core 
State Standards Initiative)1, educators 
in specialty areas such as music may 
be required to integrate mathemati-
cal concepts into their curricula, and 
demonstrate how their students use 
higher-order math thinking skills. 
Music teachers and other specialists 
are challenged to accommodate these 
requests without losing the core integ-
rity of their disciplines. Fortunately, 
the Orff Schulwerk approach provides 
many opportunities to incorporate 
mathematical higher-order thinking 
skills without sacrificing core music 
learning or opportunities for musical 
creativity. 

For example, barred instruments are 
one springboard to introduce or rein-
force math skills at the primary level. 
Because studies indicate that 40% of 
students can be categorized as visual 
learners,2 bars and other visual music 
tools are good ways to teach pattern 
objectives.  One of the first things my 
students usually notice about the pen-
tatonic bar setup is the pattern of twos 
and threes. Students may also grasp 
size relationships of the bars, and note 
that each one has its own home. 

Another way to reinforce pattern 
objectives is by distributing instru-
ments in patterns. When my kinder-
gartners and first graders explore a 
rhythm activity, I distribute instru-
ments by seating order in a certain 
pattern (for example, tambourines, 
triangles, and sticks distributed in that 
order). After two pattern sets, I ask the 
students to predict what instrument 
they should receive in the rotation. 
For additional visual reinforcement, 
use rhythm band maps or interactive 
whiteboard visuals. As kindergarteners 

and first-graders learn these concepts 
in their classrooms, they delight in 
making connections to other areas of 
their lives. (See Figure 1.)

Folk songs provide other math 
connections that can be incorporated 
without losing the integrity of the 
music curriculum itself. One of the 
more popular folk songs and games 
for younger children is “Draw Me a 
Bucket of Water.”3 (See Figure 2.) By 
analyzing the lyrics, students determine 
that they must be in groups of four to 
play the game, since the lyrics basically 
outline math facts of subtracting from 
four. (“You have one in the bunch and 
three out the bunch.”) During the game, 
students going “out of the bunch” twist 

themselves into new shapes. By the end 
of the song, everyone in the group is 
contorted. 

With more advanced primary or in-
termediate groups, build higher think-
ing skills by asking students to decide 
together how to play the game using 
subtraction factors of larger numbers, 
up to five or six. 

Another common folk song is a 
standard version of “Weevily Wheat”4 
that includes multiplication by fives in 
its chorus. This song can be adapted 
by allowing students to substitute new 
multiplication, addition, subtraction, or 
division factors. To extend the lesson, 
students can improvise ostinati and 
various movement activities to reflect 
these math factors.  

Various versions of “Weevily 
Wheat” exist. One such is the Ozark 
region version,5 which does not in-
clude multiplication factors and uses a 
slightly different melody. (See Figure 
3.) It does include a Virginia Reel-style 
movement activity, or dance. This can 
be used for lessons in estimation and 
measurement. For example, during 
the dance, students can estimate how 
far apart the lines must be. They can 
decide what to do if there is an odd 
number of participants in the class. 

In one segment of this dance, stu-
dents break apart the lines and swing 
with random partners. Allow them to 
decide how long it takes to get back 
into two lines and when they should 
start moving back. The more that the 
students themselves calculate what 
needs to be done in this activity, to 
both conduct the dance and meet the 
demands of the music, the more they 
incorporate higher-order math skills 
into real-life situations. 

Use the same approach for con-
centric circle games. One of my 
students’ favorite games is a version of 

Musical Math: A Schulwerk Approach 
to Combining Disciplines
By Karen S. Stafford

Figure 1: Kindergarten students 
during instrument distribution.

Figure 2: First-grade students 
demonstrate “Draw Me a Bucket 
of Water.”
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“Chicken on a Fencepost”6 in which 
two students must weave their ways 
through concentric circles to reach a 
rubber chicken in the middle of the 
inner circle. (See Figure 4.) To make 
this work, the two circles cannot have 
the same number of students or there 
will not be an alley between the circles 
through which to run.  Ask students 
to decide how many extra participants 
must be in the outside circle so that the 
game is safe and successful.  Students 
can also estimate how far apart the 
circles need to be. 

Refrain from making these decisions 
as the teacher as much as possible. 
When students calculate these num-
bers themselves, these games provide 
opportunities to apply estimates and 
visualize spacing. It will also help them 
remember the dances and games for 
future class sessions. 

Polyrhythm and polymeter activities 
also provide opportunities to incorpo-
rate multiplication games and predic-
tions. For these activities, one rhythm 
and/or meter contrasts with another, 
with neither being an exact subdivision 
of the other. Sources for these activities 
include various types of body percus-
sion games adapted from Rhythmisch 
Ubung,7 or stick games, such as Lummi 
stick games.8 For example, one student 
might perform body percussion in 
a meter of three, while another uses 
an even-numbered meter or a meter 
of five. With the Lummi stick game, 
the students sing a chant in a meter 
of three and perform various stick 
routines in either duple or quadruple 
meter. In both situations, depending on 
their ages, students can either predict 
how many beats it will take until both 
arrive at the strong beat at the same 
time, or they can calculate it math-
ematically. (See Figure 5.)

For older students, aleotoric or 
chance music is an excellent opportu-
nity to involve mathematical concepts, 
especially musical dice games. To 
prepare for this activity, lead students 
through body percussion and rhyth-
mic echoing activities until they are 
comfortable with various rhythm pat-
terns. Then divide them into groups 
of five to six students, allocating one 

die per group. Determine a correla-
tion of die numbers with musical scale 
degrees (for example, C=1, D=2, and 
so on). Before students roll the dice, 
ask them to calculate the probability 
of rolling a number “2” out of 10 rolls, 
even numbers out of 10 rolls, or other 
predictions. (If desired, the teacher can 
reward students who made the clos-
est predictions.) As an extension, the 
students, as they roll, can notate the 
correlating pitches on staff paper in the 
exact number order rolled. (See Figure 
6.)

Students can also use results as a 
basis for composing a melody. They 
can expand their composition and roll 
the die again to determine the order 
of individual phrases, similar to the 
Musikalisches Würfelspiel, or dice games, 
of Mozart’s time.10 Then the activity 
can take many forms, such as the ones 
below.

●● Before the dice activity, lead 
students through various body 
percussion and rhythmic echo-
ing exercises, so that they have 

a rhythmic basis for their com-
position. These rhythm patterns 
should be comprised of various 
meters for the final composition.

●● Students determine meter and 
notate pitches and rhythms ac-
cording to the body percussion 
learned previously.

●● Students improvise their own 
rhythms and determine their 
meters.

●● Students either compose or im-
provise ostinati and borduns.

●● Students add accompaniment 
with pitched or non-pitched in-
struments, body percussion, and/
or vocalizing.

●● Students improvise movement to 
accompany their compositions.

Encourage students to create move-
ment activities using concepts from 
two- and three-dimensional geometry. 
Inspiration for these movements can 
arise from artwork or objects in the 
room. In addition, ask students to base 
instrumental improvisations on these 
shapes. 

Figure 3: Fourth-grade students 
perform the dance to the Ozark 
version of “Weevily Wheat.” 

Figure 4: Fourth-grade stu-
dents playing “Chicken on a 
Fencepost.”

Figure 5: Fourth-grade stu-
dents performing a Lummi stick 
game from “Dance Down the 
Rain, Sing up the Corn.”9 

Figure 6: Sixth-grade students 
compose chance music using 
the numbers from multiple rolls 
of a die.
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For example, my sixth-grade 
students recently completed an 
exploration of several mathematical 
concepts by orchestrating the book 
Sir Cumference and the First Round 
Table,11 a fictional children’s book that 
speculates how King Arthur decided 
to seat his knights at round table. 
The students not only created move-
ment and composed music and lyrics 
to transform the story into a musical, 
but they also created the props. To do 
so, they measured and formed various 
geometric shapes. This was a practical 
application of what they were learning 
in math, but applied to music objec-
tives as preparation for a performance. 
In addition, the props were also the 
basis for their improvised movements. 
The story reinforced their knowledge 
of geometry, and the practical applica-
tions solidified their knowledge in a 
kinesthetic manner. 

Music teachers teach math concepts 
every day. The realities of educational 
legislation sometimes require music 
educators to specify exactly how they 

do this. Fortunately, there are many 
ways to reinforce math concepts within 
the music curriculum, while still main-
taining musical objectives as the top 
priority, and without sacrificing musi-
cal integrity. 

Karen Stafford is an 
elementary music specialist 
for the School District of 
Washington in Washington, 
MO, where she has taught 
for 18 years. Before teach-

ing at Washington, she taught elementary 
and junior high music in New Haven, 
MO schools, and was a band and choral 
director, and piano and flute instructor.

Karen earned both BME and MA 
degrees from Central Missouri State 
University, Warrensburg, MO (now the 
University of Central Missouri). She is 
working towards a PhD in music educa-
tion through the University of Kansas, 
Lawrence, KS.

Certified in both Levels I and II of 
Orff–Schulwerk, Karen is secretary for 
the St. Louis AOSA chapter and general 
music vice president for the Missouri Music 
Educators Association. She is also a mem-
ber of the National Education Association, 
American Recorder Society, and the Orga-
nization of American Kodály Educators.
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You’re instrumental 
to their success

You’ve dedicated your life to helping children experi-
ence the joy of making music. With your careful 
guidance and inspiration, and the proper instruments,
you give them an excellent opportunity to succeed. 

Yamaha creates those instruments. Yamaha recorders
are painstakingly designed to create the ideal amount
of air resistance so children can play accurately with
little effort. These recorders reward young musicians
with a rich, full tone that produces a big smile and a
burst of confidence.

It’s not just great tone that makes Yamaha
recorders appealing. Their unique Sour Apple
Green, Cotton Candy Blue and Bubble Gum Pink
colors lend an irresistible charm. On the purely 
practical side, they disassemble into three pieces for
simple and thorough cleaning.

Keep up your important, influential work and Yamaha
will help you lead your students down the bright, 
exciting path to musical success.
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From one springs two, from two 
springs three, and from three 
springs a multitude of things.” 

These lines from Laozi’s Dao De Jing1 
describe the creation of the universe 
as a series of interactions and reac-
tions, step-by-step processes with 
increasingly integrative and paradoxical 
complexity. 

As students and teachers of music, 
language, and writing, we have simi-
larly observed that merging our unique 
experiences and skill sets expands and 
deepens the content, form, reach, and 
articulation of our ideas. Our most 
noteworthy creative experiences, 
whether literary, musical, visual, or 
kinesthetic, have been both intentional 
and spontaneous, and individual and 
collaborative. Each one gurgles up 
from a spring of unique experiences, 
skills, and ideas, and each is necessary 
to the final result.  

The thrill and tension of this cre-
ative paradox—simple and complex, 
practical and imaginative, planned and 
instinctive—have guided us in creating 
new ways to instruct our students. This 
article explores our process of respon-
sive and cumulative creation through 
open-ended, integrated, and collabora-
tive curricula. 

Our annual Inouye Institute for 
the Arts Creative Arts Camp is our 
teaching and learning laboratory. We 
have developed an integrated curricu-
lum that helps our students discover 
and pursue their creative visions. Our 
goal is to increase student proficiency 
in multiple “languages” (art, writing, 
movement, and music), and encour-
age these languages’ use in unique and 
changing circumstances. The result is 
an unpredictable, cumulative applica-
tion of skills, weaving music, move-
ment, visual art, and creative writing 
into idea, execution, and product. 

Practicing integrated processes with 
unpredicted results each time develops 
increased student intuition, confidence, 
and ability to communicate a vision. 
This practice also encourages resilience 
and flexibility to accept, reject, or ad-
just student processes and/or products.

Our first strategy is to build a col-
laborative, interconnected curriculum 
that engages all arts disciplines and 
establishes a common language. As 
we merge the unique expertise of that 
year’s faculty—in videography, his-
tory, science, dance, math, education, 
writing, music, or art—we challenge 
our faculty in the same ways that we 
will challenge our students. We require 
them to contribute their different 
strengths to collaborative projects.

Two teachers from different disci-
plines (music, movement, visual art, or 
writing) plan and teach a 90-minute 
block together, using a shared text, 
work of art, or musical piece to teach. 

The lesson focuses on a single con-
cept, such as repetition, foreground/
background, negative space, or color. 
The block concept and teacher pair-
ings change daily, so that students and 
teachers can make connections that 
they wouldn’t have made previously 
between disciplines. This structure 
requires students and teachers to rely 
upon each other’s imagination and 
skills. The variability of the structure 
encourages teachers to prepare mul-
tiple methods for achieving end goals, 
not knowing what paths students 
might pursue. It helps students develop 
the courage to follow unanticipated 
hunches or ideas that move them into 
new processes. In this way, students 
and teachers learn to celebrate each 
other’s creativity, and to access possi-
bilities that surpass individual accom-
plishments and disciplines. 

A second strategy is identifying and 
building upon our students’ pre-exist-

Heightening Creative Sensibilities:  
An Integrated Arts Approach
By Mei Li Inouye and Mika Inouye 

“

FIGURE 1: A student author shares favorite phrases and images from 
his writing with a teacher. 
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ing “languages” of music, movement, 
visual art, and creative writing. Most of 
our students come from rural agricul-
tural regions with limited access to 
and experience with the arts. We meet 
them at their natural skill levels. As we 
sing songs and explore simple body 
percussion and movement exercises, 
our teachers gauge how comfortable 
students are in their bodies and voices. 
As we tell stories and write for timed 
periods on a range of topics, we assess 
their ability and willingness to express 
their ideas. 

We explore students’ existing skills 
by breaking skills into their component 
parts, mixing them up, and isolating or 
deepening them. We also invite stu-
dents to join in this exploration when 
they feel comfortable. In the process, 
they develop completely new skills. 

For example, rather than use techni-
cal terms “melody” and “rhythm,” 
we say “sound support” when we ask 
students to accompany a group of 
movers. Instead of consciously select-
ing measured time values and spe-
cific pitches, we let students discover 
through experimentation how their 
own melodies and rhythms evolve 
naturally. (See Figure 2.)

We remind them that once they 
find something they like, whether it 
is a word, a combination of tones, or 
a sound effect, to repeat it. Student 
musicians settle into a groove, the 
movers respond to specific sounds, and 
symbiotic relationships grow out of the 
experiment. By the end of the week, 

having stretched their understandings 
of familiar and new concepts, students 
are comfortably creating mixed media 
art with skills that didn’t exist for them 
the week before.   

Organically leading students into an 
awareness of new concepts requires a 
well-articulated teaching strategy. To 
expand students’ artistic vocabulary 
across disciplines, teachers must use 
non-threatening terms for things stu-
dents already understand and do. We 
introduce descriptive words in simple 
exercises, and consistently use the same 
words across languages throughout the 
course of the camp. A few examples of 
this technique are below. 

●● Use your elbow to show a “rise” you 
hear in this Brandenburg concerto. 

●● Use three fingers in the air to mimic 
the rise and fall you see in this paint-
ing.

●● Let’s read this poem together and 
listen for where the language rises 
and falls. Read it again and match 
your eyebrows to your voice. 

●● Work with this fistful of clay for the 
next few minutes and let it find both 
a rise and a fall. 

Integrating words and ideas across 
disciplines in this way helps students 
make connections between seemingly 
unrelated concepts.

As students apply active, descriptive, 
and familiar words like round, heavy, 
dab, dart, melting, floating, skimming 
the water, and stuck in the mud to a 
range of situations and media, teachers 
strategically set parameters to solidify 

and expand student skills. Parameter 
examples may include: 

●● with a partner
●● within two sets of eight beats
●● using only one color
●● making one point of physical 

contact
●● using a pentatonic set-up
●● moving without using arms 

Teachers narrow or enlarge the 
parameters to suit the students’ ever-
changing abilities, and learners grow 
increasingly confident and conversant 
in applying their growing vocabulary 
to new situations and art forms. (See 
Figure 3.) As a result, they increase 
their proficiency in what we call the 
languages of art.

Everyday descriptive words and 
actions grow to include broader 
concepts. These develop into a com-
mon, collaborative lexicon for use in all 
classes, as seen in the examples below.

●● Consider how symmetry and asym-
metry relate to rhythm, melody, 
texture, and form; or to a dancer’s 
space, time, and energy.

●● How can negative space or back-
ground and foreground be used to 
describe the action or silence or even 
layout in a poem or story?

●● How can conflict and resolution be 
represented in an art medium?

We play with symmetry and asym-
metry as we make compositions of 
peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich 
triangles, or roll “sushi” with wheat 
bread, cream cheese, red pepper strips, 
and watercress. We create a musi-

FIGURE 2: Students explore rhythms using mirror-
ing exercises.

FIGURE 3: A teacher modifies an exercise for stu-
dents, so they experience a different result. 
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cal background and foreground for a 
movement sequence and formation. 
The negative space in our found-object 
sculptures directs the shape and mo-
tion of a body percussion ostinato. (See 
Figure 4.) In fixed shapes, we kines-
thetically show where there is conflict 
and resolution in a poem or piece of 
music.

Using our varied expertise, we 
explore concepts within the scope of 
our own specialties and extend their 
meanings to other disciplines. Where 
we might use terms like dissonance in 
music, tension in art, and bound energy 
in movement, we make the effort to 
use conflict as our working terminology. 
This is not to dilute our pedagogy, but 
to develop connections between disci-
plines. Later we judiciously introduce 
more technical and specific labels, but 
only if they enhance or deepen student 
understanding. With a vocabulary 
that applies across languages, students 
begin to compartmentalize less and 
connect new ideas. They become able 
to articulate their own and others’ 
experiences, and their creative work 
becomes more personal, voluntary, 
and involved. This is evident in their 
increased participation and willingness 
to share individual ideas. 

Students respond well to these 
methods. As their proficiency increas-
es, they apply their skills to create art 
unique to their perspectives and life 
experiences. As students develop pride 
in their work, they are eager to share 
it. They also better appreciate the work 
of others. 

For example, when a group of 
twelve- to thirteen-year-olds observes 
what eight- to nine-year-olds do with 
the older group’s theme (background 
and foreground), topic (This is Just to 
Say by William Carlos Williams2), and 
focus (writing and movement), led by 
a different set of teachers, they are 
delighted at the differences and simi-
larities. Since they practiced the same 
material, possibly in different ways and 
media, the familiarity encourages more 
group participation. (See Figure 5.)

Teacher modeling is also important 
in order to establish a safe, humor-

filled environment where kids can try 
new ideas without pressure. When 
students observe a group of teachers 
engage in a 10-minute improvisation 
game using a “symmetry” theme, a 
student-composed haiku as the topic, 
and writing and movement as the 
focus, students see their own work vali-
dated. They also sense that “flopping,” 
or testing an idea that may not satisfy 
the performer’s personal expectations 
or diverts the performance from the 
direction the performers intended to 
go, is acceptable. The playfulness of 
the performance also inspires them 
to continue creating throughout the 
exercise and after camp.

The results we see from our camps 
differ from those of traditional class-
rooms, for both students and teach-
ers. Team-teaching fosters a powerful 
synergy. Teachers’ expertise in their 
respective disciplines affects the work 
but never determines the product. 
With each class and teaching team, the 
process and results are new. Although 

FIGURE 4: A student explores 
dimensions by creating a fruit 
sculpture.

FIGURE 5: Students synthesize music, movement, 
and poetry into a live performance. 

FIGURE 6: Throughout the week, students describe 
their experiences in their notebooks. 

As students develop 
pride in their work, 
they are eager to 
share it. They also 
better appreciate 
the work of others. 
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old and new words to familiar and un-
familiar situations, students unveil ad-
ditional meanings and interpretations. 
An old building in a new neighborhood 
narrates a history. A personal conflict 
emerges from layers of wallpaper, 
from text and subtext. And as students 
respond to the world with heightened 
sensitivities and increased points of 
connection, individual moments flower 
into possibility. 

Mei Li Inouye is a teacher, 
novelist, and co-founder 
of the Inouye Institute for 
the Arts in Gunnison, UT. 
Currently developing a 
Mandarin Chinese lan-

guage program at The Madeira School, an 
all-girls’ independent boarding school for 
grades 9–12 in McLean, Virginia, she is 
also the Co-Director of Curriculum Design 
for China Programs in Shanghai, China. 
She has directed and designed research, 
home stay, and language programs for 
international high school students. Mei 
Li finished her first book, Walk Without 
Notice (Boston, MA: Palmyra Press, 
2005), while studying journalism at Nan-
jing University and writing for the Yangzi 
Evening Post and Dongfang Magazine. 
She graduated with an MFA in creative 
writing from Hollins University, Roa-
noke, VA, and with degrees in English and 

the process includes imitation, repeti-
tion, exploration, and improvisation, 
variations are as unique as the products 
that materialize: a silent play, a musical 
drama, a chanted hand-jive executed by 
painted hands onto a white sheet, or a 
group body sculpture that pulsates to a 
single-moving drone on the xylophone. 

We find that students are excited to 
listen, and even more excited to apply 
what they have learned. Their note-
books fill up with spontaneous sketches 
and poems. (See Figure 6.)

“Veterans” return each year more 
confident than before, willing to read 
or sing their work aloud, reveal some-
thing deeply personal, and watch each 
other perform in funny, awkward ways. 
Some of our students request positions 
as staff and teaching assistants. We are 
currently trying to fund students to 
work on projects throughout the year, 
with our summer camp continuing cre-
ative processes, and serving as a place 
for workshopping, further exploration, 
and feedback. 

Most significantly, however, our stu-
dents develop the ability to experience 
the world as a place of profound pos-
sibilities. Their skills allow them to see 
a stone as positive or negative space, 
or as a passerby caught in the conflict 
of earth’s movement, or as a character 
meditating its next move. By applying 

1. Lao Tsu, Tao Te Ching, translated by Gia-fu Feng and Jane English (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), Chapter 42, lines 2-4. Mei Li 
Inouye translated this passage from Chinese to English while studying the Dao De Jing. She uses the pinyin system of spelling in use today, 
using “d” instead of “t” and “zi” instead of “tsu,” which replaces the older Wade Giles Romanization. 

2. William Carlos Williams, “This is Just to Say,” The Norton Anthology of American Literature, Shorter 4th edition, Nita Bayam, editor 
(New York: W.W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1995).

Chinese from Brigham Young University, 
Provo, UT. 

Mika Inouye, an Orff 
Shulwerk-certified teacher, 
is director of the Inouye In-
stitute for the Arts. She has 
taught K–5 music at Desert 
Sky Community School, a 

Waldorf-inspired charter school in Tucson, 
Arizona, and is currently the music spe-
cialist at Durango Early Learning Center, 
Provo, UT. An MTNA-certified piano 
teacher, she maintains a private studio in 
Durango, Colorado, and is the Colorado 
State Coordinator for the MusicLink 
Foundation. Mika received her Master’s 
degree in Piano Performance from the 
University of Montana, Missoula, and did 
her undergraduate work in Piano Perfor-
mance and Pedagogy at Brigham Young 
University, Provo, UT.

The Inouye Institute for the Arts is a 
not-for-profit, family-run, community-
partnered educational venture, dedicated to 
developing the whole child as a creative in-
dividual. The Creative Arts Camp runs for 
one week each summer in rural Utah. The 
main camp includes students aged 8–14, 
with a junior program for ages 4–7, serv-
ing over 120 students. A faculty of 15–20 
siblings and cousins leads all programs.
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Diary Of A Compulsive Integrator
By Janet Greene

The Beginning

I admit it. I am a compulsive integra-
tor. I am constantly imagining ways 
to connect the disciplines of math, 

music, botany, biology, geology, music, 
dance, language arts, and anything else 
my students are learning. For some 
unknown reason, I am not content to 
teach solely music and dance. Have I 
strayed too far from the path of an Orff 
teacher? When did I begin to slide 
down the slippery slope of making con-
nections? 

My journey began on one of those 
blue-sky days of spring. During a break 
between classes, I left my music room 
and strolled across campus. “I wonder 
what those kindergarten students are 
doing?” I asked myself. So I opened up 
a fateful door and walked into a minia-
ture construction zone.

The Staircase
I can see it now: small children mak-
ing what look like tiny staircases with 
plastic blocks. The steps ascend in-
crementally: one step, then two, three 
steps, then four, until they reach a total 
of twelve. After each new addition, the 
little builders carefully count the steps 
out loud, and then label each one with 
a corresponding number. 

While observing them, I keep think-
ing, “Why not sing those numbers?” 
But I remain silent, not wanting to in-
terrupt this brilliant lesson moving the 
children’s learning from the concrete 
to the abstract. George Gershwin’s “I’ll 
Build a Stairway to Paradise” could 
have been the theme song for this les-
son. But there was no singing.

Later that evening, when I got 
home, I couldn’t wait to construct 
my own staircase using colored math 
blocks I had found in the school’s re-
cycling box. I “sang” up and down the 
staircase scale, and then did some “step 

skipping” with my fingers. 
Memories of my first experience 

playing Javanese Gamelan returned: 
each tone of the scale was assigned a 
number, and we sang melodies using 
these numbers. Yes, solfege is a great 
tool, but kindergartners are focused on 
learning and manipulating numbers. 
Why not teach number sequences and 
in-tune singing at the same time? I 
can’t wait to try this with my kinder-
garten students next week!

Singing the Staircase
When I brought my five-step staircase 
into class, the students looked mysti-
fied. I sang the numbers as my fingers 
walked up the stairs. I asked the chil-
dren to echo me.  

It was amazing. Most were able to 
sing the five-tone scale in tune. I tried 
skipping from 5 to 3, the familiar so–mi 
chant, and followed this with the inter-
vals 1–3–5.  Again, many were match-
ing pitch. I think the visual cue of the 
stairs helped them understand pitch 
intervals. In the next class, I decided to 
pair up students for some musical stair 
games. 

The Staircase to 
Enlightenment
This next lesson was exciting to watch! 
Pairs of students constructed their own 
staircases, then created different musi-
cal games to play. I realized that I had 
observed a brilliant math lesson and 
expanded it into the realm of music 
using the common element of number 
sequence. Stair steps teach more than 
math—they teach music equally well.

What a discovery! I was teaching 
two disciplines simultaneously. But was 
this something extraordinary? Don’t 
children do this naturally before they 
enter school? My research on lan-
guage acquisition demonstrated that 
infants move fluidly between speech 
and song. When young children 
begin to write, they mix pictures with 
letters. I had also observed preschool-
ers combining art and physics as they 
built block structures. Young children 
are scientists, mathematicians, danc-
ers, linguists, musicians, and painters. 
Separate disciplines don’t exist for 
these eager learners. They are natural 
integrators, traveling easily through 
these areas as if no walls existed.

 What happens when these flexible 
learners enter school? Some continue 
along the integration path when allowed 
or encouraged by enlightened teachers. 
But many don’t. Why not? Because in 
numerous schools, the walls between the 
disciplines are built, brick by brick, with 
rarely a window or door. This separation 
is accomplished in a variety of ways. One 
example is the daily schedule posted 
in every classroom that allots time for 
single subject areas: language arts from 
8:45—9:30 a.m., math from 9:30—10:15 
a.m., and so on.

The Obsession Deepens 
I am hooked on integrated learning. 
Over the next few weeks, I walk into 

FIGURE 1: Students using the 
“singing staircase” for math 
and music.
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other classrooms. I am totally fascinat-
ed with what students are studying. In 
the second grade science curriculum, 
students were exploring balance by 
using cardboard and tiny weights. Bal-
ance is also a fundamental element of 
dance. I asked myself, “Why not expe-
rience balance through their bodies?” 
I composed a lesson where students 
used different body parts to balance 
while shifting their centers of gravity. 
The lesson culminated with a balance 
dance. I had found another point of 
intersection between two disciplines. 
Dance and science united! 

Why can’t students have more 
experiences where they learn a concept 
through different disciplines? Perhaps 
it is the word “discipline”: in itself, it 
seems so permanent, so much like a 
fortress with solid, immoveable walls. 
Why not change the terminology and 
think of mathematics, music, or biol-
ogy as different lenses through which 
students can view and experience the 
world? Each lens gives a unique per-
spective. Combine them and under-
standing deepens. At the interface of 
different disciplines, new discoveries 
can occur. 

This approach allows teachers to 
imagine new ways of thinking about 
disciplines. Suddenly, a “discipline” 
is not a permanent stone structure, 
but a flexible building with numerous 
open doors that encourage travel and 
transitions. On their journeys, students 

not only gain multiple perspectives, 
they begin to perceive connections 
between the disciplines. Why is this so 
important? Because without the ability 
to make connections between environ-
mental, political, social, and economic 
issues, citizens and their leaders will 
not make informed decisions that con-
cern our very survival on this planet.

Water Dance
Walking to lunch today, I spot a fourth 
grader with a clipboard and a ruler, 
staring intently at a water bottle. 
When I ask her what she is doing, she 
responds, “I’m measuring how much 

water has evaporated.” 
“But what does ‘evaporate’ mean?” 

I ask. A blank stare accompanies her 
silence. 

I realize how many students learn 
the word “evaporation,” yet have no 
understanding of its meaning. The 
phase change from a liquid to a gas 
seems mysterious because it is invisible. 
The water level in the bottle decreases. 
Where is the water now? Those color-
ful posters on the walls showing rivers 
and clouds and rain do not reveal the 
secret of what is happening. 

How could I make this amazing 
transformation from liquid to gas vis-
ible? Through dance, of course! The 
phase change from liquid to gas is re-
ally about the movement of molecules 
as they speed up and move farther 
apart with the input of energy. Why 
not create a dance/science lesson where 
students become water molecules and 
physically experience this transfor-
mation? At the same time, they can 
explore the dance elements of tempo, 
levels, and energy.

The lesson grew quickly into a 
unit on the unique qualities of water, 
including surface tension, the hexago-
nal structure of ice crystals, and the 
polarity of the water molecule. Music 
was needed to provide an impetus, so 
student musicians created a musical 
accompaniment. Science, music, and 

FIGURE 2: Children explore properties of balance using their bodies.

FIGURE 3: Creating a hexagon 
shape of an ice crystal, using 
the body.

 Suddenly, a 
“discipline” is not a 
permanent stone 
structure, but a 
flexible building 
with numerous 
open doors that 
encourage travel 
and transitions.
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dance—there was a balance and a flow 
among all three subjects. The brick 
walls between the disciplines came 
tumbling down as students danced and 
played their own Water Cycle. 

Mrs. Wiggle And Mr. Waggle 
Discover Mathematics—
The Classroom Teacher 
Begins To Integrate
For years I’ve been telling the story 
of Mrs. Wiggle and Mr. Waggle to 
help teach the concept of pitch. The 
students act out the story, and then use 
high and low voices as they follow yarn 
pathways on the floor. 

I was amazed when one of the 
kindergarten teachers told me how 
she had incorporated the story into 
a math lesson. Students constructed 
their wiggle and waggle houses out 
of wooden geometric blocks, then re-
created these structures with matching 
paper shapes glued onto a larger piece 
of paper. Finally, they drew pictures of 
themselves traveling on pathways to 
their “friend’s house.” The dimension 
of geometry had been added to this 
simple musical story. 

It was so gratifying to see how a 
teacher incorporated my lesson into 
her curriculum. After this experience, 
I wanted to work more closely with 
teachers.

Several Months Later: 
The Integration Project
My wish to collaborate more closely 
with teachers has become a reality. I 
found a teacher from each grade level 
interested in integration. With the sup-
port of our fine arts coordinator, I re-
ceived a grant from my school district 
to bring music and dance into kinder-
garten math, first-grade language arts, 
and second-grade science curricula. 

The teachers and I chose several spe-
cific skills or concepts from each grade-
level text. Then I created lessons that ad-
dressed these skills and concepts through 
music and/or dance. The lessons also 
addressed key California state standards 
in music, dance, and academics. My 
intent was to give equal value to the art 
and academic subjects while teaching 
them simultaneously. I also wanted to 
use these as model lessons to encourage 

teachers to create their own integrated 
curricula. Since the teachers came to my 
music and movement classes with their 
students, they were able to observe the 
lessons and give me feedback. 

Some of these lessons worked well; 
others needed revisions. At the end 
of the pilot project, I met with the 
teachers and gave them copies of the 
lesson plans and DVDs of some of the 
lessons. The teachers’ responses varied. 
Some teachers appreciated how the 
lessons addressed different learning 
styles. Others questioned the value of 
integrating music and dance into the 
curriculum. 

Members of one grade-level team 
were enthusiastic, and spoke of the 
importance of incorporating music 
and dance into their different subject 
areas. They obtained district stipends 
so I could continue to support them 
as they developed integrated cur-
ricula. They brought musical instru-
ments into their classrooms, and we 
discussed additional integration ideas. 
One teacher told me that her teach-
ing has been totally transformed by 
incorporating music and dance into 

FIGURE 4: A student’s “wiggle, waggle” drawing as part of a geom-
etry lesson. 

One teacher told me 
that her teaching 
has been totally 
transformed by 
incorporating music 
and dance into 
her curriculum. 
This was very 
gratifying to hear.
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1. Carl Orff, Carl Orff: Documentation, His Life And Works (Vol. 2). Margaret Murray, trans. (New York: Schott Music Corporation, 1978). 
245.

2. Dr. Seuss, Oh the Thinks You Can Think (Random House Children’s Books, 1975).

her curriculum. This was very gratify-
ing to hear.

Reflections
Doubts about my integration obses-
sion have disappeared. I know other 
Orff teachers who bring the riches of 
music and dance into other disciplines. 
I’ve also encountered many music and 
classroom teachers enrolled in my 
courses and workshops who are hungry 
to learn this kind of teaching. Schools 
and districts across the country are now 
integrating the arts into other areas 
of their curricula, despite the intense 
preoccupation with testing. Massive 
amounts of research data show a strong 
correlation between an arts-infused 
curriculum and student achievement in 
academic, social, and emotional areas. 
My integration obsession is spreading.

As I look back through my personal 
journey, I remember a quote from Carl 
Orff that continues to speak to me:

“The place where [the Schul-
werk] can be most effective, and 
where there is the possibility of 
continuous and progressive work, 
and where its connections with 
other subjects can be explored, 
developed, and fully exploited ... 
is the school.”1

I believe Orff is saying, “Yes, go for 
it!” This dispels any doubts I might 
have that music and dance can breathe 
new life into other areas of a curricu-
lum. I wonder if Orff himself had the 
opportunity to explore the connec-
tions between the Schulwerk and other 
subjects? I certainly have. During this 
integration journey, I have repeatedly 
asked myself the following questions:

Resources
Aston–Warner, Sylvia. Teacher. New York: Simon & Shuster, 1963.
Burke, Carolyn, Jerome Harste, and Kathy Short. Creating Classrooms For 

Authors And Inquirers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1996.
Eisner, Elliot. “Education, Conservation, And The Future Of Arts.” In Elliot 

Eisner (ed.), The Arts, Human Development And Education. Berkeley, 
CA:  McCutchan Publishing, 1976. 213–225.

Gallas, Karen. The Languages Of Learning: How Children Talk, Write, 
Dance, Draw, And Sing Their Understanding Of The World. New York: 
Teachers College Press, 1994.

Greene, Janet. Masters Thesis: Three Languages of Childhood. Sonoma 
State University, Rohnert Park, California, 2002.

Jacobs, Heidi Hayes (Ed.). Interdisciplinary Curriculum: Design And Imple-
mentation. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development, 1989.

Katz, Susan A. and Judith A. Thomas. Teaching Creatively By Working The 
Word: Language, Music And Movement. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1996.

Scott–Kasner, Carl. “The Place Of The Arts In The Integrated Curriculum.” 
The Music Leadership Letter (Silver Burdett Ginn, 1993).

Small, Christopher and Robert Walser. Music, Society, Education. London: 
Christopher Small, 1980.

Snyder, Susan. Integrate With Integrity: Music Across The Curriculum. 
West Norwalk, CT: Arts Education IDEAS, 1996.

●● What are the connections 
between disciplines?

●● How can I create an environ-
ment where my students dis-
cover these connections, while 
continuing to be musicians, 
dancers, scientists, mathema-
ticians, and linguists? 

●● How can I do this in the pres-
ent school system? 

Perhaps Dr. Seuss had the best 
answer: “Think left and think right 
and think low and think high. Oh 
the thinks you can think if only you 
try!”2 

Janet Greene, MA, 
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and Monte Rio Elemen-
tary Schools in Northern 
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and teachers in Bali, Bhutan, Thailand, 
and South Africa. She received a Fulbright 
grant in 1987–88 to attend the Special 
Course at the Orff Institute in Salzburg.
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“Sense deals with the emotional experi-
ence… Cultivate the senses. Slow down 
perception to get into the work. Through 
arts education, we can take time to express 
the work. Take the time, because efficiency 
is for things that we don’t like to do.” 

—Elliot Eisner1 

The school bus, full of noisy 
fourth-grade students from Up-
per Nyack Elementary, drove 

into the Storm King Art Center park-
ing lot in Central Valley, New York. 
The children jockeyed to reach the bus 
door, with jackets, lunch bags, clip-
boards, and pencils at the ready. When 
it opened, the face of the first boy in 
line lit up as a voyager’s might on first 
seeing land. His free hand dramatically 
pointed outward as he recognized a 
sculpture he had studied in his class-
room.  Over his shoulder he yelled to 
his friends and to the world, “Alexan-
der Calder!” before bounding out of 

Field Trips: “Slow And Deep” 
Through Arts Education 
By Judith Thomas-Solomon

the bus. The others were close behind. 
We, the organizing teachers, knew we 
had done something right. 

Two months before that auspicious 
field trip beginning, Upper Nyack 
Elementary art teacher Gail Gomp-
per, visiting school poet Susan Katz, 
and I, Judith Thomas-Solomon, music 
teacher, had planned this field trip. 
For our experience, we had selected a 
world-class sculpture garden, one of 
the most astonishing collections of out-
door sculptures in the world. We knew, 
from past experience, that the 50-mile, 
45-minute bus ride to reach it would 
be well worth the travel.

The Value Of Field Trips 
We all knew the significance of field 
trips in general. Based on our experi-
ence of previous trips taken closer to 
home, we knew that they offered un-
limited opportunities to create poetry, 
music, movement, and art. 

One year, all of Upper Nyack 
Elementary had enjoyed a trip to Pete 
Seeger’s sloop Clearwater, which was 
docked in Piermont, New York, a 
10-minute bus ride from the school. We 
sang sea chanteys there, which we had 
studied in music class, and heard stories 
about the sloop and the history of that 
area. We seined for baby fish with high 
school biology students who brought 
holding tanks and wore hip boots. (The 
experience was later turned into a terrific 
food chain drama in the classroom.) We 
sketched portions of the Clearwater with 
the art teacher, and danced “play parties” 
from the historical era on the dock. The 
definitive poems, drawings, and music 
that the children created afterwards in 
class illustrated their new awareness and 
appreciation of their vibrant neighbor-
hood. It certainly changed all the teach-
ers’ views permanently.

Another year, three fourth–grade 
classes walked about a mile from the 

FIGURE 1: Alexander Calder’s sculpture The Arch (1975) and a student’s onsite impressions. Photo cour-
tesy of Storm King Art Center, Mountainville, New York, and © 2012 Calder Foundation, New York/Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York; other images courtesy of the author.
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school to the beach at Hook Mountain 
on the Hudson River, where Henry 
Hudson had named the massive river 
275 years before. There the children 
wrote poetry and created songs and 
movements based on the fluid and 
historical attributes of the river. After-
wards, they returned to art class and 
learned how to create Hudson River 
scenes with watercolor washes, edited 
their poetry in language arts, and ex-
tended those works through movement 
and music in the music room. The hall 
bulletin boards sang of their creativity 
and the wonder of the Hudson Val-
ley to the whole school. This type of 
post-experience schoolwork expands 
the influence of any trip, and shares the 
wonder and joy of learning.

Another spring trip took our stu-
dents to experience the architecture 
and unicorn tapestries of the Cloisters 
Museum, in Upper Manhattan. On 
that trip, the fourth grade was di-
vided into three groups. Each group 
rotated to one of three stations with 
a teacher: one group analyzed the 
tapestries inside the museum, and a 
second observed the outside architec-
tural characteristics of the museum. 
The third played medieval music they 
had learned on their soprano recorders 
under the museum grounds’ bloom-
ing cherry trees, to everyone’s delight, 
students and teachers alike. 

Each of these field trips required 
extensive planning. We used the same 

process to develop our trip to Storm 
King. We knew it would be important 
to engage all three phases of the field 
trip experience—preparation, actual 
experience, and aftermath—because 
each phase would contribute to a mem-
orable experience. This article explores 
how we managed this field trip in 
detail, to help other teachers organize 
memorable trips for their classes. 

Begin With High 
Expectations
We teachers knew what we wished to 
jointly accomplish during the Storm 
King trip: 

●● Break through any of the stu-
dents’ preconceived notions of 
what constituted a “museum,” 
and share abstract and nonobjec-
tive art in an outdoor environ-
ment.

●● Help students appreciate the 
monumental, massive sculptures. 

●● Make students aware of the 
ambition inherent in creativity: 
how a person can use his or her 
initial creative impulse to develop 
something real.

●● Help students understand the 
exceptional professional skills in 
engineering, materials, design, 
and landscaping in this particular 
environment.

●● Show students the relationship 
between visual sculpture and its 
translation into sound, move-

ment, and language, using the 
sculptures themselves as stimulus.

●● Apply creative language skills to 
describe things with form and 
substance—that is, select appro-
priate adjectives to enhance the 
image, and describe their feelings 
about and subject of each indi-
vidual sculpture.

●● Help each student experience 
the work on a sensory level—to 
internalize it and to make it 
uniquely his or her own—and 
feel the worth of his or her con-
tributions.

●● Heighten students’ ability to ac-
curately record forms and visual 
perspective on paper, through 
sketching the sculptures. These 
would later be used for interpre-
tive work in the art classroom.

Limiting Our Focus 
A month before the Storm King trip, we 
three teachers visited the site ourselves. 
We wanted to see what aspects of it 
stirred our creativity. We also document-
ed parts of the experience that would 
help prepare our students for the trip, 
and build their anticipation. 

Storm King’s 400 acres are so vast 
that we decided to narrow our selection 
of “featured” sculptors to those with 
the most pieces and most distinctive 
visual styles. We planned to familiarize 
our students with the artists’ works and 
names through photos in the classroom.  

One-half egg
I am inside it
Its walls are smooth
Like plastic on gravel
The shell is shiny
Like glaze on pottery
It is bumpy
It’s cozy but I hear
A voice
My mother
I depart from my egg.

—E. O., fourth grade

FIGURE 2: Isamu Noguchi’s piece Momo Taro inspired poetry during the field trip. Photograph courtesy of 
the Storm King Art Center, Mountainville, New York, and the Artists Rights Society, and copyright © 2012 
The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, New York / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. 
Poetry courtesy of the author.
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By reviewing these photos, the 
students would learn to name each 
sculptor. We wanted them to recognize 
the sweep of Calder, the busyness of 
Louise Nevelson, the eccentricities of 
Tal Streeter, the monolithic tubes of 
Alexander Lieberman, the mechanical 
machinations of Mark di Suvero, or 
the smooth stone rhythms of Henry 
Moore. We wanted students to feel 
that they knew what to expect for the 
field trip, and we felt that teaching 
them key elements of styles and sculp-
tors’ names ahead of time would keep 
their interest keen.

Preparing For The Trip: 
In The Classroom
Our teacher trip to Storm King was 
invaluable in helping us decide how 
to prepare our students for the expe-
rience. Before the students’ trip, we 
planned specific learning activities.

●● In language arts, Susan, the poet, 
would build their poetic flexibil-
ity and awareness of verbal pos-
sibilities by creating group poems 
about the sculptures’ qualities 
from photographs of the artwork. 
Students would be asked to use 
metaphor, simile, adjectives, sens-
es, emotions, and personification. 

●● In art class, Gail, the art teacher, 
would begin a “junk” sculpture 
unit using paper tubes and found 
objects to create works resem-
bling the Alexander Lieberman 
sculptures, with the focus on 
structural/architectural integrity 
and balance. These attributes 
would be essential in their art 
creations, just as they are in the 
sculptures they were about to 
visit. Students would continue 
this art project after the trip as 
a follow-up, to deepen their ap-
preciation and awareness. 

●● In music class, I would facilitate 
the creation of rhythm chains 
from selected sculptor names and 
turn them into body percussions 
and melodies. We would play with 
the designs of particular sculptures 
and create sounds for them vocally, 
performing movements that the 
sculptures might make, and mak-
ing their shapes with our bodies.

Melodic contours, sung and played on recorders, would parallel the visual con-
tours of the artworks. Group movement pieces would relate to the various sculp-
tures using vocal sounds, small percussion, voice, and recorder. 

On site during the field trip, we would share these experiences beneath “The Arch 
(1975),” one of the huge Calder sculptures that formed a little natural amphitheater 
within its structure. As an ending, with me on recorder, a classroom teacher would 
lead us in a long, hand-joined line, improvising an estampie, much as people did in the 
twelfth century with whole villages participating. For us, it would mark the end of our 
journey, and we would traipse back across the field to the waiting buses.

Implementing The Lesson Musically
We created rhythms for each of the artists we intended to study. These included:

Next, students created combinations with small percussion instruments, and played 
them under student improvisations. 

Using these rhythmic patterns, the students could explore combinations, such as:

These combinations translated into body percussion patterns, over which individual 
students improvised by clapping, using a hand drum, or tapping a desk top, metal 
chair, or leg. One of these improvisations is below.
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Special Logistics To 
Inspire Free Roaming
We also planned the logistics of the 
trip early. We knew small groups would 
enable students to move easily to the 
different sculptures, so we solicited the 
help of thirteen parents who would 
carpool behind the bus. Each parent 
would have six to seven kids in his or 
her numbered group. We documented 
all the parents’ names and cell phone 
numbers, so people could contact each 
other on site. 

At a brief, pre-trip meeting with 
the parents, we explained how the day 
would work, where the bathrooms 
were, and where particular sculptures 
were on a map we provided. We also 
assigned compatible groups of stu-
dents to each parent. Students would 
be requested to bring bagged lunches 
for ease of disposal, with no sodas to 
“spritz” at each other. We three teach-
ers left ourselves free of groups so we 
could wander, share, and motivate 
groups as needed. This kind of detailed 
planning is critical when you have 
seventy-five students roaming over 400 
acres of turf. It ensures that the field 
trip experience is positive for students, 
parents, and teachers. 

The Plan Comes To 
Life On-Site
When we reached Storm King, each of 
the small groups were told they could 
wander where their interests took 
them. They could decide on a particu-
lar sculpture to sketch on the provided 
clipboards and describe in a poem. 
They also were assigned a few sculp-
tures to find and identify from photos. 

The adults delighted to see their 
nine-year-old charges sitting silently, 
galvanized at their clipboards, sketch-
ing and writing poetry, completely in 
their element—totally absorbed in that 
marvelous creative space where one 
has no body and there is no time. How 
wonderful to give students a chance to 
be nurtured in that “zone,” as some call 
it. In fact, it is a good rule to purposely 
develop field trip schedules so that 
students can create on-site, because, as 
Elliot Eisner so aptly put it in the be-
ginning quote, “…slow down percep-
tion to get into the work...”2

The group was then asked to explore a musical order for all of the nine sculptors–an 
order which would have variety while allowing students to say the sculptors’ names 
without distorting them. They developed this:

There was lots of playing around with inflection and dynamics, with the majority 
determining the outcome: first time forte (loud), repeat piano (soft), in ABA form. 
Students discovered that this form worked well canonically, and so became a speech 
canon. 

This became the basis for a melodic setting. The task was to use dorian, a recently 
studied mode, which occurs when notes are played from D to D on a piano. 

Further, the group-written melody was to work as a canon. Students constructed 
the melody so that every strong beat landed on the first, third, and fifth notes of the 
dorian scale, ensuring a harmony when sung. The seventh tone was a possibility, as 
well. 

The resulting canon developed from a collection of many students’ ideas. The stu-
dents experimented by singing or playing ideas on a recorder, until they had honed 
the results into this:
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Aftermath: The  
Post-Trip Classroom
All of the work the students did on–site 
was used after the field trip in the three 
classrooms, to reinforce and explore 
elements of each artwork in terms of 
language arts, music, and sculpture, and 
the overall experience. Sharing these 
results with the school at large, through 
bulletin board displays and performances, 
also helped reinforce the experience and 
the learning.

Conclusion
Every school, no matter the location or 
neighborhood, has something waiting 
to be viewed with fresh eyes and exam-
ined back in the classroom through the 
arts. An arts-based field trip experience, 
with all its implications and enrichment 
possibilities, can as easily entail a trip to 
the local Chinese restaurant, the botani-
cal trees on the school grounds, a zoo, 
an historical village, or a local mansion: 
a “world class” sculpture museum isn’t a 
pre-requisite for a fantastic exploration of 
the power of art. Neither is the age range 
of students a factor. The techniques of 
erasing the lines between curricula via 
the arts apply easily to any grade level. 
So enjoy your field trips, with “slowness 
and depth” as your handmaidens. The 
possibilities for this kind of experience 
are as limitless as the individuals who are 
willing to experiment with them. 

This article was excerpted from Teaching Cre-
atively by Working the Word: Language, 
Music and Movement, by Susan A. Katz and 
Judith A. Thomas (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 
1992). All rights owned by the authors.

Special thanks to the Storm King Art 
Center, the Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
the Calder Foundation, the Isamu Nogushi 
Foundation and Garden Museum, and Jerome 
Kirk. 

Photo of Alexander Calder’s sculpture 
The Arch (1975) copyright © 2012 Calder 
Foundation, New York/Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York.

Photo of Isamu Noguchi’s sculpture Momo 
Taro copyright © 2012 The Isamu Noguchi 
Foundation and Garden Museum, New York/
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

Photo of Jerome Kirk’s sculpture Orbit 
copyright © 2012 by Jerome Kirk.

FIGURE 3: Student poetry based on Jerome Kirk’s sculpture Orbit. 
Photograph courtesy of the Storm King Art Center, Mountainville, 
New York, and Jerome Kirk, and copyright © Jerome Kirk. Poetry 
courtesy of the author.

A swirled
lollypop
a pin in a
crystal ball
that is ready
to destroy
the world.

—Fourth grade  
Upper Nyack student

A globe
Shining and spinning
   in its own
   queer stillness... 
Sitting in 
   eerie light and feeling,
Inside it,
   a life is growing,
   changing, learning. 

—Fourth grade  
Upper Nyack student
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Early childhood is a critical time 
for growth and development. 
Children from birth to approxi-

mately age five are not typically in a 
formal school setting, where a trained 
music specialist teaches music. They 
are either in an environment with their 
parents (who are “more capable of 
guiding and instructing their children 
in the development of language and 
arithmetic skills”1 than in music), or in 
a daycare-type setting. Even in day-
care, music is usually taught by a non-
musically trained classroom teacher, 
who may play a CD to direct the 
musical activities, or sing songs dur-
ing circle time in a range too low for 
children.2 In this article, I will address 
developmentally appropriate musical 
activities and the learning environment 
for young children between birth and 
age five.

The goal of an early childhood 
music program should be to teach chil-
dren to audiate,3 sing in tune, and keep 
a steady beat. An ideal musical situa-
tion for teaching young children music 
combines Orff Schulwerk and Edwin 
Gordon’s Music Learning Theory. 
Gordon’s theory of how one learns mu-
sic maintains that music is learned the 
same way that a language is learned. 
One must develop five vocabularies 
to be musically literate (see Figure 1). 
In an early childhood setting, the first 
three vocabularies (listening, singing/
chanting, and audiating/improvising) 
should be cultivated. Gordon declares, 
“the listening vocabulary is the most 
important of the five [vocabularies,] be-
cause it is first to develop and because 
without it, the other four would not 
develop properly.”4

If audiation is the goal, it is im-
perative that children develop a large 
listening vocabulary of music that 
consists of a wide variety of tonalities 

(modes) and meters. Young children 
should be exposed to a musical model 
where they are encouraged to sing, 
chant, and move informally, similar to 
the informal exposure they receive in 
their native languages. Adults should 
not expect correct musical responses 
in an early childhood setting. “Like 
speech development, a child’s musi-
cal development is not immediate.”5 
Instead, adults should guide children 
from musical babble to audiation. 

Just as all children go through a 
“babble” stage in language, children go 
through a musical babble stage. This 
stage consists of children experiment-
ing with and exploring their musical 
singing and chanting voices. During 
this stage, the music teacher sings short 
melodic or rhythmic patterns to the 
child, and then waits for the child to 
respond musically. Once the child re-
sponds tonally and/or rhythmically, the 
teacher can engage the child in musi-
cal conversations using tonal and/or 
rhythm patterns playfully. Once again, 
the teacher should not expect correct 
responses. 

Preparatory Audiation
Gordon outlined three types and seven 
stages of how children learn to audiate, 

which he calls preparatory audiation.6 
(See Figure 2.) First, in the accul-
turation type of preparatory audia-
tion, children develop their listening 
vocabulary through absorption, where 
they listen to music in their environ-
ment. They then explore their singing/
chanting vocabulary through random 
response and purposeful response. This 
enables children to listen to sounds 
in their environment, and learn to 
discriminate similarities and differ-
ences among those sounds.7 Through 
random response and purposeful 
response, children still learn primarily 
through listening. However, musical 
babble begins to emerge and develop 
as children explore and interact with 
musical sounds in their environment. 
This musical interaction is vital in 
developing audiation for the next type 
of preparatory audiation, which is 
imitation. 

Imitation consists of two stages: 
shedding egocentricity and breaking the 
code. During imitation, children real-
ize for the first time that the musical 
responses they are making are not the 
same as those in their environment. 
Gordon coined the phrase audiation 
stare to describe this type of prepara-
tory audiation, because children who 
previously responded to their musical 
environments now appear not to be 
participating in musical activities. In-
stead, they appear to be staring as they 
discriminate between same and differ-
ent patterns. These children are figur-
ing out how to “break the code” of the 
musical sounds in their environment, 
similar to when they were “breaking 
the code” of language and imitat-
ing real words.9 Explains Gordon, 
“Whether or not they imitate correctly 
or incorrectly, or even with logical 
consistency, imitation is of enormous 
benefit to children, because unless they 

FOCUS ON RESEARCH

Early Childhood Music Instruction
By Diane Lange, Ph.D.

Language	 Music
Listening	 Listening
Speaking	 Singing/ 
		  Chanting
Thinking	 Audiating/ 
		  Improvising
Reading	 Reading
Writing		 Writing

FIGURE 1. Five Vocabularies in 
Language and Music.
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engage in imitation, they will lack the 
readiness to engage in assimilation.”10 

The two stages within assimila-
tion are introspection and coordination. 
During these stages, children begin to 
compare their performances to the per-
formances of others. They are learning 
to coordinate their “singing and chant-
ing with breathing and movement.”11 
Once they pass through the final stage, 
they should be able to audiate, and are 
ready for formal music instruction, 
such as playing an instrument like the 
piano.

The types and stages of preparatory 
audiation outlined above are devel-
opmental. Gordon adds, “Under no 
circumstances, however, should the 
child be rushed through the types and 
stages of preparatory audiation.”12 A 
typical early childhood music class con-
sists of children at various stages within 
preparatory audiation. To help indi-
vidual children develop appropriately, 
it is important during these classes that 
children build a repertoire of tonal and 
rhythm patterns. 

The best way to build a repertoire 
of patterns is through individualized 
instruction. It is imperative in an early 
childhood music class that children are 
asked to sing and chant by themselves. 
(I have found that using puppets is a 
great way to encourage these musical 
responses.) Solo singing and chant-

ing is vital to children beginning to 
audiate, and eventually understanding 
music. Gordon declares that if children 
learned language the same way they 
learn formal music, speaking only in 
groups and repeating what the teacher 
said, they would never be able to form 
complete sentences or thoughts. That 
is why children should be asked to sing 
and chant individually several times in 
an early childhood music class.

Modal Melodies
Singing songs to children in a wide va-
riety of tonalities (modes) is also essen-
tial for musical development. Gordon 
states, “The more varied the music that 
children hear, that is, the richer their 
musical environment is in tonalities 
[modalities], harmonies, and meters, 
and the more they are encouraged to 
interact with what they hear through 
structured and unstructured informal 
guidance in music, the more they will 
profit.”13 Some existing folk songs are 
written in the modes; however, it can 
be difficult to find these melodies.14

The other option to performing 
modal music in an early childhood 
classroom is for the teacher to write 
original melodies. Paul Cribari was 
immensely successful at demonstrating 
this task when he presented a session 
for the 2011 Texas Music Educators 
Association Clinic/Convention titled 

Exploring the Phrygian Sound.15 He was 
able to show participants how to write 
a phrygian melody and set it to classic 
literature, such as a poem by Langs-
ton Hughes. In spite of this successful 
presentation, observers could sense 
apprehension from the participants 
regarding writing their own modal 
melodies.

Writing modal melodies is simple 
if you think of them belonging to two 
families, rather than the theoretical ap-
proach taught in undergraduate music 
theory courses. The two families are 
major and minor. 

Within the major family there is 
major, lydian, and mixolydian. All three 
of these modes contain a major tonic 
triad. As seen in Figure 3 (see page 48), 
each mode has a special characteristic 
tone unique to that mode. When com-
paring lydian to major, the character-
istic tone is the raised IV scale degree. 
In order for a song to feel like it is in 
lydian (rather than major), the raised 
IV scale needs to appear at least twice. 
If the raised IV scale degree only ap-
pears once, then the person audiating 
the song will audiate the song in major 
tonality with an accidental, instead of 
truly audiating in lydian. The other 
major family member, mixolydian, has 
the characteristic tone of the lowered 
VII scale degree. With this tone lower 
than the tonic, the cadence can be what 

Stages
1.	 Absorption: Hears and aurally collects environmental sounds of music
2.	 Random Response: Moves and babbles in response to, but without rela-

tion to, environmental sounds of music
3.	 Purposeful Response: Relates movement and babble to environmental 

sounds of music

1.	 Shedding Egocentricity: Recognizes that movement and babble do not 
match sounds of music in the environment

2.	 Breaking the Code: Imitates with precision sounds of music in the envi-
ronment, specifically tonal patterns and rhythm patterns

 

1.	 Introspection: Recognizes lack of coordination between singing, chant-
ing, breathing, and movement

2.	 Coordination: Coordinates singing and chanting with breathing and 
movement

Type
Acculturation:

●● Birth to age 2-4
●● Participates with little 

consciousness of the 
environment

Imitation:
●● Ages 2-4 to 3-5
●● Participates with conscious 

thought focused primarily on 
the environment.

Assimilation:
●● Ages 3-5 to 4-6
●● Participates with conscious 

thought focused on the self.

FIGURE 2. Types and Stages of Preparatory Audiation8
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solidifies the audiation as mixolyd-
ian, and not major. When creating 
mixolydian melodies, try to make sure 
to use the characteristic tone as the 
second-to-the-last pitch of the song, to 
secure the audiation of mixolydian. 

The other family, minor, also has 
three modes: minor, dorian, and phry-
gian. The commonality in this family is 
the minor triad. 

Unlike minor, dorian’s character-
istic tone is a raised VI scale degree. 
Melodies should include at least two 
characteristic tones (the raised VI) so 
the person will be audiating dorian and 
not minor with altered pitches. 

Likewise, phrygian has the charac-
teristic tone of a lowered II. That pitch 
needs to appear several times in the 
melody. To strengthen phrygian, the 
cadence should include the characteris-
tic tone, just like the earlier discussion 
in mixolydian. Since phrygian has an 
upper leading tone as the characteristic 
tone, try to include this pitch in the 
cadence and have it fall into the tonic. 
The lowered II has a strong pull to-
ward the tonic, so try to play with that 
natural tendency. 

The “black sheep” of the family is 
locrian, which does not fit into either 
the minor or major families. The 
unique and often dissonant feature 
of locrian is that the tonic triad is a 
diminished triad. In addition, there are 
difficult resolutions when taking these 
melodies to the barred instruments. 
The tonic to dominant relationship 
is a tri-tone, which is not prevalent in 
American musical culture. 

One way to begin writing melodies 
in the modes is to “noodle around”17 
with the tonic triad in each family, and 
then begin adding characteristic tones. 
For example, start singing the tonic 
triad in major tonality, and then add 

Major Family
Lydian (fa to fa)

●● Raised IV when compared to 
Major Tonality

Mixolydian (sol to sol)
●● Lowered VII when compared to 

Major Tonality

Minor Family
Dorian (re to re)

●● Raised VI when compared to 
Minor Tonality

Phrygian (mi to mi)
●● Lowered II when compared to 

Minor Tonality

Black Sheep of the Family
Locrian (ti to ti)

●● Cannot be compared to either 
Major or Minor Tonality

FIGURE 3. Modal Families.16

the raised IV scale degree. Develop 
this exploration in lydian until impro-
visation occurs and a simple melody 
evolves. 

Another way to begin singing in 
these modes is to have a reference song 
for each mode. Theme songs from 
the television shows The Jetsons or The 
Simpsons are great reference songs for 
hearing lydian. Once these songs are 
audiated, create and expand the modal-
ity until a new song is developed and 
can be notated to sing later. 

Modal music is appropriate for chil-
dren of all ages. In an early childhood 
music class, sing songs to children so 
they develop as wide a tonal vocabulary 
as possible. Since most learning is done 
through comparison, it is essential that 
the modes be included in any musical 
curriculum. If children can perform 
songs in several different modes, then 
major and minor will make more 
sense. Think about trying to explain 
to someone what “hot” means without 
comparing it to “warm” and “cold.” 
The same is true of major tonality and 
all of the modes. 

By including the modes into the 
curriculum, the wider and more diverse 
the children’s vocabulary will become, 
and the better they will be at audiating. 

Developmentally 
Appropriate Activities
Teaching music to preschool children 
is quite different from teaching those 
in elementary school. Since research 
has shown that very young children 
often learn on their own, similar to 
how children learn language, develop-
mentally appropriate activities must 
be conducted in an early-childhood 
music classroom.18 These activities 
should consist of both educational 
play and child-initiated play. Guilbault 

states, “Educational play is predeter-
mined and controlled by the teacher, 
whereas child-initiated play is a natural 
outgrowth of the desires and ideas of 
children.”19 She adds, “An appropriate 
early childhood learning environment 
must provide many opportunities for 
children to play freely and spontane-
ously, as their own ideas and feelings 
emerge.”20

The environment in an early child-
hood music program should include 
movement activities that incorporate 
muscle coordination (both large and 
small), singing, and chanting. Lange 
points out, “Encouraging children to 
move with continuous fluid movement 
(moving arms, legs, and torsos in large 
circles and flowing movements), or 
engaging in activities that incorporate 
tiptoeing, jumping, or galloping, sup-
port gross motor skill development.”21 
Manipulatives, such as scarves, stream-
ers, or parachutes, encourage children 
to move to music in a free-flowing way 
to develop large-muscle coordination.

Using manipulatives in an early 
childhood program also develops fine 
motor coordination, and prepares chil-
dren for an Orff classroom. Manipula-
tives such as rhythm sticks not only 
develop coordination and steady beat 
performance, but prepare children to 
play barred instruments later in school. 
Encourage children to hold the rhythm 
sticks correctly so the skill transfers 
to later barred instrument perfor-
mance. Rhythm sticks can also be used 
to develop fine motor coordination. 
Children can pretend to paint the floor 
with the sticks, or draw designs using 
sticks as pretend “sidewalk chalk.” 
Rhythm sticks also work well to pan-
tomime making cookies: pretend the 
sticks are spoons and use them to stir 
and scoop cookie dough.22
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Of course, you can also use rhythm 
sticks traditionally. Sing a song, for 
example Old Joe Clark,23 and tap the 
sticks together, roll them on the floor, 
tap them on your feet, tap them on 
your head, and so on. This activity 
allows for several different objectives. 
The tonal objective is for children to 
hear mixolydian. Other objectives may 
include hearing ABA form and chang-
ing movements to reflect it, and barred 
instrument readiness. 

Another way to prepare preschool 
children for music instruction in el-
ementary school is to use the individual 
tone bars (such as D and A) to allow 
children to experience bordun perfor-
mance. Once children are developmen-
tally ready (at approximately age four), 
they can explore a barred instrument 
such as the alto xylophone. Set the 
instrument up into a pentatonic scale, 
and allow each child to explore after 

you sing Rain, Rain Go Away.24

Unpitched instruments, such as 
hand drums, lollipop drums, mini caba-
sas, and chiquitas, provide an introduc-
tion to timbre and exploration. Even-
tually, students will be able to classify 
the instruments into families (woods, 
skins, and metals). Whether children 
are using different manipulatives or 
instruments, watch them for new and 
creative ways to move or play. Incorpo-
rating their musical ideas brings child-
initiated play into your classroom. 
Being flexible with your teaching is not 
only developmentally appropriate for 
the children, but adventuresome for 
you. 

Early childhood musical classes 
should be fun, as well as developmen-
tally appropriate. These classes are 
vital to the continued success of music 
education, and will prepare children to 
perform wonderful improvisations later 

in an Orff Schulwerk program. An ide-
al situation for teaching young children 
music is to combine Orff Schulwerk 
and Music Learning Theory, which, 
used together, enable fun, appropriate 
developmental experiences, and prepa-
ration for future musical learning. 

Diane Lange is Associate Professor and 
Area Coordinator of Music Education at 
The University of Texas at Arlington. Dr. 
Lange has taught elementary music for 10 
years in both Michigan and Nevada. She 
received her Orff Levels and Master Class 
at Memphis State University, and her 
GIML Level I and II at Michigan State 
University. Dr. Lange has published sev-
eral books and articles on combining Orff 
Schulwerk and Music Learning Theory. 
She is president for the National Gordon 
Institute for Music Learning, and is a 
certified faculty member where she teaches 
GIML Level I around the country.
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When a fourth-grade teacher 
asked me to collaborate on 
a project about prairie eco-

systems, I jumped at the opportunity. 
American prairies support a plethora of 
animals, birds, wildflowers, and plants 
that burst with color and energy. They 
evoke timeless images of earth, air, fire, 
and water, and the predictable cycles of 
nature. Yet they also exemplify con-
temporary environmental challenges 
and the fragility of life. 

Similarly, elemental music incorpo-
rates ancient and modern aesthetics. It 
is predictable yet ever-changing, time-
less yet ephemeral. Joining the two 
provided a perfect opportunity to har-
ness the expressive power of elemental 
music and movement to enhance 
students’ environmental awareness and 
aesthetic sensitivity.

Curriculum Goals
Based on the book Sarah Plain and Tall 
by Patricia MacLachlan,1 we designed 
the project to support both the class-
room curriculum (language arts, sci-
ence, and social studies) and the music 
curriculum (improvisation and move-
ment, 6/8 meter, pentatonic scales, and 
major and minor modes). 

Source Materials
I wrote these lyrics for the melody 
from Volume II of Music For Children.2 
We called this “The Prairie Song”:

“It’s a colorful place to be. The 
wildflowers dance in the wind while 
the golden sun shines down. It’s a 
colorful place to be.

“It’s a jubilant place to be. The 
ground squirrels play and chase all 
around while the meadowlarks sing 
out. It’s a jubilant place to be.”

Then I added a contrasting B sec-
tion from Volume IV of Music For Chil-
dren,3 with lyrics describing a prairie 
fire, called “Fire Song”:

“The fire grows, the prairie glows, 
the flames burn on through the day 
and night and still

“The fire grows, the prairie glows, 
the flames burn on and on.

“Comes the fire, ever higher, burning 
brighter, as the flames crackle

“Here comes the fire, ever higher, 
burning brighter. What will happen 
to us?”

Improvisation
We asked our students, “What would 
you find on the prairie?” They were 
enthusiastic to share, and we asked 
them to explain their answers:

Child: “Sandpiper crane.”
Me: “What is that?”
Child: “Well, it’s a bird that…[the 
child explained more about the bird]”
Classroom Teacher: “What else do 
we know about the sandpiper crane?”

Next, we identified words from our 
list that fit into a single 6/8 measure, 
and each student picked their favorite 
word to say four times in a row. Then 
we chose our second and third favor-
ites, and repeated the process. Each 
student combined their speech patterns 
in ABAC form and shared their unique 
rhythms with the class. Last, we trans-
ferred the rhythms to body percussion 
and xylophones (in do pentatonic on C) 
to create improvised melodies. 

Movement
We added movement by dividing the 
students into five groups. Each repre-

sented a different component of the 
prairie environment: trees and plants, 
flowers, animals, birds, or fire. Within 
the groups, each student chose a specific 
item from his/her category. For example, 
if Claire was in the flower group, she 
might be a purple coneflower. Charlotte, 
in the same group, might be a dotted 
mint plant. Students discussed how they 
should grow and look depending on 
what they chose to be. In the fire group, 
the discussion was focused on pathways 
and levels and how they could work 
together to cover the room. 

We created a “prairie scape” by 
layering the movement pieces together. 
To begin, the “plants and trees” plant-
ed themselves firmly in the ground, 
growing at different tempi and levels 
to add visually interest. Next the “flow-
ers” blew in as seeds, planted them-
selves and grew, using scarves as props. 
Scurrying “animals” and soaring “birds” 
followed the flowers, adding comple-
mentary motion to the stationary 
plants, trees, and flowers. “Fire” came 
last, incorporating various pathways 
and levels as the flames “burned down” 
their classmates. (Science is not for the 
faint of heart!) 

We had an excellent discussion 
about what happens during a prairie 
fire, including questions such as: What 
happens to the birds and animals? 
What happens to the plants, trees, and 
flowers? After the fire obliterates the 
prairie, what happens? We let the 
discussion lead the movement, and it 
provided an excellent opportunity to 
discuss the nutrients in the soil and the 
regeneration of the prairie after a fire. 

Finale
For our final performance, one group 
of students improvised on glocken-
spiels while the prairie “grew.” They 
played simultaneously but in random 

contemporary 
applications

In–Class Collaboration: Studying 
Ecosystems With Orff Schulwerk
By Jennie Andreasen 
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tempi, because the prairie environment 
does not share a single tempo. When 
the prairie was fully grown (including 
wildlife), we sang the “Prairie Song,” 
followed immediately by the “Fire 
Song” as the fire rampaged through 
the room. After the fire, we regener-
ated the prairie with melodic improvi-
sations, ending by singing the “Prairie 
Song” again, performed in ABA form.

Conclusion
Nearly 50 years ago, Carl Orff said, “I 
should like to describe Schulwerk as a 
wildflower … Elementary music, word 
and movement, play, everything that 
awakens and develops the powers of the 
spirits, that is the ‘humus’ of the spirit 

…”4 Nature is filled with awe-inspiring 
wonder, simplicity, and beauty. Music 
lessons inspired by nature are a per-
fect fit for the aesthetic and expressive 
potential of elemental music. Let both 
inspire you to explore your own prairies 
and grow your own wildflowers. 

 
Jennie Andreasen is a 
general music specialist 
with the Port Washington–
Saukville School District, 
Port Washington, WI. She 
holds degrees in Music Edu-

cation and Curriculum and Instruction. 
She has completed her Orff Schulwerk 
certification, studying at both the Univer-
sity of St. Thomas, in Minneapolis, MN 
and Anderson University, in Anderson, IN. 
She is certified by the National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards.
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those who include AOSA in their estate plans. 
It gives us the opportunity to thank people who 

are planning for AOSA’s future with these thoughtful 
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membership. Please let us know if we should include  
you in the Wildflower Legacy.
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Sofia López-Ibor is a chef. Not 
because she is known for her 
culinary passion in the kitchen, 

or has volumes of recipes in her head. 
A skilled chef does more than follow 
the recipes. She is intricately familiar 
with ingredients and techniques. She 
has an insatiable appetite, for food 
and for using her expertise to explore, 
experiment, and create. Sofia may 
apply all of these skills in the kitchen, 
but what makes her a true chef is how 
she approaches the art of the music she 
teaches.  

López-Ibor’s Blue is the Sea is a 
“cookbook” of sorts that embodies a 
lifetime of inspiration and teaching 
in music, dance, and visual art.  It is 
hardly a simple collection of recipes. 
Instead, it is a collection of limit-
less possibilities. “Lesson plans” are 
secondary, while in the forefront is 
something far more valuable to the 
Orff practitioner: page upon page of 
inspirational raw materials, philosophi-
cal discussions, and vibrant photos of 
child-created art and dance accom-
panied by the author’s artful arrange-
ments of traditional rhymes and songs. 
The book’s presentation plants seeds 
of ideas for the reader, outlining entire 
thematic explorations and copious 
suggestions for the diverse paths these 
explorations might take. 

As part of the Integrated Learning 
Series published by Pentatonic Press, 
Blue is the Sea focuses on the visual arts 
aspect of an integrated music curricu-

lum. Herein lies its strength. In the 
book’s dedication to Barbara Has-
selbach, Sophia remarks on her own 
training at the Orff Institute, “I became 
closer friends with Wassily Kandinsky, 
Paul Klee, Alexander Calder, and Pablo 
Picasso, as well as Martha Graham, 
Merce Cunningham, Alfred Schnittke, 
and Igor Stravinsky.” Such an awaken-
ing to the vitality of integrated visual 
and performing arts evokes classical 
ideas of education and culture. Rather 
than focusing on compartmentalizing 
and standardizing disciplines in order 
to achieve higher test scores, Blue is 
the Sea combines them to cultivate 
learning in the child as a whole. As one 
peruses the pages filled with diverse 
music, poetry, movement, and art, it 
is clear that López-Ibor paired these 
elements carefully to create unified 
concepts ripe for exploration. Each 
of these concepts is solidly rooted in 
countless hours of work with children. 
The book beckons readers to adapt the 
lessons to their own tastes and teaching 
styles, as well as insert new elements 
and materials.

One of the most enlightening 
graphics for this integrated approach 
is a diagram in the preface, which 
entwines activities such as singing, 
movement, art appreciation, listening, 
art projects, Orff ensemble, games, 
drama, and percussion in a web of 
flowchart-like arrows.  At first glance 
the complexity is perplexing. On fur-
ther inspection, the message becomes 

simple: All things are connected, but 
the directions those connections can 
take are endless. In spite of myriad 
possibilities, López-Ibor has organized 
the book into carefully unified, discrete 
sections: music, movement and art; 
graphic notation; connecting image 
to music, art, and poetry; and music 
listening and the visual arts. 

Much like the Orff Schulwerk 
Volumes, Blue is the Sea resembles a 
chef’s pantry with its carefully orga-
nized shelves stocked with a bountiful 
array of raw ingredients.  But un-
like the Volumes, this book provides 
glimpses of the end products of the 
activities. These are presented not as 
points to achieve, but as inspiration for 
the reader’s own goals and visions. As 
Sofia herself recommends, “Not only 
reproduce the ideas, but also re-create 
them.”1

As a source for teaching materials, 
Blue is the Sea is impressive, with plenty 
of beautiful Orff ensemble arrange-
ments, art projects, movement activi-
ties, and references to children’s lit-
erature. But its true power lies in how 
Sofia López-Ibor has, like any great 
chef, married these elements together. 
Blue is the Sea will bring a feast of inte-
grated art to any classroom—music, art 
or otherwise. Bon Appétit! 

David Thaxton teaches kindergarten 
through sixth-grade music at Diedrichsen 
Elementary School, Sparks, NV and serves 
on The Orff Echo editorial board.

PROFESSIONAL  
BOOK REVIEW

Blue is the Sea: Music 
Dance and Visual Arts
By Sofia López-Ibor 
San Francisco, CA: Pentatonic Press, 2011

Review By David Thaxton

1. Sofia López-Ibor, Blue is the Sea (San Francisco: Pentatonic Press, 2011), 5.
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“The grandstands were packed 

On that midsummer eve,

Wing to wing, paw to paw,

Beak to beak, sleeve to sleeve.”

So begins Kathi Appelt’s book 
Bats on Parade. As the story un-
folds, we see that this charming 

book is, at heart, about a grand parade 
with all the trappings of a high school 
marching band. “Bat Masterson” is the 
grand marshal, encouraging the town 
of exotic animals to “let the good times 
begin.” And they do!

Melissa Sweet illustrates the story 
with watercolor over ink-pen drawings 
filled with humor and details. We see a 
cool, “batty” New Orleans jazz combo, 
complete with sunglasses and French 
berets, on one parade float. “Cleoba-
tra” has her own flower-bedecked con-
vertible car. She is preceded by the “bat 
rangerettes” in white patent-leather 
cowgirl boots!

I love this book for a number of rea-
sons. For the music teacher, it is a story 
about a marching band in a small-town 
parade. I can hear John Philip Sousa 
in my mind as I read it to my classes. 
The elementary classroom teacher 

will appreciate that the story is told in 
rhyming couplets, allowing students to 
increase their linguistic skills.

As a musician, each turn of the page 
introduces a new and specific section of 
the marching band, from the piccolos 
to the sousaphones. An additional bo-
nus is—well—addition! As each instru-
ment enters the parade, the text reveals 
a multiplication problem. Rather than 
being awkward and inhibiting the 
story line, the language flows smoothly 
throughout the body of the story.

“And right on their heels,

Their golden horns gleaming

49 trumpets

In sevens came streaming”

I teach pre-school and elementary 
music. Whenever I find literature 
that integrates core curriculum and 
promotes a musical concept, I grab it. 
With my own district’s dwindling bud-
get for materials and supplies, I must 
be circumspect in what I purchase. Bats 
on Parade gives the reader an introduc-
tion to the instruments in a marching 
band, it offers cool math problems 
through multiplication, and it is told 

in rhyme. I call that a three-in-one 
treasure.

“They turned towards the grandstand.

What flourish! What flair!

Then that old ‘Stars and Stripes’

Filled the midsummer air.”

With flourish and flair, I recom-
mend this book as a staple in the 
elementary music classroom. Because it 
stars bats, not goblins, it’s a great alter-
native story for use during Halloween 
as well. 

Holly Deuel Gilster has been teaching 
music using an Orff Schulwerk approach 
for more than 30 years. She has studied 
children’s literature with the acclaimed 
author Jeanne Whitehouse Peterson. An 
author herself, her young-adult short 
story “Lost” won first place in the 2008 
SouthWest Writers International Writ-
ing Competition. She has published a book 
of listening “maps” for the elementary 
classroom teacher, called Learning to 
Listen, Listening to Learn Vol. 1, and 
is a frequent presenter at Music Teacher 
conferences.

CHILDREN'S  
BOOK REVIEW

Bats On Parade
By Kathi Appelt 
Illustrated by Melissa Sweet 
New York: HarperCollins, 1999

Review by Holly Deuel Gilster
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and completed form.

Regular Member: Subscription to The Orff Echo,  
Reverberations, access to Members’ only section  
of the AOSA Web site, voting privileges

n One-year $85 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               $85 ________

n Three-year $215 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             $215 ________

Student Member: Regular privileges for full-time  
student (Include copy of current ID) . . . . . . . . . . . . .             $35  ________

Retired Member: Regular privileges for those  
55 or older AND retired  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        $56 ________

Music Industry Member: Up to three copies of one-year  
subscription to The Orff Echo, Reverberations, access to  
Member’s only section of the AOSA Web site, one vote  
for a collectively elected representative on the AOSA  
National Board of Trustees. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     $120 ________

Institution/Library Subscription: One-year subscription to  
The Orff Echo, no voting or membership privileges included.

n 1 copy $50 n 2 copies $80 n 3 copies $100  . . . . . . . .        	 ________

Additional charge for mailing outside U.S.A. . . . . .    $30 ________

TOTAL DUE (in U.S. funds)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        $ ________

Mail to: AOSA • PO Box 391089 • Cleveland, OH 44139-8089
If paying by credit card, this form may be faxed to:  
(440) 543-2687 or join online at www.aosa.org.

n	 I do not want my name sold to music industry/institutions
n	 I do not want my profile shown to other members in the 

online Directory
n	 I do not want my phone number shown to other members in 

the online Directory
n	 I do not want my e-mail address shown to other members in 

the online Directory

Date ______________________Membership #________________

Name_ ________________________________________________

Mailing Address_ ________________________________________

City ________________________ State _______ Zip ___________

E-mail_______________________ Phone_____________________

Current Chapter Affiliation (if any)___________________________

Method of payment:
n Check enclosed payable to AOSA
n MasterCard n Visa n Amex n Discover

Card No._ ____________________________ Exp. Date _________

Charge this to my Account as indicated, to be paid accordingly 
to the current terms of this account.

Signature: _____________________________________________

I am a
n Classroom Music Teacher	 n Band Director
n Private Music Instructor	 n Choir Director
n Church Musician	 n Orchestra Director
n Music Therapist	 n Student at: ________________
n University Professor	 n General Classroom Teacher
n Administrator	 n Other: ____________________

I work for a n Public School n Private School n Church

Contents Copyright 2012
Printed in the USA
Articles are viewpoints of the 
authors and do not imply  
endorsement by AOSA.

The Orff Echo 
Copyright Policy
AOSA members may make up to 50 
photocopies of up to two articles from 
one issue for educational purposes only. 
The Orff Echo requests that the mast-
head page (Table of Contents page) also 
be photocopied and distributed with the 
article(s). Non-members, or members 
wishing to make more than 50 copies, 
must seek permission in writing from 
the editor. All publications, non-profit or 
commercial, seeking to reprint mate-
rial from The Orff Echo must request 
permission by writing to the editor. An 
exception to the above occurs when 
authors retain exclusive rights to their 
work. This is indicated in the byline of 
the article. In these cases, permission 
must be granted from both the author 
and The Orff Echo.

reverb

In Reverberations
Introducing “The Tech Spot”

Watch for a new column in the fall issue of Reverberations! 
“The Tech Spot” identifies technology applications unique to 
Orff Schulwerk. It focuses on how technology can facilitate Orff 
Schulwerk’s characteristic elemental and playful engagement 
as students experience music and movement. The new column 
also describes effective ways technology can support teachers 
outside of the classroom.

Members interested in writing for “The Tech Spot” 
are encouraged to contact the Reverberations editor at 
communications@aosa.org.
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Write a Letter
To submit a letter about a 
recent issue or article, e-mail 
echoeditor@aosa.org. Select 
letters may be published. Letters 
may be edited for space. 

Ad Closing Dates
Note: These are not editorial deadlines.

	 Order by	 Send materials by

Winter (mails early December)	 September 17	 October 1

Spring (mails early March)	 December 18	 January 2

Summer (mails early June)	 March 18	 April 1

Fall (mails early September)	 June 17	 July 1

Advertising Rates and Sizes
Advertisers in four consecutive issues earn a 10% discount on their advertising 
in The Orff Echo and the AOSA Conference Book.

				    INDUSTRY 
			   REGULAR 	 MEMBER Rate 
Ad Size	 Width	 Height	 Rate	 (5% discount)

Full Page	 7 1/2”	 10”	 $	1,018.00	 $	967.00

2/3 Page (vertical)	 4 7/8”	 10”	 $	 761.00	 $	723.00

1/2 Page (island)	 4 7/8”	 6 7/8”	 $	 714.00 	 $	678.00

1/2 Page (horizontal)	 7 1/2”	 4 7/8”	 $	 614.00	 $	583.00

1/2 Page (vertical)	 3 5/8”	 10”	 $	 614.00	 $	583.00

1/3 Page (square)	 4 7/8”	 4 7/8”	 $	456.00	 $	433.00

1/3 Page (vertical)	 2 5/16”	 10”	 $	456.00	 $	433.00

1/4 Page (vertical)	 3 5/8”	 4 7/8”	 $	 341.00	 $	324.00

1/4 Page (horizontal)	 4 7/8”	 3 5/8”	 $	 341.00	 $	324.00

1/6 Page (vertical)	 2 5/16”	 4 7/8”	 $	262.00	 $	249.00

1/8 Page (horizontal)	 3 5/8”	 2 5/16”	 $	204.00	 $	194.00

				    INDUSTRY 
			   REGULAR 	 MEMBER Rate 
R.0.P Color Rates (add to space rate above)	 Rate	 (5% discount)

2-Color			   $367.00	 $349.00

4-Color			   $546.00	 $518.00

				    INDUSTRY 
			   REGULAR 	 MEMBER Rate 
Cover Rates (full page; 4-color included) 	 Rate	 (5% discount)

Back Cover			   $1,874.00	 $1,780.00

Inside Front Cover			   $1,821.00	 $1,730.00

Inside Back Cover			   $1,769.00	 $1,680.00

For more information,  
contact:
Steve Wafalosky
LaRich and Associates, Inc.
512 East Washington
Chagrin Falls, OH 44136
(440) 247-1060 phone
(440) 247-1068 fax
stevew@larichadv.com

Advertising Formats 
for Submittal
In PDF, EPS, TIFF, QuarkXpress, 
Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Photoshop 
format. Include all supporting 
elements (fonts and high-resolution 
images). Files may be transferred by 
e-mail or disk (CD, DVD, or ZIP disk).

Index of Advertisers
American Drum . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          35

AOSA Professional Development  
Conference . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                inside back cover

Backyard Music  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           18

Beatin’ Path Publications, LLC  . . . . . . . . . . . . .              12

FolkStyle Productions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      16

Hal Leonard Publishing Corporation . . . . . . . . .         2

Macmillan/McGraw-Hill  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1

Mad Robin Music and Dance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                12

MMB Music - Studio 49 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     19

Music is Elementary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      24

Music Together LLC . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        16

New England Dancing Masters . . . . . . . . . . . . .              18

Peripole Bergerault, Inc. . . . . . . . . . . .            back cover

Quaver Music  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             7

SONOR (HOHNER, Inc.) . . . . .      inside front cover

Suzuki Musical Instruments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                27

University of St. Thomas  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   9

West Chester University School of Music . . . .    45

West Music Company . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      21

The Wildflower Legacy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     51

Woodwind and Brasswind . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  5

Yamaha Corporation of America  . . . . . . . . . . .            31

Ethics Statement
The American Orff-Schulwerk 
Association strongly encourages 
members to be positive and 
discreet when discussing our 
organization, specific courses 
and/or teachers, and the Orff 
movement. The very nature of 
the Orff Schulwerk philosophy 
embodies a broad spectrum of 
expressions, exploring different 
paths to arrive at artistic and 
educational goals. Members are 
encouraged to recognize and re-
main open to varied approaches 
and to celebrate both our differ-
ences and our similarities.
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"Education is all a matter 
of building bridges."

Ralph Ellison



November 14-17, 2012
ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI

hosted by the St. Louis Chapter

American Orff-Schulwerk Association 
Music and Movement Education

2012  
American Orff-Schulwerk Association 
Professional Development Conference 

info@aosa.org  
www.aosa.org
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PARTNERS IN

MUSIC 
EDUCATION®

800-443-3592  www.peripole.com

LEADERS IN QUALITY, 
INNOVATION & PRICE

Introducing the New 
Safety-Snap™

Breakaway Unit 
Now On All Halo® Hangers.


