CASE STUDY

A SOUND DECISION

Effective music teaching is more than developing lesson around a particular piece of music or concept. Effective music teaching also helps children form values. Which values we teach is a question that often stirs controversy when it is asked. However, it is the music teacher’s responsibility to make informed decisions regarding what to teach, how to teach—and in Helen Larsen’s case, why to teach. Examining our philosophy of music education provides some insight because philosophy grounds our programs.

Often the study of philosophy is reserved for graduate programs. Unfortunately, this may be too late. Music teachers at every stage of their careers make educational decisions each day and in every lesson they write or teach. These decisions are based on their personal philosophy and on the philosophy of the school where they teach. The connections between one’s personal philosophy and the school philosophy are often political issues. In any case, they must be informed decisions that are taken seriously and discussed fully.

The Case

Helen Larson loved her job. She had been the music teacher at Whitman Prep School for three years. In that short time she had built a program of which she was proud. Her children could read musical notation and speak intelligently about music concepts and ideas. Even her Kindergarten students could demonstrate the Kodaly hand signs and knew a varied repertoire of folk songs.

When Helen arrived at Whitman the program was on the fringe; there were very few resources and the music room, though large, looked like any other classroom. Except for a piano and a CD player, there was little evidence that this was the space where music happened. Over the three years, Helen changed that. She purchased Orff instruments, a new Basal music series, many CDs and videos, and a set of hand chimes. She organized a 4th and 5th grade choir and an upper school choir. She instituted an upper school musical and brought in a Suzuki teacher to start a string program in the lower grades.

Helen never lost sight of her goal. She wanted a comprehensive music curriculum which would meet national standards and State core proficiencies. Her goal was to provide students with musical skills that would lead to musical literacy. Her approach was eclectic but always with solid musical skills at the foundation.

Helen’s goals were consistent with the mission of the school. Whitman was an expensive private school in an East Coast college town. Obtaining entrance to prestigious prep schools and Ivy League universities were the goals of parents whose children enrolled at Whitman. Helen was comfortable with the aggressive approach to academics and felt that a strong music program would nurture creative thinking and provide alternatives for children who demonstrated artistic gifts. Parents seemed happy with the program, too. Several had donated money to purchase a new set of risers for the music room and had promised funds for enrichment programs brought into the school.

Dr. Preston Williams, the headmaster, came to Whitman from a private school in New England last year. He was hired because of his successful record of fund-raising and development. At his previous school, he had increased endowment and enrollment while supervising the building of a new academic wing. Whitman needed such a leader to prepare the school for the future.

Williams wasted no time making changes at Whitman. He instituted a staff development program and brought in guest speakers from the university. He also began a capital campaign to renovate the physical plant and to build a new upper school classroom building. It was clear that fund raising was on the top of his agenda as it had been in New England.

Preston Williams was also delighted to have found such a valuable resource in Helen, the music teacher. He admired her expertise and seemed pleased with what she had done for the children at Whitman. In fact, he was eager to work with her and include her in his plans for Whitman.

At the beginning of the school year, Headmaster Williams stopped by the music room at least once per day just to see what was going on. Helen was thrilled to have an administrator take such an active interest in her work. She was extremely proud of her students and what they had accomplished in the music classroom.

One afternoon in October, Williams stopped Helen in the hallway to commend her for her work. Helen humbly acknowledged the praise and listened as the headmaster spoke about his goals for the Whitman School of the future. Suddenly, Helen’s face turned cold as she realized William’s agenda and her place in his plans.

“But you know Helen, you may want to revamp your curriculum a bit. I mean, do you really think its necessary to spend all that time on, how do you say, musical literacy activities?” Clearly, the Headmaster had an agenda.

“Musical literacy activities?” Helen responded, her voice a bit shaky as she tried to sort out what was happening.

“Well, let’s face it, music is fun!” His enthusiasm was somewhere between contagious and frightening. “You make it fun. That’s your gift! And you owe it to the children and the school to really capitalize on that.” Then he continued, “In five years, who will care if they can read music? What counts is how they touch parents and grandparents at school programs.” He added, “These are potential donors to the school. The children must perform more Helen, don’t you agree?”

Helen was speechless. “I. . .I’ll give this some thought, Dr. Williams.”

“Just let them perform, Helen,” Williams encouraged. “I guarantee, we’ll all come out ahead at the end.”

For the entire year, Helen did just that. She used her general music classroom time to prepare children to perform. They sang at programs for Thanksgiving, Grandparent’s Day, Founder’s Day, and Mother’s Day. The children performed at a holiday concert and a spring concert. After each performance Helen received congratulatory notes from members of the Board of Trustees, parents and teachers. Everyone seemed happy. Everyone except Helen, that is.

Headmaster Williams was especially pleased. He, too, had written Helen and her students notes of appreciation and praise. In fact, when she appeared in his office for her annual review, he said, “Helen, you’ve done a wonderful job, and everyone loves your kids. I’m sure you agree that our decision to focus on performance was a sound choice. We all think you are amazing! I am recommending to the Board that you receive a substantial raise for next year.”

Helen smiled and thanked him, but she also felt uneasy. Although she recognized the value of musical performance, she advocated a program that had more balance. She was firmly committed to the development of musical skills. She knew in her heart that the curriculum had not met her standards, and she felt that her children were somehow cheated.

Now what? On the one hand, Helen was pleased to receive such a glowing evaluation, and she could certainly use the additional money. On the other hand, she believed a program based solely on performance undermined quality music education.
Consider Helen’s dilemma. What should she do? How can she make everyone happy? What are her options?
