Presenter Jerry Henry
November 22, 2008
www.jerryhenry.biz

The Fluffy Continuum

Teaching to all ends of the spectrum
Aligning your program’s practices and outcomes 
Premise:  Students like fun.  



The more fun music class is the more students will like music.
Objection:  What is fun for one student may not be fun for all students.
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Too much focus on the right side of the continuum leaves out students with preferences and traits from the left side of the continuum.

To reach students on the left, teach systems—not pieces of information.  Let students make discoveries.
The Staff --Don’t have student’s memorize the lines and spaces using a mnemonic
A mnemonic only addresses a single clef, it does not address ledger lines, and it ignores the fact that A is next to B which is next to C etc.

Music Notation:  Earliest notation found:  2000 BC.  Five line staff about 1400.  Over 3000 years of experimentation.

1.  Teach the musical alphabet and write it on the board.  

2.  Draw a single line on the board.  

3.  Ask students whether they would like a note on the line or in a space.  If they ask for 

one in a space place it under the line.  Use empty note heads for this.
4.  Have the students assign a letter name to the note head

5.  Write the next note higher and ask the students if the second note is higher or lower  

6.  Ask what the name of the second note will be.  

7.  At this point add another line and continue going up for a while and then turn around 

and work your way down.  
8.  Add ledger lines above and below
9.  Teach a marker note for each staff, perhaps using the clef names

10.  Have students figure out the rest of the lines and spaces

This system works for any clef and includes what happens with ledger lines.  A student needs to remember only one note to figure out all the rest.

Students do not use letter names often if at all in general music.  If you want to do the instrumental teachers a favor have students sing letter names.  To avoid the need to say sharps and flats and thereby changing the rhythmic component Peter Booneshaft suggests a one syllable alternative, using iese and es as suffixes representing sharps and flats.  
Rhythm –Don’t teach that a quarter note is one beat long.  A quarter note is only one beat long in certain contexts.  
1. Place an empty note head on the board name it and write a 1 underneath.  

2. To the right of the original note place an empty note head add a stem, name it and write ½ underneath

3. Explain the ½ note is twice as fast as the whole and two halves = a whole

4. Write a half note, fill it in, name it, and write ¼ underneath

5. Explain the ¼ note is twice as fast as a half note and two quarters= one half.  Ask students how many quarters equal a whole.
6. Write a quarter note, add a flag, and ask what the students think it is

7. Ask what the relationship between the eighth and quarter note is

8. Continue as far as you like with adding flags 

Rhythm is relational.  The critical idea is that the next note to the right is always twice as fast as the one before.  Filling in the whole system first helps it make sense later.
Dotted notes—Don’t teach they add half the value of the note they follow.  That is language garbledy-gook
1. Use the diagram you created and write a dotted half note above the half note
2. Circle the half note and the quarter note.  A dotted half is three quarter notes long

3. Place a dotted quarter note above the quarter note

4. Circle the quarter and the eighth and ask how many eighths long it is

5. Do as many dotted notes as you like.

6. Try double dotted notes in the same way.  A double dotted half is a half plus a quarter plus an eighth.  Have the students figure out how many eighth notes long it is (seven)

7. Have students figure out a triple dotted note on their own.

Meter Signatures:

1. Find a time signature in the materials you are using.  4/4 works well.

2. Explain that at some point the musical system added bar lines to help people keep from getting lost in the music, and then a system was devised to tell us how much music would fit between the bar-lines or in each measure.

3. Ask students if the 4/4 looks something like any of the fractions they see in the diagram you created
4. Write a 4 next to ¼ on the board and explain that4/4 means 4 quarter note pulses (or beats) in one measure.  Show how the 4 is just moved to the top of the fraction to take less space.  

5. Ask students how many half notes would fit in the same space.  Wholes, etc.

6. Write other time signatures on the board:  6/8, 3/1, 3/2, 7/16 and have students read them:  Six eighth note pulses in a measure.  Three whole note pulses etc.

7. Repeat step five in other time signatures.
8. Yes, we ignored the idea of compound meter.  If a student understands 6/8 time has six eighth note pulses, but that sometimes the music goes so fast that we begin to feel groupings of notes it will still make sense to them.  

Teaching the complete rhythm system allows students to understand and create correct relationships between the notes.  Spend a lot of time practicing moving between twice as fast and twice as slow.  Practice at many different speeds.
Half-step stairway:  All the notes have letter names and every note can be natural or flat or sharp (or double flat or double sharp) where am I going to start?
Start with natural notes and the half step stairway.

1. Write the half-step stairway on the board.

2. Explain the western system of music we use is based on half steps

3. Play or sing a half step and explain that a half-step has a certain sound.  If you wish to talk about a minor 2nd you are welcome to do so.

4. Ask how far it is from A to B and B to C

5. Have students start on each letter name and write the whole and half steps for 1 octave.
6. Play each combination for them and see if they can identify the major scale.

7. Explain the pattern of WW1/2WWW1/2 as the pattern for a major scale

8. Teach the students about flats and sharps and how they move notes 

9. Ask students what they think will be on the empty steps

10. Show students how to create their own major scale
a. Pick a natural note to start on (avoid F for now for simplicity)
b. Follow the pattern.  You can not skip or repeat a letter name so if a step is missing a note you will need to sharp the letter you skipped.  
c. When you are finished see how many sharped notes there are—This will become the key signature.  Key signatures eliminate the need to put sharps and flats next to large numbers of notes making music easier to read and saving time for the composer in the days before computers.

d. Try the same drill starting on a flatted note (or F if you like).  To avoid skipping or repeating notes they will need to add flats to certain notes.

e. Figure out why we don’t play in B Sharp or D sharp Major(It would require a double sharp at the end to fit the pattern and we don’t do double sharps or flats in a key signature)

Patterns of Sound:  Do to Re is a major second.  So is Re to Me.   

We often teach a major scale pattern of sound and fail to recognize that there are only two different intervals in the scale (a major second, and a minor second, also known as a whole step and a half step)  

Students do not on average recognize musical patterns in any form as easily as trained teachers.  Help them to see and recognize pattern (pitch, rhythm, and form)

Some important pitch patterns:  
Scale patterns (no jumps) whole, or half steps






Line, line, line and space, space, space arpeggios






Perfect fourth and perfect fifth intervals

Try this exercise: 



Sing Do to Re on successive notes up a scale creating in essence a whole tone scale.  Make C the Do and sing C to D.  Then make D the Do and sing D to E.  Then make E the Do and sing E to F# and so on.
Harder:  Try other intervals in the same way.  Stack Major thirds and perfect fourths.  

Teach interval names and sounds and what they look like on the staff.
Resources:  GIA CD’s Music for Movement track 2, Rhythmic Flashcards track 8
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