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Choral Rehearsal 11/9/04

Unfortunately, I don’t have any general music classes in my current schedule, so I was forced to tape a choral rehearsal instead.  I have a fifth grade chorus that meets twice a week (Monday and Tuesday) for 45 minutes each session.  This is my second year teaching a choir.  We got a late start, so this was only our third rehearsal of the year.  The main focus of the lesson was on watching the conductor, but also introduced dynamics, which will be our main focus next session.  Because we are still in the early stages, there was a great deal of care given to establishing class routines and reinforcing rules.  We reviewed our choral contract, which contains the guidelines we’d agreed upon as a class the previous week.  We also reviewed elements from previous lessons, such as posture and warm-up routines.
As part of my audition process for chorus, I have the children write me a letter detailing how music is a part of their lives and why they want to join the chorus.  While I got many entertaining and heartfelt responses, I also came to recognize that their ability to spell musical terminology was lacking.  I realized that they rarely see musical terms in print.  As a result, I decided to create a music word wall, which (since I don’t have a classroom) is basically a poster board taped to a music stand which I place behind me at eye level, so the students will be certain to view it throughout the rehearsal.  This word wall has become the defining point in my lessons.  Each week I add a word or two and that is what we focus on.  This is a new approach and is working quite well.  I feel the students are grasping concepts far more quickly because I am not as prone to throwing several things at them at once.  Instead, I am reiterating one concept over and over, building on previous learning.  
This week’s word wall introduced two new words:  conductor and dynamics.  My purpose in the lesson was to stress how important it is to watch the conductor and merely introduced dynamics as a means of following my conducting.  I began the lesson by asking them what a conductor is and why we need one.  Then we sang an example and I didn’t give them a cut off.  We talked about what happened and how embarrassing it would be in a performance to be caught not watching and sing in the wrong place.  This approach worked very well as opposed to last year, when I just told them how important it was to watch rather than letting them discover the importance of it on their own.  I believe that asking questions and directing their discussion made for a far more successful learning experience.  They were more engaged and I could tell they felt very proud of themselves for both their use of prior knowledge in the discussion and their ability to demonstrate the appropriate behavior.  I was also very cognizant of giving positive reinforcement whenever possible.

We learned a few more lines of the piece we’ve been working on (“Let it Snow”) and I talked a little about dynamics.  I asked them to come up with ideas on how I should conduct if I wanted them to sing loud, soft or somewhere in between.  They eagerly gave examples, which were all techniques a conductor would normally employ.  When I used those techniques in practice, I think they felt like it was their idea and were therefore more engaged in watching and performing the correct dynamic with each direction.

Toward the end of the lesson, I asked for two volunteers to step away from the group and make observations about our performance and how we could make it better.  This was a great way to have them employ critical thinking skills in order to assess the performance of their classmates.  I told those who weren’t chosen that they should also listen closely and think to themselves what suggestions they might make if they were the “critics” next time.  The children who were chosen to critique the performance had difficulty expressing in musical terms, which helped me to assess what areas need to be taught.  For example, one student said “it should be higher” and when questioned as to whether they meant pitch or volume, were obviously uneasy with those concepts.  I plan to make this daily assessment exercise part of our routine, even though it was something I did on the spur of the moment and was not part of my original lesson plan.

Overall, I felt it was one of my best rehearsals.  I feel far more confident as a conductor and rehearsal teacher this year, primarily because I am more focused on a single concept per lesson.  However, there is plenty of room to grow.  There is a danger that I may get so caught up in teaching that we won’t do enough actual singing.  Hopefully that will happen more as we get the basic concepts down, but I want to be aware of the danger so that I don’t get caught rushing to prepare for a performance.  
Also, my conducting skills, while better, are still not where I’d like them to be.  There were several instances where the kids stumbled and it was definitely due to my direction not being clear enough.  I’d also like to expand my repertoire of exercises and games we can play as warm-ups and to engage in creative thinking more.  One idea I am considering is using some acting and improvisational exercises to help the students come together as a team.  These are all things that will come with more experience, I’m sure.  While there is much room to grow, I felt very good after reviewing this rehearsal about how far I’ve come in the short time I’ve been a teacher.
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