Ideas for Teaching Students the Art of Listening to Music

QUESTION:

What are people’s thoughts on listening to music in class? Every class we listen to a different piece of music. The music has being pretty conservative being mostly pop and RnB. I decided to get them to listen to Charles Mingus 'Black Saint and Sinner Lady', and gave them some background information on it. I asked them what they thought and they said it was 'Dumb Sir'. This was a year 12 class. 

What should students focus on when listening - so far for me its being instruments, structure and meaning. 

And secondly, what sort of music should students listen to and when? Should I start conservative and slowly broaden their scope or should I just get them listening to everything right from the beginning. My current thinking is the latter -to provide them with as broad experience of music as possible because even if they don't like it at this point in their lives, it's still important to be aware of it. 

RESPONSES FROM THE ARTS ONLINE MUSIC COMMUNITY:

It's really important to make listening lessons very specific when working with senior students: are they to focus on timbre, tonality, melody, etc.? I find a good first task when focusing on a work is to give them a sheet with questions to answer/answers to choose from - What instruments are heard, What style is it? What is the predominant texture – mono/homo/polyphonic? If you are looking at the 'description of structural devices, etc.' section of the aural standard for NCEA Level 2, I would get the class to listen to very short excerpts of music and focus on 2 - 3 specific questions.

With junior students, a listening log is very beneficial. Most often they won't have listened to much more than pop or RnB so exposing them to jazz, soul, classical and world music is fantastic. Get them to work in groups researching not only different musical styles and

Instruments /tempo/structure involved, but also social context, fashion, etc. involved at the time.

(Anna Hartridge)

I always tell my students that the objective of their listening is NOT to like or dislike music (they are allowed to not like stuff) but to listen to, for example, the tempo, timbre, mood, beat, dynamics, texture or whatever. You could also try asking the student exactly what it is about the music that they don't like, and what aspects they do like. I try all sorts of music on my students - Tibetan throat singing, Didjeridoo, Japanese flutes, Opera, Messiaen. They often don't like it, but that is not the point - as long as they listen to it.

(Anna Bonkowski, HOD Music (Academic), Massey High School)

I play random pieces of music to my classes all the time, and I've found over years, where the students used to exhibit "closed" minds, nowadays I can serve up virtually anything and it will get a fair hearing (unless it's pretty commercial pop music, interestingly enough). I even have an ex-student who now owns 10+ Mingus CDs, and he first heard him in my class!

I insist that they are silent and only listen. Sometimes with their eyes closed and heads on desks. I play the music fairly loud! I will often have a focus eg. Write three sentences about the use of rhythm in this music. I tell students that they are studying the world of Music. They need to experience its breadth, so its not that important at this stage whether they like it or not. (I never open this up for discussion). Most of us have heard music that we didn't care for on first listening. If the students are studying Art it is inconceivable that they would not look at the work of the masters and the ground breakers. But in music, many students have been so programmed by commercial operators who have something to sell them, fashion, trends etc. and it is not the function of a high school music course to perpetuate this.

Perhaps play the same piece of music on consecutive days, so that they become more familiar with it. Perhaps with a different focus each time. Tell them interesting snippets about the composers/ musicians. Listen to jazz, country, western art music, world music, soul, old pop, traditional, folk, hard rock, but make sure that each piece you play is a significant piece of work within it's genre.

My experience is that the students that I teach have learned to trust me, as they sense that I am passionate about the Music. I think that keeping the listening wide from day one establishes that you plan to study Music. The focussed listening, incidentally, really helps students with all aspects of the curriculum, as they get used to using the language of music -

particularly in 1.5, 1.6, 2.6 etc.

(John Dodd, Logan Park High School)

I have an "A - Z" listening task I use for Year 9 for the first 10 – 15 minutes of every lesson for the beginning of my option class (lasts 10 lessons) It introduces them to a huge variety of music, from over the centuries, and across cultures. (If you are interested in this, let me know and I can explain how it works. I have created a CD for each and am happy to share it for a reasonable cost). I find even the most narrow-minded students look forward to this routine task.

As I do each unit of work in the junior school, I usually have a listening sheet that students fill in, where we briefly explore a range of music directly, or vaguely related to it (eg when studying blues, include some Gershwin, Eric Clapton etc and students respond to one or two simple questions about it) Again, continuing the routine of listening and broadening their experiences. I also encourage respect towards other people's likes and dislikes about musical styles and genres and we talk about how to express these opinions so that the few (or silent majority) don't feel put down by expression of verbal or non verbal negativity about a group or style. I have had to work hard at this in my school, but am seeing positive results.

I find that by the time my students reach the senior school they generally accept that some of the music they will be studying and listening to, they may not like, or may never listen to again, but which is a part of this huge expanse of an art form, in which their involvement at present is only a tiny drop in the bucket.

(Kathy Thompson, Kaikorei Valley High School - b.k.thompson@xtra.co.nz)

How about you give the students a project to do. Get them to present their favourite piece of music. Get them to research the artist and to also talk about the structure, instrumentation and meaning of the song. Also may try comparing some arrangements of songs, perhaps using some pop songs that sample classical music. If you want them to listen to Jazz how about getting them to play some pieces like Watermelon Man or Summertime, so that they gain an understanding of structure.

(Katie Needham, Nayland College)

Sometimes when students haven't done much critical listening, the only response they have is of the 'like - don't like' variety. Some members of the class may have had some interesting observations to make about Mingus even if it sounds weird to them. You could help them with this by offering them the words, the structures and the phrases they need and also modelling this to them yourself.

One thing you also might want to consider is whether or not there is a safe listening environment for your students. Sometimes students aren't always prepared to discuss a piece of music that is outside the range of their culture (and I mean youth culture as well as the culture of the kura you are teaching in) if they might get a negative response from their classmates. Recently I worked with a group of year 11 students who created their own rules for listening and also a list of consequences for not doing so. They made this into a poster for the Music room wall and it's working well - no put downs because if you do, it means you don't get to do practical work! The students own these rules because they made them and believe them to be fair and the power has been shared by the group. (Incidently, a few of students also indicated that they are more likely to finish their compositions now that it's 'safer' to have them performed and recorded.)

(Vicki Thorpe Secondary Music, Teacher Professional Development VUW College of Education)

I'm wondering whether anyone has considered 'listening' in a more active way - listening while playing imaginatively - and imitating a motif or sound pattern on another instrument etc. and what about developing playing by ear? Perhaps you could try a listening set of games with chimebars, with a focus on pitch - dissonance. Using the whole range of chromatic chimebars - explore their sounds, cluster sounds in groups of 3, 5 , 7 and have each member of the group play simultaneously in their cluster circle. Then ask the class without speaking to organise themselves from lowest to highest pitch, using fingers to play the sounds. Take half of the group as the outside circle while inside are the other half, in 2-3 sound clusters and while the sounds around the circle are played one by one, the 'inside' clusters select random moments to play their sound clusters. Then you could suggest that students together arrange a class piece around a poem such as Carl Sandburg's. 'Fog', or

a them such as Dawn.

Into Music Book 3 has some excellent material in its Listening chapter, along with teaching approaches to use, analysis points to note, starter activities and templates.

(Catherine Short, Waikato University)

