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A Setting in Review: The Elementary General Music Classroom

As I am now in my second placement of student teaching (middle school and high school band), I am writing a review of my first placement at Sinking Springs and Hayshire Elementary Schools working with Jill Beck in terms of: 1) observation of students, 2) “aha” moments, 3) adjustments in strategies, and 4) what I still need to be a more effective teacher.


I’d like to start off this final elementary general journal with the most gratifying moment I’ve had in student teaching.  After school on Thursday of this week, I went back to Sinking Springs to drop off a gift/thank you note to Jill.  As I was leaving, many of the students waved and said, “Hi Mr. Landi!”  Right before getting to my car, two boys shouted at me, “We’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Landi”.  I had to tell them that I was now working at the middle and high schools, that I was done at Sinking Springs.  I then heard a collective, “awww man”!  What a bittersweet feeling!  This is a perfect example of why I have known for a long time that I wanted to be a music teacher.  

Although I was at the elementary level for 6 weeks, I go a really good glimpse at how kids at that age level act and behave and interact with others.  It was one thing coming into this experience hearing that, especially at this age level, “kids will be kids”, but completely different thing to experience it for 5 days in a row/ 5-6 hours a day for 6 weeks.  I was able to pick up some of the classes’ tendencies and personalities- knowing who likes to be with who, who talks to who, etc.  I noticed that generally, classes at the end of the day tended to be more rowdy than the morning, classes coming in after having lunch/recess tended to be more wound up than those before, etc.  

I also observed the various levels of musical ability and individual participation in class activities.  I could tell many of the kids who also participated in band/choir/orchestra – although I also could tell there were students who had musical background outside of the school ensembles that just had music class during the day.  This spectrum of musical abilities, experiences, and levels of participation is something that I feel makes general music even more challenging than a rehearsal situation because you have a more varied group of students- students who may not like music class at all as opposed to band, choir, orchestra- where students signed up or chose to join because they wanted to make music.  


I had numerous “aha” moments while teaching at Sinking Springs (the most special one for me being the story I related at the beginning of this journal entry).  Another example was during the run-through of a quiet signal (“hands up”)- I had the students make lots of noise and then respond as quickly as possible to my signal and I would see how fast they got quiet- this really was effective technique and I realized that by letting them go wild for a few seconds and then doing the signal, they would actually respond pretty well.  A big “hmmm” moment in terms of making me reconsider classroom management was when I had to talk to a class for a full minute regarding their poor behavior.  After class, one of the well-behaved students came up to me and said, “Mr. Landi, it really stinks for the kids who were quiet”.  While it was, quite frankly, a bit presumptuous of that student to say that comment, it made me approach classroom management in a slightly different way- going up to individuals and commenting to them only rather than penalizing the whole class, and so on.  A final “aha” moment came earlier in the semester when I had some classical music playing as students were coming into the classroom and finding their seats.  I overheard some of their comments regarding the music, “why are we listening to romantic music?” (it was Chopin!), “this is old people’s music!” (in fact, Faure did live in the 1800s), etc.  It just reminded me that EVERYONE can feel music, just in different ways. And one of my jobs as a music teacher is to help every student develop the skills needed to determine his or her own individual taste in music and art. 

In terms of adjustments made to strategies, having several classes of the same lesson helped me to see what generally worked and what didn’t in terms of procedure and student understanding and performance.  99% of the time, it was altering HOW I presented the materials/concepts as opposed to what concepts I was presenting (“watering things down”, experience/recognize before labeling, less teacher talk/more music, reviewing parts of one lesson in future lessons, etc.)  My major adjustment of the setting was my rapport/how I went about “enforcing” my expectations with the students.  My last couple weeks I loosened up a bit, enjoyed being in front of 20-25 ten year olds a little bit more.  

Finally, what do I think of when asking myself the question: what do I still need to know to be a more effective teacher?  To be perfectly honest, I could write a whole book on this.  Throughout my career, I will be constantly looking for more answers to this question because every student is different. Because of this, I need to get to know my students better—their names and their styles of learning.  I also need to learn to expect he unexpected.  How to deal with variables- such as people being absent, people forgetting their music, etc. Ways to deal with/approach classroom management and behavior and more experience (which will come with time, of course) are other things that will help me become a more effective teacher.

My experience at Sinking Springs and Hayshire with Jill has been an extremely exciting and insightful one.  I’ve learned a lot about myself (my style- what I’ m comfortable teaching, what can or cannot see myself teaching next year or in 5 years, etc.) and a lot about the nature of students.  Also being in a school (and school district) which such a positive learning environment for all aspects of education, including art, has made my experience one I will never forget.  I have taken many things with me from the past 6 weeks up to the middle school and high school setting and will see I will need to adapt/use what I have learned in the elementary general music classroom.
