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Tell me, I forget;

show me, I remember; 

involve me, I understand.

Orff because you love to teach. 
                     because you love to listen.
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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 Schulwerk approach. 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 remain open to 
varied approaches and to celebrate both our 

differences and our similarities.
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mission statement
The American Orff-Schulwerk Association is a professional organization of 
educators dedicated to the creative music and movement approach developed 
by Carl Orff and Gunild Keetman.

Our mission is:
n	 to demonstrate the value of Orff Schulwerk and promote its widespread 

use;
n	 to support the professional development of our members; and
n	 to inspire and advocate for the creative potential of all learners.

AOSA diversity statement
AOSA is committed to supporting a diverse and inclusive membership, 
promoting an understanding of issues of diversity and inclusion, and 
providing teaching and learning resources and professional development that 
respects, affirms, and protects the dignity and worth of all.

our core values
As music and movement educators dedicated to the creative 
music and movement approach developed by Carl Orff and 
Gunild Keetman, we believe that: 
n	 Every learner deserves the opportunity to actively create, 

improvise, sing, play, move, speak, and listen.
n	 Every learner should experience music and dance from 

cultures represented in both our diverse American society 
and the larger global community.

n	 Every learner deserves a passionate, committed music 
educator who values the importance of active music making.  

n	 Every Orff Schulwerk educator deserves high-quality 
opportunities to improve their pedagogy and musicianship 
through active, collaborative professional development.

n	 Every Orff Schulwerk educator should cultivate the creative 
potential in all learners.

n	 Every AOSA member deserves opportunities to engage in 
open and constructive dialogue regarding the future and 
well-being of their chapter and the national organization.
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the trombone. The instrument was 
about as tall as I was, and I will never 
forget the representative handing it 
to me, letting go, and then watching 
the slide tilt downward as it was 
almost too heavy for me to hold. I 
was hooked. I knew, at that very 
moment, I was going to become a 
band director.

This idea never wavered 
throughout middle and high school. I was accepted 
into the School of Music at Butler University in the 
Fall of 2000 and could not wait to have my own 
band in a few short years. Then as I listened to my 
elementary music methods professor tell the class 
we would be doing an elementary internship that 
semester—which required planning and teaching 

By Josh Southard

I 
guess you can say my musical pathway began 
in the last month or two of fifth grade. It was 
sign-up night for sixth-grade band. The band 
room at Ohio County Elementary-Middle 

School in southern Indiana was a recessed room, 
with the entrance door at the top. I walked in, 
cooly walked/jumped down the stairs, and took 
a seat. There I was, four foot nothing, asking for 

Communications that 
Connect: Fall 2023 

P R E S I D E N T ’ S  M E S S A G E

no strings attached
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full lessons—burnout occurred. I already wondered 
if teaching music was what I really wanted as my 
career, and this announcement sealed the deal. 
I scheduled an appointment with my advisor to 
switch majors. In the meantime, I had to at least 
start with the internship. We had been given a 
list of local music teachers willing to take interns; 
because I wanted to see how a male elementary 
music educator taught, I called Dean Maniakas.

I hated leaving campus and hated every moment 
of the 15-minute drive to Dean’s school. At this 
point, I just wanted to get my major switched and 
be done. Dean had told me that once I signed in, 
just come into the music room located right next to 
the office. “You’ll hear us,” he said. I had no idea 
what he meant by that, but upon walking through 
the doors, I loved the sound coming from the 
music room. The music, different from anything 
I had heard before, was what I figured might be 
a recording of a marimba ensemble. I signed in, 
walked across the hall, and what I saw was not 
children listening to a CD (that stands for compact 
disc!)—the children were the ones playing the 
music. A group of maybe 20 or so were playing small 
xylophones and another five or six were up dancing. 
I just stood at the door and watched. In time, I 
would learn that this piece was the Rondo in 3 in 
Music for Children, Volume I. Doug Goodkin once 
wrote about how different styles and genres of music 
can transport people to different places and evoke 
certain feelings. The sound of Orff instruments and 
children singing and laughing took me to a magical 
place of wonder and excitement. Words cannot 
more accurately describe the rush of feelings I had 
in that moment, standing in the doorway, watching 
those children play and dance with such enthusiasm, 
excitement, and innocence. I was supposed to stay 
for an hour that Tuesday afternoon, but I wound up 
staying for three. I rushed back Thursday and stayed 
for another three hours. After that visit, I returned 
to campus, canceled the appointment with my 
advisor, and called my dad to tell him I was changing 
paths. I was going to teach elementary music.

Along with the excitement I felt about elementary 
music came the dread of I have no idea how to do any 
of this. I owe everything to Dean. He worked with me 
for hours upon hours during that semester, and then 
again while I was lucky enough to student teach with 
him, and then again for the first few years of teaching 
when I had questions upon questions. Twenty years 

later, he is still there whenever I call. My pathway has 
hit some hills and unexpected turns over the years, 
but the people, friendships, mentors, and students 
along the way have made it worthwhile. We all have a 
story like this. For many of us, our story always seems 
to start with, “Well, I was going to be a …,” only to 
end with “but then I found Orff Schulwerk.” 

Pathways
When summer ends, a new pathway begins for all of 
us. For those who have just completed Level I, the 
pathway is full of new ideas, exciting lessons, and, 
ideally, a newfound love for teaching that will energize 
them throughout this new school year. Those who 
have finished Level II are taking a path of refining 
their process with a better understanding of getting 
from Point A to Point B, and maybe even exploring 
a mode or two. Then there are our newest AOSA 
Teacher Education Level IIIs: Your pathway is about 
to change yet again, as you have worked extremely 
hard, put in countless hours, and completed your 
Levels education. The question is: Where will your 
pathway take you? The pathways of new teachers, or 
those of us who have been teaching a while, may take 
a turn this year as well. It might come from attending 
a workshop and getting a fresh idea or process for 
something we have done for years, or attending our 
first or (enter number here!) AOSA’s Professional 
Development Conference and seeing Ding Dong Diggi 
Dong processed and performed in a way we had 
never thought of doing before. How about trying a 
new poem this year,  composing our own Mixolydian 
piece for our second graders, or creating something 
in B-flat pentatonic? Whatever we choose, we need 
to make this part of our pathway meaningful not only 
to ourselves, but also to our students.

As a member, you will find AOSA offers many 
pathways to explore. If you are looking to further 
your training, our website lists Levels and Master 
courses offered all around the country. If you are 
seeking individual studies, Professional Learning 
Networks are hosted regularly throughout the school 
year and saved on our website to reference or watch 
later. Close to 30 Individual Study Units covering a 
wide range of topics are available. More are added 
regularly, and you can complete them at your own 
pace. Sign up for the Digital Mentorship program, 
either as a mentee or mentor, and develop a one-on-
one connection with another teacher. If you feel that 
teaching other teachers is your path, present at a 
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Chapter Share workshop, a state conference, or the 
AOSA Professional Development Conference. Apply 
to become a teacher educator and apprentice to 
teach at a Levels course. Whichever path you choose, 
remember it is ultimately the children, our students, 
who benefit.

While we each start or continue on our paths, 
AOSA has started down a new path as well. The 
spring referendum, which came to fruition after 
several years of work by so many of our members, 
passed and is now being implemented. Our vice 
president and vice president-elect of diversity, 
equity, inclusion, and access now move to member-
elected positions beginning with the 2023 cycle. 
Tiffany English, our new executive director, has 
taken on the role full time, and I have every 
confidence that AOSA will continue to grow and 
thrive under her leadership. Finally, our National 
Board of Trustees continues to work hard in 
making this organization one that truly serves all 
our members and is in line with AOSA’s mission 
statement, diversity statement, and core values.

One of the joys of being an educator is sparking 
joy through our work. Look for “Joy”—our Winter 
2024 issue—where authors reflect on the joy 
found in classrooms and careers, in teaching 
outside, in experiencing flow state, in creating 
with technology, and more!

Joy

I am deeply honored to serve as AOSA’s 
president for the next two years. In my previous 
time on the NBT, I had the privilege of serving 
with Presidents Tiffany English, Lisa Hewitt, 
and Michelle Fella Przybylowski, as well as with 
past Executive Director Carrie Barnette. Their 
leadership has truly been an inspiration for me 
as I strive to continue the great work AOSA has 
done—and will continue to do. Every path has its 
bumps and hills, but with the help of the Executive 
Committee, the National Board of Trustees, and 
you, our members, I will work to continue guiding 
AOSA down a path in which everyone can take 
pride. 

JOSH SOUTHARD is the music specialist at Smoky Row 

Elementary School in Carmel, Indiana, where he teaches 

kindergarten through Grade 5 music. He is a past president of 

the Indiana Orff Schulwerk Association and has served on the 

AOSA National Board of Trustees. Josh teaches AOSA Teacher 

Education Basic I, II, and III Levels Courses, and is currently 

serving as AOSA president.
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By Linda Hines With Sandra Adorno, Diana Hawley, and Martha O’Hehir

Improvisation

I N  T H I S  I S S U E

P
ause wherever children are playing and 
you will likely see improvisation unfolding. 
What can music educators do to capture 
these moments of organically evolving 

creativity and reinvent them in the classroom, 
while at the same time preserving the magic? In 
this issue, we explore the pedagogical moment of 
improvisation through a variety of visions.

Doug Goodkin presents improvisation through a 
conceptual lens as it relates to Orff Schulwerk and 
how it emerges in the greater world. Through “The 
Secret Song,” an activity he created for students, he 
discusses the use and benefits of improvisation as a 
learning tool.

Looking through the lens of the practitioner, 
BethAnn Hepburn advances her claim that 
pedagogical decisions support students’ creations 
and demand of teachers an ever-present willingness 
to improvise. Through the concepts of evoke, 
respond, model, and guide, she details how the 
teacher-improviser embraces immediacy while 
constantly molding the student journey through the 
elemental process.

With an approach tiered from simple to more  
complex, George Halley presents several playful 
strategies for introducing and nurturing improvisation 

skills to students in the elementary grades. The steps 
he details can transform improvisation from an enigma 
to an energetic, enjoyable experience.

The Orff Schulwerk and Kodály approaches 
support the creative process inherent in 
improvisation, notes Megan M. Sheridan. Her 
examples highlight how teachers can include 
improvisation through moving, singing, and playing 
instruments.

In our next piece, Micaela Gutierrez 
Schmitz walks readers through an exploration 
of improvisation and composition lesson 
approaches that she continues to develop through 
experimenting, iterating, learning, and innovating.

David Dockan shares moments of musical 
jams that provided the means to explore 
social relationships and self-expression. These 
improvisational experiences became a springboard 
for his classroom teaching, where jamming 
connects to informal music learning through 
imitation, exploration, and creation. 

This issue’s children’s books, reviewed by Amy 
Brown and Misty Kikoler, offer colorful, clever, 
entertaining ways to increase student vocabulary 
and social awareness. This issue’s Supporting Our 
Learning book, reviewed by Judith Thompson-
Barthwell, offers current best practices in music 
education.

Through its very nature, improvisation provides 
a pathway for educators to shift the music 
classroom focus from transmission of knowledge 
to the development of creative thinking. It is a 
powerful tool for cultivating skill development, 
empowerment, and enjoyment for students and 
educators alike. 

LINDA HINES is editor in chief of The Orff Echo. 

Coordinators SANDRA ADORNO, DIANA HAWLEY, and 

MARTHA O’HEHIR collaborated on this issue. They are Orff 

practitioners and enthusiasts. 
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By Doug Goodkin

“We don’t improvise,” said Brandon, a student in a class where I was a guest 
teacher. 

“Did you know you were going to say that to me when you woke up this 
morning?”

“No.”
“Then you just improvised.” 

I
mprovisation is the art of responding in the moment to what the situation 
demands, drawing from all previous knowledge and experience. It is the act 
of discovering both what you know and what you did not know you know. 
Brandon was quite used to improvising through speech—we all do it in every 

conversational encounter. He simply needed more practice speaking the language 
of music in the same way, more confidence in arranging and re-arranging tones 
and rhythms as comfortably as nouns and verbs.

We all improvise through the day in many ways. We learn the steps to cooking 
a stir-fry, the route to drive to school, the procedure to email our workshop 
notes. What happens, though, when the recipe calls for mustard greens and we 

DOUG GOODKIN is an 

internationally recognized 

Orff Schulwerk teacher, 

providing training to 

teachers in over 50 countries 

worldwide. He worked 

with children in The San 

Francisco School for 45 

years and continues working 

as a consultant, mentor, 

guest teacher, workshop 

leader, and performer in 

schools locally, nationally, 

and internationally. He is the 

author of 10 books and is 

featured in the documentary 

film The Secret Song. 

Improvisation: 
The Pleasure 
of Survival

FOCUS ON IMPROVISATION

Improvisation in music is intimidating to 
some, even though we improvise throughout the day. In this 
article, the author details how music education that treats 
music as a language, rather than a precise duplication of 
given notes, increases comfort with improvisation in musical 
expression. He relates how perceiving improvisation as a vital 
skill invites educational adaptations to foster and nurture it 
and suggests, perhaps, the Orff Schulwerk classroom can be a 
model for all of education in this direction. 

A B S T R A C T
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11have only kale? When there is a traffic jam? When 
our email gets sent back undelivered? It is time to 
improvise.

When we have cooked long enough, we know what 
is similar to mustard greens and equally know we 
can stir fry without them. We know there are other 
roads that can lead us to school. We remember that 
the post office still delivers mail. The most successful 
improvisation comes from knowing the territory.

In his reluctance to improvise, Brandon was 
revealing two things:

1)	Insufficient experience with the language of music 
to understand how to speak it spontaneously. 

2)	A lack of trust in his own intuitive and 
imaginative powers, partially fostered by a 
school culture that cares only for duplicating 
previous right answers instead of exploring the 
necessary next questions. 

Without the invitation to say things in his own 
words/tones/movements, to see each thing learned not 
as the end of the matter, but as the beginning of the 
next possibility, Brandon’s creative and imaginative 
powers might go untapped. He might turn into the 
kind of literal thinker who would abandon his stir-fry 
plans if mustard greens were not available, sit in the 
traffic jam, or cancel the workshop because his email 
notes could not be sent. He might be vulnerable to a 
fundamentalist thinking that insists there is only one 
way to act, only one way to believe, only one option—to 
obey and adhere rigidly to rules and formulas someone 
else made. He might become someone unable to meet 
the demands of the moment with a fresh imagination, 
applying yesterday’s solutions to tomorrow’s problems. 
In a time like our own, when rapidly shifting conditions 
demand an imaginative and intelligent response, this 
can become downright dangerous. 

SOURCE: WWW.ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/PORTFOLIO/VLADST



www.aosa.org   FALL  2023

12

Our Evolutionary Imperative
There is sufficient evidence that evolution, in both the 
plant and animal world, necessitates adaptability, the 
capacity to respond to changing conditions. Likewise, 
the flourishing of human beings and human culture 
from prehistoric times to our own came about by the 
capacity to think flexibly and adapt behaviorally in a 
constantly changing world. Here’s how John Medina 
(2008) described it in his book, Brain Rules: 

How did we grow from a wobbly, fragile minority 
population to a staggering tide of humanity seven 
billion strong and growing? There is only one way, 
according to Richard Potts, director of the Human 
Origins Program at the Smithsonian Museum of 
Natural History. You give up on stability. You don’t 
try to beat back the changes. You begin not to care 
about consistency within a given habitat, because such 
consistency isn’t an option. You adapt to variation 
itself. Potts calls his notion the Variability Selection 
Theory…. It predicts there will be interactions 
between two powerful features of the brain: a database 
in which to store a fund of knowledge, and an ability 
to improvise off of that database. (p. 37)

Our experiences form a database of knowledge 
about content, procedures, and techniques the brain 
remembers and calls forth as needed. With sufficient 
experience and attention, we note recurring patterns 
that allow us to predict events and act accordingly. 
This is half of our evolutionary strategy for survival.

Equally important, however, is the plasticity of 
the brain, the way it continually re-shapes itself 
from experience and reaction to experience. Life’s 
unpredictable situations—and there are many—
require us to consider a Plan B. What do we do when 
a pandemic has us sheltering in place, when extreme 
weather cancels our airline flights, when the things 
we used to count on are unreliable? Here flexible 
thinking rises to the rescue.

In the past, those changing conditions—climate 
changes, scientific understandings, cultural advances, 
technological breakthroughs—moved at a glacial pace 
and we often had plenty of time to adapt and make 
small modifications to meet them. Now we are faced 
with something completely new in human experience, 
a hyper-speed rapid rate of change. Technologies 
that transform cultures have created more changes 
in the past 20 years than in the 200 years preceding 
that. A 5-year-old computer is already considered 

obsolete, and a new iPhone model is released every 
year. Schools are training children for jobs, companies, 
and workplaces that do not yet exist. We live in a 
world where, increasingly, all plans are provisional. 
Under these conditions, improvisation in all fields of 
human experience is not a luxury reserved for creative 
artists, but a new necessity in our daily lives. Thus, 
training children to be deep, broad, flexible thinkers 
should move to the center of all education, far beyond 
a frothy fill for the talented kids in the jazz band.

Today’s schools should be, must be, a place to 
nurture both sides of the brain’s potential, providing 
an environment for learning the essential knowledge, 
concepts, and techniques, and for exercising the ability 
to improvise and create from them. Knowledge simply 
is not complete until it is re-worked, re-visioned, 
re-created, and used. In the conversation between 
the concrete, known database of knowledge and the 
imaginative use of that knowledge applied to the 
constant variation of an unpredictable world lies the 
art of learning—and teaching.

Improvisation in the Music Class:  
The Secret Song
That is the big picture. But what does this mean for 
schooling? How might we actually move improvisation 
front and center in our teaching when we have not been 
taught like this? When it comes to Orff Schulwerk, 
what does it look and feel like to create a curriculum 
of what my teacher Avon Gillespie called “possibility 
seeking?” 

It begins with a firm belief in the innate musicality 
of each and every child. To give an example of how 
this faith translates to the lesson in the music class, 
I turn to “The Secret Song,” an activity I developed 
as an introduction to the Orff instruments for 5-year-
olds, but one that can be used with any age. The 
Orff instruments are set around the room, each in 
the pentatonic scale. The children enter the class. I 
gather them close and speak in a whispered voice:

Who likes secrets? Well, I have some secrets for 
you today but instead of telling them to you, you 
have to discover them. Did you know that inside 
these bars of wood on the xylophone is a secret 
song waiting for you? It is hidden like gold in the 
earth and you only need three things to dig it out:

1)	A hand or two with mallets to lift out the 
sound.

2)	A listening ear that can hear what you play.
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3)	A mind that can recognize when the song 
appears and can remember it.

I’ll demonstrate. Raise your hand when you think 
my secret song has come out of hiding.... Did you 
notice how I ended? While you’re playing, don’t 
forget to pay attention and find the moment when 
the song wants to end and go back into the bars to 
rest. So now choose one of the xylophones placed 
around the room and good luck finding your song! 
You have about five minutes and then we’ll come 
back and share them.

And so they do. The results are always illuminating 
and, sometimes, astounding. Every child comes back 
with something that has some quality of musical 
coherence. Some songs are mathematically based, 
some are kinesthetic, some suggest a song with words, 
some are boldly experimental, some tell a kind of 
story. Each not only proves my faith that every child is 
musical, but also reveals precisely how they are musical 
and shows something of their character, personality, 
and the way they think. 

Without a single lesson in xylophone technique 
or musical concepts or compositional principles, the 
kids come through. When Orff famously said, “Let 
the children be their own composers,” he left it up to 
us to determine how to make that invitation real. The 
imagery of “The Secret Song” has proven to be just 
right, for all ages. 

This completely turns around the notion that 
children must learn technique, theory, note reading, 
harmony, and specific styles before they can improvise 
coherently. Traditional music programs concentrate 
the bulk of their attention on building the database. 
By the time they invite children to improvise—if 
indeed, they do at all (and then mostly in the jazz 
band)—the children have lost their spontaneous 
musical urges and relegated music to a specialized 
subject with rules and right and wrong answers. As 
Orff (1932/2011) said:

Music begins inside human beings and so must 
any instruction; not at the instrument, not with 
the first finer, nor with the first position, not with 
this or that chord. The starting point is one’s own 
stillness. Listening to oneself. The “being ready for 
music.” (as cited in Haselbach, 2011, p. 66)

In the liner notes to his album Spirits, jazz pianist 
Keith Jarrett (1986) said something similar:

Music is not a separate, controlled event where a 
musician presents something to a passive audience. 
It is in the blood. It is life .… There is a fine line 
between using technique and making music. We must 
be open to the silence in order to fill it just right. We 
must see the spaces, inhabit them, live them. Then, 
the next note, the next move, becomes apparent 
because it is needed. … Until you are participating 
in this, you cannot hear. Until you hear, you cannot 
play. Until you listen, you cannot make music.

“The Secret Song” is a simple way to coax music out 
of stillness and silence, to hear it, to listen, to reveal 
what is in your blood. It is available for any teacher 
to offer, regardless of their own musical training. 

Equip your classroom with great prices on 

instruments and supplies from MIE and call 

to inquire about our gently used Orff 

instruments, custom packages, and always 

low prices on in-stock items. 

With over 30 years in serving the With over 30 years in serving the 

elementary teacher, let us show you why 

music education starts here. 

www.MusicIsElementary.com / 800-888-7502

In the conversation between the concrete, 
known database of knowledge and the 
imaginative use of that knowledge applied 
to the constant variation of an unpredictable 
world lies the art of learning—and teaching.
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Duets and Trios
Another powerful structure is something I call 
“Duets and Trios.” Here the instruments are set 
up in a circle, and one person begins an improvised 
version of their “secret song.” The person to the 
right listens and finds a way to join in so the two 
are conversing. Once that is established, the next 
person to the right finds the spaces in the musical 
duet to contribute, at which point the first person 
fades out. The trio is now a duet again, then the 
fourth person joins in, the second fades out. Thus, 
the music travels around the circle in alternate duets 
and trios until returning to the first, at which point 
the first and last listen for the moment when the 
music announces its end. 

Before we start, I reveal that we are about to 
hear some beautiful music that has never been 
played before in the entire history of humanity—
and will never be played again. That captures their 
attention! The key to success is summarized in one 
word, perhaps the most important word in all of 
music education and one often ignored in all our 
fancy lesson planning—listen! In this setting, you 
not only need to listen to the song from within, but 
also to your neighbor’s song that you can enhance 
and enrich with your own contribution. If, in the 
greater world, our difficult challenges might be 
met with the kind of imaginative response forged 
in deep solitude, they also require deep listening 
to others and the ability to respond in a dynamic 
and ongoing conversation.

Note that the choice of the pentatonic scale in both 
activities simplifies the process for the children and 
allows a meaningful learning experience for them. 
While the children move up the spiral of musical 
understanding, improvisation can become more 
challenging as they find their way through diatonic 
modes with moving drones, harmonic patterns with 
I, IV, and V chords, jazz blues with a pentatonic 
scale over harmonic changes. Each musical style will 
require different criteria for successful improvisation: 

bluegrass guitar solos different from rock, flamenco, 
or jazz; jazz trap set solos different from Indian tabla 
or West African master drum improvisations; jazz 
trumpet solos with different expectations in New 
Orleans style, swing, be-bop, or Latin jazz. The 
important thing is that the two siblings—the database 
of knowledge and the capacity to improvise within 
it—continue side-by-side.

Each step of the way, improvisation is the final 
exam. It reveals what the child does or does not 
understand about a particular style or harmonic 
structure or fixed form. That is why we do not teach 
I-IV-V arrangements to children in second grade. 
If they are not ready to improvise within a given 
piece, that time is better spent with material, such 
as pentatonic melodies with drones and ostinato, 
that makes sense to them. The proof is when they 
improvise melodies or ostinato or drones or compose 
pieces alone or in small groups. Now the 4H club of 
the hand that can do, the head that can understand, 
the heart that can feel, and the ear that can hear are 
in perfect balance. It is perhaps the essential element 
that sets Orff Schulwerk apart from learning to read 
the notes to Minuet in G without understanding how 
to improvise within it, without ever being asked to 
sing it, and without being able to feel it fully after 
months of halting and sputtering non-musical steps 
to eventual mastery. 

Although these two examples focus on instrumental 
improvisation, it is important to remember that 
children in Orff Schulwerk programs improvise in a 
wide variety of media far beyond the xylophones. They 
create patterns and phrases with the phonemic sounds 
of the alphabet in various name games, speech pieces, 
and beat-boxing; they explore the sonic potential 
of their bodies through body percussion, improvise 
movement and gesture with and without music, and 
create spontaneous dramatic scenes and a host of 
other media and improvisational structures. In short, 
with the guidance of a seasoned teacher, the full 
range of their native musical and kinesthetic genius 
is given free rein to roam about, explore, and try 
things out, always aiming for more coherent form and 
more nuanced expression. In so doing, they discover 
many of the very patterns and structures that form 
the database of the practicing musician. Turning 
topsy-turvy the notion that first the database, then 
the improvisation, such activities as mentioned here 
become part of the pathway to creating the foundation 
of musical knowledge.

If, in the greater world, our difficult challenges 
might be met with the kind of imaginative 
response forged in deep solitude, they also require 
deep listening to others and the ability to respond 
in a dynamic and ongoing conversation.
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Conclusion
Let us now return to Brandon. After our “I don’t 
improvise” conversation, I gave the class three notes 
to play (E-G-A) and taught them the Duke Ellington 
tune The C-Jam Blues (transposed to the key of A). 
With me playing piano, they played the tune twice 
and then all improvised at the same time. The three 
notes ensured that no tones would sound bad with my 
piano accompaniment and they could concentrate on 
rhythmic ideas and phrasing. Playing at the same time 
freed them to explore in safety, without fear of being 
heard. We then played the melody again, and I had 
the first row of instruments play one at a time. Now 
they were in the realm of risk—what if they sounded 
bad? What if the teacher criticized them? What if 
their classmates ridiculed them? The class, caught 
up in the excitement of the piece, did not have time 
to think about all that. When the first person played 

and everybody realized how good she sounded, they 
grew more confident.

The last person in the row to improvise was Brandon. 
This was a big moment, and he met it with a timid, but 
increasingly more confident, attempt. We all played 
the melody once more and ended with a dramatic jazz 
flair. I invited the students to applaud for everyone, 
particularly the soloists, walking down the line one by 
one. When I got to Brandon, I asked the group how he 
sounded and they shouted, “Great!” I shook his hand 
and said, “Well, I guess you do improvise after all.”

Can you see the smile on his face? 

This article was first published in Creative Interactions: 
Creative Learning, Creative Teaching, and Group 
Creativity in Music Education (2023), edited by Dr. 
Andrea Sangiorgio, University of Music and Theatre, 
Munich, Germany. 
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Throughout the Orff Schulwerk pedagogical 
process, the teacher is responsible for improvising with fluidity 
in ever-changing improvisational roles. In this article, the 
author delves into the facets of the chameleon-like nature of 
Orff Schulwerk practitioners who embrace improvisation as 
a core characteristic of their teaching, philosophically and 
pedagogically, and offers encouragement for newly developing 
teacher-improvisers.

By BethAnn Hepburn

O
rff Schulwerk teachers’ improvisational roles shift constantly throughout 
their lessons. The purpose of improvising at any moment is to pivot 
pedagogically or to perform the role of a music participant with the class. 
This in-the-moment teaching was described as an educational theory 

of immediacy by Andreas Liess (Liess, 1966). True to honoring the Schulwerk 
as an immediate musical experience, Orff teachers might improvise to evoke, 
respond, model, and guide with an intentional action to bring students personal 
experiences with music and movement. These pedagogical decisions ultimately 
support students’ creations, regardless of the media being explored, and demand 
of the teacher an ever-present willingness to improvise.

Educational Theory of Immediacy
Andreas Liess (1966), one of Carl Orff’s earliest biographers, stressed the 
importance of improvisation in elemental music making to stimulate and develop 
the innate musical qualities of a child and expanded by stating, “Orff’s Schulwerk 
may truly be described as a great educational theory of immediacy” (p. 58). 
When considering the philosophical underpinnings of improvisation at the core of 
elemental music making, a great responsibility is placed on the teacher to allow for 
these improvisatory musical episodes to occur. When we reflect upon the use of 
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the term immediacy—and its implication of bringing 
direct and instant involvement with something and 
giving rise to a sense of urgency or excitement—we 
see that the teacher is the person responsible for this 
artful engagement.

This engagement is two-fold on the part of 
teachers as improvisers: first, in the willingness 
to create spontaneously with their students, and 
second, to model musical improvisations. In this 
first role, teachers provide the impetus for student-
led inventions and guide the music and movement 
products the students create. They also improvise as 
they arrange musical ideas garnered from the class, 
facilitate experimental explorations by the group, and 
help shape the final form musically through guided 
improvisations with the class. Secondly, as musical 
models for students, teachers provide extemporized 
musical responses inspired by students’ original ideas. 
Depending on the musical task at hand, at any given 
moment the elemental music experience provokes a 
unique and immediate improvised model.

Embracing Immediacy
The first challenge of the teacher-improviser is to 
embrace the notion of immediacy in the Schulwerk 
pedagogy. Orff stated, “Those who look for a method 
or a ready-made system are rather uncomfortable with 
the Schulwerk; people with an artistic temperament 
and a flair for improvisation are fascinated by it. 
They are stimulated by the possibilities inherent in a 
work which is never quite finished, in flux, constantly 
developing” (Orff & Walter, 1963, p. 69). Orff’s 
Schulwerk, as an educational theory of immediacy, 
demands the teacher be constantly flexible with the 
music and movement coming from the students. 
The teacher must be willing to improvise both as a 
musical participant and as a pedagogue while guiding 

The improvised expressive speech or storytelling in 
our classrooms can evoke expressive speech from 
our students, put bodies in motion, or serve as the 
creative impetus for articulation on instruments.

SOURCE: WWW.ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/PORTFOLIO/ISAXAR
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student creations and reacting to a lesson’s music and 
movement happenings. 

Embracing immediacy opens Orff Schulwerk 
teachers to spontaneous creation with their students 
through a cyclic improvised exploration in musical 
development—both for themselves and their 
students—as they create elemental music together. 
This requires teachers to stay in flux during the 
process and to open themselves to the constant 
development of musical ideas from students. The 
inherent improvisational immediacy in the Orff 
Schulwerk classroom provides opportunities for 
teachers to evoke, model, respond, and guide as 
active partners in the ever-evolving music.

Improvising to Evoke Movement and Music
Orff Schulwerk teachers improvise to evoke music and 
movement responses consistently from their students 
throughout the teaching process. For instance, when 
students need a catalyst for movement, teachers can 
improvise, providing the impetus to put the body in 
motion or evoke a particular movement quality, such 
as floating versus wringing. 

This skill for improvisation requires a knowledgeable 
and comfortable musical facility on various instruments 
to evoke various movement qualities. Teachers make 
multiple decisions, including which instrument to 
use at that moment, the rhythms, and the tonality; 
the improvised music choices will inspire different 
student responses. For example, a Phrygian melody 
on an alto metallophone does not feel the same across 
our inner landscape as a major tonality on a piano or 
a syncopated hand drum rhythm. Each will evoke a 
different physical response in our students, resulting 
in different types of movements. 

This improvisatory episode continues as teachers 
observe and respond musically to their students’ 
actions, facilitating further guidance for the students. 
Teachers are the model responsible for providing a 
musical example that students can respond to in their 
movement creations. For example, when exploring 
sudden and sustained movements, but the sudden 
movement in the students’ bodies looks more like a 
cooked noodle bouncing around a bowl than a dry hard 

noodle in the box, changing the music improvisation 
to a rhythm with more staccato might evoke more 
sudden movements. 

Teachers evoke imagination. The improvised 
expressive speech or storytelling in our classrooms 
can evoke expressive speech from our students, put 
bodies in motion, or serve as the creative impetus 
for articulation on instruments. How we say it is how 
they will play it! Using improvisatory acting skills to 
provide a lively interpretation of the text, teachers 
evoke dynamics, color exploration, and rhythmic 
speech from their students. Rhythmic speech, whether 
in the form of longer prose or simple phrases, or 
rhythmic bricks strung together, should be recited 
with an improvisatory nature that brings them to life, 
capturing an essence or character that can translate 
to dynamics, movement, rhythm, and so forth when 
students begin to improvise with the inspiring text.  
This response from students carries over to musical 
inspiration because the teacher-improviser is also an 
improvisational model for students.

Teacher as Improviser: The Musical Model
Remembering that the teacher is a constant musical 
role model in the classroom is imperative in Orff 
Schulwerk pedagogy. For example, rather than a 
cacophonous plodding of claps and stomps with 
a rhythmic pattern as a rhythmic improvisation, 
teachers should improvise and model an expressive 
flow through the body and explore the possibility 
of timbre and dynamics when improvising body 
percussion rhythms. When teachers improvise an 
elemental melody on a recorder or pure vowel in a 
vocal line, they need to be the model of musicianship 
they wish their students to emulate or strive 
towards. Even better is the teacher’s willingness 
to set ego aside, rather than be the only model, 
and invite a student in the room to provide the 
model to emulate. Musically expressive and stylistic 
improvisation requires dedication and practice on 
various instruments and openness to students being 
the musical model for improvisation as the teacher 
facilitates.

Modeling – Teacher Musicianship During  
Process Teaching
In an Orff Schulwerk lesson, the teacher provides 
models for imitation as part of the teaching process. 
Students draw upon these experiences to create 
their own improvisations in the transference of the 

Musically expressive and stylistic improvisation 
requires dedication and practice on various 
instruments and openness to students being the 
musical model as the teacher facilitates.
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material into a new context, song, or ensemble piece 
(Keetman, 1974). Suppose the focus is on students 
learning to improvise using elemental forms or 
rhythmic variations. To prepare, the teacher should 
practice implementing this on various instruments to 
serve as the model in many timbres in the classroom. 
This requires dedication and time—practice in and 
out of the classroom—to improve improvisational 
skills on a variety of instruments. In the classroom, 
teachers can experiment with a new instrument while 
modeling a willingness to take risks. These exploratory 
efforts on the teacher’s behalf create a safe classroom 
environment that can also empower students to take 
risks in their efforts to improvise. 

The teacher improvises musical patterns for 
ensemble development as a model for students to 
imitate. This fosters experiences from which to draw 
after analysis of the patterns, providing students a 
conceptual understanding that guides them in creating 
their manipulations of the known patterns into new 
possibilities of form, timbre, and ensemble. 

Teacher as an Improvisatory Pedagogue: 
Responding
Our improvisatory responses to the happenings 
throughout an Orff Schulwerk-based lesson are 
musical and pedagogical. When we are facilitating 
student creations or responding to students’ musical 
improvisations, we might need to make suggestions in the 
moment to help guide them or to provide the validation 
they are seeking in their musical choices. This requires 
the teacher to be acutely aware of what is happening 
while students create their music or movement, in 
order to improvise by reacting and responding. For 
instance, when improvising with a student, the student 
can play the question to which the teacher provides the 
answer. Alternatively, modeling how to add a sequence 
or variation on a more musically demanding theme 
elevates an improvisation beyond simply “trading eights” 
to fill in time. 

Improvising with students as an active ensemble 
member throughout the lessons helps develop new 
musicianship skills. Teachers should model and include 
these skills in their improvisations. For example, 
teachers model improvisations using a swing rhythm 
if students have not had the experience of swinging 
rhythms yet. Or, they assist with articulation on the 
recorder by modeling tonguing techniques. Improvising 
with utmost musicality elevates students’ musicianship 
and performance.

Improvisation in Pedagogy: Embrace 
Guiding, not Deciding
A willingness to pivot in the moment with students 
is one of the most intimidating yet freeing forms of 
improvisation an Orff Schulwerk practitioner faces. 
Trusting that the elemental structure and process 
will eventually evolve into a musical composition, and 
letting go of replicating a pre-composed arrangement, 
demands that teachers constantly improvise throughout 
a lesson. 

Orff Schulwerk practitioners should have 
a philosophical willingness to create student-
generated music or use written music as a model, 
not a replication. This co-creation with students is the 
center of the Schulwerk as an educational theory of 
immediacy. Frazee (2006) emphasized the need for 
teachers to provide more opportunities for immediate 
creation with their students, movement experiences, 
and high artistic creativity; this replication was an 
inherent problem when the Elemental Music Practice 
exercises and the later Music for Children scores and 
improvisation exercises were put into print. Providing 
students with the improvisatory nature intended in 
the Schulwerk is often lost (Frazee, 2006).

A simple activity can foster acceptance of guiding, 
not deciding. For example, when using a rhyme for the 
basis of a melody, the teacher can guide students to 
extract themes from the main rhyme to create rhythmic 
bricks, then have them create a linear rhythmic phrase 
using combinations of those bricks to provide the 
structure for them to improvise melodic ostinati. 
As students decide how to arrange the ostinati, the 
teacher pivots on the spot to support their exploration. 
This facilitation of the improvisation process will 
eventually lead to a “frozen improvisation” or plan that 
results in a class composition the students arrive at by 
means of their teacher’s improvised choices. When 
teachers become guides, supporting their students 
toward a musical goal rather than deciding the final 
product from a written score ahead of time, the dance 
begins. This requires teachers to trust their musical 
training and instincts to help mold student ideas by 
taking time to experiment, trying their ideas, and 
embracing “what if?” possibilities. A teacher might 
ask, “What happens when that melodic ostinato is 
moved from the bass to the alto? What if we put 
that rhythm on an unpitched instrument instead?” 
When teachers embrace immediate explorations, they 
embrace improvisation as a central character of the 
teaching pedagogy.
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Developing as a Teacher-Improviser
It is commonplace for teachers to be uncomfortable 
initially with improvising. Orff Schulwerk teacher 
educator and music researcher Michael Chandler 
(2018) stated that educators need more experience to 
be better teachers of improvisation for their students. 

As in the Music for Children imitation examples, 
imitation of pattern play in the Orff Schulwerk 
approach supports developing musicianship and is 
a great place to start. According to several music 
education researchers, learning to improvise 
demonstrates acquired music-thinking skills and 
serves as a marker of a young independent musician 
(Azzara, 1993; Beegle, 2010). These types of thinking 

skills and constructs for patterns, experiences with 
motivic form development, and the use of melodic and 
rhythmic patterns are at the core of Orff Schulwerk 
process teaching. Schulwerk-informed teachers gain 
insights while facilitating creations by their students, 
and a constantly improvised teaching sequence takes 
place. Orff Schulwerk courses emphasize learning 
to improvise as an experiential task that must be 
practiced and blended with meaning for students to 
make correct musical syntax choices for improvisations 
(American Orff-Schulwerk Association, 2015). In 
short, these courses support teacher growth in 
achieving and embracing “immediacy” (see Figures 1 
and 2; see Figures 3 and 4, p. 21).

Figure 1. Level I Student Leading Question and Answer 
Improvisation at AOSA Teacher Education Course in 
Hawaii.

Figure 2. Teacher Educator Michael Chandler Leading 
Recorder Improvisation With Level III Students at 
University of Memphis.

PHOTOGRAPHER: BETHANN HEPBURN. USED WITH PERMISSION. PHOTOGRAPHER: JANDREA CRUM. USED WITH PERMISSION.
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Figure 3. Masterclass Students Improvising Dance at University of Memphis.

Figure 4. Watching Dancers and Improvising During University of Memphis Masterclass.

PHOTOGRAPHER: JANDREA CRUM. USED WITH PERMISSION.

PHOTOGRAPHER: BETHANN HEPBURN. USED WITH PERMISSION.
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Conclusion
Orff Schulwerk teachers who improvise and use an 
improvisatory pedagogical approach to facilitate student 
improvisation convey opportunities for students to 
explore, imitate, and create. These teachers value 
student ownership and creativity in their classrooms 
through their actions and willingness to pivot. 
Supporting student creativity through immediate 

musical experiences brings us back to the philosophical 
underpinning of Orff’s intention of the Schulwerk to 
bring about a first-hand experience with music and 
movement through improvisation. Students should be 
provided an elemental, spirit-filled experience with 
music through elemental process teaching guided by 
their teacher-improviser, who embraces immediacy 
and consistently molds the journey. 



“Connect.” The essence of Orff Schulwerk is connection. We 
enable our students to make meaningful, life-long connections 
with their peers, we connect our various approaches for musical 
learning, and we connect our own cultures with others to 
develop diverse music-making experiences. 
 
What does connection look like for you? How 
can we use Orff Schulwerk tenets to connect 
with our students, and what meaningful 
connections might we make with 
one another as Orff Schulwerk 
practitioners and enthusiasts? 
How can connection be used to 
bridge cultures to diversify the Orff 
Schulwerk approach?
 
We wonder: 
n	 How can we connect to the cultures 

of our students?
n	 How can we connect the various pedagogical 

approaches to music education?
n	 What connections exist within our school 

communities? 
n	 Students connect with each other through popular 

music. How might we harness that in the classroom?
n	 What role does collaboration play when connecting 

with our peers?
n	 How do we connect with diverse student 

populations?
 
In The Orff Echo Fall 2024 issue, we seek a lively 
conversation that revolves around connection in the Schulwerk. 
Look for the official call for submissions in AOSA News and in 
your Membership Essentials email, November 2023.

Join the Conversation …
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Improvisation can seem too abstract to 
teach effectively in public schools, but it is a skill that allows 
students to express their musicality fully. In this article, the 
author details how approaching the skill of improvisation 
in a familiar and playful manner furthers students’ and 
teachers’ enjoyment of this skill in the classroom and in their 
performances.

By George Halley

I
mprovisation can prompt a sense of pride and joy or anxiety and fear for 
students and teachers alike. Especially while performing, improvisation 
brings excitement as well as apprehension because anything can happen. 
Educators sometimes shy away from teaching or using improvisation in the 

classroom, which diminishes students’ overall musical experiences. Despite its 
inclusion in music curriculum and repeated calls for its use in a variety of music 
classrooms, some teachers still associate improvisation solely with jazz ensembles 
at the secondary and post-secondary levels (Farrell, 2016). Educators at the 
elementary level typically prioritize teaching fundamental music and fostering an 
understanding and love of music. This can create the perception that techniques 
like improvisation are too advanced for elementary students and appropriate 
only for older students.

Understandably, teachers like to control the success rate in their classrooms. 
Improvisation is an open-ended, abstract art form that, in its early stages, might 
not sound like “success” to an audience or to a person passing by the classroom 
door. With the current emphasis on data and test scores that demonstrate students 
are learning and able to explain their learning, how teachers evaluate and quantify 
learning improvisation is challenging—notably when the outcome differs greatly 
from one student to the next.

We can overcome this challenge by providing students with opportunities to 
practice improvisation at a young age and giving them clear guidelines to continue 
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to explore it as they progress. This will help them 
develop confidence and, in turn, realize more positive 
outcomes. After achieving this, students will not only 
be willing, but also enthusiastic about attempting 
improvisation. We have all heard it said, “You have 
to crawl before you walk, and walk before you run.” 
In the same way, improvisation instruction can be 
scaffolded into simple and more complex skills. 

Step 1. Crawling
Introducing improvisation in the music classroom to 
young students is a means for developing their skills 
early. When a kindergarten class is exploring how to 
show the beat to a song, this is an opportunity for 
improvisation. The teacher can demonstrate different 
ways to keep a steady beat, then invite students to 
practice together and independently, after which they 

Figures 1 and 2. First-Grade Students Exploring High and Low Voices.

PHOTOGRAPHER: GEORGE HALLEY. USED WITH PERMISSION.
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can individually “show the beat.” At first they might 
use an already practiced technique, but soon they will 
improvise new and original ways to show the beat when 
their turns come. Small playful moments like these, 
when students begin to experience the joy of sharing 
their ideas with others, encourage future improvisation. 

An early improvisation experience can be designed 
using a familiar poem or nursery rhyme such as “Queen 
Queen Caroline” (Smith, 1986). Having young students 
explore high and low vocal sounds while reading the 
poem is a simplified version of improvisation. With 
arms raised in the air for high sounds and hands 
touching the floor for low sounds, students conduct 
the class, showing how they would like the poem to 
sound, with the understanding that the conductor 
(teacher or student) can change the level at any point 
(see Figures 1 and 2, p. 25). After students practice 
leading others, teachers can use this opportunity to 
assess students individually to make sure their voices 
match the level of their arms. This fun activity allows 
for assessment of high and low voice. It also has roots 
in the skill of improvisation, for instance, creating 
something on the spot without the opportunity to 
write it down or practice ahead of time.

Another early singing improvisation activity targets 
learning to identify sol-la-mi melodies through simple 
songs like Birds Singing (see Figure 3). Birds Singing is 
an upbeat activity in which students create short four-
beat melodies using sol-la-mi between repetitions of the 
song. To begin, the teacher models an improvised B 
section, singing a four-beat pattern using sol-la-mi for 
students to repeat. This helps students not only hear the 
form of the music and length of improvisation, but also 
it provides many different examples for them to draw 
from when it is their turn. It is easiest to start on sol 
at first because it is a familiar note from prior learning. 

Once students show signs of comprehension, they are 
ready to improvise the B section. This encourages them 
to take risks in a short, non-intimidating way. 

Early experiences in improvisation on the barred 
instruments can include developing soundscapes for 
stories and movement. For example, a book such as 
We’re Going on a Bear Hunt (Rosen & Oxenbury, 
2009) offers ample opportunity to encourage students 
to create sounds for the different scenes, whether 
it is “swishy grass,” “squishy mud,” or a “swirly 
snowstorm.” When students share their improvised 
ideas, invite them to discuss the merits of different 
possibilities and to create a composition that could 
eventually become a performance piece.

Through playful, encouraging improvisatory 
experiences such as these, students develop a sense 
of comfort and excitement with creating something in 
the moment. What starts as a game leads to further 
improvisation as their musical skills continue to develop.

Step 2: Walking
By the time students reach an intermediate level in 
improvisation, they are ready to identify the skill 
and experience it in different media. At this level, 
teachers need to guide students to improvise melodies 
that sound like a completed thought and not just 
random noise. One strategy is to begin by using the 
form of question and answer as it is found in a simple 
conversation between two people. This affords a 
concrete understanding of improvisation through a 
familiar, everyday activity. 

To begin, ask students a simple question like “What 
is your favorite food?” or “What is your favorite color?” 
Let them know they need to answer in a complete 
sentence of similar length to the question and restate 
part of the question in the answer. Some students will 

Figure 3. Birds Singing – Soprano.

& # # 44 œ œ œ œ Œ
Birds sing ing high

œ œ œ œ Œ
birds sing ing low

œ œ œ œ œ œ
birds sing ing all a round- - - -

& # #4 œ œ œ œ œ œ œ
let’s sing with them, here we go!

Birds Singing George Halley

©

George Halley



FALL  2023   www.aosa.org

27
be so excited that they will answer with a sentence 
fragment using only one or two words like “pasta” 
or “green.” Remind them to answer in a complete 
sentence and try again. Sometimes they will answer 
in a run-on sentence or a series of phrases about their 
many different favorite foods, colors, or animals. 
Remind them to use one complete sentence, and give 
them another try. A humorous and beneficial strategy 
is giving examples of “bad” questions and answers in 
which the answer is unrelated to the question. For 
instance, “What is your favorite food?” “My favorite 
animal is the panda.” Demonstrating this with words 
helps make the next step—exploring improvisation in 
a more abstract manner using vocables—easier for 
them to understand. 

Once students are familiar with the idea of 
answering in a complete sentence, the next step is 
to use vocables in four-beat phrases (see Figures 4–7) 

with the first four-beat phrase as the question and 
the second four-beat phrase as the answer. Even 
though this is done through sounds, not words, 
the same principals apply as before—the answer 
should be a complete sentence reflecting part of 
the question and be of similar length. In this case, 
it is the rhythms that will be repeated and modified. 
This abstract step can, at first, seem overwhelming 
to students. After a few attempts, followed by good 
and purposefully bad examples from the teacher, 
they will gain proficiency.

Next, the same idea of conversational question and 
answer can be applied to singing in solfège. The teacher 
begins by asking each student a question, singing in 
solfège and not ending on do, and encouraging students 
to sing their answers by ending on do (see Figure 8). 
Referencing the form of question and answer, students 
will understand that the end of a sentence needs to 

George Halley

George Halley

ã 44 œ œ œ œ œ
Ch ch ch ch ch

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ
ch ch ch ch ch ch ch

œ Œ Ó
ch

œ œ œ œ œ
ch ch ch ch ch

ã6 œ œ œ œ œ œ œ
ch ch ch ch ch ch ch

œ œ œ œ œ œ
ch ch ch ch ch ch

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ
ch ch ch ch ch ch ch

œ œ œ Œ
ch ch ch

œ œ œ œ œ œ
ch ch ch ch ch ch

ã11 œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ
ts ba ts ba ts ts ts ts la la bs bs cha

George Halley

©
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Figure 4 Figure 5
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ch ch ch ch ch
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Figure 7

Figures 4–7. Question and Answer Improvisation Using Vocables.

Figure 8. Singing Improvisation.

& # # 44 œ œ œ œ
sol la so mi

œ œ œ Œ
sol la sol

œ œ œ œ
sol la sol mi

œ œ œ œ Œ
sol mi re do

Singing Improvisation George Halley

©
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sol la so mi

œ œ œ Œ
sol la sol

œ œ œ œ
sol la sol mi

œ œ œ œ Œ
sol mi re do

Singing Improvisation George Halley
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28 sound finished and not like a question. If they have 
had previous experiences singing short phrases with 
songs like Birds Singing, they will be willing to take 
a risk and will enjoy this step.

When ready, the same idea can be brought to barred 
instruments set up in a pentatonic scale. This step is 
an easy continuation of singing solfège in the question-
and-answer format, and students can quickly transfer 
similar skills. After the teacher leads the conversation 
and asks questions for students to answer, students 
can then assume the role of question-asker. This allows 
them to experience ending on a note other than do as 
they ask someone else a question. Once a number have 
had the opportunity to be question-askers, they can be 
invited to pair up and have musical conversations with 
each other, or “talk to themselves” by asking themselves 
questions and then answering with longer improvisatory 
form. This skill can be transferred to recorders and 
any other form of creating music. 

Understanding a simple form of improvisation such 
as question and answer might be difficult for some 
students at first. If it is presented in a playful, familiar 
way, however, that same student will have something 
concrete to refer to and draw from. Improvisation in 
this manner can be inserted easily into any musical 
piece as a B section or a rondo. After many repetitions 
of musical conversations with friends, and adding their 
own musical ideas to songs, students’ excitement for 
new ways to share their thoughts will grow and their 
musical confidence will increase. At that time, they 
are ready to run.

Step 3. Running
Once students have reached this step, they have 
a good amount of experience in improvisation, a 
strong music theory foundation (i.e., rhythmic 
training, melodic identification, and ear training), 
and practice with different musical forms. They will 
be comfortable improvising in front of their peers and 
ready for more advanced techniques. Teachers can 
then expand upon this prior musical knowledge by 
exploring improvisation in different forms and giving 
students total creative license. As shown in Figures 
9 and 10, this might include something like ABBA, 

George Halley

Recorder

Rec.

Rec.

Figures 9–10. Improvisation Forms – Score.

& 44Soprano Recorder œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

&S. Rec.

4 œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

&S. Rec.

7

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ ˙

Improvisation Forms George Halley

©

ABAA'

Figure 10 

Decorating the 3rd

Figure 9

Teaching improvisation to children enables them 
to share their thoughts, feelings, and emotions 
through music and empowers them to become 
more confident musicians.

Figure 9

Figure 10
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Sounds Through Movement Shapes.
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AABA’, and decorating the third of a scale. Students 
can decide which form they like and even create their 
own forms, individually and in small groups. They 
can also take inspiration from works of art or poems 
and literature. Students can improvise over a I-IV-V 
chord progression, explore accidentals with jazz and 
blues techniques and so on. In the words of Margaret 
Murray (2015), 

many of the Orff songs can be accompanied 
in different ways; they can be lengthened by 
inventing new verses; interludes can be improvised 
spontaneously in the form of question and answers 
between teacher and child or between child and 
child. (pp. 8–9)

Conclusion
Improvisation is exciting to experience; it does not 
have to be intimidating to explore or teach. By using 
familiar guidelines presented in a playful manner, 
educators facilitate student understanding of what might 
be considered an abstract concept and enable them 
to perceive improvisation as an exciting new way to 
express themselves (see Figures 11 and 12). Teaching 
improvisation to children provides a means for them 
to share their thoughts, feelings, and emotions through 
music and empowers them to become more confident 
musicians. As a result, they are able to take ownership 
of their music and share their thoughts with the rest 
of the world. 
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Improvisation is an important part of the 
music learning process. The Orff Schulwerk and Kodály 
approaches offer frameworks within which teachers can 
incorporate improvisatory musical experiences in children’s 
regular musical learning. In this article, the author discusses 
improvisation as a creative process supported by these 
approaches and shares examples of how teachers might include 
improvisation through movement, instruments, and song.

By Megan M. Sheridan

T
he Orff Schulwerk and Kodály approaches hold that improvisation is a 
necessary part of the musical learning process because it allows children 
to express themselves, build confidence and problem-solving skills, 
and demonstrate their highest level of musical learning and mastery 

(Houlahan & Tacka, 2015; Warner, 1991). Children in Orff Schulwerk- and 
Kodály-based classrooms engage in improvised music and movement experiences. 
These experiences are a way for children to experiment with various ideas and 
concepts on the pathway to integrating knowledge and building musical skills and 
literacy. Although music literacy has been associated with the reading and writing 
of traditional Western notation, the profession has come to recognize that it is 
much more complex and includes proficiency in areas such as aural skills (e.g., 
playing by ear), improvising, and composing (with and without standard notation), 
to name a few. Therefore, the inclusion of improvisatory experiences in children’s 
music education is paramount. Both approaches offer frameworks within which 
teachers can include these experiences for even the youngest of musicians.

Improvisation and Creativity
The Orff Schulwerk and Kodály approaches center the child and focus on designing 
developmentally appropriate experiences that lead children to grow as musicians. 
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Tools and techniques such as singing, chanting, moving, 
and playing classroom instruments are used in both 
approaches. These tools and techniques serve as a 
means to build musical knowledge and skills through 
a sound-to-symbol process that encourages higher-
order cognitive processes like analyzing, evaluating, 
and creating. Bloom’s taxonomy identifies creating 
as the peak of learning because students must use 
their knowledge and skills to produce something new 
(Armstrong, 2010). In the elementary general music 
classroom, creating new musical products can take 
many forms and can be improvised or composed. 
Improvisation is unique in that students must use their 
musical knowledge and skills to craft something new 
on the spot without writing it down and often without 
spending a great deal of time planning out the new 
material. This process is the epitome of creativity. 

Defining creativity can be challenging and elusive. 
It can be easier to understand and more accessible 

if we think of there being two types: Big C Creativity 
(sociocultural) and little c creativity (individual). 
Sawyer (2012) defined Big C Creativity as “the 
generation of a product that is judged to be novel 
and also to be appropriate, useful, or valuable by a 
suitably knowledgeable social group” (p. 8). Little c 
creativity is defined as “a new mental combination 
that is expressed in the world” (Sawyer, 2012, p. 7). 
Little c creativity is the type we encounter most in 
the music classroom, particularly when students are 
engaged in improvisation. 

Improvisation, and thus little c creativity, exist 
on a continuum. It can start as simply as children 
inserting their names into a chant when it is their turn 
(i.e., fitting their names into a prescribed number 
of beats) and progress to more complex tasks like 
improvising complete phrases or entire sections 
with the voice or on melodic instruments. These 
examples require children to create something in 

SOURCE: WWW.ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/PORTFOLIO/A-DIGIT
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the moment and express that creation in some way. 
Improvisation experiences need not be on a large 
scale to be meaningful. All that is required is they 
be focused, purposeful, and carefully planned by the 
teacher; otherwise children might feel overwhelmed 
or lost in the experience and unsure of what to do.

Movement can be an accessible medium through 
which children explore improvisation and engage in 
creative experiences. Both the Orff Schulwerk and 
Kodály approaches embrace the value and necessity 
of including movement and dance experiences in music 
education because engaging with music kinesthetically 
allows learners to internalize concepts and strengthen 
their musical ear and memory (Houlahan & Tacka, 
2015). Singing games and folk dances are often present 
in both Orff Schulwerk- and Kodály-based classrooms 
and lay the groundwork for progressing toward 
more free and improvisatory movement. Through 
singing games and dance, children build a repertoire 
of movements and become aware of elements such 
as phrasing, form, expression, and dynamics. For 
example, the singing game All ‘Round the Brickyard 
requires that individual children improvise and name 
a movement while singing (The American Folk Song 
Collection, n.d.). The song begins with the whole 
class singing “All ‘round the brickyard, remember 
me.” Then, one individual child sings “I’m going to 
_______ it, _______ it, _______ it, and-a remember 
me.” In the blanks, the child inserts a movement 
such as jump, swim, or spin. The movement can be 
locomotor or nonlocomotor.

Keetman (1970/1974) recommended beginning 
improvisatory movement experiences early in a child’s 
music education because often young children engage 
readily in free, spontaneous movement uninhibited by 
the world around them. Orff Schulwerk educators can 
harness this impulse by guiding children in and through 
improvised movement experiences connected to music 
the teacher performs or from a recording. They might 
also provide a visual stimulus, such as a painting, 
image, or cards with lines or shapes, for children 
to incorporate with music to guide their improvised 

movements. These types of improvised movement 
experiences help children internalize and embody the 
music they hear. The senses of beat, phrasing, style, 
mood, pitch, and rhythm, strengthened through these 
experiences, will ultimately affect children’s active 
music making.

Short improvisatory movement experiences like 
the one in All ‘Round the Brickyard help build and 
strengthen children’s movement vocabulary. Once this 
is established, even if it is only a handful of movements, 
children can begin to improvise to longer phrases 
of familiar, unfamiliar, or teacher-improvised music. 
In a lesson where the objective is to respond to the 
dynamics of a piece of music, children might be asked 
to use a locomotor movement that represents what 
they hear. For example, in Edvard Grieg’s In the Hall 
of the Mountain King, which begins soft and slow and 
builds steadily throughout, children are encouraged to 
listen carefully and adjust their movements accordingly.

Instrumental Improvisation in an Orff 
Schulwerk-Based Classroom
Improvisation and creativity have been at the center 
of the Orff Schulwerk approach since Orff first began 
to focus on music teaching and learning (Warner, 
1991). For children to improvise and create, Orff 
suggested they must first have purposefully planned 
experiences with the central concept through play, 
imitation, and exploration. These experiences are 
rooted in a combination of music, movement and 
dance, speech, and drama. Children’s musicianship 
grows and is enhanced through singing, speaking, 
moving, and playing instruments, with the goal of 
engaging in creative musical experiences through 
composition and improvisation.

Orff Schulwerk practitioners recognize the need to 
sequence learning experiences carefully so children 
realize joy, success, and meaning in their musical 
explorations. In Elementaria, Keetman (1970/1974) 
carefully laid out sequences for teaching rhythmic and 
melodic concepts and for teaching movement and 
improvisation, including a technique for guiding children 
in melodic improvisation on a xylophone. For instance, 
the teacher sets the instruments so only the pitches of 
the Do-pentatonic C scale are available. In a call-and-
response style, the teacher plays an eight-beat phrase 
consisting of only quarter notes and half notes. It is 
suggested the children use the teacher’s rhythm, but 
they may choose the pitches they wish to play. Once 
they are successful and confident improvising within a 

Children’s musicianship grows and is 
enhanced through singing, speaking, moving, 
and playing instruments, with the goal of 
engaging in creative musical experiences 
through composition and improvisation.
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limited tone and/or rhythm set, “freer versions” where 
children use their own rhythmic patterns, incorporate 
additional pitches, and/or play longer phrases can follow 
(Keetman, 1970/1974, p. 89).

Vocal Improvisation in a Kodály-Based 
Classroom 
The Kodály approach is a philosophy and concept 
of music teaching that originated in Hungary after 
composer, ethnomusicologist, and music educator 
Zoltán Kodály observed a deterioration in the musical 
skills and knowledge of the Hungarian people. He 
sensed they had lost their connection to their own 
culture and music (Houlahan & Tacka, 2015). 
Kodály’s approach was founded on several principles, 
many clearly designed to remedy this by providing 
children with a music education founded on principles 
related to music literacy, singing, aural skills, and 
developmentally appropriate teaching practices 
(Choksy, 1981; Sheridan, 2019; Sinor, 1997). 

Traditionally, Kodály music educators follow a 
cycle of prepare-present-practice when introducing 
students to new musical concepts (Choksey, 1981). 
During the prepare phase, children experience the 
new concept through singing and moving, work to 
describe it as it relates to known concepts, and create 
visual representations of it. This all occurs before 
the concept is named and its symbol is presented. 
Once it is clear to the teacher that the students have 
internalized the concept through kinesthetic, aural, 
and visual experiences, the teacher presents the 
name and symbol, at which time the new concept is 
moved into a practice phase. In this phase, Kodály 
practitioners are most likely to include improvisation 
experiences, though they need not be limited to the 
practice phase. As in the Orff Schulwerk approach, 
improvisation can occur without the awareness of 
names or symbols, if those participating have had 
sufficient experience with the focus concepts. Students 
can improvise melodic patterns with neutral syllables 
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or on instruments, and they can perform rhythmic 
patterns without the use of rhythm syllables as ways 
to experience the new concept in the prepare phase. 

Improvisation can take place in a variety of ways in 
a Kodály-based classroom. For example, in a previous 
lesson, a group of second-grade students might have 
been introduced to the symbol, solfège, and notation 
for the melodic pattern mi-re-do. Now they are ready 
to read, write, improvise, and compose with this new 
concept. To practice improvising with mi-re-do, the 
teacher introduces a call and response activity by writing 
four quarter notes on the board and singing a simple 
four-beat pattern such as mi-re-do-re while pointing 
to the quarter notes. The teacher instructs the class 
to respond with their own four-beat pattern, using 
the pitches mi, re, and do in any combination, while 
maintaining the rhythmic pattern written on the board. 

Initially, the teacher has the entire class respond 
at the same time, which allows the comfort of group 
response. After a few rounds, the teacher divides the 
class into three groups and proceeds to perform the call 
and response with each small group. Once each group 
has had several turns, the teacher, mindful that this is 
their first experience improvising with mi-re-do, invites 
volunteers and does not require each child to attempt 
it individually. Eventually, each child will have a turn.

Once the children are comfortable improvising 
within these boundaries, the possibilities for the next 
steps are endless. For example, the children can work 
on creating longer improvised phrases with more 
complex rhythms. The teacher may specify that their 
improvised phrases, regardless of length, must end 
on do. They might also work on transferring their 
vocal improvisations onto pitched instruments such 
as xylophones. Additionally, the call and response 
vocal improvisation process just described can also 
be used for more complex tone sets (e.g., la-sol-mi-
re-do), movement, and melodic improvisation with 
instruments.

Conclusion
Improvisation is an important part of music learning and 
development supported by both the Orff Schulwerk and 
Kodály approaches. Improvisational activities can be 
simple or complex, melodic, or rhythmic, use singing, 
instruments, or movement, and they require only a 
willingness to try. As with any learned skill, the more 
we do it, the better we get at improvising and teaching 
students to improvise. As we plan our upcoming lessons, 
let us find places where we can include improvisatory 
experiences for our students, no matter how simple 
those experiences might be. 
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From 2006 through 2010, 
Alice coordinated “OPUS: 
Orff Programs in Urban 

Schools,” a regular column in 
Reverberations. The upcoming 
article will share links to these 
columns, which have recently 

been digitized and added to the 
AOSA Resource Library. 

Preserving the Legacy …
Over the past year, AOSA has lost five amazing music educators who were beloved members of our 
organization and whose contributions to Orff Schulwerk we wish to honor in our publications. In addition 
to a tribute to these luminaries in the Fall 2024 issue of The Orff Echo, the Reverberations: Teachers 
Teaching Teachers editors have planned a series of articles that will post over the coming year. These 
articles will feature a piece of the legacy left by each of these teachers whose model of how to bring 
creativity to all children through the Schulwerk has inspired so many of us. 



www.aosa.org   FALL  2023

36

Improvisation and composition are two 
arms of the creation process. In this article, the author uses 
classroom examples to illustrate ways in which manipulatives 
and notation might support these processes and challenges 
readers to consider composition as one way to enrich 
improvisation. 

By Micaela Gutierrez Schmitz

I
mprovisation and composition are important companion paths to creation. 
Sometimes teachers need to guide exploration to help students discover 
the multiple possibilities available to them; at other times, students need to 
commit themselves to a compositional choice so they can refine their work or 

discover new avenues for improvisation. This exploration raises questions about 
how we as teachers guide students and coach them toward musical understanding. 
If our intent is to respond to the needs of students, then we must be cautious to 
not work merely toward a notated product. At the same time, we must balance 
students’ conflicting desires; some students might simply want to get the job done 
efficiently, whereas others might need to notate their ideas throughout the creative 
process to see how they continue to shape their initial output with each iteration. 

First, although improvisation and composition are related in terms of creation, 
they are not the same thing. Tension exists between a final version and a “work in 
progress” or “work for right now.” The essence of improvisation is in its ephemeral 
nature—it is produced, consumed, and leaves no trace. In an Orff Schulwerk-
inspired setting, improvisation can be a community experience where ideas 
bounce off one another in a chain reaction of planning and performing (Pressing, 
1988). As humans, we want to capture and recreate experiences, which leads us 
to composition. Yet in the desire to fix forever in memory our version of a piece, 
we might be shortchanging the improvisation experience. Therein lies the tension 
between improvisation and composition.
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Secondly, people often assume improvisation is a 
step towards composition, but that is not necessarily 
the case. Part of this assumption is the question 
of process versus product (Solomon, 2000). As 
educators, we want a barrier-free way to encourage 
creation, but if students are to “work on a piece,” 
they need to remember it well enough to improve 
it. Brophy (2000) noted that students have to go 
through process-oriented improvisation before they 
are ready for product-oriented composition. In 
some circumstances, though, it might be meaningful 
to compose first then improvise to explore other 
possibilities that might arise from the composition 
in which the process began. How do we distinguish 
these processes for our students? A composition is 
fixed, and improvisation is not. Whether it is written 
down or recorded is immaterial.

As teachers, we often plan a step-by-step process, 
but it is important to alter our approaches in response 
to what children find helpful. I enjoy leading songwriting 
projects, where improvisation and composition go 
hand in hand. Following are some of my process ideas 
illustrating the ways improvisation and composition 
can complement each other, beginning with the more 
typical improvisation-first methods.

Starting With a Topic
Often, I open a lesson by providing a topic to my 
students and together we word-storm ideas for lyrics. 
I invite them to generate one good, four-beat line by 
improvising possible lines of text and then choosing 
one. This first good line must be rhythmic, with logical 
syllabification, and without too much rhyme. We tap 
the rhythms, discuss the concept of accent, and add 
or subtract words or syllables. Students use this as a 
model for their other three lines. They might notate 
rhythms in pencil or select rhythm cards, which they 
then copy.

Playing With Melody Manipulatives
Next we make melodic choices based on a scale. There 
are five improvisation strategies my students use along 
their way to composition: yarn, Lego, bingo chips, a 
rhythm/pitch/harmony grid, and solfa building bricks. 

1. Yarn
The first strategy uses four pieces of yarn, one per 
phrase, showing melodic shapes (see Figures 1a and 
1b). A student may create a shape, and we sing it. 
Or, students may adjust the yarn to change it and 
try it out. This sort of improvisation allows trial and 

Figures 1a–1b. Using Yarn to Show Melodic Shapes.
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error and helps the class generate ideas. For ease of 
singing, I advise my students either to start phrase two 
where phrase one ended or, to keep the form simple, 
to repeat the first phrase for the third phrase. The 
yarn exploration strategy accommodates whole-class, 
small-group, or individual composition.

2. Legos
The length of the Lego (two dots, four dots) aligns 
with the duration of a note. Students may map the 
melodic contour by playing with placement (see Figure 
2). This helps them generate ideas in a playful way 
and allows small groups to work with their own sets.

3. Bingo Chips
This strategy pairs a laminated staff and bingo chips 
(I call them “magic dots”) for note heads. Students 
count the syllables in one line and create a shape with 
the correct number of chips (see Figure 3). Then they 
set out to sing their ideas, testing their work. This is 
more like staff notation, so transferring their bingo 
chip ideas to paper could be a next step. Sometimes 
each member of the group comes up with an original 
idea, and then the students pick a winning version as 
the first phrase. We record it in some way and then 
attempt to use other patterns next or clear the cards 
for new ideas. 

Figure 3. Staff With Movable “Magic Dots” for Pitch.

Figure 2. Using Lego Pieces to Show Duration and Pitch.
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394. Rhythm/Pitch/Harmony Grid 
The rhythm/pitch/harmony (or notation) grid consists 
of a series of one-beat boxes. After writing the lyrics 
at the bottom of the page and noting how the syllables 
are divided within the words, students notate rhythms 
above the words using Xs or traditional rhythmic 
notation. In the last step, they add solfa or pitch letter 
names below the rhythmic notation (see Figure 4).

For some, the act of writing the notes is composition, 
which they will then edit and refine. For others, 
it is improvisation, as this is just an initial step in 
the creative process. Note that it might be either 
improvisation or composition because students often 
find a blank page daunting. Asking them just to “write 
something down that is part of the chord” encourages 
them to make an initial choice. For some students, 
the act of writing stimulates their creative pathways; 
what they write, though, is simply exploration. When 
they play what they have recorded on a xylophone, 
we find out how much they have audiated—usually 
far less than I would wish. This method promotes 
ease in note checking at the xylophone, but it does 
not show melodic contour clearly. When students 
play a tune that jumps up for a note that should be 
next or has an unsingable range, we then change 
pitches or add arrows to show whether the next note 
will go up or down, or add tick marks to designate 
high or low octaves. Often they choose all chord 
members, and I encourage them to include some 
neighbor tones. They explore these changes through 

improvisation at the xylophone until they arrive at 
a better solution, which they then write down. For 
these students, the first writing is improvisation. For 
those who have a better handle on chord tones versus 
non-chord tones, the writing might be composition. 

5. Solfa Building Bricks
Last year I experimented with a fifth strategy by 
offering two- or three-note solfa building bricks, 
essentially Keetman’s building bricks but with pitches. 
I call this approach “composition or improvisation by 
brick,” because they can be tested and re-ordered 

Figure 4. Triad-based Composition Grid With Optional Staff Notation.

Figure 5. Solfa Melodic Brick Set.
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quickly. Using patterns inspired by Gordon’s Music 
Learning Theory (MLT) (Lange, 2013), I prepared the 
aural path by echo singing two- or three-note tonal 
patterns with students in major and minor scales with 
the functions of tonic, dominant, and subdominant. 
This strategy helped them arrive at a melody for the 
verse of a song we later submitted to a songwriting 
competition. With the chorus already composed, 
they were tasked with creating a two-phrase melody 
to a given text. The seventh-grade class worked out a 
given rhythm, and then they were invited to add pitch 
individually to the provided rhythm. I created all two-
note and three-note combinations of do re mi and of 
so mi la and made two- and three-note combinations 
of do mi so (see Figure 5, p. 39, and Figures 6a, b, 
and c). Like other strategies, this allowed students 
to play with different options. 

Using the Strategies
1. Generating Ideas
For this activity, I encouraged students to use any 
of the strategies we had explored to improvise and 
compose. They could draw a melodic shape for each 
of the lines, or they could order pitch pattern cards 
to generate ideas and then assign solfa patterns/
motives to each line, adding some neighbor notes when 

desired. I would then help them transfer the solfa to 
pitch letter names for playing at barred instruments 
or keyboard. This felt a little clunky, as it seemed they 
had not played solfa enough to recall their melodies 
on the instruments without writing down pitch names. 
Looking back, it is apparent I had not covered the 
discrimination phase (Lange, 2013) of MLT sufficiently 
for them to be fluent with solfa syllables.

2. Some Challenges With Solfa Building Bricks
This activity was moderately successful in supporting 
students as they generated ideas, but the solfa building 
bricks were not all perfectly interchangeable in terms 
of order. For example, some students did not realize 
they could repeat a pitch when more syllables existed 
than pitches in a pattern. Also, the solfa building 
bricks did not specify direction, so students had to 
be careful to avoid two successive leaps upward or 
pitches out of a comfortable vocal range. Ordering and 
re-ordering manipulatives can help them play with the 
materials in an improvisatory fashion. If there are too 
many choices, however, they can be overwhelmed. To 
mitigate this, next time I will include cards suggesting 
dominant and subdominant with patterns that include 
ti. In a major key, tonic-dominant patterns might 
include: dmd ds,d rts srt dms. Subdominant patterns 
might include: dsm fld trs mds lfd msd. 

3. Improvisation Leading to Composition
Figures 7 a, 7b, and 7c (p. 41) illustrate an improvisation-
to-composition progression. In Figures 7a and 7b, the 
student had drawn melodic shapes and written solfa 
syllables underneath. The final iteration, 7c, started 
on the right side of the page with melodic shapes and 
solfa. When transferring her ideas to the staff, one 
student changed her mind after testing them on the 
xylophone. Inviting students to transfer their ideas to 
traditional notation provides one more opportunity 
to determine if what they intend to hear is what they 
are recording on the page. 

4. Composition Leading to Improvisation
This final activity details how we borrowed words from 
a story as a starting point to move third-grade students 
from composition to improvisation. Using the words, 
“onions, carrots, mushrooms, yams,” we worked out 
the rhythms as a class. Then, in pairs, students set the 
words to a simple melody on paper before going to the 
instruments. They chose solfa pitches first and were 
invited to sing them. We directed them to use do re mi 

Figures 6a–6c. Solfa Building Bricks.

As teachers continue to grow professionally, 
we acquire more ways to prepare our students 
to explore creatively—such as through vocal 
improvisation, question-and-answer exploration, 
tonal pattern manipulation, and so forth.

a

b

c
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Figures 7a–7c. Improvisatory Melodic Shapes Leading to Composition.

so and la, and to end on do. After singing their melodies, 
they figured out how the letter names and solfa aligned, 
and then wrote the pitch letter names onto the sheet 
below the corresponding solfa (see Figure 8, p. 42). 
About 40% of them could sing their solfa piece to me, 
and about 20% more could show the hand signs and 
sing it with me supporting them vocally. Through this 
lesson process I started to realize composition could, 
in fact, be a meaningful step towards improvisation. 
As Solomon (2000) wrote, “With careful composition 
practice and self-evaluation, improvisation skills can 
become more developed” (p. 18). 

For me, a pedagogical question arose while teaching 
this lesson: Should students be able to sing their 
compositions before playing them? In her article on 

improvisation, Dixon (2021) implied that students 
use the instruments to compose: “Students employ 
pitched instruments such as barred instruments or 
recorder to compose a melody for a given text” (p. 50). 
Certainly nothing is wrong with using instruments to 
compose, and some children benefit from hearing the 
notes instrumentally so they can explore choices. How 
might we support students to use their pitch knowledge 
and audiation (Lange, 2013) to work out how musical 
ideas go before playing them? Is the process of writing 
the solfa a form of improvisation? For some, making 
any choice—written or otherwise—is a big step. We 
need to take that step before we can edit it. The act 
of composing makes students more aware of the 
useful choices available to them. After my students 

a b

c
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performed their compositions for each other, I invited 
them to improvise using the same setup; as it turned 
out, they were more fluid in their improvisation. If 
we can move past composition as the ultimate final 
product, we can enrich improvisation and give it its 
proper due.

The Importance of Exploration 
After exploring tools provided for creation, it is 
important to consider the benefits of improvisation 
practice. For instance, I invite my recorder students 

to improvise quite a bit before writing anything down, 
withholding pencils until they have explored. The 
groups that explore more typically write more logical, 
easily performable pieces. Some create pieces that 
are simpler than their expected level (Swanwick & 
Tilman, 1986) for fear of making a mistake. Students 
who do not use the exploratory time use the writing 
stage to improvise, and then end up making many 
changes afterward. Either way, teachers are there to 
guide them through the creative process. 

Conclusion
After almost five years of Orff Schulwerk-inspired 
classroom teaching, I have learned that my first 
choice will not always be the most effective approach 
to facilitating creative work with my students. As 
teachers continue to grow professionally, we acquire 
more ways to prepare our students to explore 
creatively—such as through vocal improvisation, 
question-and-answer exploration, tonal pattern 
manipulation, and so forth. Like our students, we 
learn by doing. It is important for us to give ourselves 
grace and to remember that in this profession, 
sometimes the process is the goal. 

Figure 8. Sample Composition Using So, La, Do 
Re Mi So La.

Make your own!!! Use do re mi so la. (You 
can use low la [la,] and low so [so,] near 
do. Underneath write the letter name for 
the pitch. Remember G=do.)

	 Carrots,	 onions,	 mushrooms,	 yams

	 so  so	 mi  re	 do  la,	 do
	 G  G	 E  D	 C  A	 C
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The Orff Echo Editorial Board Is 
Seeking New Members

The Orff Echo editorial board invites you to consider joining our team! Engage 
with us in vibrant conversations as we envision features, topics, and content 
that expand and enrich the permanent body of knowledge at the philosophical 
heart of AOSA. As an active or retired Orff Schulwerk practitioner, you know how 
to encourage the best in others by guiding and mentoring them in meaningful, 
transformative ways. Serving on The Orff Echo editorial board offers opportunities 
for you to share your expertise by helping colleagues from around the world craft 
their experiences, challenges, insights, and research into articles that convey the 
depth and dynamics of the Orff Schulwerk approach.

Interested? For details and more information, talk to any of the current editorial
board members, stop by the Writing for AOSA table at the Professional 
Development Conference in November, or send an email to: echoeditor@aosa.org
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Jamming and Orff Schulwerk can be used 
together to create unique student experiences. In this article, 
the author discusses one of his favorite musical moments, a jam 
session with his family, and then connects the ideas of jamming 
to teaching with an Orff Schulwerk approach through elemental 
music making, community, and improvisation. 

By David Dockan

M
y grandparents raised my dad and his brothers in Grand Marais, 
Minnesota. In his youth, my dad played guitar and sang with his 
family and in rock bands, making music at home and performing 
in local establishments. As a child, I had always heard about this 

music-making community and finally witnessed it when I was 16. In the summer 
of 2010, my dad, my brother, and I traveled to Grand Marais to meet other family 
members and attend the annual Fisherman’s Picnic festival. One afternoon, while 
unpacking various musical instruments, including guitars, electric basses, and 
percussion instruments, my uncle looked at me and asked what songs I knew. At 
the time, I knew Gotta Find You from the Disney Channel’s Camp Rock. I told 
them what chords to play and began to sing the song as if I were Joe Jonas at the 
final jam at Camp Rock. 

After I sang the entire song, my uncle told me to keep playing the chords. Then 
someone spontaneously started singing about asparagus, which eventually became 
a refrain of “Gimme some of that, gimme some of that, yeah yeah.” Verses about 
Britney Spears eating asparagus and verses about asparagus’s effect on the human 
body also flowed. My grandmother picked up an accordion and another uncle 
grabbed his harmonica as we continued to play through the same four chords as 
my original, Disney-inspired song request. Next, my cousin added some pop-style 
vocal riffs (i.e., multiple notes sung over a vowel) while other family members 
harmonized on neutral syllables. I was experiencing my first jam session.  
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45Reflecting on this experience, I compared it to a 
lesson facilitated by a music teacher using the Orff 
Schulwerk approach. Jamming encompasses elements 
of music (chords, rhythms, form, etc.), and students 
analyze, perform, and create through imitation, 
exploration, and improvisation. There are several 
ways jamming and the Orff Schulwerk approach can 
work together to cultivate unique experiences for 
our students. 

Jamming
Randles et al. (2022) defined jamming as an “informal 
activity where musicians play improvised songs and 
chord progressions for fun” (p. 258). For example, my 
family’s jam session was not a formal rehearsal with a 
designated leader determining the goals and direction 
of the group. All members had a say in the process 
and could add musical elements as they pleased. 
While my uncle was pulling out the instruments and 

creating the environment for us to play together, the 
rest of us suggested songs, improvised melodies, and 
made music. Having fun was also a crucial component. 
People can enjoy creating sounds together during 
shared moments; the isolated temporal experience 
does not always need to lead toward a polished 
performance. Making music through jamming should 
be fun, just as our Orff Schulwerk classrooms should 
be for our students. 

This act of jamming can appear haphazard and 
unstructured. It is, however, often part of the popular 
musicians’ informal music learning process. Green 
(2008) proposed that this process consists of five 
characteristics through which music is learned: 
(1)  aurally, through listening to and imitating 
recordings; (2) through friend groups; (3) through 
self-study or peer teaching; (4) through students 
performing, composing, improvising, and listening; 
and (5) through student-selected music. This definition 

SOURCE: WWW.ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/PORTFOLIO/TRAFFIC_ANALYZER
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of an informal music learning approach and the Orff 
Schulwerk approach can work nicely together because 
of their many similarities: learning through imitation, 
self- and peer-study, and integrated learning (Vasil & 
Dockan, 2023). Like informal music learning, a jam 
session’s haphazard and unstructured nature opens a 
space to create without judgment and where mistakes 
are a natural part of the process. 

Informal music learning is an unfamiliar concept for 
many music educators, specifically those who studied 
in a conservatory-style teacher preparation program 
(Allsup, 2016). Teacher preparation programs are 
generally rooted in a teacher-centered approach to 
music education where the freedom of a jam session 
would not be encouraged. Although jamming might 
be unfamiliar to some, Orff Schulwerk teachers are 
curious about ways to incorporate informal music 
learning into their classrooms through the Orff 
Schulwerk approach (Dockan, 2020). Jamming is one 
way that informal music learning and Orff Schulwerk 
can coexist, because the two use elemental music 
making, build community, and encourage improvisation 
(see Table 1).

Using Elemental Music Making
Orff Schulwerk uses “elemental music; that is, music 
composed of simple, repetitive, sequential structures 
that take shape in simple forms” to have students 
imitate, explore, and then create (Vasil, 2019, p. 
250). These elements are usually explored through 
rhythmic building bricks or children’s songs and games. 
For example, after students experience and learn a 
song through imitation, they explore by playing and 
deconstructing the song into elemental building bricks 
of form, rhythm, melody, and so on. Using these 

building bricks or elements of music, the students are 
then invited to create with everything they explored 
and imitated throughout the lesson. 

Jamming also uses elemental music making, where 
participants imitate, explore, and create. It usually 
begins with participant-selected repertoire, which tends 
to be popular songs—those based on metrics such as 
the “Billboard Hot 100” or “Today’s Top Hits” playlists 
on Spotify. Typically, these songs consist of narrow 
melodic ranges, between three and five chords, and 
rhythmic patterns in a simple, duple time signature. 
The elemental nature of popular music facilitates 
accessibility for beginning musicians. Students can 
informally learn to perform this music by listening 
to and imitating simple melodies, rhythms, and 
chordal patterns repeated throughout the song. After 
performing some parts, they can explore various ways 
of using them by learning the different instruments 
or ostinati. Finally, they can create by arranging the 
parts into a form, such as playing the chorus of a 
song and adding an improvised or composed section. 
Incorporating these elements enables teachers to guide 
students to create independently through participatory 
jamming.

The parallels between jamming and the Orff 
Schulwerk approach become evident through elemental 
music making. They are learning a song (imitating), 
isolating all the instruments/parts (exploring), and 
rearranging or improvising (creating). Performing a 
piece of music inspires the initial jam. The exploration 
phase allows participants to play with the elements of 
the music, such as rhythms and strumming patterns. 
Then once they find flow in the music, the creation 
phase begins with manipulating the musical elements 
(e.g., different rhythms, forms, dynamics, and lyrics).

Table 1. Comparing Informal Music Learning and Orff Schulwerk

Informal Music Learning Orff Schulwerk

1.	 Music is learned aurally through listening to 
and imitating recordings.

2.	 Learning takes place in friendship groups.
3.	 Skills and knowledge are acquired through self-

study and peer teaching.
4.	 Learners are performers, composers, 

improvisers, and listeners.
5.	 Learners choose the music themselves.

1.	 Elemental approach to music education. 
2.	 Learning through active music making 

(singing, saying, moving, playing 
instruments).

3.	 Students are empowered to be music 
makers and creators.

4.	 Learners are stakeholders in the classroom. 
5.	 Melodic/rhythmic ostinato and musical 

forms are connected to movement and 
speech. 

SOURCE: CREATED BY DAVID DOCKAN, 2023.
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Building Community
When jamming with others, musicians develop a sense 
of community and communication (Higgins, 2012). 
For example, my family’s music connection produced 
a bond between us and a new music community 
transpired. Nonverbal communication among us 
helped guide the jam to change dynamics, open the 
floor for solos, or return to different previously created 
sections. These moments transcended this story and 
are reflected in other jam sessions, which Randles et 
al. (2022) described as a “community of doers” that 
had “united” [them through a] “common purpose” 
(p. 265). The common purpose, in some cases, is joy. 
Jamming connects its participants through a common 
goal the doers are deciding in real-time. 

This jamming-created community mirrors the 
principles of the Orff Schulwerk approach by placing 
the student at the center and acknowledging the 
social dimensions of the classroom (Hartmann, 2019). 
An Orff Schulwerk classroom allows students to be 
co-constructors and leaders by working with their 
peers to perform and create music together. For 
a classroom to develop this sense of community, a 
culture of students feeling safe, loved, and important 
must first be present (Tietz, 2019). When students 
know they are safe, they are more willing to try new 
things; when they are loved, they know they will not 
be reprimanded for making mistakes; and when they 
know they are important, they know their expressed 
ideas will be heard. Jamming can help create this 
learning environment. 

Encouraging Improvisation
Improvisation is at the core of a jam session. During 
a recent Association for Popular Music Education  
(APME) conference at the Detroit Institute of Music 
Education, some members started jamming in the 
basement. They began with songs then, through 
non-verbal cues, a guitar player joined in and played 
an improvised solo. Other improvisations followed 
when participants tried to figure out phrases from the 
original songs, such as the horn section in Superstitious 
by Stevie Wonder. In this example, players created 
spontaneously and learned the melody or riff aurally 
through trial and error. There was no notation. Though 
listeners heard some wrong notes, the improvised 
attempts led to an accurate performance, very much 
in line with Green’s (2008) informal music learning.

The Orff Schulwerk approach highlights the 
importance of improvisation. Orff (1995) described his 

approach as an improvisatory process that encouraged 
“developing, growing, and flowing” (p. 8). This frees 
the teacher to model improvisation throughout as 
students create spontaneously within the teacher-
curated musical palate in a lesson inspired by the 
approach. For instance, kindergarteners might begin 
their improvisations with sol-mi being the only notes 
available on xylophone. This keeps their performance 
consonant by mitigating any possible dissonance and 
helping to ensure they feel successful. Some Orff 
Schulwerk teachers also ask students to work out 
the melody independently within a limited set of 
tones. This provides the opportunity for students to 
create and fine-tune their aural skills spontaneously 
by figuring out a melody. 

Community and musical elements are present 
within improvisation. Improvisation happens most 
successfully in a community of doers where everyone 
feels safe, loved, and important. If that supportive 
community is absent, improvisation will be limited by 
self-doubt and fear of judgment. A safe community is 
supportive and serves as a foundation where those 
participating feel comfortable using the musical 
elements they have experienced. As in speech, 
vocabulary communicates ideas. The musical elements 
improvisation encompasses are students’ musical 
vocabulary. Once they have experienced the element 
of dynamics in music, they might experiment, for 
instance, by contrasting loud and soft sounds. 

In both jamming and Orff Schulwerk, improvisation 
allows spontaneous creation and exploration of a 
melody to help develop aural skills. When creating 
spontaneously, participants assess their work constantly 
by referencing their previous musical experiences. This 
assessment occurs through listening and peer reactions. 
When students imitate or attempt to perform a melody, 
the assessment occurs by comparing the sounds with 
those of the recording and the rest of the ensemble. In 
an Orff Schulwerk classroom and in jamming, students 
can improvise with the elements of music in a safe and 
supportive community. 

Conclusion
Orff Schulwerk and jamming intersect when 
participants lead the way in creative and improvisatory 
experiences within a community of music makers. An 
Orff Schulwerk classroom should feel like a jam session 
creating a community of music makers. When this 
happens, the teacher can step back into the role of 
facilitator instead of director. The teacher as facilitator 
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creates an informal music learning environment where 
students work with peers in a community, learn music 
by ear, co-construct musical content, and engage in 
self- and peer-study (Green, 2008). This facilitator 
model is at the heart of the Schulwerk. 

The experience with my family in Minnesota 
represents the type of classroom and music-making 
environment I want to create for my students: a 

supportive community in which they are willing and 
able to take risks and look forward to exploring known 
musical elements and creating through improvisation. 
From the lens of many Orff Schulwerk teachers, 
having fun and making music together in a low-stakes 
environment is essential for successful student learning 
experiences. With the Orff Schulwerk approach and 
a jamming mindset, we can achieve these goals. 

http://www.doi.org/10.1177/1321103X211038844
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Pointing to each letter as they perform the words 
reinforces letter recognition. This kind of activity, 
well suited to the Orff Schulwerk classroom, is 
reminiscent of Electric Company TV segments from 
the 70s, when the cast said the beginning letter 
sound, the ending word family sound, and then 
put them together. Additionally, this book series 
inspires cross-curricular collaboration that can be 
tied in with the National Core Arts Standards. For 
example, students could: 

	■ Create (write and illustrate) their own stories 
using a given word family.

	■ Perform the vocabulary in music class on an 
instrument of their choice. 

	■ Respond by giving feedback on stories and 
performances, prompted with “I liked,” “I 
noticed,” or “It was interesting when.”

	■ Connect by partnering and sharing something 
in their own lives relating to another 
classmate’s story. 

Zug the Bug and the companion books are 
wonderful, easy-read stories to incorporate visual, 
aural, and kinesthetic modes of learning. If you are 
looking for an engaging book to use as a springboard 
for early literacy connections, this is an ideal 
addition to your children’s literature repertoire. 

AMY BROWN is assistant professor of music education, pedagogy 

and practice at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Her prior 

experience includes 25 years of teaching elementary music in 

Las Vegas, Nevada, and Tampa, Florida. She presents at various 

local, state, and national conferences, including, most recently, 

the 2021 AOSA National Conference in North Charleston, South 

Carolina. Amy has served as president and historian of the Nevada 

Desert Valley Chapter and is currently the course director for 

the UNLV summer AOSA Teacher Education Levels Courses. 

Z
ug the Bug, by Colin and Jacqui Hawkins, 
is a cartoon-style book with colorful 
pictures and rhyming short words, using 
the letter U, to tell a story. This book, 

most appropriate for kindergarten through Grade 
2, is one in a series of five that focus on teaching 
word families. Other titles include Tog the Dog, Pat 
the Cat, Mig the Pig, and Jen the Hen. These books 
are out of print but are readily available used and 
come in either traditional hardcover or big-book 
options. Each page features a mini-story with two 
additional characters whose dialogue is displayed in 
speech bubbles. 

Zug the Bug is a perfect book to reinforce how 
music relates to other subject areas. Orff Schulwerk 
teachers might consider guiding students to perform 
with body percussion, sing the “ug” words with 
simple so-mi melodies, play unpitched instruments, 
read and notate the rhythm of the “ug” words, and 
create rhythms using vocabulary word chains.

During our reading-themed week in March, my 
students paired up and shared as many words as 
they could think of that rhymed with “bug,” with 
bonus points for words not in the original story. To 
reinforce early reading, I wrote all the words on 
the board. A simple rhythmic poem can begin with 
“bug” and expand to students’ additional words. For 
example: U (rest) G (rest). Ug ug ug (rest). B U G 
(rest). Bug, bug, bug (rest).

Students can use body percussion and/or rhythm 
sticks to perform the poem or portions of it. 

Zug the Bug
Written by Colin and Jacqui Hawkins 
Illustrated by Colin Hawkins 
Dorling Kindersley (DK) Publishers LTD, 1995 

Reviewed by Amy Brown

C H I L D R E N ’ S  B O O K  R E V I E W
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students can grasp this on a simple level, richer 
conversations might follow with third- through 
fifth-grade students. 

This book could be used in assembling a 
performance using songs, dances, speech pieces, 
and instrumental works that match some of its 
common themes. As a standalone piece, the story 
can inspire composition and improvisation using the 
author’s powerful language. For example, Gorman’s 
words and derivatives—“Scream, include, 
forgiveness, change-maker, acceptance”—in Long’s 
vivid mural illustration, could be incorporated with 
Keetman’s rhythmic building bricks. Older students 
familiar with the Orff Schulwerk approach can take 
these chunks, either as a class or in small groups, 
and create an original piece with text, instruments, 
and movement, bridging their exploration of 
songwriting and musical anthems.

In addition to the musical components, the book 
inspires many opportunities for collaboration with 
classroom and visual arts teachers. For instance, 
students could write poems to describe how their 
own change sings or, modeling Long’s mural, they 
might paint a performance backdrop or, on a 
smaller scale, illustrate their own words as a mural.

Change Sings is a must-have book in any culturally 
responsive elementary music classroom. “We all hear 
change strumming. Won’t you sing along?” 

MISTY KIKOLER is a National Board Certified elementary 

music teacher in the Park Hill School District in Kansas City, 

Missouri. Misty recently received her doctorate in educational 

leadership from Baker University. She has completed AOSA 

Teacher Education Levels I–III. Misty is a member of the Heart 

of America Orff Chapter, AOSA, and NAfME.

L
ove, dream, hope, chant, forgive, 
include, accept, unite … these are the 
themes of Change Sings. Written by 
presidential inaugural poet and activist 

Amanda Gorman and illustrated by Loren Long, 
Change Sings is a call for readers to use their 
talents and abilities to make a difference in the 
world. 

The book opens with a young girl playing a 
guitar. As she cares for other children in her 
community, they join her efforts to serve the 
neighborhood. Gorman and Long show that even 
small acts of service can make a big difference. 
Long’s rich, colorful illustrations showcase a 
beautiful, diverse community working together to 
create change. Change Sings is a window showing 
students how to become better global citizens and 
a mirror representing children of various colors, 
abilities, sizes, and religions.

Change Sings is recommended for 4- to 8-year-
old children. With adult guidance, the content is 
accessible to young readers. Older students can 
use this book, too, as a springboard into a larger 
project or performance. They would likely have 
a better understanding of the vocabulary and 
catch on to some of the more nuanced language 
and accompanying illustrations. For example, in 
the text, “I don’t make a taller fence, But fight 
to build a better bridge,” the accompanying 
illustration shows children building a ramp 
for a child in a wheelchair. Although younger 

Change Sings
Written by Amanda Gorman 
Illustrated by Loren Long 
Viking, 2021

Reviewed by Misty Kikoler

C H I L D R E N ’ S  B O O K  R E V I E W
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Approaches, Issues, and Viewpoints, examined a 
wide variety of approaches for teaching general 
music, whereas this book could be considered the 
next step in the direction of exploring current best 
practices in music education.

Readers will be pleasantly surprised at the 
connections the featured writers make with 
the situations their college students will and do 
encounter in the everyday teaching of children. 
For example, this book shares current research 
of what is working in America’s music classrooms 
today. The focus is on the digital age in which our 
students learn and the need for those from middle 
and upper elementary to high school to have a 
voice and a choice in their education, starting with 
and relating to their views and understandings. The 
generalist music educator works as a facilitator to 
guide, organize, and direct students toward their 
best music education.

Those who hold Orff Schulwerk at their core 
will also appreciate the diversity of a wide variety 
of approaches for teaching general music. Orff 
Schulwerk teachers have always been interested 
in multiple approaches (i.e., singing, playing, 
moving, watching, listening), from imitation 
to creation and connecting with related and 
integrated arts. They have also embraced other 
theoretical and philosophical understandings as 
well as methodologies and applications as they 
fill in gaps and complement classroom situations. 
General Music: Dimensions of Practice can 

We should treasure the person who can be a generalist, 
the conduit for a world of wonder and awe. —Yo-Yo Ma

A
s general music educators, we need to 
embrace our importance as generalists 
in steering young music makers toward 
their pride, success, enjoyment, and 

possibilities. The general music educator can draw 
from a wide array of areas of knowledge and music 
practices. Our power lies in the ability to direct our 
students, as a group and individually, toward their 
musical needs, desires, and deeper understandings.

General Music: Dimensions of Practice, edited 
by Carlos Abril and Brent Gault, contains many 
possibilities for how to think about and focus on 
what is best for today’s students. Through well-
researched articles centered around the 2014 
National Standards of Performing, Connecting, 
Creating, and Responding, new and diverse ways 
of engaging or thinking about music are presented. 
Each chapter is a piece of a holistic puzzle, ideas 
for teachers and teaching artists to explore and 
consider in their practice. Alternating between 
music making (performing and creating) and the 
meaningful dimensions of music (connecting and 
responding), each chapter includes background 
and rationale, guidance ideas for engaging, and 
suggestions for how to assess growth.

The previous book edited by Abril and Gault 
and published in 2016, Teaching General Music: 

General Music: 
Dimensions of Practice
Edited by Carlos R. Abril and Brent Gault 
Oxford University Press, 2022

Reviewed by Judith Thompson-Barthwell
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introduce younger and older teachers to even more 
approaches to capture the interests of our 21st-
century students.

After the introduction, which explains what the 
book is about, how it is organized, and who it is 
intended for, each section shares several thought-
provoking articles. Readers can choose one section 
or a chapter of interest, in any order. Several 
chapters have a companion online supplementary 
resource to review as well. 

The first section, “Performing,” begins with an 
article about the importance of singing, using the 
one instrument we always carry with us. Logically, 
the next articles explore Orff instruments, fretted 
instruments, band instruments, and ways of 
bringing world music into the music classroom with 
instruments.

Next, the “Connecting” section embraces and 
explores many ways of associating and connecting 
ideas, including within the music curriculum, other 
subject areas, and diverse musical cultures. Children 
of today also need to make connections with 
themselves and others (windows and mirrors), and 
some need meaningful music relationships to reflect 
their living, social, and historical environments for 
music classes to feel relevant. The generalist music 
educator’s role is to allow multiple ways of knowing 
to occur. Making musical connections important and 
meaningful in the lives of all children is the focus of 
the chapters in this section.

Creating, though it can be messy even with 
a structure, is a necessity with young people 
today. Children need to have opportunities to 
create as they learn to feel confident and try out 
their identities. The “Creating” section offers 

explorations into music composition, production, 
song writing, and the use of digital media in the 
classroom. Creating naturally evokes critical 
thinking skills that involve conducting, symbolic 
representation, pre-production/production/post-
production activities, listening, and many other 
aptitudes, whether students work in person or 
online. Readers will find a plethora of ideas to 
consider about organization and ways to think 
about involving students in this section.

The last section, “Responding,” presents three 
chapters—responding through movement, listening, 
and analysis. Each of these chapters refers to 
deeper understanding of what happens in the 
music classroom by responding to what is heard. It 
presents lesson plan ideas readers will find helpful 
and applicable.

General Music: Dimensions of Practice combines 
the tried and true of what has worked in education 
and includes new understandings of how today’s 
children learn. This book also describes some 
newer or unknown applications, and challenges 
educators to re-examine how, why, and what they 
teach. 

JUDITH THOMPSON-BARTHWELL has been a member of 

AOSA since 1975. A music educator for 44 years in public and 

private schools, she is retired but stays involved with children 

by volunteering in music classrooms in the Detroit area. She 

also mentors working educators as invited. Judy was an AOSA 

Movement and Basic Levels Teacher Educator for many years 

and has served on the AOSA National Board of Trustees as a 

trustee and treasurer and on several AOSA sub-committees. She 

received the Michigan MEA Music Educator of the Year Award 

in 2012 and the AOSA Distinguished Service Award in 2021. 

I N D E X  O F  A D V E R T I S E R S

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

Beatin’ Path . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              33

Music Is Elementary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         13

Peripole . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            back cover

Sonor  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         inside front cover

Studio 49  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 2

Teaching With Orff  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           5

West Music  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                1

Yamaha . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                   9



FALL  2023   www.aosa.org

55

J O I N  T H E  A M E R I C A N  O R F F - S C H U LW E R K  A S S O C I AT I O N
Members enjoy multiple benefits, including a subscription to The Orff Echo. For more information or to join,  

visit AOSA online at www.aosa.org

T H E  O R F F  E C H O  E D I T O R I A L  C A L E N D A R
The Orff Echo seeks and publishes open submissions as well as feature topic articles that summarize the focus of the issue. If 
you would like to contribute, contact one of the issue coordinators or send your inquiry to echoeditor@aosa.org

Issue	 Feature Topic	 Coordinator(s)	 Contributor’s Deadline

Summer 2024	 Be	 Christine Ballenger	 November 15, 2023 
		  Diana Hawley 
		  Erika Knapp

Fall 2024	 Connect	 Ian Cicco	 February 15, 2024 
		  Austin Cooper 
		  Alan Spurgeon

Winter 2024	 Open Submission	 TBD	 May 15, 2024

Spring 2025	 Media	 TBD	 August 15, 2024

A O S A  E X E C U T I V E  C O M M I T T E E
President	 Josh Southard

President-Elect	 Patrick Ware

Vice President 	 Manju Durairaj 
of DEIA	

Interim Vice 	 Victor Lozada 
President of DEIA	

Recording 	 Kathy Hummel 
Secretary	

Treasurer	 Karen Petty

AOSA NATIONAL BOARD OF TRUSTEES
Region I	 Dan Gullick and Fauna Woolfe

Region II	 Armando Campos and Nora Golden

Region III	 Jeaneau Julian and Natasha Thurmon

Region IV 	 Heather Klossner and Michele Sampson

Region V 	 Karin Puffer and Matthew Stensrud

Region VI	 Melissa Marotta and Katie Settleberry

A O S A  C O N F E R E N C E  C H A I R S
2023 National Conference Chairs (Albuquerque, NM) 
Jill DeVilbiss and Sarah Fairfield

2024 National Conference Chairs (Des Moines, IA) 
Lisa Hewitt and Rosemary Pilonero

THE  ORFF  ECHO  COPYR IGHT  POL ICY
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 masthead pages (Table of 
Contents pages) 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 material from The Orff Echo must request permission 
by writing to the editor.

CONTR IBUTE  TO  THE  ORFF  ECHO
The Orff Echo is your resource for new or time-tested ideas, 
thought-provoking concepts, philosophical investigations, 
work that supports AOSA’s diversity statement, and other 
discussions about the Orff Schulwerk approach. Check the 
editorial calendar on this page to learn about upcoming 
features. We also accept articles on any subject as well as 
children’s and Supporting Our Learning book reviews, cover 
art, and coda content/photos for every issue. Contact an issue 
coordinator or the editor for more information.

AD  INQUIR IES
Tiffany English
Executive Director
American Orff-Schulwerk Association
1284 SOM Center Road, #264
Mayfield Heights, OH 44124
(440) 600-7329
tiffany@aosa.org



www.aosa.org   FALL  2023

56

C O D A

“Q
U

A
IN

T 
TR

E
E

.”
 P

H
O

TO
G

R
A

P
H

E
D

 B
Y 

S
VE

N
 L

A
C

H
M

A
N

N
, 
P

IX
A

B
AY

.
“It is in the act of improvisation, acting out 
music from their understanding of music 
within, that the magic happens. ‘Look at 
what I have discovered I can do,’ their 
actions say to me. That is when I know best 
why I love to teach children. It is when they 
no longer need me. How rich that is!”

Arvida Steen 2023 AOSA PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT CONFERENCE

November 1 – 4, 2023 • Albuquerque, NM
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