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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

One more 
story about 
my mother, 

Martha Scott. (Well, 
I think this is the 
last one, but I won’t 
make any promises.) 
It was Level II. Rick 

Layton was our teacher, and near the 
end of the two weeks, we were ready to 
dramatize “The Man, His Daughter, 
and Their Donkey.” We had learned 
the opening song and the travel music; 
we had heard the story and learned a 
speech piece with ostinati. It was time 
to assign roles.

“The man” was Bob Henry, one of 
two “token” men in the class.1 “The 
daughter” was a young woman who 
accepted the role with glee. When 
Rick said, “And who wants to be ‘the 
donkey?’” one hand went up—a little 
too quickly. It was my mother’s. (Later, 
she would describe it as the role of a 
lifetime. I never let her forget it, and 
she didn’t want to.)

Everyone took their places to begin 
the dramatization. Costumes were 
assembled from out of nowhere, and 
someone gave “the donkey” a tie, by 
which she could be led through the 
various scenes. I have a vivid memory 
of looking at her—slightly slumped, 
long face. She was in “relaxed donkey 
mode”—in no hurry to go anywhere 
with “the man” or “his daughter.”

So, with songs, speech, and instru-
ment pieces learned; opening song 
practiced; roles assigned; and scenes 
marked; it was time to create the clos-
ing dance. Rick called us all to a circle. 
Everyone went—except my mother.

Rick began the facilitation of the 

dance: “Circle or lines?” “Partners or 
groups?” “Martha, come over here.” 
I looked over just in time to see my 
mother, still in donkey stance, shake 
her head. “Martha?” Again, she shook 
her head, and in a soft voice said, 
“Come and get me.” As we all fell apart 
with laughter, “the man” went to col-
lect his stubborn “donkey.” 

I believe that dramatization of sto-
ries is one of the greatest strengths of 
Orff Schulwerk. It is the medium that 
draws all of the other media together. 
Through dramatization, we sing, per-
form rhythmic speech, move, and play 
instruments to tell the story. As they 
engage in creative play-acting, students 
also learn lessons about human nature. 
Brigitte Warner wrote:

By recreating a story on their own, 
[the students] rise well above the su-
perficial level of “acting out,” since 
they must probe the story’s meaning 
first and then identify with the spe-
cific problems it represents. In this 
manner they come to understand the 
fundamental concerns of mankind, 
which are always present in these 
folk stories.2

To “probe the story’s meaning,” 
students must be given opportunities to 
discuss, question, and explore the story. 
It follows then, that dramatization is 
one of many Orff activities that involve 
choice and thoughtful decision-making 
on the part of the students. Students 
enjoy having choices—having some 
control over what happens in the lesson. 

Although we give students direction 
and suggestions when we are working 
on a dramatization, many of the deci-
sions about the lines to speak, music to 
be performed, movement to incorpo-

rate, and staging are up to them. There 
is no script, no pre-composed music, 
no given stage directions. The ideas 
and interpretation are those of the 
students.

So, what is the role of the Orff 
Schulwerk teacher in the process of act-
ing out a story? Warner wrote: “Play-
acting differs from formal acting in that 
the actors are involved in creating the 
play.”3 In formal acting, the teacher 
is the director, but in play-acting, the 
teacher becomes the facilitator. This 
means that, just as in other facets of 
Orff Schulwerk, the teacher relinquish-
es a great deal of the decision-making 
to the children. The teacher’s assump-
tions of how the story goes may have to 
be reconsidered. And more often than 
not, the interpretations of the students 
are far more interesting and fresh than 
the standard interpretations of the 
adults anyway.

Back to the stubborn “donkey,” who 
got her way. You see, my mother, as 
the actress, knew how the story ended. 
The fate of the donkey, which had been 
revealed in Rick’s telling of the story, 
was that she was to be sold at market. 
The “man” and his “daughter” were 
setting out on a journey to the village 
for just that purpose. The wise “don-
key,” played in the story by my mother, 
Martha Scott, understood their plan, 
and she was not going along willingly. 
The donkey’s terms were, “Come and 
get me.” Although they rolled their 
eyes, Rick, the facilitator and Bob, the 
“man” surrendered to her terms. As 
open-minded Orff Schulwerk teachers, 
they understood that student play-
actors must be allowed their interpreta-
tions. 

By Julie Scott

The Importance of Drama in Orff Schulwerk

1	 Bob Henry later became president of the Texas Music Educators Association.
2	 Brigitte Warner, Orff Schulwerk: Applications for the Classroom. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1991), 257.
3	 Ibid, 258.
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The Parallel Pedagogies of Creative 
Drama and Orff Schulwerk
By Susanne Finch Burgess

The improvisatory founda-
tions of the Schulwerk are, for 
me, the most stimulating and 

challenging aspects of the pedagogy. 
To enter into the musical world of a 
second-grade class not really certain 
of the path your journey will take is an 
indescribable thrill! “Who would have 
thought to end the phrase that way? 
How could I have anticipated those 
musical decisions?” Through the ex-
ploration of musical improvisation, we 
guide students into the deepest aspects 
of learning, probing past the replica-
tion of known works into the creation 
of original ones. Creative drama is an 
approach to drama instruction that of-
fers this same kind of engagement and 
makes a perfect pedagogical partner-
ship in the Orff Schulwerk classroom. 

Creative dramatics is a process by 
which imaginative and creative ac-
tivities take place within a dramatic 
setting. The experiential process is the 
key; this is not a scripted endeavor. 
The Children’s Theatre Association of 
America has developed this definition 
that distinguishes creative drama from 
children’s theater: “Creative dramatics 
is an improvisational, non-exhibitional, 
process-oriented form of drama, where 
participants are guided by a leader to 
imagine, enact, and reflect upon hu-
man experiences, real or imagined.”1 

Five key traits distinguish this 
approach from a more traditionally 
framed theatre experience: (a) the 
nurture of imaginative response; (b) the 
collaborative ensemble creative process; (c) 
the playful, improvisational environment; 
(d) the child-centered focus of the work; 
and (e) the role of the leader. Each of 
these characteristics has a parallel in 
the Schulwerk.

Students participating in a cre-
ative drama connect their imaginative 
thinking to the dramatic action of the 

moment. They employ the body, voice, 
and imagination to communicate the 
characters and events of a story. Carl 
Orff employed the vast timbres of the 
symphony orchestra to draw his audi-
ence into the drama of his work. In 
the Schulwerk classroom, we employ 
speech, body percussion, and move-
ment in the same way when we invite 

students to explore a poem or ballad 
as the entry point for improvisation. 
This is the perfect place to expand 
and develop students’ drama skills as 
a parallel exploration of their musical 
encounters. 

This approach to drama educa-
tion prompts students to respond to 
their peers as they engage in ensemble 

Poetry serves as a rich dramatic and musical resource in both  
Orff Schulwerk and creative drama.
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improvisation. The play-filled envi-
ronment in a creative drama lesson 
provides an interactive opportunity 
for collaborative problem solving and 
divergent thinking. Each participant is 
a vital contributor to the whole. Indi-
viduality is celebrated in the context of 
ensemble. Providing an environment 
that is safe for exploration and trial and 
error is essential to growing a culture 
that is competent to create together. 
It takes time to grow away from the 
Saturday Night Live skit mentality into 
an authentic drama environment. The 
leadership here begins in a somewhat 
structured way, gradually giving way to 
student ownership. A “plan-play-eval-
uate-refine” model emerges as students 
are guided to reflect on their work. A 
parallel to the Schulwerk can be made 
in the rehearsal process. As students 
share improvisations with their peers, 
discussion prompts aesthetic decision-
making by the entire class. We are then 
engaging in the same kind of ensemble 
improvisation. Students are becoming 
their own collaborators. 

The play-filled environment of 
a creative drama lesson can appear 
somewhat random and even haphazard 
to the casual observer. Creative drama 
explores the tremendous potential of 
play in a structured format that draws 
on the existing experience base of the 
children. Play is a familiar environment 
to students of the Schulwerk. The 
balance of structure and exploration 
is carefully administered in a well-de-
signed lesson. The playful exploration 
so critical to the Schulwerk is likewise 
a fundamental aspect of creative drama 
and requires the same depth of under-
standing and pedagogical training of its 
leaders. 

Creative drama is a child-centered 
approach, in that the focus of activity 
comes from the participants themselves 
rather than from a predetermined 
script. The children embody the char-
acters, create the dialogue, and invent 
the staging for their dramatizations. 
It is a “whole-child” approach in its 
integration of cognitive, affective, so-
cial, and psychomotor endeavors. This 
focus on the participants (and away 
from the leader) places the responsibil-
ity of the drama on them, which they 

are readily able to accept and anxious 
to implement.

Skilled and perceptive leadership is 
critical to the successful implementa-
tion of creative drama. The creative 
drama literature uses the term “leader” 
in place of “teacher” to help us re-
member that “directing the play” is out 
of place in this environment. Lead-
ers must develop an understanding of 
the maturational, developmental, and 
experiential changes that the students 
in their charge are constantly under-
going. The theories of Piaget provide 
us with much important information 
about how children learn and how 
they think. However, in pursuit of 
training artistic expression, it is not 
enough to understand their cognitive 
processes; we have to infiltrate their af-
fective thinking. Psychologist Howard 
Gardner says of Piaget, “We learn 
much from his writing about children’s 

conceptions of water, but little about 
their fear of floods, their love of splash-
ing, or their desire to be minnows, 
mermaids, or mariners.”2 It is this 
kind of questioning that comes from a 
skilled leader of creative drama or Orff 
Schulwerk. The ability to lead without 
directing, suggest without demanding, 
and facilitate without preconception is 
an impressive résumé for any teacher 
of creative pursuits. 

Creative drama employs elements 
such as movement, sensory awareness, 
characterization, story-drama, and 
dialogue, which are pursued through 
imaginative and experimental pro-
cesses. Participants are guided through 
many activities, allowing them to build 
a repertoire of experiences from which 
to create. These elements are inte-
grated to create the dramatic action, 
or to “dramatize” stories, events, or 
characters.

The term movement evokes a wide 
variety of images. It is fundamental 
to the experiences of children. In this 
context, it represents the broadest 
sense of dance and the most general 
concept of pantomime. It is a way to 
communicate with the whole body. 
The students are first provided op-
portunities to explore their own bodies 
in movement and to become more 
familiar with this method of com-
munication. Through varied exercises 
and activities, the participants continu-
ally explore movement as a means of 
storytelling in much the same way as 
the Schulwerk explores music through 
movement. 

Sensory awareness, in this con-
text, is an exploration of the senses 
for the purpose of communicating 
them within a dramatic situation. It is 
through our senses that we assimilate 
and later process information, and it is 
the expression of this assimilation that 
becomes the action within the drama. 
The exploration and heightening of 
sensory awareness helps to develop 
the communication skills utilized in 
dramatic presentation.

Characterization is the enactment 
of “who” (or what) a character is in a 
story. The pursuit of characterization is 
an exploration of the physical, emo-
tional, and social attributes associated 

Theatre is 
undoubtedly 
achievable with a 
few—a very small 
minority; but 
drama, like the 
rest of education, 
is concerned with 
the majority and 
there is not a child 
born anywhere 
in the world, 
in any physical 
or intellectual 
circumstances or 
conditions, who 
cannot do drama.
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with any character. Characters can 
come in a wide variety of persona: 
people, animals, inanimate objects, ele-
ments of the earth, and so on. We can 
impose human characteristics on any 
of these, or interpret human character-
istics in a variety of ways. In creative 
drama, characterization is explored 
from within each participant and 
individually interpreted. This intimate 
relationship with a fictional charac-
ter gives students the opportunity to 
discover and confront many personal 
human attributes. 

Story-drama is the enactment of 
the plot. It involves the sequencing of 
events, and contains the standard ele-
ments of drama: characterization; situ-
ation (existing circumstances); conflict 
(the problem); action (what happens); 
resolution (how the characters solve 
the problem); and dialogue (what the 
characters say to one another). In cre-
ative drama, participants are guided to 
develop each of these elements within 
the story, and to express them in a 
variety of ways.

It is important to note that in 
creative drama, the development of 
dialogue follows as a result of the im-
plementation of all its other elements. 
The participants are encouraged to 
work through activities without words 
initially to encourage other means of 
expression, communication, and un-
derstanding. By the time participants 
employ words, they have a good idea of 
how the action looks, feels, and relates 
to others. The dialogue then becomes 
a truly meaningful communicative av-
enue and not simply words memorized 
from a script, which is often the case in 

the preparation of performance-orient-
ed theatre works. This compares to the 
sound-to-symbol approach we take in 
the Schulwerk pedagogy. Students are 
guided to experience music through 
many avenues: speech, movement, 
listening, singing, and instrument play-
ing, before they are expected to decode 
or encode its notation. Often, a drama-
tization that emerges through creative 
drama needs no script because the 
children have invented the dialogue. 
In performance, nobody “forgets their 
lines” because they did not memorize 
someone else’s words. 

The most striking parallel compo-
nents of these teaching strategies are 
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are two additional similarities between 
Orff Schulwerk and creative drama. 
A fundamental understanding of arts 
education is evidenced in the play-
like environments professed in these 
methods. In both cases, the intention 
is to provide an artistic experience ap-
propriate to all children—not just the 
talented few—in an open and flexible 
atmosphere. Pedagogue Brian Way 
captures the essence of creative drama 
when he says, “Theatre is undoubt-
edly achievable with a few—a very 
small minority; but drama, like the rest 
of education, is concerned with the 
majority and there is not a child born 
anywhere in the world, in any physical 
or intellectual circumstances or condi-
tions, who cannot do drama.”3 

The multimodal experiences pro-
vided for students of the Schulwerk 
and creative drama require their total 
involvement on almost every level. 
They are thrust into the roles of ana-
lyst, performer, critic, composer, play-
wright, and audience member regularly 
through an ongoing balance of process 
and performance activities. These 
ensemble experiences, important to 
both pedagogies, provide quality social 
interaction and encourage the effec-
tive as well as cognitive growth of the 
students on a continual basis.

Just as students of the Schulwerk 
are challenged to create and improvise 
at developmentally appropriate levels, 
students participating in creative drama 
are most successful when guided in a 
sequential, developmentally appropri-
ate manner. The process is clearly 
applicable within the Orff Schul-
werk classroom, and offers students 
an instructionally based framework 
through which to explore drama. 
When purposefully and sequentially 
explored, drama becomes a viable tool 
through which students are able to 
create performance-worthy dramatiza-
tions. Program preparation becomes 
an instructionally relevant opportunity 
rather than a showy distraction. 

I urge you to consider embedding 
creative drama into your current in-
structional practice. As you think about 
the musical activities that will chal-
lenge your students next, consider how 
they might be enriched or supported 

their flexible and adaptable formats 
and the unique qualities required of 
skilled leadership. Their successful 
implementation requires attentive, 
intuitive, involved leadership sup-
ported by a disciplined physical and 
psychological environment conducive 
to artistic expression.

The Schulwerk employs a careful, 
sequential process in teaching music, as 
does the pedagogy of creative drama. 
In each of these approaches, teachers 
are challenged to examine the needs 
of their own students as they prepare 
appropriate activities, apart from any 
generalizations made to satisfy curricu-
lar goals. These child-centered consid-
erations place the needs of the students 
above the requirements of the curricu-
lum through discovery-based models 
designed to encounter the needs of 
the whole child. This aesthetic nurtur-
ing is critical to both approaches. The 
teacher’s role as evaluator and facili-
tator is constantly being challenged 
when the curricular focus shifts from 
product to process. While the long-

range goals within each method may 
be specific, the approach and direction 
can be—and must be—flexible. It’s the 
path you take on the journey that is 
most important—not your arrival at 
the destination. 

The participatory environments and 
importance of the ensemble experience 
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Resources in 
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Press, 1973.

through creative drama. When you 
next consider plans for a performance 
and you’re tempted to buy a script 
written for children, think about the 
rich learning opportunities embedded 
in a creative drama lesson that can ren-
der a wonderful performance created 
by children. 

Susanne Finch Burgess is 
an Orff Schulwerk practi-
tioner and teacher-trainer. 
She has a BA in music 
education from California 
State University-Fuller-

ton and a MM from the University of 
Memphis and has presented workshops for 
AOSA, MENC, and ECMMA. She can 
be reached at susanne-burgess@utc.edu.

1	 Helene Rosenberg, Creative Drama and 
Imagination (New York: Holt, Rinehart, 
and Winston, 1987), 4.

2	 Ibid.
3	 Brian Way, Development through Drama 

(Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities 
Press, 1973), 3.
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In a very real sense, teaching is a 
performing art. You must believe 
that you are offering something of 

value in order to stand before students 
and guide their understanding of 
language, mathematics, music, or any 
other discipline. That value resides 
not only in the content, but also in 
the process of presenting content for 
effective learning. Good teaching is no 
accident. Despite all of the research 
behind instruction and how to improve 
it, there is an art to teaching because it 
is a human endeavor. Teachers tend not 
to think of themselves as performers, 
but they are. It can be fun to watch a 
dynamic teacher work with a group of 
students.

When I served as director of the 
Southeast Institute for Education in 
Music at The University of Tennessee 
at Chattanooga, we conducted summer 
professional development workshops 
for music educators as well as teachers 
of other subjects. At that time, school 
districts were sending teams of teach-
ers and administrators to learn how to 
fully integrate art, music, and theater 
into the core curriculum. It was appar-
ent that many teachers were intimi-
dated at the Music Institute because 
they felt less competent in music than 
they did in art or theater. Part of this 
could be the visibility aspect of those 
art forms. Teachers make bulletin 
boards, visuals, and design their class-
room environments. While this does 
not prepare one for a Guggenheim 
exhibition, it does involve artistic deci-
sions. Theater is a matter of telling a 
story and resembles life even when the 
characters and situations are imaginary 
or fantastic. Teachers deal with stories 
in literature and thus, feel they have 
some indirect experience with drama. 
Music resembles nothing, though it 
can imitate beauty, feeling, characters, 

and situations for the listener. It also 
calls for specific performance skills 
that, though not shared by all, are 
recognized as necessary for performing 
a song. Veteran teachers can still recall 
being told in kindergarten that they did 
not sing well. This became for them 
a prophetic label, the scarlet “A” for a 
musical that they must hide from the 

world. It makes the task of convincing 
these teachers to include music in their 
classrooms, even something as simple 
as singing a song or listening to music, 
a really “tough sell.” We had to find 
solutions to move past such barriers.

We discovered that using drama as 
a teaching tool for presenting informa-
tion was much more interesting than 
a lecture. When learning about the 
music of ancient Greece, why not have 
philosophers Plato and Aristotle, along 
with Athena, goddess of wisdom (com-
plete with rhinestone shades), debate 
the merits of music as a school subject? 
Our participants enjoyed seeing this 
sketch by our presenters, and when 
they opened their mouths to laugh, we 
gave them something to chew on. In 
our study of The Magic Flute, we as-
signed small groups of teachers to cre-
ate and perform one-act operas based 
on specific guidelines: 

Write your own opera. Choose 
a familiar tall tale, myth, legend, 
or fairytale and compose music to 

Using Drama in Professional Development
By Lee D. Harris

Music teachers collaborating in a summer institute.

We discovered 
that using drama 
as a teaching tool 
for presenting 
information 
was much more 
interesting than 
a lecture. 
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dramatize it, along with dialogue, 
action, props, and anything else 
that will enhance the success of the 
performance.1 
This task took the focus off of musi-

cal competence and placed it on the 
story. It abated performance anxiety 
for many teachers because they could 
choose their own team role, whether 
singing, playing instruments, danc-
ing, or even becoming scenery (e.g., a 
tree). This was important because by 
asking them to incorporate music into 
the classroom, we did not invite nega-
tive experiences into the Institute. We 
also found that teachers could learn 
from one another when they worked 
cooperatively. The music teachers had 
expertise in musical performance and 
compositional ideas that the group 
could feature in their short opera, but 
non-music teachers sometimes had 
musical or dramatic abilities that were 
also valuable to the effort. 

Teachers well-versed in Orff Schul-
werk know that drama is a fundamental 
aspect of the history and philosophy of 
the approach because it was a primary 
focus of Carl Orff’s creative output. 
What is contemporary practice in this 
regard? How many Orff workshops 
and courses focus on helping music 
teachers use drama as a teaching tool? 

I have participated in some work-
shops and conference sessions in which 
we dramatized a folk tale or story 
through movement, acting, singing, 
playing, (with props, etc.), and thor-
oughly enjoyed those experiences. 
More common is the workshop that 
focuses on curriculum, teaching strate-
gies, and other necessary aspects of life 
in the general music classroom.

Music educators are not usually 
professionals in the theater art form, 
but we should all develop basic skills to 
use theater in our music classrooms. In 

The Importance  
of Having a Will
A Will is a legal document that allows you to decide how to distribute your 
assets. With a Will, you are able to provide for your loved ones, clearly ex-
press your wishes, and minimize the emotional turmoil of your family trying 
to determine what your wishes would have been. Without a Will, state laws 
dictate the distribution of your estate; without a will, there is no deference to 
your wishes or the needs of your heirs. 

Making a Will can be difficult. The first step is admitting that we are 
mortal. Then we have to make choices that are sometimes difficult. These 
are choices about what our legacy will be. It may be hard work, but when 
you do it, you share your values with your heirs. This gives you the oppor-
tunity to care for your heirs according to their individual needs. You may 
decide to include a gift to one or several nonprofit organizations that have 
been important to you over the course of your life. For some, this will be a 
larger gift than they could ever make during their lives.

A bequest is a way to give property, such as cash or securities, through 
your Will. A bequest that designates AOSA as a beneficiary would provide 
for long-term support for our association. You can leave a specific asset or 
dollar amount, a percentage of your estate, or the remainder of your estate 
after you have designated other beneficiaries. If you already have a Will, 
your attorney can draft a codicil (a simple amendment) to include a gift to 
AOSA. 

AOSA is grateful that you are considering a charitable bequest. If you do 
decide to include AOSA in your estate plans and inform us of those inten-
tions, you have the opportunity to be recognized by AOSA a member of our 
Wildflower Legacy.

The Wildflower Legacy rec-
ognizes and honors those who 
include AOSA in their estate 
plans. It gives us the opportu-
nity to thank people who are 
planning for AOSA’s future 
with these thoughtful and  
generous gifts.

We ask that gifts to the Wildflower Legacy be designated to the 
AOSA Endowment. The endowment provides AOSA with both 
flexibility and stability by providing for AOSA’s long-term financial 
health. Our needs in forty years will be different from our needs 
today, and an unrestricted endowment provides for today’s priorities 
while allowing us to successfully realize new priorities in the future. 

AOSA is currently welcoming inaugural members of the Wild-
flower Legacy. All planned gifts qualify for membership. Please let us 
know if we should include you in the Wildflower Legacy.
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this respect, we are akin to the fifth-
grade teacher who could make use of 
music in her classroom if she only had 
some help in doing so. In some cases, 
the classroom teachers are amateur 
musicians and able to draw upon that 
experience in their implementation. 
By the same token, many Orff teachers 
have theatrical experience and exper-
tise that make them more inclined to 
use drama in their classrooms. There 
is much more we can learn from real 
experts and this calls for workshops 
presented by theater teachers.

A major objection to incorporat-
ing drama in the music classroom is 
no doubt the time involved because 
teachers are governed by the schedule 
and the clock. We need to know how 
to do things efficiently to maximize 
the benefits of drama activity. Essential 
questions would include: (a) What are 
the basic elements of drama? (b) How 
can we guide students in dramatizing 
a fable? (c)What are some useful and 
versatile props? and (d) How do we 
organize small groups of students as 
they develop and rehearse their own 
dramatic work? A theater expert could 
help teachers address these issues in a 
workshop centered on using drama in 
music education. 

Lee Harris is professor and 
chair of the Department of 
Music at The University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga.  
He holds degrees from 
Harding University, the 

University of Memphis, and the Univer-
sity of North Texas and is certified in the 
Orff Schulwerk and Kodaly approaches to 
music education. He formerly served as the 
music institute director at the Southeast 
Center for Education in the Arts and cur-
rently directs the Kodaly Institute at UTC, 
which he established in 2000.

Drama allows teachers to tap into their “inner actor.”

1	 The Southeast Center for Education in the Arts, “Mozart: The Magic Flute (Die Zauberflöte),”( The University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga, 1999), 30.

Professional development is about 
constant improvement and is as much 
a part of lifelong learning as anything 
else. The truth of the matter is that 
teachers are all strong in some areas 
and more deficient in others. We have 
opportunities to help one another grow 
to be music educators who bring ex-
citement into our classrooms by open-
ing our students to their own creative 
possibilities. This should always be the 
goal of professional development, and 
drama can be a useful means of achiev-
ing it. 

Learning should always be this much fun!

Music educators 

are not usually 

professionals in 

the theater art 

form, but we 

should all develop 

basic skills to use 

theater in our 

music classrooms. 
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“Elementary music is never music alone 
but forms a unity with movement, dance, 
and speech. It is music that one makes 
oneself, in which one takes part not as a 
listener but as a participant.”1 –Carl Orff 

Carl Orff’s vision inspired music 
teachers to expose children 
to the organic bonds among 

elemental music, movement, speech, 
and play through creative exploration. 
With so many quality resources readily 
available to us, teachers are discovering 
new ways to engage students every day. 
I find the greatest challenge remaining 
is in selecting the appropriate material 
that will speak to each unique group of 
students. I teach pre-K through fifth 
grade music in the Bronx, New York. 

Our students are Hispanic, Latino, and 
African American and are of low-socio-
economic status. Determined to help 
my students make meaningful connec-
tions between the Orff Schulwerk pro-
cess and their lives, I called on the rich 
musical theater culture of New York 
City to guide the creative processes in 
our music classroom. 

Why the Drama?
Many music teachers are required by 
their administration to put on annual 
student performances. Depending on 
your style of teaching, performances 
could be a chorus concert, a recorder 
and percussion ensemble, a musical, 
or even a folk dance extravaganza. We 
often shy away from the larger stage 

productions due to the difficulties pre-
sented by time and budget constraints, 
the lack of parent and classroom teach-
er involvement, and the amount of 
instructional time that teaching scripts, 
songs, and staging requires of our 
already too short music classes. Some 
music teachers even feel they may lack 
the theater and dance expertise needed 
to pull off such a production. Perhaps 
a good motivator would be to picture a 
small stage where students are hiding 
anxiously behind a curtain, smiling 
from ear to ear, and giggling nervously 
as they prepare to perform their very 
own creation. 

As adults, we tend to forget the 
magical power that make-believe can 
have on a child. We forget how the 

From Page to Stage
By Katie-Beth Toups Traxler

Artwork for scenery created by the set design team.
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power of a simple costume and painted 
set allows a child to escape his or her 
world and be a hero—even if only 
for a while. We forget that when the 
house lights go off, everyone becomes 
equal—size, money, and ethnicity 
don’t matter backstage. We overlook 
the confidence and self-worth fostered 
by the responsibilities of being part of 
such a large production. For the chil-
dren in my school, that power is some-
thing they rarely experience in their 
lives. They don’t get to pretend, play 
dress-up, and be a kid. They seem to 
skip that phase and retreat into survival 
mode from the moment they reach the 
doors of the kindergarten classroom. I 
wanted to give my students the oppor-
tunity to play—to release the imagina-
tion and creativity that they fought to 
restrain. Students can transcend social 
and academic barriers; it happens when 
they have the opportunity to  create a 
performance they’ll never forget.

Choosing a 
Meaningful Theme
I see most of my students for forty-five 
minutes a week. Because of testing, 
in-school professional development, 
and field trips, this usually only ends 
up being three out of every four weeks 
each month. Because almost all of the 
rehearsals and stage work happens dur-
ing music class, we started preparing 
for the show several months in ad-
vance. Although there are many shows 
available for purchase, most of my 
students take a much deeper interest 
in pieces they create themselves. They 
become highly motivated and willingly 
address their strengths and weaknesses. 
As Arvida Steen has noted, “When stu-
dents are involved in the processes of 
creation, they will want to acquire the 
tools needed to make them, ultimately, 
musically independent.”2 What more 
could we want for our students?

I selected a topic, “Native American 
Ways of Life,” from their state social 
studies curriculum. I was careful to 
select a topic that could be approached 
from many angles—through litera-
ture, music, dance, art, and theater. I 
was also careful to choose a topic that 
would be accessible to our students (li-
brary books, textbooks). By selecting a 
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theme from their curriculum, students 
built strong connections between their 
lessons and life.

Developing the Script
The folktale Legend of the Bluebonnets 
was our basic storyline. We read and 
discussed the story, symbolism, char-
acteristics of Native American life, etc. 
during music class. I typed up a very 
primitive version of the story in the 
form of a script that we then acted out 
in class. This allowed me to address 
some of the basic theater standards 
essential to any performance. (Like 
most elementary schools, we don’t have 
a theater teacher to cover these basic 
fundamentals.) We looked at the differ-
ence between the narrative folktale and 
the newly formatted script. We experi-
mented with emotions, body language, 
volume, and inflection. Students memo-
rized parts and auditioned for roles. 

After parts were assigned by a 
student poll (an opportunity to analyze 
speaking and acting fundamentals), the 
students helped complete the script, 
offering ideas about character develop-
ment, how to phrase things and what 
emotions to use, and deciding what 
should be said by a narrator or by the 
characters. We even wrote an addition-
al dream scene to build on one particu-
larly interesting part of the story that 
the students responded deeply to. Our 
librarian then read a second version 
of the book to the classes, after which 
they compared the two storybook ver-
sions and the script in a Venn diagram. 

Don’t Forget the Content
One of my greatest concerns with 
producing a show was maintaining the 
musical integrity of our classes. I did 
not want to perform a show just to 
say we did. The children deserved to 
experience the connections between 
the actual performance and the skills 
and concepts taught in class. Through 
a wide variety of Native American 
music and very careful planning, the 
students explored musical phrasing 
through movement, musical form, in-
strumental arranging, alto and soprano 
recorder technique, a Native American 
stick passing game (steady beat), and 
characteristics of Native American 

music. By choosing a theme that was 
rich in music and dance history, I was 
able to provide my students with many 
satisfying creative musical experiences. 
We also watched a DVD of an Ameri-
can Indian powwow so they could 
really understand the dance forms and 
spiritual side of the music. 

All of these concepts are part of the 
fifth-grade New York City Blueprint 
for the Arts: Music Standards. Every 
lesson was carefully planned so that no 
time was wasted, and so that funda-
mental musical objectives were always 
being addressed. Finding appropriate 
musical selections for this project took 
a considerable amount of time and ef-
fort on my part outside of the class-
room; however, I like to look at that 
as my own professional development 
time. I bought several Native American 
Indian songbooks, CDs, and a DVD. I 
spent many hours researching Ameri-
can Indian culture, music, instruments, 
and dancing so that I could guide the 
children in their musical explorations.

Assessment 
Over several months, the students cho-
reographed stick dances, drum circle 

dances, and arranged Orff ostinati 
for several of the tunes we studied. I 
encouraged them to try several dif-
ferent arrangements and use a variety 
of timbres and movements. They 
decided which tunes were appropri-
ate for different scenes in the play and 
discussed their choices during small-
group reflection time. Every student 
learned each dance and instrument 
part, regardless of his or her role in the 
final production. The students worked 
together as a creative community to 
design their final performance. Ev-
eryone’s ideas were welcomed. I was 
easily able to assess their knowledge of 
the musical concepts I was teaching by 
watching them work together to play, 
sing, and dance. I observed their tech-
nique, their accuracy in movement and 
singing, and their level of participation 
during this project. 

Playing to Their Strengths
While some of my students beg to be 
in the spotlight from day one, many 
of my students do not feel comfort-
able getting up in front of even small 
groups. So, in the final month of 
preparation, the students who were 

Costume designer painting Native American dresses.
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not in the cast were given the oppor-
tunity to sign up for one of four jobs: 
orchestra, stage crew, set design, or 
costume design. Orchestra included 
playing instruments for all songs, 
dances, interludes, and sound effects. 
Stage crew worked the lights, cur-
tains, props, and they were in charge 
of programs and seating during the 
performances. Set design and costume 
design students looked at historical 
books from the library to help them 
design authentic Indian patterns and 
symbols. Set designers painted teepees, 
mountains, dream catchers, and totem 
poles. Costume design painted t-shirts 
and feather headdresses and made 
Indian bead jewelry. One student also 
designed the cover art for the program 
and fliers. Every student was able to 
make a valuable contribution to the 
final performance according to his or 
her talent. Because each student was 
allowed to choose his or her assign-
ment, every student was proud of his or 
her role.

Showtime!
In the week leading up to the perfor-
mance, the fifth-grade teachers allowed 
me to pull groups of students out of 
class during my free time for dress 
rehearsals and to finish the costumes 
and props that we were unable to fin-
ish in class. This of course happened 
during my lunches and prep times, but 
the time spent was beyond worthwhile. 
When crunch-time came, several 
teachers provided assistance. Our visual 
art teacher helped the children with 
the designing and painting and put 
all of the finishing touches on the set. 
Our librarian spent hours helping to 
make props and running lines, reader’s 
theater style, during library class with 
the cast. Our technology teacher 
worked the sound system during the 
final week. After all was said and done, 
the fifth grade put on two beautiful 
performances for the school’s parents 
and students. Of course we had our 

flops—mics not working, props getting 
lost, and cast members absent on the 
performance day—but the show went 
on! These kids were beaming from ear 
to ear. For most of my students, they 
will not get another opportunity to be 
a part of something so extravagant, so 
magical—and something they created!

Benefits Galore
It is very easy to get bogged down 
with all the extra work that goes into 
putting on a performance of this 
magnitude and overlook the numer-
ous benefits. By using well-developed 
themes from curriculum, students were 
able to experience tangible connections 
between the classroom and life. 

Despite our lack of funding for 
specific programs, the students ex-
perienced basic dance and theater 
techniques. Students developed a deep 
appreciation for another culture. They 
learned that every person is important 
and that any success of the production 
relied on the entire grade’s ability to 
work cooperatively. They developed a 
greater sense of satisfaction and self-
worth because they knew they were ap-
preciated for their specific skills. They 

worked hard to accomplish small tasks, 
and because they got to share it with an 
audience, their success became an even 
more public event. For some, this posi-
tive recognition was deeply needed. 
Some of my students did not have 
much success in the academic setting, 
and this positive creative experience re-
warded them with the self-confidence 
they sought. They were motivated to 
start fresh in the academic classroom. 

Although all of these benefits have 
lasting effects, I think the most impor-
tant benefit was their personal growth 
and development of peer relationships. 
Over the course of the five months of 
the project, I saw dramatic changes 
in some of the relationships among 
students. Cast members would help 
one another run their lines, making 
constructive criticism in such mature 
ways. Dancers would help teach one 
another parts they had missed when 
absent. Stage crew would cover for 
one another when they missed a cue, 
instead of offering an insult or a harsh 
word. These students became some-
thing more through this project. They 
learned to trust and to accept—not 
only themselves, but also others. 

It was best said by Carl Orff himself: 
“Just as humus in nature makes growth 
possible, so elementary music gives to 
the child the powers that cannot oth-
erwise come to fruition … Everything 
that a child of this age experiences, 
everything in him that has been awak-
ened and nurtured is a determining 
factor for the whole of his life.”3 

Katie-Beth Toups  
Traxler holds a master’s 
degree in music from Loui-
siana State University. She 
received her Level I and II 
Orff education at Belmont 

University. She has taught band and 
general music in Louisiana and currently 
teaches music at The Crescent School in the 
Bronx, New York.

1	 Carl Orff, “Orff-Schulwerk; Past and Future,” Orff Institute, Salzburg, 25 Oct.1963, reprinted in Orff Re-Echoes: Selections from the Orff Echo 
and the Supplements, ed. Isabel McNeill Carley, trans. Margaret Murray (American Orff-Schulwerk Association, 1977), 6.

2	 Arvida Steen, Exploring Orff; A Teacher’s Guide (New York: Schott Music Corporation, 1992) 6–7.
3	 Carl Orff, “Orff-Schulwerk; Past and Future,” Orff Institute, Salzburg, 25 Oct.1963, reprinted in Orff Re-Echoes: Selections from the Orff Echo 

and the Supplements, ed. Isabel McNeill Carley, trans. Margaret Murray (American Orff-Schulwerk Association, 1977), 9.

Despite of our 
lack of funding for 
specific programs, 
the students 
experienced basic 
dance and theater 
techniques. Students 
developed a deep 
appreciation for 
another culture. 
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My husband and I received a 
large federally funded grant 
from 1995–2000 for the 

purpose of integrating the arts into the 
elementary-classroom curriculum. To 
earn this grant, we had to do exten-
sive research to demonstrate the value 
of arts integration. With all the facts 
and figures in place, the next major 
task was to present both a graduate 
and undergraduate curriculum that 
would motivate all classroom teachers 
to utilize these techniques. With the 
assistance of four university fine arts 
professors, we designed a course syl-
labus covering all the fine arts (music, 
drama, movement, visual arts) that 
was successfully ushered through the 
necessary channels in order to become 
a new, required, three-credit hour 
undergraduate class for elementary-
education majors. This shared course, 
including all four disciplines, was a 
new concept, but once we presented 
the idea, the professors were excited 
about the possibilities it offered. The 
course was designed around common 
elements (line, rhythm, color, form, 
and texture) and was taught by all four 
professors representing their differ-
ent art areas. The first week of classes 
combined all one hundred students 
with the four professors, observing 
how these common elements related to 
each discipline. One hundred students 
were then divided evenly into four 
sections (music, drama, movement, 
visual art) with each professor teach-
ing his or her area of art expertise. The 
students were exposed to an in-depth 
knowledge of these basic elements in 
each art specialty. The professors met 
weekly to coordinate their lessons and 
share thoughts and feelings about their 
successes and failures. 

Students rotated through each of 
the four arts areas approximately every 

three and a half weeks, or seven class 
periods. The final assignment for these 
sophomore elementary-education 
students was to write and teach an 
integrated lesson plan that involved 
any two of the arts areas with a “core” 
subject. This integrated lesson was 
then taught in the elementary class-
room where they were assigned for 
their field experience that semester. 
The four university professors divided 
the number of students between them 
and observed these students teach their 
integrated lessons. During the final 
week of class, all of the university stu-
dents again came together to observe 
the integration activities led by the 
four professors. 

This class has evolved over the 
past ten years, and professors have 
retired, but the concept of the value 
of arts integration into the elementary 
classroom has remained the same. 
The class was originally designed to 
meet the university’s need to ensure 
that our students were successful on 

the PRAXIS exam, of which fourteen 
percent of the questions dealt with the 
arts. More importantly, the need for 
future elementary-education majors to 
know, understand, and enjoy the arts 
and share that joy with their future 
elementary students was the driving 
force for the course and still remains its 
top priority.

“Are we really learning? 
This is so much fun!” 
The graduate classes were designed 
for weekends. Can you imagine at-
tending a graduate class for thirteen 
hours on a weekend (five hours on 
Friday and eight hours on Saturday) 
after you have just taught your heart 
out all week? The pressure was on 
to design classes that would be intel-
lectually challenging, emotionally 
rewarding, and physically stimulating. 
The only logical solution: integrate 
the arts. This is exactly what we did 
for a fun-packed weekend of learning, 
laughter, and friendship. By the end 
of each Friday evening, the graduate 
students (formerly exhausted classroom 
teachers) were rejuvenated, laughing, 
and had bonded into a high-energy, 
motivated, “hungry for more” group of 
students. Comments were: “It can’t be 
over! Have we really been here for five 
hours? Sure doesn’t seem that long!” 
“Wow, I can’t wait to get home and 
tell my husband about this—I thought 
it would be long and boring but the 
time has just flown!” The ratings at 
the end of each graduate class were off 
the charts. We couldn’t have asked for 
more success—integrating the arts is 
powerful!

How did we do it? Experts from 
various disciplines were guest speak-
ers who knew that their presentations 
had to be interactive, memorable, and 
practical for the classroom teacher as 

Integrating the Arts into the 
Elementary Classroom Curriculum
By Ann Porter Gifford

This class has 
evolved over the 
past ten years, and 
professors have 
retired, but the 
concept of the value 
of arts integration 
into the elementary 
classroom has 
remained the same. 
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well as research-based, so that adminis-
trators would accept the ideas.

During the first class session of the 
weekend, we invited a local expert in 
music, an Orff  teacher, to conduct the 
first classroom demonstration. She had 
several obscure nursery rhymes printed 
on oversized charts. She divided the 
class of thirty adult students into three 
groups of ten. She asked each group to 
develop a voice and use that voice to 
read their assigned lines of the nurs-
ery rhymes. Each stanza was marked 
on the chart with different colored 
magic markers. Each group read their 
lines in their selected voice, as most 
shy, intimated performers would. She 
immediately praised them for using 
their “inside voices.” She asked the 
group to read the entire nursery rhyme 
with the “animal voice” selected by 
the first group, but this time use their 
“playground voices.” This was repeated 
using each group’s selected “animal 
voice,” which they had successfully 
modeled for us utilizing a different 
volume or pitch. She coached us with 
her hand gestures, showing us how 
to develop phrasings. When all of the 
groups finished this activity, we dis-
covered how involved each person had 
been and how very enjoyable and how 
fun this experience was for everyone. 
By doing this as a group, no one felt 
that their weaknesses were exposed and 
everyone felt good about their contri-
bution to the group. They discovered 
we had repeated these unknown nurs-
ery rhymes so many times and in such 
a variety of ways that they had memo-
rized them without even trying. She 
demonstrated how effective this can be 
for young emerging readers to boost 
their confidence in reading and helping 
them develop fluency.

 This activity was followed by the 
distribution of some of David Har-
rison’s books: The Animals’ Song, When 
Cows Come Home, Somebody Catch My 
Homework, The Mouse Was Out at Recess, 
and The Alligator in the Closet. Each 
group selected one of Harrison’s books 
to develop a choral reading experi-
ence that they could teach the class. 
After they accomplished the basic 
choral reading, they added musical 
instruments and movement to their 
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performance. They had an opportunity 
to use barred instruments (which had 
been purchased with the grant money), 
classroom percussion instruments, 
and home-made instruments, such as 
drums made from gallon pickle buckets 
and shakers made from photo film 
canisters filled with different amounts 
of rice, beans, and lentils. The author, 
David Harrison, played jazz trombone 
and composed his poetry with a musi-
cal rhythm. Some groups decided to 
keep the rhythms basically simple, but 
other groups became more courageous 
and developed a jazz beat to their 
recitation. 

 Their favorite book to use was Har-
rison’s “The Animals’ Song,” which 
reads:

There was a girl
With a silver flute,

Toot toot
Tootity toot,

Who puckered her lips 
And blew her flute,
Tootity tootity toot.

She met a boy 
With a rumity drum,

Rum tum
Rumity tum, 

Who joined the girl 
And played his drum
Rumity tumity tum.

Harrison continues to add animals with 
the appropriate onomatopoeia sounds 
and ends his book with:

They danced and sang, 
Tootity toot, 
Rumity tum,
Hootity hoot
Yippity yap,

Moodily moo,
Neighdity neigh,

Doodily do
Snortity snort,
Tweetity tweet,

Hissity hiss,
Bleatity bleat

Quackity quack,
Cooity coo,

Squeakity squeak
The whole day through.
They sang and danced 

And skipped along 

With a flute and a drum
And the Animals’ song.

Another poem that became very popu-
lar with the class was:

My Book
“From Somebody Catch  

My Homework”

I did it!
I did it!

Come and look
At what I’ve done!

I read a book!

When someone wrote it
Long ago

For me to read,
How did he know

That this was the book
I’d take from the shelf

And lie on the floor
And read by myself?

I really read it!
Just like that!

Word by word,
From first to last!

I’m sleeping with
This book in bed,

This first FIRST book
I’ve ever read!

The above examples are only a small 
portion of the semester-long class, but 
hopefully it provides a glimpse into the 
nature and intent of how we integrated 
music and movement into the graduate 
classes. Undoubtedly, the class was ex-
hausted after Friday evening, but after 
participating in the musical activities, 
drama, and creativity, they felt reju-
venated and refreshed. Many students 
stayed after class to try different ideas 
or share something they discovered. 
We met once a month four times 
during the semester; one of the major 
assignments was to take any fifteen of 
the different ideas demonstrated dur-
ing the weekend back to the classroom 
and adapt the ideas to use with their 
own students. The graduate students 
(classroom teachers) found that trying 
these ideas with their own classroom 
students was one of the most meaning-
ful learning experiences of the entire 
semester. At the beginning of each 
weekend class, I would ask each student 
to share one success story of how they 
had adapted these music and movement 
ideas to suit their classroom. Because I 
had already graded these assignments, I 
judiciously selected one idea from each 
student that represented each academic 
area and grade area, thus allowing for 
the class to see the various adaptations 
made for content and grade levels from 
kindergarten through high school. The 
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graduate students eagerly anticipated 
this sharing of success stories and 
surprising outcomes. I considered drop-
ping the sharing time because I was 
afraid that students would think I was 
wasting their time by not introducing 
new concepts. Instead, they requested 
its return and commented about how 
valuable it was. On Saturday morning, 
it was the first item on the agenda. Stu-
dents who had not taught a particular 
idea as one of their fifteen lessons the 
past month asked if they could try it the 
following month with their students. 
Of course, the answer was “yes.” By 
observing the teaching success of their 
colleagues, these teachers wished to of-
fer that same opportunity of success to 
their own students. What higher praise 
could one have for integrating the arts 
in the curriculum than firsthand success 
stories from fellow classroom teach-
ers? Success was and continues to be 
the best motivator! The addition of 
music and movement into the regular 
classroom was a rewarding and fulfilling 
experience our students—hopefully, the 

same will hold true for future elemen-
tary classrooms. 

Ann Porter Gifford is 
a professor of education at 
Southeast Missouri State 
University in Cape Gi-
rardeau, Missouri. She has 
spoken on integrating the 

arts into the curriculum at national and 

international conferences in Hawaii, Costa 
Rica, Barbados, Bermuda, Cuba, Puerto 
Rico, Ukraine, and Hungary. She can be 
reached at apgifford@semo.edu. 

Note: Excerpts of David Harrison’s works 
included in this article are reprinted 
with permission. David Harrison may be 
reached at dlharrison@mchsi.com.
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Editor’s Note: In the earliest days of 
AOSA, Arnold Burkart, the first presi-
dent of AOSA, published a pamphlet 
with information for teachers new to Orff 
Schulwerk. Back then, everyone was new 
to Orff Schulwerk. His “talking points” 
for creating a musico-drama from a folk-
tale are sketched out in his book, The Orff 
Schulwerk Handbook, which is a repub-
lished collection of highlights from the old 
pamphlets. Perhaps these early guidelines 
will inspire story development for teachers 
early in their careers today.

Along with such things as 
riddles, rhymes, weather 
sayings, auguries, myths and 

legends, folktales belong to the vast 
realm of verbal folklore in any culture. 
These are stories handed down orally, 
which were told primarily to entertain. 
They are refreshingly naïve, abounding 
in humor, sincere, and concerned with 
the fundamentals of living. 

Folklorists have classified these tales 
into many categories and sub-groups 
according to type. One such large 
type-categorization is (a) jokes and 
anecdotes; (b) tall tales; (c) fairy tales; 
(d) tales of the supernatural; and (e) 
legends. (A tale with supernatural ele-
ments is used in this article.)

Use in Orff Schulwerk
Outstanding traditional stories have 
been bequeathed to the children of 
today. Their charm remains, and it 
would be a shame not to use them. 
The excitement of the imagination is 
so very often involved in these stories 
that they are especially useful in any 
program fostering creative endeavor 
such as Orff Schulwerk. A folktale can 
be the core around which an entire 
musico-drama can be developed. A 
suggested procedure follows:

1. What kind? First, find a short 
folktale highly spiced with the ele-
ments of drama, action, suspense, 
and humor. Don’t use a story you 
don’t like! It’s difficult to interest 
students in something in which you 
are disinterested yourself! Keep in 
mind the following characteristics 
of good folktales for children: (a) 
action filled without extraneous 
narrative; (b) language of common 
oral speech; and (c) events so clearly 
depicted that a child could see them.

2. Know the story! As a teacher, 
know the tale well; know the entire 
chronological sequence of events.

3. Tell it. Tell the tale in your own 
words—simply, interestingly, and 
naturally, like folk-tellers do. The 
following is an example of re-telling 
of a folktale from Maryland, found 
as item no. 2695 in Folklore from 
Maryland (collected by Whitney and 
Bullock, Vol. XVII of the Memoirs 
of the Amerian Folk-Lore Society, 
1925). 

The Singing Geese
One day a man went out hunting to 

shoot something to eat for dinner. 
As we was walking, he heard a sound 
in the air. He looked up and saw a 
big flock of geese, and they were 
singing like this:

‘La-lee-lu, come quilla, come quilla, 
bung bung bung, quilla bung.’

The hunter grabbed his gun and shot 
one of the geese. As the goose was 
falling to the ground, a strange 
thing happened: it sang:

‘La-lee-lu, come quilla, come quilla, 
bung bung bung, quilla bung.’

He took the goose home and told his 
wife to cook it for dinner, but as she 
plucked the feathers off, each one 

she plucked flew out the window. 
She put the goose in the oven, but 
all the time it was cooking, she 
could barely hear some muffled 
singing in the oven:

‘La-lee-lu, come quilla, come quilla, 
bung bung bung, quilla bung.’

When the goose was cooked, she set it 
on the table, but when her husband 
went to pick up his knife and fork to 
carve it, it sang again:

‘La-lee-lu, come quilla, come quilla, 
bung bung bung, quilla bung.’

He was just about to stick a fork into 
the goose when he heard a tre-
mendous noise, and a whole flock 
of geese flew through the window 
singing

‘La-lee-lu, come quilla, come quilla, 
bung bung bung, quilla bung.’

And each goose that flew in stuck a 
feather in the goose on the table. 
Then they picked it up off the dish 
and they flew out the window sing-
ing:

‘La-lee-lu, come quilla, come quilla, 
bung bung bung, quilla bung.’

Tell it again.●●  On another day, per-
haps with some help from the class, 
tell it again—even add some non-
plot elaborations like the clothes the 
characters may have worn and how 
they may have been feeling. Now, 
both the teacher and the students 
should know the story well.
Motivation. ●● Using whatever mo-
tivational strategies and tactics the 
teacher is competent with, prepare 
the “climate” for developing a 
cooperative dramatic setting of the 
tale. This is probably not a problem 
if the class has participated in this 
kind of activity before. If not, a good 
strategy would be to be the first to 
do some miming exercises, using 
characters and events in the story. 

Using American Folk-Heritage 
Folktales in Drama
By Arnold Burkart
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(Show how a man goes out hunting 
with a shotgun. Show a reaction of 
surprise when the geese fly in the 
window, etc.)
Sequence of scenes. ●● Together, 
build a chronological sequence of 
small “scenes” that make up the 
entire tale. Ask what happens first, 
where the action is, and who is 
involved. In the same way, decide 
what part of the action occurs next, 
and so on. (See the chart for a pos-
sible sequence.)
Characters. ●● What characters are 
necessary to the whole play (main 
characters and subsidiary charac-
ters)?
Settings. ●● Explore creative portrayal 
of sets, including use of students. 
(How can you build an oven, using 
only students? How can you portray 
a forest?) Try for minimal use of 
actual props to necessitate develop-
ment of more creative mime and 
portrayal.
Try a “Greek” Chorus for some ●●

narrative portions—great device 
for developing and using chants and 
songs. 
Add Orff Schulwerk-type activi-●●

ties. Explore places in the drama 
that lend themselves to use of not 
only chants and songs, but also 
dance, individual, and ensemble 
speech, rhythmic body percussion, 
playing of non-melodic and melodic 
instruments.
Instruments.●●  Use instruments 
for introductions, interludes, and 
codas for accompaniment of songs 
and chants, for accompaniment of 
dances, and for background inter-
pretive enrichment of the dramatic 
episodes.
Unifying thread.●●  Give attention to 
developing an integrated non-musico 
drama, one which hangs together. To 
accomplish this, look at the possibil-
ity of recurring themes, recurring 
activities, relationships of form, rela-
tionships of rhythm, and tonality.
Chart. ●● The chart is included as a 
helpful device for teachers as they 
develop such a musico-drama from 
a folktale. It not only keeps track of 
various scenes, but it also acts as a 
reminder to bring in activities char-
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acterstic of Schulwerk to make this a 
truly Orff-style musico-drama.

Some Other Useful 
Traditional Tales
Here are some other folktales that 
might be considered to adapt into 
a musico-drama: The Old Woman 
and her Pig (interesting accumula-
tive effects); Henny-Penny (great fun 
with name manipulation—recurring 
“sky is falling” idea); Three Little Pigs 
(theme and variations); The Three 

Bears (again, repetition); Jack and the 
Beanstalk (a wonder tale); Three Billy 
Goats’ Gruff; and many of Aesop’s 
fables. 

Arnold Burkart is one 
of the founding members 
of the American Orff-
Schulwerk Association. This 
article is an excerpt from 
his book, the Orff Schul-

werk Handbook, and is reprinted with 
permission. 
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Submission Guidelines and Ethical Standards for The Orff Echo
AOSA through The Orff Echo is always interested in original research and informative, 
lively articles covering all aspects of Orff Schulwerk. In addition, an editorial focus (published 
in the Editorial Calendar in each issue) serves as a general guide for topics in a particular up-
coming issue.

If you have a good idea, don’t hesitate. The editor and editorial board members want to 
hear from you!

Prior to submission of a manuscript, send the editor or one of the coordinating editors a 
brief, half-page query letter or e-mail outlining your article idea several months prior to the 
time you wish to see it published. Many of the issues are in production as much as a year 
ahead of time. In your letter, list a short biographical sketch (75 words) of yourself in regard to 
your profession.

To submit manuscripts, follow these guidelines:

	1 Familiarize yourself with The Orff Echo 
by reading several back issues.

2	 Word length: use 12-point type  
	 and double space the manuscript, using 

wide margins. Feature articles are limited to 
2,200 words including (in most cases) refer-
ences and bibliographies; media reviews and 
columns are limited to 850 words. 

3	 Send the manuscript as a Word  
	 97 or later document; Macintosh users 

may save their files as Word for Windows. 
Manuscripts cannot be returned.

4	Please send your manuscript via  
	e-mail to: echoeditor@aosa.org.  You 

may also e-mail your manuscript to the issue 
coordinator(s). (See Editorial Calendar for 
coordinator.)

5	 Quotations: Follow the Chicago  
	Manual of Style, 15th edition (use 

endnotes rather than in-text references). 
The concept of “fair use” in copyright law 
includes the right to quote briefly, for schol-
arly complete musical examples; for longer 
quotations, you must obtain written permis-
sion from the author or publisher to reprint 
that material. If you wish to use figures, 
tables, complete musical examples or longer 
quotations, you must obtain written permis-
sion from the author or publisher to reprint 
that material. These permissions must be 
submitted with your manuscript.

6	Ancillary items: Musical  
	examples, charts, graphs and photo-

graphs can enhance the meaning of the 
text. If you cannot submit a high-resolution 
electronic file, please send the original 
photograph, table, or musical example and 
we will scan it on our equipment. If e-mailing 
it, please attach each item separately. If you 
cannot attach the ancillary items, mention 
this in your cover letter and we can make 
arrangements. Do not imbed items in the 
manuscript, but rather, insert a note in the 
text indicating placement (e.g., See Figure 
1). Note that acceptance of a manuscript 
does not automatically imply acceptance of 
accompanying visuals.
a.	 Music: Please submit digital musical 

examples from Sibelius or Finale in 
either EPS or PDF file format (Example: 
maryhadalittlelamb.eps ). Please save 
the file in the highest resolution possible 
(for music files 600 dpi is good but 1200 
dpi is best). If you are unable to do this, 
contact the editor.

b.	 Photographs: Please send either original 
photos via U.S. mail or e-mail each digital 
photo as a separate attachment. Do 
not send scans. Items will be returned 
promptly after production. For digital 
photos, set the camera to the highest 
quality setting (the resolution must be 

300 dpi or greater). Shoot with the flash 
on, even when outdoors, to create a 
faster shutter speed to eliminate blur. Do 
not manipulate or crop digital photos.

c. 	 Permissions: If an adult gives you his or 
her photograph to use, permission is im-
plied. However, a permission form, signed 
by the parent or guardian, specific to the 
use and the organization, must accompa-
ny any photograph in which a child’s face 
is visible. The coordinator or the editor 
can send you an AOSA Photo Permission 
form for each subject.

7	 In review: Media reviews are  
	 assigned by the review editors. If you 

are interested in writing a review, please 
submit two unpublished samples of your 
writing to us for consideration. In your cover 
note, explain your particular field of exper-
tise.  If a reviewer is connected to the author, 
the author will reveal this in the review.  
Books, CDs, and other products on the 
market, or those about to be released, will 
not be reviewed by the Echo if the creator is 
serving on the editorial board. Reviews will 
be listed separately in the Table of Contents 
with the name of the reviewer. Reviews of 
teaching materials will be allowed.

8	 From the Classroom contribu- 
	 tions offer readers practical suggestions 

for the classroom.  Any unique idea that 
you’ve tried and found successful could be 
addressed. If your idea is short, please send 
it anyway; it could be combined with others 
to make a longer column. The Orff Echo 
does not publish lesson plans or original 
songs and rhythms.

9	Focus on Research Series  
	publishes research reports that expand 

and enhance our knowledge of music teach-
ing and learning. Articles may report a single 
research study or a review of the research 
literature in ways that enable teachers in the 
field. These articles may be quantitative or 
qualitative and must include a discussion 
of the ways in which this information can 
be applied in the classroom.  Papers should 
be double-spaced using type no smaller 
than 12 points and should not exceed 2,200 
words. Submissions should be sent elec-
tronically as an MS Word or PDF document 
to Carlos Abril, at c-abril@northwestern.edu. 
If electronic submission is not possible, send 
four copies of the complete paper to Carlos 
Abril, Echo Focus on Research, Northwest-
ern University School of Music, 711 Elgin 
Road, Evanston, IL 60201. Manuscripts will 
then be sent to the AOSA research panel for 
anonymous editorial review.  Editors for the 
research series are Dr. Carlos Abril of North-
western University and Dr. Alan Spurgeon of 
the University of Mississippi.

Accuracy and Completeness
Copy should be accurate. The Orff Echo can-
not assume responsibility for the accuracy 
of facts, figures, or names in submitted copy. 
Before submitting material, verify the spell-
ing of names, titles, countries, and institu-
tions. Use full names of organizations and 
agencies when first mentioned and provide 
abbreviations or acronyms in parentheses 
following. Abbreviate thereafter. Verify titles 
and quotations from printed sources. Con-
firm that endnotes are correct and complete. 

Editorial Policies
All articles submitted to The Orff Echo are 
subject to editing for clarity, grammar, and 
length. Headlines may be rewritten by the 
editor. 

Copyright and Permissions
Authors published in The Orff Echo sign an 
agreement that grants AOSA, the publisher, 
permission to publish the work in both print 
and electronic form. Authors whose mate-
rial appears in The Orff Echo are free to use 
the material elsewhere. Although The Orff 
Echo is copyrighted, AOSA generally grants 
requests for permission to reprint material 
appearing in the magazine and usually does 
not charge a fee for such permission. 

Ethical Standards
1. 	 When sending your manuscript, include 

a statement guaranteeing that the 
manuscript has not been published or 
submitted elsewhere, nor is currently 
under consideration by another pub-
lication. If your manuscript has been 
published elsewhere or is currently under 
consideration by another publication, 
please inform us of that in writing with 
your submittal. On the cover page only, 
list your name, street address, e-mail 
address, fax number (if applicable) and 
telephone numbers (office and home). 
It is imperative that all identification be 
removed from the manuscript. However, 
please type a working title on the top 
of each page of the manuscript to avoid 
confusion.

2. 	 Promotion of books, workshops, other 
publications, instruments, etc. in the 
manuscript is not permitted. Derogatory 
statements regarding other profession-
als or professional organizations are not 
permitted.

Ethical Review Policies
The editor and the editorial board adhere to 
specific policies when reviewing submitted 
materials.  

The Orff Echo cannot guarantee publica-
tion of any manuscript. All unsolicited manu-
scripts, however, are carefully and anony-
mously reviewed by the editorial board. The 
board members make recommendations 
concerning acceptance or rejection.

The editor or the editorial coordinator 
acknowledges each manuscript received. 
One will notify the author of acceptance or 
rejection in a timely manner, no more than 
six months from the time of receipt.

The editorial coordinator will work with 
the author to discuss major changes to the 
article prior to its submittal to the editor for 
publication.

Final editorial decisions rest with the 
editor.
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FROM THE CLASSROOM

Some general educators think 
“cultural arts” teachers are so 
“special” that in many schools, 

these teachers (e.g., art, music, physical 
education, and media teachers) have be-
come marginalized members of the fac-
ulty. What is the basis for this opinion? 
We use a specialized vocabulary, we are 
able to “perform publicly,” and our cur-
riculums demand special skills beyond 
the ordinary demands of common life. 
Because we are not a tested subject, our 
colleagues may believe that we are not 
accountable to meet standards.  Some 
may perceive music, physical education, 
and art classes as “enriched recess” that 
provides busy teachers planning time 
much like day camps provide child care 
for busy parents. 

In response, we may try to prove the 
importance of music to brain growth 
or creativity. We may demonstrate how 
music can be utilized to teach other 
content like math facts or algorithms, 
reading skills or rules, or history dates 
and states. We might cite research that 
indicates a strong correlation between 
the arts and improved behavior and 
well-being. Yet, we may be disap-
pointed by this approach if it creates a 
servant role for us and for music. If we 
are not careful, we  can actually cause 
music to lose its place and integrity as a 
core subject in the program of studies. 
We can inadvertently nurture the gap 
between ourselves and our colleagues 
and administrators. 

One way to overcome this breach is 
to find bridges of understanding and a 
common vocabulary about our practice 
that our colleagues can grasp easily; 
they may then appreciate what we do 
and what children gain from music 
itself and from good instruction in 
music class. In this way, we advocate for 
music by the simple spin of semantics. 
Our colleagues have no reason to study 

our specialized terminology; clearly it 
is incumbent upon us to make the con-
nections for them. 

While taking a required reading 
course, I realized that many music 
teachers already use excellent learning 
strategies to teach music and that these 
strategies have names in the world of 
reading instruction. We employ these 
important strategies to teach music. I 
was required to write about my under-
standing of the reading strategies and 
how I used them in my classroom. In 
each case, I tried to do three things: 

Listen to understand the reading ●●

strategy and learned its name and 
technique
Define it in the language of the ●●

reading instructor.
Demonstrate the strategy as I use it ●●

with the intention to teach music. 
Again and again, the instructor’s 

comments on my papers betrayed her 
surprise that such depth and breadth 
of (reading) technique was happening 
in the music room. I maintain that I 
never stopped teaching music and took 
up teaching reading, though coinciden-
tally, I may have been teaching reading 
better than some do. Her gift to me was 
to help me learn a common language 
of the shared names of great teaching 
strategies, and when I use this common 
language to communicate with other 
teachers, they understand and find it 
easier to value what I do with and for 
children. It was a semantic challenge 
and now is a daily opportunity for mu-
sic advocacy. Music teachers who speak 
the lingo are seen as part of the family, 
the team, the tribe, the professional 
learning community. What follows is 
a reflection of music practice with a 
reading comprehension lens. You’ll 
recognize many common music teach-
ing strategies. I invite the reader to 
mine the paragraphs for the italicized 

vocabulary that could be employed as a 
bridge, especially to reading teachers, 
and to consider how to advocate for 
music through meeting the semantic 
challenge of translation into a common 
language.

Reading Strategies: Using 
Listening Activities to 
Practice Complex Skills
Teachers can “provide occasions for 
students to pre-practice drawing 
conclusions and inferences during 
listening comprehension exercises … 
Teachers should write or locate short 
passages, read these to the students, 
then ask them to draw an inference or a 
conclusion.”1 For this strategy to work, 
the text must contain both explicit and 
implicit information. In this case, the 
music teacher has found a short pas-
sage (song) that has value for the music 
class and for reading comprehension: 
an educational double-header because 
it advances skill sets for both subject 
areas.

Retelling and Sequencing
The first graders listened to the new 
singing game song. It rhymes, and the 
easy, four phrase structure is a logically 
sequenced plot. Musically, the rhyth-
mic structure is simple, the phrases are 
clear, and it includes new combinations 
of quarter and eighth notes to iden-
tify and practice. But the children are 
struggling to sing it, because, in spite 
of the simplicity of this children’s song, 
there is a major disconnect with com-
prehension. It is largely unvoiced, but 
the children’s faces belie the problem as 
they struggle to retell (sing) the story 
(song):

Lucy Locket lost her pocket. Kitty 
Fisher found it.

Not a penny was there in it, only 
ribbon round it. 

Music Advocacy as a Semantic Challenge

By Martha O’Hehir
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Drawing Conclusions 
(Inferences) from the Story Map
First, I predisposed the students to 
learn the song by listening for the 
answers to several literal questions as 
I modeled the song. I asked them to 
listen for the names of the characters as 
I sing (Lucy Locket and Kitty Fisher). I 
asked them to listen for who lost what 
(Lucy lost her pocket). I asked them to 
listen for who found it (Kitty Fisher). 
I sang it again and they listened for a 
description of the pocket (no penny, only 
ribbon ‘round it). The story map is the 
setting, time, place, characters, prob-
lem, plot, and resolution. 

Echo Singing and Discovering  
Text Features
I held up one, two, three, or four fin-
gers in the air as each of four phrases 
was sung, and they echo sang (repeating 
with inflection) each one. We listened 
and identified the number and pattern 
of syllables in the similar and different 
phrases (ABAB). Now, they had heard 

it four times and echoed it twice, by 
phrases and by double phrases. This 
is normally enough to teach any such 
song. Why were they still struggling? 

Semantic Non-Sense: 
Inferences that Make No 
Sense with Prior Knowledge
The song makes no sense. The chil-
dren were questioning. How could 
Lucy possibly lose her pocket? Did her 
pants fall down? Is Lucy outdoors in 
her underwear? (tee-hee-hee) What 
exactly did Kitty Fisher find? Just 
a pocket? Did someone cut out the 
pocket and keep the skirt or shorts? 
Is it short for pocketbook, since there 
was a penny in it? Why would anyone 
put a ribbon around a pocket? Or even 
around a pocket book? It is very hard 
to retell (or sing) a story, even after 
answering literal questions, if the text 
doesn’t hang together logically. The in-
ferences, though logical, make no sense 
with the prior experience of the children.

Using Objects to 
Revise Schemata
Lots of lesser and higher-order ques-
tions can be raised to try and answer 
their questions, and various digressions 
are possible. In the end, one strategy 
is to bring in the object in question: a 
colonial pocket. I enjoy demonstrating 
how the pocket is a separate piece of 
clothing, how it is worn, why it came 
to be, how the ribbon goes through 
the loop, how it fits under the slit in 
the outer skirt which is also tied at the 
waist, how one’s hand can slip through 
the slit of the skirt into the slit of the 
pocket, how the pocket is reusable, 
and how easily the ribbon could come 
undone while at play, falling bit by bit 
under the skirt and short gown until, 
alas, it lies undetected in the grass way 
behind Lucy as she skips down the path 
of her life. Handling objects increases 
comprehension by expanding experi-
ence and by making sense. Making an 
emotional connection, enjoying humor, 
and solving a riddle all contribute to 
understanding and to retention, which 
forms the foundation for higher-order 
questioning. 

Drawing Inferences
Even after seeing the pocket, the text 
provides more opportunities for infer-
ence. It can be interpreted in differ-
ent ways. Some divergent possibilities 
arise. Ahh, was there ever a penny in 
it? Did Kitty Fisher find it with, or 
without, a penny? Did Kitty take a 
penny out of it? How did Kitty return 
it? What did Lucy do? The class can 
analyze what information we know 
because it is in the text, what informa-
tion we infer because it is implied, and 
how far can we go with the inference, 
before we are writing our own fiction.

Extensions
History lessons can ensue, which 
would build on prior knowledge. (How 
much was a penny worth in those 
days? Why did children play sing-
ing games instead of watching TV?) 
Students could write a story together 
predicting what happened next. Musi-
cally, students will write the rhythms 
in notation, determining the meter, 
filling in bar lines, and maybe rewriting 
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the lyrics to tell the story of two boys. 
They will create instrumental accom-
paniments, learning harmony and the 
power of expressive articulation and 
dynamics. The students will definitely 
play the actual singing game, a chase 
game, again and again, always perfect 
for an indoor recess day. In reading and 
in music, this repetition leads to fluency.  
Sometimes children diverge to charac-
ter studies on honesty, discussing what 
to do if you find something that be-
longs to someone else. We can create 
set texts (groups of primary sources to 
be studied together for a greater gain 
in comprehension of each) by juxtapos-
ing “Finders keepers, Losers weepers” 
and “Do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you.” We can begin 
a word study: what is the difference 
between a lyric and a poem? What is a 
proverb? An augur? We can even ask 
the children for other visual and aural 
ways to create the musical form ABAB 

and to compare it to the pre-algebraic 
patterns ABAB they studied in math 
class with colored plastic cubes, beads, 
and chains.

Consider the possibilities for de-
marginalizing the music teacher, the 
music room, and the subject of music 
through using common vocabulary 
about our teaching and learning strate-
gies. Meeting this minor semantic 
challenge may lead to a major new per-
spective: instead of viewing music and 
the arts as outside the core curriculum 
or as servant to other “core” subjects, 
we will celebrate great learning strate-
gies as servants of good instruction in 
all subjects, including music and the 
arts. 

Martha O’Hehir teaches elementary 
music for Anne Arundel County Public 
Schools in Maryland and is a member of 
The Orff Echo Editorial Board. She can 
be reached at mawfra@aol.com.

1	 Sandra McCormick, Instructing Students Who Have Literacy Problems, 5th ed. (Pearson Education Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson 
Education, 2007).

Ethics Statement

The American Orff-Schulwerk 
Association strongly 
encourages members to be 
positive and discreet when 
discussing our organization, 
specific courses and/
or teachers, and the Orff 
movement. The very nature of 
the Orff Schulwerk philosophy 
embodies a broad spectrum of 
expressions, exploring different 
paths to arrive at artistic and 
educational goals. Members 
are encouraged to recognize 
and remain open to varied 
approaches and to celebrate 
both our differences and our 
similarities.
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IN REVIEW

This charming parable by the 
late author and illustrator Leo 
Lionni is the tale of letters liv-

ing in a special tree who learn to stand 
up to the wind by joining together to 
form words and sentences. Guided by 
a wise word-bug and strange caterpil-
lar, they discover they are stronger 
collectively than individually and that 
they have something important to say 
that can make a difference. The story 
will delight children with its simplic-
ity, humor and clever word play while 
engaging adults with the theme of the 
power of words and cooperation in a 
democratic society. 

Told from the perspective of a tiny 
black ant to his friend, the story un-
folds not so long ago when the letters 
lived happily in this very tree. But one 
day a strong wind comes and, though 
the letters try with all their might to 
hold on, many are blown away and oth-
ers is terrified. After the storm passes, 
they huddle together frightened until 
the word-bug arrives to teach them 
how to gather in groups of “threes and 
fours and even more” to make words 
so they will be stronger when the wind 
blows again. The word-bug patiently 
works with the letters while they create 
short words like dog and cat and more 
difficult ones like earth. Climbing back 
into the leaves of the tree, they are able 
to hold on without fear against the 
wind when it returns.

One day a strange caterpillar 
happens upon the letters in the tree, 
remarking upon the confusion he 
observes, with random words scattered 
about the leaves. He suggests they 
cooperate to make sentences. Intrigued 
by this idea, the letters practice writ-
ing different kinds of sentences. The 
caterpillar approves but says it is not 
good enough, surprising the letters. 
“You must say something important,” 

remarks the caterpillar. After much 
thought, the letters come up with the 
most meaningful sentence they can 
think of and the caterpillar helps them 
to carry their message beyond their 
own tree.

Much of the story is told in Li-
onni’s beautiful watercolor stamps and 
colored pencil illustrations. Young 
children will be drawn to the bright-
colored, often humorous artwork 
which fills and overlaps the pages of 
the book, making the text somewhat of 
a footnote. The bold, black typeset for 
the letters against the lush greens of 
the leaves creates quite a cozy effect. 

Lionni, called “the master of the 
simple fable,” honors the child’s ability 
to grasp complex ideas. Although it was 
written more than forty years ago, The 
Alphabet Tree has a contemporary mes-
sage. It is a metaphor for celebrating 
individuality within the community. 
The step-by-step progression of the 
plot keeps the interest of the reader 

until the end. 
Every summer, I look for a story to 

use for a creative musical drama camp 
with about thirty kids. My toddler 
found this story for me in a collection 
called Frederick’s Fables. Here are 
some of the ideas we explored based on 
The Alphabet Tree: 

The Word: Adapt the story into 
a longer stage play. Begin by brain-
storming all of the characters of the 
story: vowels, consonants, wind, ants, 
word-bug, caterpillar. What is each 
character’s personality and what kinds 
of things would they say? What con-
sonants would be friends and hang out 
together? Practice spelling words and 
creating sentences using your bodies. 
Show verbs through movement. What 
important sentences could we write?

Creative Drama: Block, drama-
tize and dance the story using student 
ideas. How can we dance the wind-
storm? Make sure everyone has an 
important part. Show three movement 
words that start with your letter. Now 
show three emotion words.

Play: Choose simple melodies, 
canons and instrumentals from The 
Volumes (Murray edition) to create 
songs and dances for the story. Create 
spoken chants, rhymes or letter games 
with body percussion or instrumental 
accompaniment.

Visual Art: Build an Alphabet 
Tree using recycled materials: brown 
paper bags, old boxes, cardboard, etc. 
Inspired by the artwork in the book, 
paint large leaves and connect these 
to the Alphabet Tree with clothespins. 
Allow the students to design their own 
sets and costumes. Keep it simple! 

Kerri Lynn Nichols, a children’s com-
poser, author, and recording artist, has 
taught Orff Schulwerk for more than 
twenty years. 

The Alphabet Tree
By Leo Lionni

Knopf Books for Young Readers, June 2004

Reviewed by Kerri Lynn Nichols

Lionni, called “the 
master of the simple 
fable,” honors the 
child’s ability to 
grasp complex ideas. 
Although it was 
written more than 
forty years ago, The 
Alphabet Tree has 
a contemporary 
message. 
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IN REVIEW

A terrible crime has been com-
mitted against classical music. 
The composer is dead and is 

slumped over his desk decomposing: 
“The Composer’s death was very suspi-
cious, and so the Inspector was called in 
to find the murderer… Like all people 
in his line of work, this Composer had 
many enemies lurking in the orchestra.” 
The inspector is determined to find the 
guilty party. 

 This whodunit is a clever introduc-
tion to the instruments of the orchestra. 
The inspector questions the string, 
woodwind, brass, and percussion sec-
tions. During his interrogations, he 
discovers the inner workings of the 
orchestra and gets to know the person-
alities of each instrument. He meets the 
egotistical concertmaster, the wimpy 
flutes, and the often forgotten violas. 
The inspector learns that every instru-
ment has an alibi and wonders which 
one butchered the composer.

Daniel Handler, writing under the 
pseudonym Lemony Snicket, has filled 
The Composer is Dead with suspense and 
humor by using rich alliteration and 
clever plays on words. His prose keeps 
children engaged and adults chuckling. 
When the inspector asks the percussion 
section for an alibi, the percussionists 

respond, “We conquered the concert, 
battered the band, agitated the audience, 
rattled the roof… By then we were beat-
too exhausted to commit murder.” 

Carson Ellis illustrates the book. The 
musical suspects are depicted in silhou-
ette, while their alibis come to life in 
watercolors. Lines of musical notation 
are threaded throughout the images of 
waltzing couples, parading patriots, and 
swinging sailors. 

The book’s unique feature is the 
companion CD. The Composer is Dead 
dramatically comes to life with the scin-
tillating performance by the San Fran-
cisco Symphony that accompanies the 
text. Composed by Nathanial Stookey, 
the melodramatic score sets the scene. 
The foreboding opening chords are 
repeated every time the narrator speaks 
the word, “dead.” When the inspector 
vows to find the enemies of the compos-
er, the trumpets proclaim him the hero. 
Stookey introduces each character/
instrument with a leitmotif. As the plot 
unfolds, one can recognize the violins 
by their graceful waltz, the violas by 
their lamenting counter melody, while 
a steady one-two-three accompaniment 
announces the celli and basses. Perhaps 
the most endearing theme is that of the 
tuba and the harp. The unlikely two 

are introduced as a pair, the confirmed 
bachelor and his landlady, in a delight-
ful duet. Despite its low range, the tuba 
melody soars above the delicate arpeg-
gios of the harp. 

The true genius of Stookey’s piece is 
apparent in the finale. While the nar-
rator is listing famous dead composers, 
Stookey is quoting their works. These 
excerpts are layered and interwoven in a 
way that creates a captivating composi-
tion. The funeral bells and Dies Irae of 
Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique lead the 
piece to a thundering climax.

Students in the Orff classroom will 
be enthralled with the book and CD. 
During the sections of instrumental 
music, students will be eager to impro-
vise movement. They can waltz with the 
strings, create a parade with the trum-
pets, and swing with the low brass and 
percussion.

Along with Britten’s Young Person’s 
Guide to the Orchestra and Prokofiev’s 
Peter and the Wolf, The Composer is Dead 
is sure to become a classic in the young 
listener’s repertoire.  

Linda O’Donnell teaches elementary 
general music at the South School in 
Andover, Massachusetts, where she also 
conducts the South Side Singers. 

The Composer Is Dead
By Lemony Snicket, Music by Nathaniel Stookey, 
Illustrations by Carson Ellis

Harper Collins, 2009

Reviewed by Linda O’Donnell

Advertise in

OrffEcho
Call Steve DiLauro at (440) 238-5577 

to discuss advertising in the next issue.

Th


e



34 | WINTER 2010

IN REVIEW

Perhaps one of the most pro-
found strengths of the Schul-
werk is that it draws from so 

many diverse elements to awaken the 
forces of creativity. Yet, while domains 
such as movement, dance, language, 
and art clearly shape the Orff process, 
the process can also exert a reciprocal 
influence. Such interplay can readily 
be seen in the realm of language. The 
power of the word invites connections 
and collaborations that stretch beyond 
the walls of the music room, classroom, 
and school. Just such a collaborative 
effort can be seen in The Word in Play, 
written by poet and language arts spe-
cialist Susan Katz and Judith Thomas, 
an Orff Schulwerk teacher who has 
long been a cornerstone of the AOSA 
community. 

The opening chapters begin with a 
process for drawing out creative and 
imagistic writing. If one considers a 
parallel to elemental music in language, 
it would most likely be poetry. Ap-
propriately, Susan Katz approaches the 
teaching of poetry as an Orff Schul-
werk teacher teaches music—by draw-
ing from elements of the child’s nature 
to create elemental language. By using 
color, the senses, emotions, fantasies, 
and dreams, she shows how the child’s 
imagination can be gently stirred to 
produce vivid images and ideas. These 
are further connected with elements of 
alliteration, onomatopoeia, personifica-
tion, adjective, metaphor, and simile 
and distilled into poetry.

It is at this point that the student-
created works are ripe for musical 
expansion and exploration. As the 
poetry is largely non-metered, non-
rhyming free verse, the music and 
movement that springs from it is, 

likewise, naturally free. Judith Thomas 
provides marvelous examples of how to 
facilitate this exploration. By starting 
first with creative movement, and mov-
ing to body percussion, she establishes 
a foundation of creation that lies within 
the body, while also taking special note 
to create an accepting environment 
that is safe for creative risk-taking. As 
she moves into the realm of rhythm 
and melody, Thomas uses well-crafted 
layered ostinati to punctuate the po-
etry, and provide a contrast for emerg-
ing melodies. The process for develop-
ing melody relies on letting lines arise 
from a recitative treatment, thereby 
maintaining the rhythm and inflection 
of the original words and phrases. The 
techniques for orchestrating and devel-
oping form further give structure and 
balance to the free poetic seed.

This book is about interdisciplin-
ary arts education in which language, 
music, and movement are combined in 
ways that not only meet goals within 
each area, but also move beyond them 
as well.1 The second section reaches 
beyond the traditional boundaries of 
music and poetry to draw inspiration, 
structure, and understanding from art, 
science, nature, and current events. 
The example in the final chapter of the 
section outlines a school-wide project 
in which not only musical and linguis-
tic processes are layered together, but 
aspects from across the entire cur-
riculum as well. By cross-pollinating 
subjects, the entire school environment 
is energized and enriched; students and 
teachers are free to find the ways in 
which the word moves them individu-
ally and collectively.

Finally, the closing section outlines 
something that anyone who has been 

to an Orff-based class, workshop, or 
training will be well familiar with: 
“Teachers As Participants,” or as the 
authors call it, “TAPS.” While many in 
the world of the Schulwerk are accus-
tomed to the idea of learning a concept 
or process by participating in the same 
way students would, it is a relatively 
radical idea in the world at large. In 
their outlines of several workshops 
and classes for adults they have pre-
sented, the authors show that having 
teachers participate in the process of 
creating their own poetry, music, and 
movement not only familiarizes them 
with the teaching processes, but also 
inspires and energizes them to make 
the processes their own. 

Each author speaks masterfully to 
colleagues in their own subjects of lan-
guage arts and music, yet the lesson de-
sign is clear and solid enough to invite 
teachers to step out of their respective 
domains and reach across the curricu-
lum. While The Word in Play contains 
many sample lessons and scripted les-
sons, it is far from being a “cookbook.” 
The examples of classroom conversa-
tion combined with the running anno-
tations of the thought processes behind 
them give marvelous starting points 
and guiding structure for the unfolding 
of playful student creations. For both 
classroom and music teachers, The 
Word in Play is a stirring invitation to 
connect with the imaginative realm of 
children as they explore the language, 
music, movement, and world around 
them. 

 
David Thaxton is music teacher at Don-
ner Springs Elementary School in Reno, 
Nevada, and a member of The Orff Echo 
Editorial Board.

The Word in Play
By Susan A. Katz and Judith Thomas

Brookes Publishing, 2003

reviewed by David Thaxton

1	 Roxanne Dixon. “Orff Schulwerk as Interdisciplinary Education: A Goldilocks Approach,” The Orff Echo 40.2 (2008), 15.



THE ORFF ECHO | 35 

Most music teachers are ill-
equipped educate others in 
the intricacies of hip-hop, 

which has been the dominant popular 
music in the world for nearly a decade. 
Like jazz, hip-hop is an American 
invention, but has received perhaps less 
respect and appreciation close to home. 
Luckily for our profession, Nikki 
Giovanni has edited a rich, beautifully 
illustrated resource that has the poten-
tial to educate students and teachers, 
and elevate the status hip-hop music.

This book outshines many similar 
offerings through the inclusion of an 
audio CD filled with high quality ma-
terial. The CD contains poetry read-
ings, excerpts from hip-hop recordings, 
and explanatory tracks where authors 
talk about works or larger contexts 
within which certain works were cre-
ated. Each track is referenced clearly 
within the book, and the recording 
quality throughout is high. Songs 
range from the Sugarhill Gang’s classic 
“Rapper’s Delight” to the feminist an-
them “Ladies First” by Queen Latifah 
and Oscar Brown Jr.’s recording of 
“Dat Dere.” Most of the songs are pre-
sented as excerpts (likely for copyright 
reasons). However, poems are read in 
their entirety, and the forty-one total 
tracks are a deeply satisfying as a listen-
ing experience.

Even teachers who are open to pre-
senting hip-hop in their classrooms in-
evitably wonder how best to approach 
the subject. Hip-Hop Speaks to Children 
offers one possibility, making com-
parisons and putting hip-hop within 
a larger African American context. 
The opening essay draws a corollary 
between hip-hop and opera, each a 
dominant musical style in the everyday 
lives of their respective audiences. The 

author also presents hip-hop as part 
of the glorious tradition of twentieth-
century African American poetry. 
The book convincingly presents and 
effectively pairs Young MC’s “The 
Principal” with Pedro Pietri’s “Love 
Poem for My People.” This pairing 
helps encourage students to think 
deeply and critically about text in the 
songs they enjoy. This could also en-
courage more attention to the musical 
cadence and rhetorical style of writers 
such as Langston Hughes, Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr., and Maya Angelou. In 
conceiving of hip-hop as a descendent 
of the Harlem Renaissance, the book 
presents hip-hop as a music to which 
teachers not only can relate, but should 
feel a responsibility to understand and 
promote.

In addition to great music and po-
etry, a positive vision of children exists 
throughout the book. Children are 
depicted as music makers, creators, and 
activists in several poems, particularly 
in the opening selections. This volume 
also captures the multimedia nature of 
hip-hop, which is best described as a 
culture involving visual, textual, musi-
cal, and dance styles. In addition to the 
poetic texts and included CD, the book 
brims with vivid, powerful illustrations 
from five illustrators.

If one area is neglected in Hip-Hop 
Speaks to Children, it is better atten-
tion to the music that accompanies 
the rhymes. Here, interested teachers 
could benefit from reading outside 
sources such as Jeff Chang’s Can’t Stop, 
Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop 
Generation, or Susan McClary’s won-
derful essay, “Rap, Minimalism, and 
Structures of Time in Twentieth Cen-
tury Music.” They might also benefit 
from showing students excerpts from 

IN REVIEW

Hip-Hop Speaks to Children: A 
Celebration of Poetry with a Beat 
By Nikki Giovanni 

Sourcebooks, 2008 (CD included)

Reviewed by Matthew D. Thibeault

the 2002 movie Scratch, or by listening 
to the wonderful series of interviews 
with hip-hop stars by Terry Gross on 
NPR’s Fresh Air.

Hip-Hop Speaks to Children is a won-
derful book for any classroom library, 
and many music teachers will find 
wonderful examples to present within 
their classrooms. 

Matthew D. Thibeault is an assistant 
professor of music education at the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He 
can be reached at mdthib@illinois.edu.

 

Focus on 
Research Series

The Orff Echo will publish 
research reports that expand 
and enhance our knowledge 
of music teaching and learn-
ing. Articles can report on 
an original research study 
or synthesize an area of the 
research literature in ways that 
are relevant and meaningful to 
music educators. These articles 
must be research-based and 
include a discussion of the ways 
the knowledge can be applied 
in the classroom. Papers should 
be double-spaced using type 
no smaller than a 12-point font 
and should be between  
2,000-3,000 words. Submis-
sions should be sent elec-
tronically as a MS Word or PDF 
document to Carlos Abril, Ph.D., 
at c-abril@northwestern.edu.
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IN REVIEW

Mamady Keita & Sewa Kan Live @ Couleur Café
DVD Fenix Music Zig Zag World Djembefola Productions

Mamady Keita: A Life for the Djembe—
Traditional Rhythms of the Malinke

Reviewed by Deborah Bunnell

If you are a fan of djembe 
drumming or want to 
teach West African drum-

ming in your classroom, this 
DVD and book are for you. 
Mamady Keita is a master 
drummer who has performed 
and taught internationally; 
Sewa Kan is his troupe of per-
formers. 

 The DVD is a quality 
production of a live concert in 
Brussels, more than sixty-five 
minutes of high-energy enter-
tainment with additional bonus 
material. Concert repertoire 
includes traditional rhythms/songs 
handed down through generations 
as well as festival rhythms that have 
become popular and are no longer 
directly linked to a tradition. Although 
Mamady performs modern rhythms, 
he does not mix the traditional and 
modern; he believes in preserving the 
traditional rhythms and protecting 
them from modern influences. 

The ensemble is made of sangban, 
kenkeni, and dununba players, includ-
ing bell parts as well as multiple djembe 
parts, two female dancers, and guests 
soloists playing the djembe, kora, ba-
lofone, n’goni, and tama. The sangban, 
kenkeni, and dununba drums are three 
different sized bass drums collectively 
called dunun. The kora and n’goni are 
both gourd/string instruments, while 
the balofone is close to a xylophone and 
the tama is a small “talking” drum. 
Performers wear colorful African garb 
made of updated versions of indinkra 
cloth. The performances are brilliant 
and reveal how traditional instruments 
can sound in the hands of master per-
formers. 

French is the spoken language of 
the concert and bonus footage is with 
English or Japanese subtitles available. 
Songs are performed in their language 
of origin, most from the Malinke tribe 
of Guinea. There are ten song selec-
tions in the concert accessible through 
the menu, a great feature if you are 
studying a particular rhythm and want 
to practice playing along.

Bonus footage includes a photo 
gallery of the concert in slide-show 
format, interviews, and a glimpse of a 
rehearsal in a studio. Interviews include 
guest artists Baba Sissoko (griot, tama, 
n’goni) and Bruno Genero (djembe), 
who is the only non-African player. 
Most of the performers were born and 
raised in West Africa. The interview 
with Mamady covers the history, con-
struction, rhythms, and technique of 
the djembe as well as mentioning some 
great djembe players. 

While the book is not meant to 
accompany the DVD, it can be used as 
an excellent teaching tool. With Uschi 
Billmeier, Mamady has created a book 
of the rhythms and traditions of the 

Malinke. It includes a brief history of 
the Malinke people and region, an 
explanation of the instruments, and a 
short musical biography of Mamady. 

Sixty-two rhythms are selected 
for this project with background and 
origins of all rhythms included. Simple 
notation is used that non-musicians can 
understand after reading the chapter on 
technical musical terms and how they 
are used in the book to facilitate teach-
ing. The book includes a CD that uses 
multiple tracks to teach each instru-
ment for twenty-one of the rhythms. 
The DVD performances include five 
rhythms from the book. I chose to use 
a rhythm from the book with my stu-
dents based on the background and in-
clusion on the CD. Students were able 
to echo the rhythms on the CD quite 
easily; rehearsal was used for technique 
and performance form. Playing along 
with the DVD was great fun.

Both the DVD and the book are 
valuable resources for anyone wishing 
to increase their knowledge of West 
African drumming and culture. Ma-
mady Keita and Sewa Kan honor past 
traditions and culture while remaining 
a popular and contemporary group. 

Note: These items are available from 
www.djembedirect.com. 

Deborah Bunnell has taught music for 
twenty years. For the last twelve years, 
she has taught preschool through eighth 
grade for the Cleveland Municipal School 
District.
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AOSA AV LIBRARY  
VIDEO PREVIEW

As the music of Night on Bald 
Mountain begins, the wild-
eyed teacher rips a continuous 

stream of masking tape from the roll, 
delineating a circle on the classroom 
floor. The teacher’s blue skirt swirls 
with the uneasy sounds of the dramatic 
play in this 2008 AOSA Conference 
session as she dissects the circle into 
four quadrants. With rising tension 
and anticipation, she brings a box to 
the corner of one of the quadrants and 
offers up the first of many rhythmic in-
struments. Using the dynamic level as a 
backdrop, Deborah A. Imiolo-Schriver 
playfully unveils the sweet spot and 
correct technique for over one hundred 
unpitched percussion instruments. 

The participants sit spellbound, 
completely enthralled in the details of 
the demonstration. Imiolo-Schriver 
began the session by defining the pos-
ture of a person who is listening. The 
drama and chameleon-like charades of 
the presenter keep the eyes focused on 
the nuances of each new sound produc-
er. The variety of sound colors, shapes, 
and sizes bring the senses into play. 
The varying dynamics and reactionary 
facial expressions of the teacher stir 
interpersonal feelings, while the playful 
approach and experimentation with 
mallets and beaters invites the student 
to mentally explore the creative depths 
of each device. 

At the end of the piece, to balance 
this intense absorption, Imiolo-Schriv-
er asks an open-ended question: Do 
these instruments look more like toys 
or tools? 

The group buzzes with conversation 
as they divide into groups, including 
an "undecided" group. The question 
opens discussion about the presenta-
tion and debatable points supporting 
each conclusion. The teacher encour-
ages individual choice and uses the 

activity to select participants for each 
manageable grouping needed for the 
next activity. In the end, each team 
chooses a quadrant of instruments, and 
under the suggestions of the teacher, 
explores the four sound types of un-
pitched percussion separately and in 
combination.

Music literacy is a strong goal, says 
Imiolo-Schriver, as she directs the 
participants to look at a chart showing 
four rhythmic lines. The participants 
chant and clap the word phrases before 
transferring the patterns to the met-
als, shakers/scrapers, woods, and skins. 
Imiolo-Schriver directs each group 
alone and in combination to ensure 
independent mastery of the part. Tak-
ing the sound to the next level, Imiolo-

Schriver adds her own improvised bass 
metallophone part to the four layers of 
ostinati patterns, changing the dynam-
ics and color by weaving a rondo of 
notated and improvised elements of 
sound. 

The session ends with a poem that 
begins, “I am an alien.” To create the 
dramatic vision for the lesson, Imiolo-
Schriver asks the participants to extend 
the new excitement for sound textures 
into contrasting movements. Imiolo-
Schriver plays various patterns on 
different instrument combinations so 
that the participants absorb into their 
bodies the rhythmic and contrasting 
colors of each pattern. Using dramatic 
speech examples, the participants read 
the poem and add movement, cos-
tumes, and unpitched percussion to the 
final presentation of the poem.

The fantasy fixes into each partici-
pant’s mind a feel for the sound color, 
class, quality, and character of each 
unpitched percussion instrument—
educational goal accomplished! 

Beth Iafigliola, a member of the Greater 
Cleveland Chapter of AOSA, teaches 
music in the North Royalton School Dis-
trict, with past experience in strings, choir, 
private piano, and preschool music. She has 
been promoting the AOSA AV Library 
since 1995. 

Whack and Stack with Unpitched Percussion
Presenter: Deborah A. Imiolo-Schriver n AOSA AV Library: 170DIS (DVD only)

AOSA AV Library Video Preview
To borrow this or any of the hundreds of videos from the AOSA AV
Library, visit our Web site at www.aosa.org
Select > Publications & Resources > AOSA AV Library
The list includes session titles and brief descriptions. In addition to videos 
of interest for the classroom, the library contains many videos of histori-
cal value. For questions contact AOSA Headquarters at avlib@aosa.org or 
call: (440) 543-5366.

Reviewed by Beth Iafigliola

The drama and 
chameleon-like 
charades of the 
presenter keep the 
eyes focused on the 
nuances of each new 
sound producer. 
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Editorial 
Board Member 
Applications 
Being Accepted
The Orff Echo is seeking 
applications for its Editorial 
Board. 

To obtain application 
guidelines, please e-mail  
Elaina Loveland, editor, at 
echoeditor@aosa.org.

Completed applications must 
be received by March 10, 2009.
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Coda

There is in souls a sympathy with sounds:
And as the mind is pitch’d the ear is pleased
With melting airs, or martial, brisk or grave;
Some chord in unison with what we hear
Is touch’d within us, and the heart replies.
William Cowper
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