It has been several weeks since we started class, so by now you have a good idea of what Music Makers: At Home in the World is all about.  At first glance, the most striking difference between Music Makers: At Home in the World and The Cycle of Seasons is the fact that children participate in class without their adult companion being present for the entire class.  In Music Makers: At Home in the World, adults usually join the class for the last part of class.  Another obvious difference is the length of the class.  By the time children are old enough for Music Makers: At Home in the World, they are ready for the lengthier time allotted for the class.

Although the amount of time and the parent/child dynamic are the most noticeable differences between Music Makers: At Home in the World and The Cycle of Seasons, there are other significant differences between the two classes.  Although they may be subtle at this time of the year, they will become more apparent as the year progresses and the class matures.

 Music Makers: At Home in the World is the first of the series of conceptual classes – classes in which children will begin to form concepts based on the experiences they have had in previous Musikgarten classes.
THEMATIC UNITS
Music Makers: At Home in the World is organized into 4 thematic units that your children will encounter throughout the year: My Home Place, The Woodlands, The Cattail Marsh, and The Meadow.  These natural habitats, all still available in North America, are depicted in beautiful posters used during class and in smaller scale on the folders that your children receive as part of their family materials.  The posters and folders help to raise your children’s awareness of the world of nature that surrounds us, and hopefully will encourage you to join your child in exploring nature as it is readily available to all of us.  

These natural habitats and all of their inhabitants give us glorious opportunities for much exploration, both vocal and movement exploration.  Take birds as an example – singing like a bird helps many children access their singing voice; flying like a bird renders the graceful sustained movement that is often difficult for young children to achieve; becoming a woodpecker and alternating between flying and pecking gives children the physical experience of staccato and legato articulation – a musical concept that can be a challenge for some to master.  There are countless children’s songs, stories, and poems about bugs, birds, and animals.  Add to that the fact that most children are fascinated by nature and their curiosity makes it a perfect context in which to teach.  
Be sure to take time to study the folder with your child when the first bring it home.  Let your child talk about what s/he notices on the folder.  Another time, sit down with the folder and the CD and do some of the listening activities.  See if your child can identify the sound source.  Can s/he do it by pointing to the picture or has s/he acquired the vocabulary to do it by name?  The drawings are done in such detail that you could spend quite a bit of time with it.  Or perhaps you would rather display it somewhere prominent in your child’s play space and ask him/her to point out something new each day!
STATIONARY MOVEMENT ACTIVITIES

Stationary Movement Activities are made up of movement games that all take place in a stationary position.  Finger Plays, such as xxx, fall into this category, and although finger plays have been popular throughout all of the earlier Musikgarten classes they take on particular importance at this stage in children’s development.  A child’s control of fine motor skills, especially those involving hands and fingers, usually develops after control of large muscle groups.  Dexterity is something that is necessary for success in many areas, but it is of paramount importance to the instrumentalist.  So rather than just looking for the toddler or 3-year old to approximate the movements that go with the verse, we are watching the Music Makers children to see if they are able to coordinate the movement with the language; we are looking to see how precise their movements are and if they are able to perform the movements with ease and dexterity. And after your children are able to do it well, we will continue the activity so they can enjoy the experience of mastery.

Also within the category of Stationary Movement are the songs or chants that encourage your children to explore space.  By discovering where they can reach with their arms by stretching in one direction and then another, they are begin to get a sense of spatial awareness – what is their space and when are they crossing the boundaries into someone else’s space.  Not only is this a very important concept that children need in order to coexist peacefully, it is one of the primary functions of the ear and one that needs to be mastered in order for the ear to be available for good listening.
TRAVELING MOVEMENT ACTIVITIES

Traveling Movement activities, such as xxx, are exciting and energizing experiences for children that combine moving various body parts in specific ways with the added challenge of moving through space.  Whether we are doing a circle dance, a line dance, or an expressive movement activity, all of these traveling movement activities challenge your child to control his/her body, understand its placement in space in relation to other class members, be able to stop and start with ease, and understand spatial concepts such as in and out, directionality, high, and low.

Not only are these activities enjoyable for most children, but did you know that they are energizing to your child’s brain?  Most people think that you get your child up and moving to get all the wiggles and giggles out of them.  While there may be some truth to that, it is also true that in Musikgarten classes there are times that I get children up and moving to teach a specific spatial or musical concept, and there are times when I engage your children in movement activities to give them the energy necessary to attend to the next activity, such as a listening game or sensory game.

Favorite traveling movement activities continue to be ones that involve various ways of moving that alternate with stopping on cue. They are probably so popular because children instinctively seem to know what they need, and what they need is to practice stopping!  Your child loves to move, and most of the time s/he loves to please you.  However, once s/he is moving, whether the movement is walking, running, or jumping, it is hard for your child to stop on cue.  Just like the brakes on your car, it takes a few seconds – or more – for him/her to stop, no matter how much s/he wants to please you.  This is because your child’s movement center is better developed than his/her language center.  Impulse control is when a language cue overrides a motor cue, and your children need to have many opportunities to practice this still-developing skill.  

Music Makers adds the elements of weight and time to some of the traveling movement activities, such as The Old Grey Cat and Trampin. These are both important musical concepts and they are much more easily achieved in performance once they have been experienced through the body.  Similarly, duple and triple meters – the way most of our music is organized rhythmically – are much more easily understood once your children have experienced the different feelings of trotting and galloping as in Horsey Horsey.
SINGING GAMES AND VOCAL ACTIVITIES
As in the earlier classes, singing continues to be one of the main activities of this class.  However, depending on the comfort level of the children, I will ask them to pay special attention to their singing voices by making comments or asking questions such as:

• Can you make your voice sound like mine?



• That was a beautiful singing voice.


• That was your speaking voice.  Please try it again and this time, use your high, 
light singing voice.

There are many opportunities throughout the Music Makers level for your children to sing little solos in class.  This is important because I can truly assess where each child is in his/her vocal development only when s/he sings in solo.  The beauty of these “solos” is that they are presented in such a way that is more like a game in which everyone wants a turn, rather than a solo with all the usual anxiety often associated with such a thing!

A great example is of this is the song, Who are You?, in which I sing:

I see a boy with a green shirt on, a green shirt on, a green shirt on


I see a boy with a green shirt on.  Who are you? The appropriate child answers “I 
am __NAME​​__” echoing the same tune as I sang on the words “Who are you?”

Another fun example is The Cuckoo Song in which we sing:


Wake up you sleepy children.  The cuckoo’s calling you.

The children echo the call of the cuckoo which just happens to be in a perfect range and uses the best vowel sound (the oo sound in both syllables of the word cuckoo) for accessing one’s singing voice.  For children who have been “stuck in their speaking voice” this is often the activity that helps them realize the difference in the sound and quality between their speaking and singing voices.

All children have the potential to match pitch.  Whether or not the child will match pitch is not the question; the question is when the child will match pitch.  Some children are born singers – in fact, most children are born with beautiful singing voices.  But many children tend to “lose” their singing voices as they develop their speaking voices.  If we get the children in a singing environment very early we reduce the chances of that happening.  But even those children whose voices seem to be “stuck in the basement” will find their singing voices again if we are patient and diligent in our efforts.  The fact that you have enrolled them in Music Makers: At Home in the World will have a huge impact on their singing ability, although as with everything that is worthwhile, it will take time for your child to develop the ability to control his/her voice to the point where singing is a reliable skill.

DANCING
Dances in Music Makers are mostly done in a circle, and that continues to be a challenge for some children.  It takes conscious effort to keep the circle from closing in on itself!  Additional challenges added at the Music Makers level make the dances attractive to your children, as they strive to master coordination as well develop memory for the sequence of steps for some of the more complex dances.  One such example is Hey! Let’s Dance Together, a cumulative song which adds musical and text phrases as well as coordinated movements with each new verse.  O Mama is simple in that regard, but it requires some “fancy footwork” from your children!

CALL AND RESPOND SONGS

Just as in Cycle of Seasons, call and respond songs, such as xxx, are valuable activities because they draw in even the most reticent children, usually very quickly. Containing a short repeated phrase often placed as an answer to a question, these songs soon become a favorite of your child. It is often through call and respond songs that I first get to hear a child sing in solo.  This is very important because that is the only time when I can really assess where the child is in his/her singing development.  Children are quite often capable of using their singing voice when surrounded by others, but will revert to using their speaking voice when “singing” alone.  However, in order to develop independent musicianship, the goal is to have your child always singing with the light quality and in the higher register that I often refer to as a singing voice.  In order to properly assess this, and to evaluate the right course of action, it is necessary to hear the child sing alone, and there is no better time than when a child is relaxed and participating freely in a beloved song, which is often the case with call and respond songs.

PLAYING INSTRUMENTS AND ENSEMBLE DEVELOPMENT
Playing Instruments has been a part of all Musikgarten classes, but it takes on a new role when the children reach the Music Makers level.  Prior to this, playing instruments has been most experiential – we are playing the instruments to allow your children to familiarize themselves with the instruments and to experiment with sound production.  By and large, we start playing at the beginning of the piece and play until the piece is over!  However, now your children are ready to accept a bit of direction in terms of not only how to play the instrument but also when to play the instrument.  This allows us to work on building ensembles – having 2 or more instrumental parts being played simultaneously to accompany the singing or chanting of a verse.

A prerequisite for building ensembles is the ability to start and stop!  This requires impulse control, which is the ability to respond to a verbal cue to stop a movement once the body is already in motion – no easy feat for most 4- and 5-year-olds!
Ensembles take weeks to develop and I often have to remind myself to be patient, invoking the image of a wooden boat builder waiting for the latest application of varnish to dry before applying the next!  For that reason, I usually choose one song from each unit to use for ensemble development, such as XXX.
LISTENING ACTIVITIES
The human ear is quite remarkable as it is the sensory organ for both movement and sound.  As stated in previous emails, 


“... the ear’s primary purpose of providing a sense of balance and spatial awareness – its vestibular function – must be fulfilled before it can get on with its secondary purpose – its auditory function.”
Even the child who has perfect hearing has to learn to listen, which is a voluntary function.  The listening activities in Music Makers are varied and as such are attractive to the children.  One type of listening activity focuses on the recorded sound of individual instruments.  Your children become acquainted with the size and look of the instrument and how it is held by looking at the instrument pages that come in each folder.  After they hear the sound of each instrument played individually, they hear them played in a typical ensemble.  Each unit features a different ensemble and some of the children’s songs from the unit are played by the featured ensemble.
Another listening activity focuses on the sound of an animal that would be found in the featured habitat.  We take time to listen to the sound, imitate it vocally, find the corresponding picture on the poster, and imitate the movements of the animal.

Exploring the sound of classroom instruments is another listening experience in Music Makers.  We experiment with different instruments in an attempt to find how to best replicate the sounds of wind, rain, and thunder.  Together we will choose instruments to use as we build our ensembles, paying close attention to the tone quality of each instrument and whether its sound is conducive to the effect we are trying to achieve.

WRITING AND READING MUSIC

Most parents want to know when their child is going to learn to read music.  Reading is a worthwhile goal, but it is too often at the forefront of music education at a time when the emphasis should be on nurturing a child’s musical foundation.  Having your child enrolled in Musikgarten classes is a wonderful way to insure your child’s musical aptitude is being fostered, since that is best done through singing and movement activities.  All of the pattern work we have up to this point in Musikgarten classes is laying the groundwork for being able to read and understand musical notation.  As I’ve written in previous emails:

“I want to take a few moments to remind you where I am going with these patterns in later Musikgarten classes.  You will notice that there are 4 basic sets of patterns that I use in all of this year’s classes.  That is because these 16+ patterns form the basic building blocks of the music language; in fact, you might think of these as the keys that your child will use to unlock the code of traditional music notation.  As soon as your child is able to echo the rhythms in the context of the steady beat, or echo the tonal patterns in tune, they will learn special language for these patterns.  This will be done for the children who are ready, while those who are not will continue to answer me on a neutral syllable (“ba” or “bum”).  Next, we will begin to aurally find these patterns in the songs we sing.  The following year in Music Makers: At Home in the World they will see these patterns in notation; and in the next year in Music Makers: Around the World, they find these patterns in written music.  In Music Makers: At the Keyboard it all comes together for them, as they are able to look at the music in the book and sing the songs represented by the notation.  Simply stated, they are able to read music with comprehension!”

This means that this year we will be seeing for the first time some of the familiar patterns we have been echoing.  We will practice writing them and then composing with them, using either the cards in the folders or our own drawing of the patterns.  We may experiment playing the patterns on an instrument while “reading” the pattern from the card or drawing – in other words, having the printed version of an already-familiar-pattern in the environment as we play the patterns.  Just as we start with words that are already familiar to us when learning to read, we must start with patterns of notes that are already familiar to us when we learn to read music.
GRAPHIC NOTATION
Graphic Notation, or pictures of sounds, is an ideal way for children to represent sound in order to be able to recreate it at a later time.  Since the children are not ready to work with all of the intricacies of traditional music notation, these “pictures of sound” are ideal.  It allows children to write music before they are able to correctly notate it much they way young children are encouraged to write stories using inventive spelling.
By using simple drawings, your children are able to notate duration – is it a long or short sound; pitch and contour – it is a high or low sound and in what direction does it move; and volume – a narrow line depicting soft sounds and a bold line depicting louder sounds.
The blue Graphic Notation Cards that are part of the home materials are great examples of pictures that represent all of those musical elements, and they also are a great introduction to reading music.  By actualizing the sounds represented on the blue Graphic Notation Cards, your children are turning symbols on the page into sound, which is exactly what reading music is all about!
The next 2 sections are taken directly from the Cycles Parent-Ed email.  I believe they are good explanations of why we include poetry and stories in our teaching and since not all of our students have come from Cycles I want those parents to have these explanations.  Even for those that do, I think it is worth repeating.  I think you can write a little intro saying something along the lines of “You may remember reading this last year, but…”)
Poetry 
The poetry of Aileen Fisher, unique in its ability to express a child’s perceptions of the natural world, is featured in this program.  It is appealing to parents and children alike because of the childlike quality in the imagery it evokes, its expressive nature, and the sheer beautiful use of language.  In today’s world, language is often used incorrectly; newscasters throughout our country, including some featured on NPR, make frequent grammatical errors when speaking.  Even when there are no mistakes, language is rarely used beautifully.  Your children are in one of the most important periods of language development – building their expressive vocabularies based largely on the language they hear around them. That is why it is particularly important that we take every opportunity to model using our language beautifully, and Aileen Fisher’s poetry gives us the chance to do just that.

The poetry of Ms. Fisher ties in contextually with the Music Makers lessons, and it is often short enough for some of the older children to memorize.  Some of the longer poems are perfect for reciting slowly and exploring the movements suggested by the text, as we did with xxx.  And still others, such as xxx are just meant to be listened to, enjoying the sound of beautiful language being used expressively.

Stories

So why do I tell stories in a music class?  After all, I’m sure you all read stories to your children all the time at home.  So why would I take the time designated for music to tell your child a story, such as xxx or xxx?  The fact of the matter is that there are many reasons!

First, we must distinguish between reading to your child and telling them a story.  While it is certainly true that most parents read stories to their children, very few parents tell their children stories.  Telling a story is particularly important because it is a completely aural experience for your child.  When you are reading to your child, you are probably sitting very close to him/her, and s/he is following along with the book, looking at the pictures and words.  Unfortunately, when confronted with 2 separate stimuli, in this case the book to look at and our voice to listen to, most children have to choose between the two, as they are unable to attend to both simultaneously.  And in most cases, if there is something to look at and something to listen to children will choose the visual input, since their visual sense is more easily accessed.  So, one of the most important reasons to tell your child a story without the aid of props is to encourage good listening skills.

Secondly, by telling a story without showing your child accompanying pictures, I am asking your child to imagine.  Encouraging your child to imagine what something looks like is nurturing your child’s imagination, which is very important as s/he progresses from concrete to abstract thought.  Asking your child to imagine what an animal or character in a story feels like helps your child to develop a sense of empathy.

Thirdly, when telling a story rather than reading a pre-scripted tale, you can ask your child for his/her input, allowing your child to determine the ultimate direction of the story.  By allowing your child to contribute his/her ideas, you are giving him/her ownership of the story, which leads to your child having greater interest in the story.

The fourth reason that I like to include stories is that they provide us with many opportunities for movement and vocal exploration.  Very often, a child uses his/her singing voice when imitating what the bird sounds like or how the cat sounds.  For some children it may be the first time, and I can affirm it by saying, “You are using your singing voice; good for you!”  For others, it reinforces the difference between their singing and speaking voice. Regarding movement, even the roughest, toughest children, are capable of moving expressively, but it is often easier for them when they imagine themselves as someone or something else, such as a robin hopping across the lawn in search of a worm, or a cat stretching after a long nap.

Finally, in today’s world, spoken language is not valued.  Email and text messages have taken the place of phone calls and face-to-face communication.  I-pods and MP3 players have taken the place of family sing-alongs on road trips.  While this may lead to more effective communication and fewer tantrums in the car, there is a down-side to consider: the greatest source of energy for the brain is the sound of the live, spoken (or sung) voice. 

We all want the best for our children, and often that means buying an expensive item – the fastest computer, the best quality musical instrument, the latest, most up-to-date reading program, etc.  Isn’t it amazing to think that one of the most effective things we can do for our children is to feed their brain by engaging them in conversation?!?
