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President’s Message
By Cecil Adderley, President, MMEA

No one has to tell you that it has been a demanding fall for us all. 
We are providing education in different formats across the Com-
monwealth, attending numerous meetings, workshops, and balanc-
ing home life with health/safety restrictions in place for everyone. 
Nevertheless, each of us is connecting with our students more often 
to keep them engaged, and sharing ideas that may make learning 
better for our students regardless of the tests they are facing during 
these uncertain times.

As ongoing Aerosol Study continues, and 
we share this information with our local 
communities, we must strive to not just 
return to the classroom in the manner we 
have in the past, but review the research, 
collaborate, and seriously consider how to 
make arts education for all better than it 
has ever been before and with options that 
will enable us to meet all of the challenges 
the world will present to us in the near and 
distant future. We are an energetic, smart, 
and resourceful group of educators who 
will rise above these trials, because we see 
the results of how arts education impacts 
our students and the greater communities 
we serve. The time is now for each of us 
to look locally and share our bold actions 

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

as to how we are making music in new 
settings, creating a blueprint for others to 
consider. Let us not allow this disruption 
to hinder our opportunity to create an even 
better classroom to reach all types of music 
learners.

As an organization, work continues to 
be done. We have and will continue 
to collaborate with others who believe 
music education is important to each 
of our towns, regardless of the region of 
the Commonwealth in which they are 
located. It is vital that we collectively strive 
for excellence regardless of the format in 
which we provide instruction. Grants were 
awarded, and each of the districts has 

outlined its plans for regional events and 
has determined how its students will par-
ticipate in All-State, Eastern, and National 
events. The Conference Committee has 
been working hard to provide professional 
development, and our Diversity & Inclu-
sion Committee is collecting data for its 
research on behalf of the organization as 
we continue to move through our strategic 
plan. All voices are important, and your 
contributions to the general membership 
are needed. We encourage everyone who 
has an idea of how the arts can thrive in 
your local environment in the future of arts 
education to share, inspire, and flourish.

As much as we miss the prior format of our 
classrooms, our students are the reason we 
teach. We are educators who find useful 
and resourceful ways to provide instruction 
during difficult times. When this critical 
period passes, we will look inward and 
celebrate our success and learn from each 
other. We will reunite as stronger music 
educators whom our Commonwealth knew 
would clear a path to share the richness of 
music education even when charge seemed 
larger than life. •

BACK TO TOP
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FROM THE EDITORMME A ALL S TATE CONFERENCE 2021

Letter from the Editor
By Susan Lindsay, MMEA Managing Editor 

Cultural responsiveness is most certainly 
one of our newer challenges as educa-
tors, not because it is a new topic but 
because, in the era of Black Lives Matter, 
we have been called to dig deeper into 
what being culturally responsive actually 
means—and to carefully reconsider 
what we teach and how we teach it. Is 
cultural responsiveness just about choos-
ing different repertoire and teaching 
units on other cultures, for example, or 
is it about changing the ways in which 
we reach our students—calling us to 
re-evaluate our very methods? Our 
authors in this issue explore the topic 
from many angles, and as you will see, 
educators are struggling to define what 
cultural responsiveness really means. 

Few would dispute that the world 
we live in is different today than it 
was ten years ago. Many educational 
thought leaders are saying we need to 
respond to the world we are living in 
now, because this is a world that has 
awakened to recognize that the old ways 
we have taught may or may not reflect 
the diversity of our learners and their 
experiences. Educators are being asked 
to rethink everything, and for many of 
us, it is confusing and frustrating. One 
solid way to adapt and move with the 

MMEA  
Conference 
Committee 
News
Noreen Diamond Burdett,  
Conference Coordinator

MMEA Virtual Workshops

Life has certainly changed due to the pandemic. 
In place of MMEA’s usual in-person All-State 
Conference, the MMEA Conference Committee 
has been offering free monthly virtual work-
shops in each specialty area. The November 
workshops focused on “Remote Learning” and 
the December workshops focused on “Advo-
cacy—Saving Your Music Program.” Members 
can sign up for the remaining workshops on the 
Google surveys that are sent out monthly on 
MMEA e-blasts. Members should also check out 
the MMEA website for information.

WANTED: Best Practices During COVID

The MMEA Conference Committee is looking for 
members’ submissions of helpful videos, infor-
mation, how to’s, personal successes, etc. that 
address: Best Practices During COVID, Tried and 
True Lesson Plans for Remote/Hybrid Teaching, 
How to Adapt Lessons to Remote/Hybrid Teach-
ing, Technology How To’s, Helpful Hints, etc. 
Please submit proposals on the MMEA website. 
There is no length requirement. A great 10-min-
ute lesson is a great 10-minute lesson.

After the committee has organized the submis-
sions, we will send out an e-blast with informa-
tion on how to access them on a Google site.

MMEA Awards 2021

Please nominate a deserving colleague for one 
of the 2021 MMEA Awards. Nomination forms 
and details about the requirements for each 
award and a list all of the previous recipients 
are found on the MMEA website. The deadline is 
December 31, 2020. •

—Noreen Diamond Burdett,  
MMEA Associate Executive Director, 
Conference Coordinator,  
Awards Chairperson, Associate Professor  
Boston Conservatory at Berklee

Welcome to the winter issue of MMEJ, in which we examine 
culturally responsive teaching and culturally relevant pedagogy 
in music education. This is the first themed issue we’ve had in 
quite some time, the result of an October editorial board meet-
ing in which our team of editors considered what topics are most 
important to us as educators right now. 

changes is to draw from each other and 
share ideas. That’s what this issue is really 
all about. 

To that end, though many of our articles 
in all editorial areas have always addressed 
cultural responsiveness from their 
particular angle, we are adding one new 
editorial area to our magazine, a dedicated 
place to share the forward thinking of 
thought leaders in the field. I am very 
pleased to say that Jarritt Sheel of Berklee 
College of Music is taking the lead for us 
there in a new editorial area, Culturally 
Responsive Teaching. 

In addition, I am excited to welcome some 
new editors to our editorial board. Allyn 
Phelps of Boston University is taking over 
the General Music area, Tony Beatrice 
of the Boston Public Schools is going 
to head up a new Large Municipality 
editorial area, and Adam Grüschow of 
Scituate Public Schools is taking over the 
Instrumental area on an interim basis. 

Change is often progress; we are happy 
to move with the wave. Read, think, 
consider, and reconsider… and enjoy! •

BACK TO TOP
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CULTUR ALLY RESPONSIVE TE ACHING

Introducing a New Column:  
The MMEJ is pleased to feature this new editorial 
area, Culturally Responsive Teaching, as led by  
a new member of our editorial board, Jarritt Sheel. 

What Does It Mean to 
Teach Music from a  
Culturally Relevant Lens?
By Jarritt Ahmed Sheel, Assistant Professor of Music Education, 
Berklee College of Music

What does it mean to teach music from a culturally 
relevant pedagogical perspective? Addressing this 
question is the primary goal of this new column in 
the Massachusetts Music Educators Journal. As an 
assistant professor of music education at Berklee 
College of Music, I am often confronted with this 
question in the critical analysis of my own teaching 
practices. As the new editor for this column, I truly 
look forward to exploring the various conversations 
that address this question and others around 
cultural relevance.

Lately there have been many educators interested in refocusing 
their instructional practices toward culturally relevant pedagogy 
and culturally responsive teaching. However, there seems to 
be some confusion about what these terms mean. Even in the 
face of BLM and COVID-19, K–12 educators of all domains 
are struggling with infusing cultural relevance into the space of 
their teaching (McKoy, 2016). Within this new column, we will 
explore and develop understanding, rather than essentialize what 
differences may exist between culturally responsive and culturally 
relevant teaching. We will take these practices and develop a 
dialogue around integrating them into our teaching of music—to 
be reflexive and sensitive to the world in which we currently live.

“Culturally responsive teaching” and “culturally relevant pedagogy” 
are academic terms referring to pedagogies that are grounded in 
teachers’ demonstrating cultural competence: skill at teaching 
in a cross-cultural or multicultural setting. Relevance refers 
to a state of being connected or appropriate for the time/space. 
Educators using these instructional methods/frameworks should 
encourage each learner to relate course content (materials) to their 
own cultural context. These terms were coined to represent the 
work made famous by Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings and Dr. Geneva 
Gay. The following table shows some characteristics of culturally 
relevant/responsive practices:

CHARACTERISTICS OF CULTURALLY  
RELEVANT & RESPONSIVE TEACHING

1. Positive perspectives on parents and families, creating pathways  
to success outside of the classroom space

2. Communication of high expectations, centered in community norms

3. Learning within the context of culture

4. Student-centered instruction, focused on the needs and  
wants of the learner

5. Culturally mediated instruction, rooted in awareness of location and time

6. Reshaping the curriculum to abolish hidden socially replicated issues

7. Teacher is a facilitator, helping learners move from dependence  
to independence

TABLE 1.1

Table 1.1 displays characteristics of culturally relevant/responsive teaching, 
which serves the learners in a holistic manner while teaching to the needs 
of individual students.

There is some vagueness around the term “culturally relevant,” 
as it focuses the learning outcomes strictly and historically on 
addressing racial/ethnic issues present in the learning space 
(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Ladson-Billings 2015; Gay, 2014; Shaw, 
2012). However, we often forget that the context of this term begs 
for the teacher to address the issue in the present day situation. 
Based on the long-held biased and systemic traditions around 
racial inequalities found in American schooling, culturally 
relevant teaching seeks to break down those walls, tropes, and 
stereotypes found around B.I.P.O.C. (Black Indigenous People of 
Color). If you base your culturally competent teaching on societal 
norms from 1960 or the 1980s, then you are not doing a great job 
of being culturally competent.

The most important part of this strategy is found in addressing 
the needs of the student based on data collected from and about 
the student’s lived world, rather than asserting that they acquiesce 
to the dominant culture present in the school (teacher), refuting 
assumptions. The issues that arise from superimposing dominant 
culture on top of the positionality of the student are usually 
focused on irrelevant teaching and inert learning (Whitehead, 
1967). In this case learners only gather information, and lack the 
option to make the experience relatable or relevant to the context 
of their lived experience. 

You might be curious as to how this column will address the 
questions about the who, what, where, how, and why of culturally 
relevant/responsive teaching for music educators. Specifically, in 
each issue, this column will be used to showcase music educator/
writers from around the country who are wrestling with remain-
ing relevant in their teaching of music. These four scholars will 
explicate and share learning materials and strategies that will help 

BACK TO TOP
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CULTUR ALLY RESPONSIVE TE ACHING

you develop deeper understanding and 
create rich meaning in your own work 
as a music educator. We acknowledge 
the sensitive nature of this topic and 
look forward to having a productive 
dialogue about culturally relevant 
pedagogy and culturally responsive 
teaching for music educators. •
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Jarritt Sheel is 
currently assistant 
professor of music 
education at the 
Berklee College of 
Music in Boston, 
MA. He is also a 
doctoral candidate at 

Teachers College, Columbia University in 
the Music and Music Education Depart-
ment. He is a passionate advocate for arts 
education.

I work at Holyoke STEM Academy, 
where a large percentage of my students 
come from a Puerto Rican background. 
I have fallen in love with what I have 
learned about Puerto Rican culture so 
far, and I work hard to make sure that 
what I do is culturally relevant to every 
student. Students know that I genuinely 
love hip-hop and reggae ton music and I 
know that that music is a part of many of 
them. Right away, it gives us a bonding 
connection and provides for a stable 
foundation where we want to find ways to 
explore it together.

In order to help me to better understand 
my students, I lived in Puerto Rico for a 
little more than one month in the summer. 
This was huge, and it got me into the 
deeper levels of culture. 

If I were going to describe a culturally 
relevant music curriculum, I would just 
point out that I am not really an “I’m 
meeting standard 3.6 right now” kind of 
guy. I don’t really structure it, as I think 

As we continue to advocate for music in our schools by shouting this message from every 
rooftop, it is important to hear how one young music educator in the city of Holyoke, 
Mass. is spreading this message through his commitment to culturally relevant music 
teaching. —Thomas Reynolds, Advocacy Editor

When I first became a music teacher, I wanted to make school 
a place that I thought all kids could thrive in, and not just for 
one kind of learner. It seemed to me that our school systems 
are designed for one kind of student but in observing different 
schools, especially in urban environments, I started thinking 
about how schools could exist outside a traditional learning 
environment. This kind of thinking, it turns out, was key to a 
culturally relevant approach to teaching. 

Cultural Relevancy and  
Music Education Advocacy  
Go Hand in Hand
By Aaron DiPilla, Holyoke Public Schools

ADVOC AC Y

Particularly in an urban setting, it is 
important for teachers to expand their 
horizons to look more broadly at what 
music really is. Music teachers need to 
love and appreciate all kinds of music, and 
if you don’t know about a certain kind 
of music, especially if you have a student 
who has experience with that music, you 
need to learn about it. This is basic to 
making your teaching culturally relevant: 
meeting kids where they are by respecting 
their cultural backgrounds. 

Especially in an urban setting, you are 
teaching more than just music. You are 
an advocate for students first. There are a 
lot of things that need to be put in place 
before you can teach music effectively, 
such as scheduling, funding, and even 
social emotional needs. In my classes, we 
will take however long it takes to make 
sure students’ social and emotional well-
being is stable. Music is a social activity, 
and you’re not going to get anything done 
if the social needs aren’t met. 

BACK TO TOP
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that being culturally relevant is directly 
correlated to being responsive. I need to 
know who the kids are first and what they 
are into, or what they are going to latch on 
to. Every kid brings something special and 
unique to the classroom, and that is one of 
the baselines of culturally relevant teaching. 
As the teacher, you need to take these 
special and unique things and place them 
into your classroom right away and just 
provide the musical tools. The curriculum 
grows around these things. 

For example, I didn’t know at first that 
our setup was going to be three drum sets 
and eight keyboards and singers/rappers. It 
just happened like that. It came down to 
developing strong relationships to all of the 
kids and looking at what they respond to as 
a whole. You look at the group as a whole, 
you look at how they respond, and then 
you build off that. If you know that a group 
is responding to a certain kind of music 
and they look emotionally invested in it, 
you begin there. Then, if you see a couple 
kids for whom this is not working, that’s 
when you go to the individuals to find a 
way to include them. It’s similar to how a 
priest or a pastor or even a DJ approaches a 
group to get it motivated. 

Another thing that represents culturally 
relevant teaching is a true team classroom, 
where everybody has a job and is dependent 
upon each other to get something done to 
achieve success. That’s very similar way 
to how an ensemble works. My goal was 
to have students be a performing group, 
and that means that they are sustainable 
without me. Of course, there are a lot of 
musical skills that they need to develop 
in order to be able to perform alone 
without a conductor. My goal, which was 
an educational goal and not necessarily a 
musical goal, was to build a community 
that functions as a musical ensemble.

One of the most important things for me 
is that students love music and develop 
skills in whatever music interests them, so 
that they are able to perform music and 
feel competent in a variety of musical 
settings—a church, a merengue band, 
a jazz band, or an orchestra. My most 

ADVOC AC Y

satisfying moment as a music teacher in 
Holyoke has been when I see a kid fall in 
love with music. You see the focus on their 
faces, then that big smile, and then you 
know, “OK, I’ve got them.” 

The biggest challenge related to cultural 
relevance that I have faced in Holyoke 
centers around constantly experienc-
ing some discomfort around being a 
cultural “outsider.” I can still barely hold 
a conversation in Spanish, or I may have 
looked ridiculous trying salsa in Puerto 
Rico. Culturally relevant teaching helps 
you to recognize that you don’t have all 
the answers; you don’t know everything. I 
find that the kids know just as much, if not 
more, than I do. My job is to bring that out 
of them as a facilitator. This can lead to 
some chaos, but sometimes you’ve got to let 
the chaos run a little bit. Kids really do like 
structure and they will figure out their own 
way to achieve it. I challenge them to grow; 
it’s not about just what they like. But they 
have an opportunity to come in and do 
what music they fell in love with originally. 

To be a culturally relevant music educator, 
my suggestion is this: Be ready to learn, 
because you are not always the one teach-
ing. Know that you are going to have to put 
your musical agenda aside more often than 
you thought in order to be a successful 
music teacher and have a good, sustainable 
program. You also have to learn how to 
be an advocate. The administration, staff, 
and community need to be bought into 
music, not a specific genre of music, like 
band, orchestra, and chorus, but you need 
to sell them on music as a whole program 
including general music. You need to 
produce a quality musical product, because 
that is going to advocate for your program. 

The bottom line is, you’re not always the 
teacher, so be ready to learn and be open-
minded. Your kids/students are teachers 
in the classroom as well, so I find it helps 
to listen a little bit more and talk a little 
bit less. I try to be confident every day but 
I also try to be vulnerable in front of the 
students, and that sometimes means being 
uncomfortable . . . doing things that I’m 

not used to doing. If you are in a routine 
where you don’t change things, you are not 
being responsive to change.

Cultural relevancy is truly a form of music 
education advocacy. We witnessed how fast 
our music program took off with culturally 
relevant teaching. We also saw how fast 
that kids bought into it and how families 
bought into it, because it was a part of 
them, not just because it was something 
they had to do while they were at school. 

The student leadership part is key. It keeps 
the students invested in the teaching 
themselves, and it makes the students 
dependent upon each other, making 
everybody accountable, and much more 
group oriented.  I push my students hard 
and hold them to high standards, and 
I encourage them to always be lifelong 
learners and discover new things. I want 
people to appreciate the beauty of working 
together, the beauty of loving music, and 
the beauty of the unique and priceless 
qualities every kid brings to the classroom. •

Follow us on instagram!  
@Holyoke_STEM_Beats

Holyoke STEM Academy 
Holyoke, Massachusetts

Aaron Di Pilla is a 
24-year-old teacher at 
Holyoke Public Schools. 
Originally from Camden 
County, New Jersey, he 
relocated to Massachu-
setts to pursue his degree 
in music education 
at the University of 

Massachusetts-Amherst. While attending 
UMass-Amherst, he began substitute teaching 
at Holyoke Public Schools and accepted a full-
time position immediately after graduating in 
2018. Aaron is an accomplished percussionist 
and has performed in elite ensembles all over 
the country, however he considers himself a 
strong educator first and a musician second.

https://www.instagram.com/holyoke_stem_beats/


MASSACHUSET TS MUSIC EDUCATORS JOURNAL  |  9 WINTER 2021 | VOL. 69 NO. 2

Fostering Diversity:  
Practical Strategies for the Classroom
By Dr. Felicia Barber, Director of Choral Activities, Westfield State University

populations. Reaching out to members 
of marginalized and underrepresented 
populations to increase and diversify our 
ensembles is important. Whether you are at 
the collegiate level or working within your 
building, you can also reach out to clubs 
and organizations in an attempt to connect 
with students who may not be currently 
represented in your ensembles. On-campus 
I have met with members of our urban 
education program, black student union, 
Hispanic clubs, and other organizations.

Another method of reaching more students 
is to create ensembles that reflect popular 
genres such as jazz, gospel, and a cappella. 
Many students of color come from a rote 
musical tradition and also participate 
in singing popular styles of music. At 
Westfield State, I started a brand-new 
gospel choir this past semester. Its goal was 
to encourage non-music majors, especially 
those students of color on our campus, 
to participate in music-making. Its first 
semester was a success, and the ensemble 
was widely received across the campus and 
within our local community. It is impor-
tant to note that the class also reached my 
recruiting goals, with non-majors making 
up 73% of the students. Furthermore, 91% 
were students of color.

After we get students in our programs, the 
next issue is one of retention. So next, we 
commit to mentoring future music educa-
tors and music enthusiasts from diverse 
backgrounds. I realized as I was researching 
and preparing this topic for my presenta-
tion at the national ACDA conference this 
past spring in Kansas City, that I had never 
had a type of “me.” I had never had the 
opportunity to work with a female African 
American choral teacher.... ever. After my 
presentation, I was approached specifically 
by students of color (many females) who 
reached out about mentorship. I realized 
the impact that just seeing the visual of 
an African American female educator had 
on my session participants. This made 
me reflect on how it was impacting my 
students. It also caused me to evaluate how 
I engage and educate the students of color 
within my department.

This led to a few changes that I imple-

Commitment

Within the choral classroom, I believe that 
the first step to ensure that we are fostering 
diversity within our classroom is choosing 
to commit. We commit to educate, pro-
gram, recruit, and mentor. First, we commit 
to educating our ensembles beyond “ just 
the music.”  We can do this in two simple 
ways: by contextualizing the repertoire and 
by bringing in community reinforcements. 
That is, by creating a point of reference and 
establishing commonalities within the cur-
rent culture through shared experiences. By 
providing this information to students, we 
help to contextualize the repertoire. And in 
turn, we answer the question of what is the 
song’s origin, purpose, as well as cultural 
and historical significance. Another way 
to help bring context to a piece of music, 
especially one that represents a culture and 
experience that is not your own, is to bring 
in reinforcements from members of the 
community (campus as well as surround-
ing) who can speak to the origins, intent, 
and style.

We also commit to programming music 
from composers and arrangers from diverse 
backgrounds. Representation matters. 
Making a commitment to feature music 
composed and arranged by people from 
diverse backgrounds is important—not just 
cultural diversity, but also gender. I have 
personally committed to making sure that 
every concert program includes a composer/
arranger who is a person of color and a 
female. I also make a point of showing their 
picture to the class as a visual affirmation 
that the performance literature will not 
only be made up of Haydn and Mozart. 
Our student’s ability to see themselves 
represented by a variety of composers 
and arrangers cannot be underestimated. 
They cannot experience diverse cultures 
or ideas if those ideas are left out of our 
performance literature.

Over the past three years, I have made 
purposeful recruiting missions to area 
high schools, to highlight our next point: 
making a commitment to recruiting 
populations from underrepresented 

In an age of global awareness, it is important to encourage diversity 
within our classrooms—but what does that look like? And as a 
choral music educator, how can we encourage diversity within our 
ensembles? Four areas that we can focus on to effectively foster 
diversity in our choral ensembles include commitment, preparation, 
engagement, and the performance of diverse repertoire. This article 
offers practical strategies for the classroom as well as repertoire 
recommendations that strive to highlight underrepresented cultures, 
styles, and composers.

CHOR AL BACK TO TOP

The following article originally appeared in the Massachusetts Music 
Educators Journal in Fall 2019. We are revisiting it here in keeping 
with our cultural responsiveness special issue.
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mented over the past year and some that 
will go into effect in the coming fall. The 
first thing I did was to meet with students 
of color as a group to discuss issues they 
may be experiencing and to collectively 
come up with strategies to aid. Next was a 
discussion with the music faculty on how 
to better serve students. There were some 
issues and concerns on both sides. Some 
positive outcomes, however, include the 
following:

1. A new class was created that features 
rudiments including basic music theory, 
sight-singing, ear training, and piano. 
(The class is geared towards students 
who may come from a background of 
learning music by rote, and we will 
begin this fall.)

2. Secondly, we developed a professional 
development workshop for teachers 
within our department, which will 
debut this fall. (We hope that the train-
ing will aid educators to better serve 
those students coming from underrepre-
sented and diverse backgrounds.)

These measures were a result of my reflec-
tion on current practice in the collegiate 
music curriculum. I continue to seek new 
ways to better mentor students of color and 
help them to be successful in the field.

Preparation

The next area of focus is our preparation 
of scores by studying proper performance 
practice of various styles. We do this by 
examining authentic performance practice 
in the areas of diction/pronunciation, 
instrumentation, and research. In the area 
of diction, it is always helpful to create a 
pronunciation chart (IPA recommended) 
for yourself and the performers. I use the 
the following website to create one-of-a-
kind projects with the IPA symbols: https://
ipa.typeit.org/full/. Another recommended 
idea is to consult a language expert and/or 
a native speaker. The expert may be in our 
ensembles or a member of their family. I 
often use students who are fluent in another 
language to help. Reach out to colleagues 
within the language department as well.

Identifying the origin source is important 

to determine the original song form. For 
instance, was it a folk song, was it originally 
written in a choral setting, is it part of a 
larger work. Other considerations for the 
song context are considering whether it was 
used in a religious setting, as a game, or 
for a specific ceremony or tradition. You 
may also find other arrangements of the 
same text. Regarding the instrumentation, 
use authentic instruments as given by the 
composer or arranger, or that are unique 
to the culture and context of the song. 
Recognize that a djembe is NOT used in 
every song requesting “percussion.”

Finally, investigate current research 
surrounding a particular musical style or 
genre. Luckily, we live in an age of research 
and information on a variety of cultures 
and topics. We cannot be expected to be an 
expert on every topic, but we can certainly 
find out who is and let that inform our 
practice. Exploring articles, books, and 
online resources as we prepare our scores 
will only enhance our students’ experience 
of the piece.

Engagement

Engage in diversity in all of its forms: 
cross-curricular events, reaching out to 
student clubs and diverse populations, in 
the surrounding community. Engagement 
within our schools can be as simple as 
planning cross-curricular activities and 
joint projects with other areas including: 
art, theater, English, foreign language, sci-
ence, and mathematics, to name a few. In 
the spring of 2018, I participated in a joint 
presentation at my college with the Art 
Department on a Trayvon Martin project. 
The event, entitled 17 Years Boy, took place 
over five days. The artist, my colleague Dr. 
Imo Nse Imeh of Westfield State University, 
painted a live mural image of Trayvon 
Martin over 17 hours to represent his life. 
My role was to serve as coordinator for the 
live musical presentations, which began 
each hour of composition.

Engagement may take on other forms 

within our schools and community. Within 
our schools, it may be beneficial to reach 
out to clubs and other student-led orga-
nizations for participation, help, support. 
Within our communities, it could be as 
simple as reaching out to the cultural arts 
council in your area and other religious or 
community-based clubs and organizations 
that foster diverse programs and/or serve 
various populations. My chief example 
of community involvement was when I 
was performing a movement from African 
Sanctus: Kyrie by David Fanshawe. The 
setting combines the 2nd movement of a 
Latin mass text, Kyrie, composed on top 
of the Muslim call to prayer. The piece 
was a result of the composer’s journey in 
Northern Africa, down the Nile River, in 
which he could hear multiple faiths being 
expressed at the same time. I met with both 
an Imam and a Catholic priest from the 
Westfield area to gain further insight into 
the text, determine how it would be used in 
service, and understand its meaning before 
classes started. Then I invited both com-
munity members into the class to share my 
findings in the early stages of the process. 
It gave so much context and enhanced the 
overall process for the conductor, students, 
and later the audience.

Performance

Choose varied repertoire not just cultur-
ally, but also topically and stylistically. 
The selection of diverse repertoire is a 
significant way to make sure that diversity 
is represented in your concert programs. 
Forms of diversity may include musical 
representation of various races, cultural, 
socioeconomic, regional (urban/rural/
suburban), gender, and the LGBTQI com-
munity. You can choose a diversity of topics 
and texts to include current events or social 
justice repertoire. As mentioned earlier, 
choosing diverse composers and arrangers 
is key, as they will naturally create music 
out of their own experiences. Remember 
to program diversity considering stylistic 
periods as well. On the next page, please 
find a small list of suggested literature that 
includes a diverse number of cultures and 
topics.

https://ipa.typeit.org/full/
https://ipa.typeit.org/full/
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Title Composer Topic
DIVERSE ETHNIC BACKGROUNDS

1. Barso Re 1. A. R. Rhmann/Arr. Sperry 1. Indian

2. Balleilakka 2. Ethan Sperry 2. Indian—‘Tell me now’

3. Native American Suite (3 Songs) 3. Brent Michael Davids 3. Native American

4. Five Hebrew Love Songs 4. Eric Whitacre 4. Hebrew—Text by Hila Plitmann

5. Songs of My Beloved: III. Anah Dodi 
V’amar Li

5. Robert Applebaum 5. Hebrew—‘Beloved’ from Song of Solomon

6. She moved through the fair 6. Arr. Anne Barry 6. Irish Folk Tune

7. Norwegian Lullaby 7. Arr. Gunnar Eriksson 7. Norwegian Lullaby

8. Muusika 8. Part Uusberg 8. Estonian Tone Poem

9. Muie Rendera 9. Pinto Fonseca 9. Brazilian Folk Song

10. El Gavan 10. Arr. Rafael Suarez 10. Venezuelan Folksong

11. Yemaya 11. Diana V. Saez 11. West African /Cuban

12. Hine e Hine 12. Arr. David Hamilton 12. Maori Lullaby

13. Rosas Pandan 13. Arr. George G. Hernandez 13. Filipino Folk Song

14. Mo-Li-Hua ** 14. Arr. Hyo-Won Woo 14. Chinese Folk Song—Jasmine Flower

15. Hlohonolofatsa 15. Arr. Daniel Jackson 15. South African Freedom Song

16. Tshotsholoza 16. Jeffery Ames 16. African Freedom Song

17. Kpanlongo 17. Derek Bermel 17. African

18. Pour Toi Mere 18. Arr. Sydney Guillaume 18. Haitian

TOPICAL DIVERSIT Y

19. Seven Last Words of the Unarmed  
(*) 7 Movements SATB, TTBB  
Mom, I’m Going to College

19. Joel Thompson 19. Police Inequality/Racism

20. Hold Fast to Dreams 20. Joel Thompson 20. Civil Rights—Poetry of Langston Hughes 
(Dream & Harlem)

21. How Can I Cry 21. Moira Smiley 21. Freedom/Voice to the voiceless

22. O Frondens Virga 22. Hildegard von Bingen 22. Psalm antiphon for the Virgin

23. Harriett Tubman 23. Rollo Dilworth 23. Slavery/AA civil rights 

24. And they lynched him on a tree 24. William Grants Still 24. Slavery

25. Anne Frank: A Living Voice 25. Linda Tutas Haugen 25. Holocaust

26. Kooru 26. Maryam Khoury 26. Palestinian freedom

27. Out of Her Place 27. Rebekah Driscoll 27. Women’s rights

28. Ffe Mwe, Mwe Ffe 28. Gwyneth Walker 28. Liberian women protest

29. Ain’t I a woman 29. Susan Borwick 29. Abolition/Women’s Rights

30. Still I Rise 30. Rosephanye Powell 30. Human spirit, Women’s empowerment

31. Hold On 31. Arr. Margaret Bonds 31. African American Spiritual

32. Daniel Servant of de Lord 32. Arr. Undine Moore 32. African American Spiritual

33. Cancion de los Tsachilas 33. Arr. Michael Sample 33. Celebration of Strong Women

34. We can mend the sky 34. Jake Runestad 34. Immigration/Diversity

35. La mia stella 35. Ivo Antognini 35. Refugee Freedom East Africa

36. A Lantern Voice 36. Giselle Wyers 36. Syrian Refugees/War

37. Songs of survival 37. Dryburgh 37. Prisoner of War Camp

38. Let us plant our gardens now 38. Dominick DiOrio 38. Flint water crisis/power

39. But a Flint Holds Fire 39. Andrea Ramsey 39. Flint water crisis/hope

40. Jenga Imani yako 40. Isarael Kagaruki 40. Aids Epidemic/Poverty

41. Let my love be heard 41. Jake Runestad 41. Terrorist Attack in Paris

42. Alzheimer’s Stories 42. Robert Cohen 42. Alzheimer’s Stories

43. Considering Matthew 43. Craig Hella Johnson 43. Hate Crimes

44. Elegy for Matthew 44. David Conte 44. Hate Crimes

45. This Visible World 45. Dominick DiOrio 45. Identity

Additional Support & Resources

Finally, we discuss relevant information 
and resources. First, take advantage of 
the resources provided by our national 
organizations such as the American 
Choral Director Association (ACDA), the 
National Association for Music Educators 
(NAfME), and the SPINX organization. 
ACDA has a relatively new committee on 
diversity chaired by Dr. Eugene Rogers of 
the University of Michigan and Penelope 
Cruz, Director of Choirs at White Plains 
High School. They regularly meet at 
national and regional conferences and have 
implemented diversity chairs in every state. 
Their stated goal is: “ fostering diversity and 
inclusivity in our membership, ensembles, 
and repertoire through active engagement 
with underrepresented choral musicians and 
potential choral participants. As a result of 
this inclusivity, the committee plans to bring 
about a broader definition of choral excellence 
to maintain relevance through the expansion 
of both the reach and impact of our profession 
and its musical scope.” One of the commit-
tee’s newest projects to support upcoming 
composers of a diverse voice is the Diverse 
Voices Collaborative Grant. With the grant, 
each composer will receive $2,500 to be 
used toward the commissioning costs for 
their new works with their partner organi-
zations. Contact your state representative 
for more information, or to see how you 
can get involved.

NAfME has several resources and articles 
that may help on their website at nafme.org. 
NAfME also awards two, two-year research 
projects on diversity, equity, and inclusion 
in music education. For more information 
please contact Catherina Hurlburt, catheri-
nah@nafme.org or (703) 860-4000, x216. 
NAfME’s policy on diversity states:

A well-rounded and comprehensive music 
education program, as envisioned in the 
2014 National Music Standards, should 
exist in every American school; should 
be built on a curricular framework that 
promotes awareness of, respect for, and 
responsiveness to the variety and diversity 
of cultures; and should be delivered 
by   teachers whose culturally responsive 
pedagogy enables them to successfully 
design and implement such an inclusive 
curricular framework.

http://nafme.org
mailto:catherinah@nafme.org
mailto:catherinah@nafme.org
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The SPINX organization “works to create 
positive change in the arts field” through 
its programs in communities across the 
country. One of their primary missions is 
to provide a variety of programs whose gov-
erning principles are: Education & Access, 
Artist Development, Performing Artists, 
and Arts Leadership. They are constantly 
trying to complete their mission statement 
of “transforming lives through the power of 
diversity in the arts.” EXIGENCE is a new 
professional vocal ensemble that highlights 
the artistry within the black and Latino 
communities sponsored by SPINX2. 

Through commitment, preparation, 
engagement, and performance we can 
help to affirm our mission of fostering 
diversity within our choral ensembles. The 
goal of this article was to provide practical 
strategies and inspiration on how you can 
foster diversity in your choral classroom. •

Below please find additional recommended 
resources including websites, databases, and 
articles:

ONLINE RESOURCES

Choral Music by Women Composers Database:  

https://ocwomenschorus.org/women-composers

https://acda.org/ACDA/About/Standing_Committees/ACDA/About-
Root/Standing_Committees.aspx?hkey=af73123d-f466-48f2-
91cd-34eaeab2244f (log in to view this link)

https://acda.org/?s=diverse+voices+grant

https://nafme.org/about/position-statements/inclusivity-
diversity/

https://www.sphinxmusic.org/our-history//

http://www.sphinxmusic.org/programs/

ARTICLES

Barber, Felicia. (February 2018) Gaining A New Perspective: A 
Linguistic Approach to Dialect Found in African American Spirituals. 
Choral Journal, Vol 58, (7), 25-33.

Cruz, Penelope, & Contributors –Anton Armstrong, Philip Brunelle, 
Felicia Barber, Joe Gregorio, Stephen Sieckand, and Andre De 
Quadros. (November 2017). “Is ALL music for EVERYONE?” Choral 
Journal, Vol. 58, (4), 10-20.

Stone, Mollie, Lonnie Norwood, and Stephanie Gregoire. Contribu-
tors—Felicia Barber, Ahmed Anzaldua, Keshea Cisneros-Wason, 
Felicia Colemena-Evans, Melanie DeMore, Derrick Fox, Marques 
Garrett, Lynnel Joy-Jenkins, Dawn Pemberton, Stan Spottswood, 

Kela Wanyama, and Theresa Williams-Johnson. If You Don’t Know, 
Don’t Assume: Cross-Cultural Engagement in Choral Music for Social 
Justice. Choral Journal, Vol. 59, No 3, October 2018.

Shaw, J. T. (2015). “Knowing their world”: Urban music educators’ 
knowledge of context. Journal of Research in Music Education, 63(3).

Shaw, J. T. (2016). “The Music I Was Meant to Sing”: Adolescent 
Choral Students’ Perceptions of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. 
Journal of Research in Music Education, 64(1).

Shaw, J. T. (2012). The skin that we sing: Culturally responsive choral 
music education. Music Educators Journal, 98(4), 75-81.
1 NPR of Boston covered the event “17 Years Boy.” Their 
summary of the week (which includes some of the musical 
presentations) can be found at this link: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0v0bNtouqAo

President of Massachu-
setts ACDA
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https://ocwomenschorus.org/women-composers
https://acda.org/ACDA/About/Standing_Committees/ACDA/About-Root/Standing_Committees.aspx?hkey=af73123d-f466-48f2-91cd-34eaeab2244f
https://acda.org/ACDA/About/Standing_Committees/ACDA/About-Root/Standing_Committees.aspx?hkey=af73123d-f466-48f2-91cd-34eaeab2244f
https://acda.org/ACDA/About/Standing_Committees/ACDA/About-Root/Standing_Committees.aspx?hkey=af73123d-f466-48f2-91cd-34eaeab2244f
https://acda.org/?s=diverse+voices+grant 
https://nafme.org/about/position-statements/inclusivity-diversity/
https://nafme.org/about/position-statements/inclusivity-diversity/
https://www.sphinxmusic.org/our-history/
http://www.sphinxmusic.org/programs/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0v0bNtouqAo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0v0bNtouqAo
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to end does not always ensure that students 
are actually learning for understanding. 
Music activities and textbooks are tools that 
support the realization of standards; they 
are not a curriculum in their own right. 
Rather than approaching unit planning by 
asking, “What activities will the students 
do today?” Wiggins and McTighe (2005) 
suggest asking other questions, such as, 

“What is most important for students to 
know?” and “What is the most appropriate 
evidence for students to demonstrate their 
understanding?”

Thinking and planning our curriculum 
backwards in the UbD manner helps teach-
ers decide which understandings should 
be ultimately sought, and allows them 
to teach, in depth, what they deem most 
important, rather than simply covering 
numerous concepts every year. Backwards 
design involves the following steps:

1. identify desired results (our standards),

2.  determine acceptable authentic 
evidence (how we will assess those 
standards), and

3. plan appropriate learning experiences 
and instruction.

It should be noted that the second step 
involves planning various forms of authen-
tic assessments for students. Constructing 
authentic assessments might be difficult 
for some, particularly if we tend to favor 
worksheets and written tests in our class-
room. Although these types of assessments 
do have a place in our classrooms, they are 
not necessarily authentic or appropriate for 
each standard. For example, rather than 
administering a multiple-choice quiz to 
sixth grade students about the history of 
jazz music and famous jazz musicians, I 
could assign each student a jazz musician to 
research and later impersonate in an educa-
tion live wax museum performed for other 
students in the school. I have personally 
used this as one authentic assessment in 
general music and have found that students 
take pride and ownership of their learning, 
and prefer these types of real life assessment 
strategies. In addition, I have learned 
that such authentic assessments help our 
students remain engaged in the content, as 
well as retain the understandings that are 
sought.

HIGHER EDUC ATION

Teach for Depth, not Breadth:  

Revisiting your Curriculum through  
the Lens of Understanding by Design
By Erin Zaffini, DMA, Longy School of Music

The first half of a new school year always seems to mark the onset 
of new goals, new intentions, and a surge of enthusiasm that many 
put towards starting the year off on the right foot. It’s a time to start 
fresh and an opportunity to try new ideas in the classroom. This 
year is particularly tricky. Most teachers, including those who have 
been teaching for years, will find themselves in “first day of school” 
mode for most, if not all, of the year. For most, this is remarkably 
similar to one’s first year of teaching.

There is a lot of good that can come 
out of this year, if we choose it. This 
is the perfect time to take some deep 
dives into self-reflection about our own 
practices. Asking ourselves some difficult 
questions, and taking action in response 
to what we uncover, is one way to take 
this year of uncertainty and turn it into 
something wonderful. Even in normal 
times, ask yourself: Did my students learn 
what I taught them in accordance with 
the standards? How do I know? Are they 
retaining what they learn in class from 
year to year, or do I find myself reteaching 
a number of concepts? Am I an inclusive 
and culturally responsive teacher? Do I 
meet the needs of all my students, offering 
multiple paths for success in my classes and 
ensembles? Like most teachers, you might 
realize there are some improvements that 
can be made. Simply put, teaching about 
something does not necessarily mean that 
students learned it.

Thankfully, if there were ever a school year 
to hit the “reset” button and experiment 
with possible changes, this would be 
it. Consider experimenting with cur-
ricular design. As a professor for beginning 
teachers, I strongly advocate for Wiggins’s 
and McTighe’s curricular approach, 
Understanding by Design (UbD) (2005). It is 
an approach that features what is described 
as backwards design, encouraging teachers 
to start with identified learning results in 
mind when planning curriculum. It aims 

to assist teachers as they strive for optimal 
student understanding and retention of 
content. Rather than wondering how you 
will “cover” everything you typically do 
in a normal year, ask yourself what can be 
reasonably done well. Although every detail 
of the UbD approach cannot be addressed 
in the scope of this article, I would like to 
highlight important concepts that might 
serve as very effective starting points for 
those who are looking for a new approach 
to their curricular planning.

Teachers who utilize UbD strive to 
teach for student understanding, where 
understanding is defined as students’ ability 
to make connections between content areas 
and transfer knowledge in realistic settings. 
This is not to say that other teachers do 
not strive for this same goal, but, rather, 
point out that student understanding, as 
defined above, is a cornerstone of this 
approach. As educators, we often observe 
a lack of understanding. Many students 
learn and use information in one context, 
but, when put in another situation or 
content area, cannot elicit this knowledge 
and know its relation to new content. They 
cannot “connect the dots” to transfer that 
what they learned to something else. This 
lack of understanding could be due to 
the nature of our unit or to our overall 
curricular planning. Having fun and 
engaging hands-on activities in the general 
music class or “covering” everything in a 
high school music textbook from beginning 

BACK TO TOP
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of the four artistic processes or creating, 
performing, connecting and responding, 
and are further broken down by the stages 
that take place within each of the processes. 
Being aware of the questions and enduring 
understandings gives us specific goals for 
which to strive, and helps immensely when 
we decide what needs to be done in the 
classroom with students to ensure they 
reach these end goals. While not everything 
in our new standards reflects all aspects of 
UbD, it serves as a good starting point in 
understanding the reasoning behind why 
the use of essential questions and enduring 
understandings is highlighted among the 
many aspects of the new standards.

Conclusion

This brief article barely scratches the 
surface of all the elements employed in 
UbD. However, it can serve as a good start-
ing point. At the very least, the new arts 
standards cause us to consider the essential 
questions and enduring understandings 
that students should be asking themselves 
and answering daily, and serve as a good 
beginning point for our attempts at 
backward design. Since using this back-
wards design approach, I have been able to 
reduce the amount of time spent reviewing 
previous concepts with students. I have 
also been able to teach for greater depth 
and understanding in both the elementary 
and middle school grades. Regardless of 
how you choose to plan your year, consider 
including the notion of backward design, 
and UbD in particular, into your curricular 
approach. I wish you all the best for this 
school year—happy planning! •

Erin Zaffini is the Lead 
Program Supervisor for 
the Master of Music 
in Music Education 
Program at Longy School 
of Music. She also works 
as an adjunct music and 
music education professor 

at Keene State College and at the University 
of New Hampshire’s Professional Develop-
ment Department.
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In addition to this general order of planning, UbD also provides the following useful 
lesson template to help guide planning:

Understanding by Design lesson template

Teacher________________________________________________________Grade_______________________
Date__________________________   Subject_____________________________________________________

STAGE 1: DESIRED RESULTS

Established Goals:
What relevant goals (standards, objectives, learning outcomes) will this design address?

Understandings:
Students will understand that . . . ..
- What are the big ideas?
- What specific understandings about the big ideas are desired?
- What misunderstandings are predictable?

Essential Questions: 

- What provocative questions will foster inquiry,  
understanding, and transfer of learning?

Students will know . . . .
- What key knowledge will students acquire as a result of this unit?
- What should they eventually be able to do as a result of such 

knowledge and skills?

Students will be able to . . .

STAGE 2: ASSESSMENT EVIDENCE

Performance Tasks:
- Through what authentic performance tasks will students demon-

strate their understandings?
- By what criteria will performance of understandings be judged?

 Other Evidence:
- Through what other evidence (quizzes, tests, observations, 

homework, journals, etc.) will students demonstrate achievement 
of desired results?

- How will students reflect upon and self-assess their learning?

STAGE 3: LEARNING PLAN

Learning Activities:
What learning experiences and instruction will enable students to achieve the desired results?
How will the design:
- help students know where the unit is going and what is expected?
- help the teacher know students’ prior knowledge?
- hook students in to hold their interest?
- equip students to experience the “big ideas” and explore the key issues?
- provide opportunities for students to rethink and revise their understandings?
- allow students to evaluate their work and its implications?
- be personalized to the various needs, abilities, and interests of our students?
- be organized to maximize initial and sustained engagement and effective learning?

(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005, p. 22).

Although this design approach seems fairly 
straightforward, it can be difficult to put 
into action. For some of us, it requires a 
realigned view of how to plan and imple-
ment our teaching. It also requires that we 
sift through all of the information about 
any given concept in order to prioritize 
what is most important for our students to 
know. After all, teaching for depth, rather 
than breadth, will help our students in the 
long run.

Understanding by Design and  
Our New Core Arts Standards

If you’ve been keeping abreast of the most 
recent core arts standards, you most likely 
will recognize the concept of “Understand-

ing by Design,” in that it accurately reflects 
some of the changes that our national 
standards have undertaken in their most 
recent revision. The terms “essential 
questions” and “enduring understandings” 
are key for those who have implemented 
backward design and are now a large part 
of the newly written standards in which we 
continue to strive to create students who 
are artistically literate. Our new standards 
explicitly give to us the essential questions 
that students should be asked to answer 
and the enduring understandings that 
we, as music educators, hope our students 
take with them long after they leave our 
classroom. The questions and understand-
ings are framed for us within the realm 

HIGHER EDUC ATION
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IN - OVATIONS

Illuminating Connections to  
Cultural and Musical Diversity  
in the Music of Students
By Henry Wagg, Instrumental Director, Lynnfield High School

When we talk about the origins of “Ameri-
can music” we may conjure up a melting 
pot of musical ideas; from the syncopation 
of rhythms heard in Congo Square, to the 
polyrhythms of jazz; from the bent notes 
and melodic inflections of field hollers and 
spirituals, to the harmonies and melodic 
alterations established by the blues. More 
than anything, American music is a living, 
breathing tradition that continues to 
this day, and our students are the current 
caretakers of this tradition. By creating 
opportunities for our students to share 
their music, interests, and cultures, we give 
ourselves an opportunity to illuminate the 
path from places like Congo Square and 
the Mississippi Delta, to the music playing 
in their earbuds when they enter our 
classrooms.

Over the past few years, my students have 
injected our repertoire with a number of 
artists and tunes that launched meaningful 
connections and discussions. Because 

the selections are drawn from their own 
musical preferences, they are incredibly 
engaged and willing to delve into the 
history, theory, and social connections that 
can be extracted from the songs and artists. 
The following are examples of just a few 
connections we were able to make.

• Playing a Led Zeppelin tune created 
the opportunity to talk about 12-bar 
blues forms, AAB melodies, and call 
and response. The students looked at 
the history and sometimes folklore of 
musicians like Robert Johnson, Muddy 
Waters, and Howlin’ Wolf. We were also 
able to have some important conversa-
tions on cultural appropriation and 
being sure to give credit where credit is 
due.

• We performed a song by the exception-
ally talented Brandi Carlile, which 
incorporated slash chords, and 
connected this harmonic device to the 
sounds of gospel music. In addition, we 

I came into this year, like many other teachers, looking to carve out 
space in my classroom for meaningful conversations on race, culture, 
and diversity. Current events have brought the struggle for equality 
in America into the spotlight, and it is as important as ever to help 
students understand the nuanced world they live in. For many teachers, 
identifying the best approach to these topics can be daunting. How-
ever, as music educators, we have the advantage of teaching a subject 
that is wrought with opportunities to initiate these exchanges. We just 
need to know where to look, and the music our students bring into 
the classroom is a great place to start. Even if your student body isn’t 
particularly diverse, their musical interests most likely are. The music 
they hold as their own can create opportunities to explore musical 
ideas, as well as tell the story of American music. That music, from its 
outset, has been built on innovation and diverse cultural influences 
that continue to impact contemporary works.

discussed her challenging expectations 
by coming out as an openly gay artist in 
a genre like Country/Americana, and 
made connections to pioneers like Sister 
Rosetta Tharpe, who shattered the 
stereotypes of her generation.

• Performing the music of Stevie Wonder 
and bands like St. Paul and The Broken 
Bones, we experienced firsthand the 
synthesis of gospel, rhythm & blues, 
and jazz, and the traditions established 
in soul music. Playing the work of new 
R&B artists such as Ripe and Lawrence 
has allowed us to identify how a new 
generation of musicians has introduced 
fresh ideas into the style. Additionally, 
we discussed how Motown Records 
helped artists like the Temptations, 
Marvin Gaye, and the Supremes break 
down racial barriers in the music 
industry.

• Artists like Mac Demarco and Skin-
shape utilize samples, drum machines, 
and textural effects. Learning their 
songs has given those student musicians 
who may not play traditional band 
instruments a chance to participate in 
the music program and validate their 
creative methods and mediums. We also 
followed the lineage of other one-person 
bands, from the traveling blues musi-
cians of the early twentieth century 
and the folk singing troubadours of the 
1950s and 1960s, to modern multi-
instrumentalists using technology to 
record on their own.

As music educators, we should honor 
and connect to the varied interests of our 
students. In doing so, we can give them 
insight to the diverse history that has 
influenced their music and the world they 
live in. We can also discover opportunities 
for meaningful discussions around race, 
culture, and diversity . . . and we just might 
learn a thing or two ourselves! •

Harry Wagg is the 
instrumental director at 
Lynnfield High School and 
serves as the Guitar Educa-
tion Council Chair for 
MMEA. He is a graduate 
of Berklee College of Music 
and Boston University.
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A New Approach to Music Education 
in the Time of COVID-19
By Kathleen M. Howland, Ph.D., Berklee College of Music

I would like to propose a new approach to 
teaching music that would solve a myriad 
of social problems in the time of COVID 
and beyond.

The cost of social-isolation

There is a tremendous burden on wellbeing 
for people who are socially isolated and 
experience loneliness. A recent (2020) 
pre-COVID report by the National 
Academies of Science, Engineering and 
Medicine, described these conditions as a 

“serious yet under-appreciated public health 
risk.” Here are key data points from their 
extensive report.

• Approximately 24% of Americans aged 
65 and older are considered to be socially 
isolated. (Now with COVID, those 
numbers are extremely high.)

• Social isolation has been associated with 
a significantly increased risk of premature 
mortality from all causes.

• Social isolation has been associated with 
an approximately 50 percent increased 
risk of developing dementia.

• Loneliness among heart failure patients 
has been associated with a nearly four 
times increased risk of death, 68 percent 
increased risk of hospitalization, and 
57 percent increased risk of emergency 
department visits.

• Poor social relationships (characterized 
by social isolation or loneliness) have been 
associated with a 29 percent increased risk 
of incident coronary heart disease and a 
32 percent increased risk of stroke.

Student-elder pairing

If you have read any of my works to date, 
you know that I think music is the answer 
to most of what ails us (www.kathleen-
howland.com). I strongly believe that 
music education has a role in this public 
health crisis that has been exacerbated by 
COVID-19.

Consider this new approach to music 
education. Every high school music student 
is paired with an elder in their community. 
The Councils on Aging could work 
together with the high school guidance 
counselors and music educators to create 
and mentor these relationships. The high 
school students would interview their new 
elder friends about their relationships to 
music. The questions would be brain-
stormed by the students and guided by the 
teachers.

• What music did you like when you were 
my age?

• What role did music have in your 
family?

• What role does music have for you now?

The culture of music education and education in general may 
never be the same after the pandemic passes. Of concern in music 
education is blowing wind and brass instruments, singing, and 
virtual platforms that do not allow for real time synchronization so 
people can play together. It is a wonderful time to reconsider the 
necessity and possibilities for music education in our schools and in 
our communities. It is time to innovate the conventional practices of 
music education to respond to this cultural shift of social distancing 
and at-home learning.

• What songs bring you comfort?

• What songs do you find motivate you, 
give you energy?

• What songs make you smile?

Discussions of music will create a natural 
bond between the two. The student takes 
samples of the song inventory of their elder 
friend and researches the history of the 
composers, performers, and date of release. 
They would investigate major world events 
of that year, noting who the leaders of the 
day were, what were the trends in society, 
and how the music reflected those times. 
They would look at fashion, cars, and 
architectural styles of the day. They could 
then use those images to create resources 
like a slideshow to share with their friend.

The students would be assigned a number 
of their elder friend’s songs to learn on 
their primary instrument. In subsequent 
meetings, they perform these songs for 
their friend. Perhaps they could extend 
their musicians by learning to use technol-
ogy to arrange and orchestrate the songs. 
Technology would also allow the student 
to use the audio recordings plus the images 
they collected as something the elder could 
share with their friends and family. If the 
student is in an art class, they could look at 
other creative ways to represent the content. 
If the elder has difficulty with technology, 
the student could offer help so the elder 
was more independent with it.

Other song assignments could be related 
to music that makes themselves and their 
elder friend feel relaxed and de-stressed 
and those that make them feel upbeat and 
energized. The two could work together 
to create playlists of music organized by 
affect. This would thus serve as a tool for 
resilience. They experiment and commu-
nicate about how they used their music to 
self-regulate their energy and emotions.

Peer mentoring

The high school students could also be 
paired with an elementary or middle school 
student. In this dyad, the high school 
student would be mentored to mentor the 
younger child. The older student would 
watch tutorials or webinars about con-
structs in neuroscience and music, music 
and cognition, music and anthropology to 
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My name is 
Adam Grüschow, 
and I am happy 
and excited to 
accept this role 
as the interim 
instrumental music 
column editor for 

the MMEJ. I am a band director in the 
Scituate Public schools, where I coteach 
instrumental lessons to students in 
grades 4 through 8, direct the 6th 
grade band, coteach the high school 

advance their knowledge and consider how 
to bring this information in a developmen-
tally appropriate way to their younger peer.

After watching a music and cognition 
tutorial, they would be able to practice how 
to alternate studying and playing music to 
benefit both endeavors. They then would 
be able to help the younger peer learn 
how to take academic breaks by playing 
music that keeps their brain engaged 
and ready for the next academic task. By 
weaving the two activities together, the 
brain takes breaks from focused academic 
work but keeps attentional circuitry high. 
For example, a child can do 20 minutes 
of study, 5 minutes of scales, 25 minutes 
of study, 10 minutes of work on a single 
song, and 30 minutes of work with a dance 
break. If a child leaves their desk work 
space and goes for food or social media, 
their attention spans will have to ramp 
back up to continue the academic schedule. 
With music, the engagement will keep their 
attentional circuitry humming.

After watching a webinar on music and 
neuroscience, the older student can learn 
about scientific studies on how to optimally 
practice (spoiler alert: it is not more time!). 
The student shares the information on how 
to practice in a developmentally appropri-
ate way with their younger mentee. They 
could each complete practice logs to share 
on subsequent meetings. They could talk 

together about how best to practice and 
evaluate the results they are getting. The 
elder student should be encouraging and 
help to solve problems when practice time 
has been ineffectual or not completed.

The paired students could choose an artist 
to study who plays their instrument. The 
choices would be made by the music educa-
tors. They would listen to music together 
and categorize them by affective state as 
sedative or stimulating. This exploration of 
music would add to the playlists of music 
both students can use to relax with and 
energize with. By studying classification 
systems of music (e.g. Hevner) and emo-
tions, the mentor could help the younger 
student learn adjectives related to emotions 
that enhance their social-emotional growth.

The pair could learn to play a pop song that 
the younger child loves. The high schooler 
would transcribe it for the younger person 
to play and arrange it as a duet. This could 
be recorded by one then sent to the second 
person who video records themselves 
playing to the recording. It will then be a 
duet in real time (something Zoom and 
Google can’t accommodate yet). This 
duet could also be shared with the elder 
whom the older child would introduce the 
younger child, thus expanding the social 
circle of the elder.

All of the duets would be submitted for a 

virtual concert, attended by all students, 
family and the elders of the community.

After studying a webinar on “why humans 
are musical,” the older high school students 
would encourage and mentor the younger 
child finding objects in the house and 
in the yard that can be musical (either 
rhythmic or melodic or both). The younger 
child would organize their family members 
into a concert using these found objects 
with awards for the hippest beats, imagina-
tive instruments, and having the most 
authentic fun.

The pair could continue their studies of 
why music is important by looking at a 
variety of films together. These resources 
could include the “Lady in number 6” 
(https://vimeo.com/ondemand/theladyin-
number6), connecting the autobiography 
of a musician to the Holocaust. They could 
see the film clip from Alive Inside that 
went viral showing a man who had been 
in a nursing homes for 10 years, virtually 
non-interactive, light up when music 
was played for him. The pair could then 
consider how important it is to share music 
with the elder they are engaged with and 
how important it is across the lifespan. 
They could look to the other end of the life 
line and watch children reacting to music. 
By comparing their musical abilities with 
their developmental abilities with language, 
movement, and cognition, the students 

INS TRUMENTAL

bands, and teach two music technology 
courses. Since the beginning of the 
pandemic, I have found great comfort 
and catharsis in putting my thoughts, 
observations, and experiences into 
writing. I have been particularly 
interested in writing about ways to 
meaningfully integrate technology 
into our ensemble teaching, about 
reinvigorating our repertoire selections 
by being mindful of representation, and 
about developing a culture of excellence 
in our ensembles. 

As the new editor, I want to encourage 
all of my colleagues to contribute 
to the conversation and submit an 
article! If you are interested and need 
help organizing your thoughts, I am 
always happy to lend a hand. Any 
topic relevant to teaching instrumental 
music will be considered, whether it 
be recruitment and retention, teaching 
improvisation, achieving a better 
balance and blend, effective rhythm 
lessons for beginners, guiding students 
through college auditions, or anything 
else you feel is important to share. You 
can reach out to me at agruschow@
scit.org to discuss ideas or to submit a 
completed article. I cannot wait to hear 
from you!

Introducing Instrumental Editor (Interim)  
Adam Grüschow

BACK TO TOP

https://vimeo.com/ondemand/theladyinnumber6
https://vimeo.com/ondemand/theladyinnumber6
mailto:agruschow%40scit.org?subject=
mailto:agruschow%40scit.org?subject=


20  |  MASSACHUSET TS MUSIC EDUCATORS JOURNAL VOL . 69 NO. 2  | WINTER 2021

GENER AL MUSIC

A Homeplace through a Culturally 
Relevant Music Classroom
By Jenifer Gelineau, Springfield Public Schools

I am a white, cisgender, able-bodied woman who grew up in a 
rural, predominantly white area. While in college, I realized that 
if I wanted to teach successfully in an urban area, I would need to 
understand the culture of a city. To put my theory into action, I 
moved to Holyoke, which would be home to my first teaching posi-
tion as a K–12 intermittent violin, orchestra, and later K–2 general 
music teacher. In the 13 years I worked there, serving a majority of 
students who identified as Puerto Rican or white, I made meaning-
ful and authentic connections with my students and their families. 
Living and being active in the community where I worked helped 
me strengthen connections with my students.

A year and a half ago, I left my position 
in the Holyoke Public Schools for a 
new K–5 general music position in 
Springfield. In my new school, my 
students identify as Puerto Rican, 
Ecuadorian, Nepali, African American, 
Egyptian, Mexican American, Somali, 
Vietnamese, white, and still more 
cultural identities I am learning within 
our school. Unlike Holyoke, Springfield 
is a city that I neither live in nor would I 
say I have any real connection to, which 
first felt like a roadblock in my path to 
building meaningful relationships with 
my students and families. However, all 
it really meant was that I would have to 
make intentional and well thought-out 
choices in my materials, classroom 
environment, and what musical content 
I would use. Here is a bit about my 
journey as I intentionally work towards a 
culturally relevant and responsive music 
classroom.

Dr. Bettina Love (2019) wrote a book 
I highly recommend to all educators: 
We Want to Do More than Survive: 
Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of 
Educational Freedom. In chapter 5, Dr. 
Love discusses the homeplace, a place 
where BBIA—Black, Brown, Indigenous, 
Asian—(Decolonizing the Music Room, 

2020) community members come 
together to express freedom, justice, love, 
and joy as well as pain and resistance. 
It is a place to heal and feel whole 
again. Further, Dr. Love suggests the 
importance and historical relevance of 
the arts in establishing homeplace: “for 
many dark folx, art is a homeplace; 
art is where they find a voice that feels 
authentic and rooted in participatory 
democracy . . . art is more than classes 
or a mode of expression; it is how dark 
children make sense of this unjust world 
and a way to sustain who they are, as 
they recall and remember in the midst 
of chaos what it means to thrive” (Love, 
2019, p. 100). In this practice, our 
students are able to “freedom dream” (p. 
101), where they can imagine and create 
a socially just future, not just accept 
a status quo that is filled with social 
inequities.

Our music classrooms can be a 
homeplace—spaces students can call 
their own, express themselves in their 
creative practice, find social connections, 
and build relationships with peers. 
Sometimes, music class may be the 
incentive to come to school. To fulfill 
this description of a homeplace in the 
music room, we can include culturally 

could begin to understand and better 
appreciate how we are musical before we 
are cognitive and linguistic (Brandt, et al., 
2012). And how in fact, music perception 
shapes the listening brain for development 
of these essential abilities.

A time for innovation

Music education won’t look the same 
after the pandemic passes. The culture 
has shifted in response to COVID-19 and 
may never fully return to how education 
was before. The statistics above on social 
isolation and loneliness in older adults was 
taken before the pandemic hit. So we have 
already had a significant public health 
challenge that can be eased with meaning-
ful community connections.

Changes in education using technology 
with its benefits and challenges, can be 
used to connect us and bind us with one 
another. This has been a primary function 
of music in society for millennia and could 
be again. In this modern age, we can and 
perhaps should move away from the audi-
tory silos of headphones and individualized 
music experiences back into relationships 
with others and especially others who 
are very much in need of meaningful 
connections. By responding to issues of the 
pandemic creatively, we can cast the net to 
include our elders in the music education 
of our youth thus positively impacting 
generations in our communities all at the 
same time. •

Kathleen M. Howland, Ph.D. is a professor 
of Music Therapy and 
Liberal Arts at the 
Berklee College of Music. 
She believes that most 
of society’s ills can be 
improved with music.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2020. 
Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults: Opportunities for the 
Health Care System. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. 
https://doi.org/10.17226/25663.

Brandt, A., Gebrian, M., & Slevc, L. R. (2012). Music and early 
language acquisition. Frontiers in Psychology, 3, Article 327.  
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00327

Schubert, E. (2003). Update of the Hevner Adjective Checklist. 
Perceptual and Motor Skills, 96(3_suppl), 1117–1122.

https://doi.org/10.2466/pms.2003.96.3c.1117

BACK TO TOP

https://doi.org/10.17226/25663
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00327 
https://doi.org/10.2466/pms.2003.96.3c.1117


MASSACHUSET TS MUSIC EDUCATORS JOURNAL  |  21 WINTER 2021 | VOL. 69 NO. 2

responsive practices. In a culturally 
responsive classroom, the music lessons, 
curriculum, and repertoire are centered on 
the student. Students can see themselves in 
the content. The content is relevant to the 
student’s life experience. Their cultures are 
recognized and affirmed. The student can 
recognize and critique social inequities. To 
accomplish this, we ensure students are 
involved in setting the expectations and 
have a voice in our curriculum and lesson 
planning.

My conception of culturally responsive 
teaching is influenced by Dr. Gloria 
Ladson-Billings and her concept of cultur-
ally relevant pedagogy, a term she coined 
researching successful teachers of Black 
children. In her observations, what many 
would describe as “good teaching,” she 
called culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings, 
1995). Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) 
discovered three areas of focus for “good 
teaching.” The first is student support or 
achievement, where teachers make sure 
there are supports available to ensure the 
success of all students, not just a few. The 
second is cultural competence, which 
means teaching students skills to affirm 
and appreciate their culture of origin 
and grow in knowledge and fluency of 
another culture. The third is sociopolitical 
consciousness. This is the idea that 
students should be able to identify, analyze, 
and solve real-world problems as well as 
recognize and critique societal inequalities.

So far, I’ve outlined the concepts of 
homeplace and culturally relevant peda-
gogy, both of which influence my culturally 
responsive teaching considerably. Now, 
what am I doing to apply this practically?

• I do my best to get to know all my 
students. I make sure to listen and then 
ask questions for more understanding. 
They are all unique and complex. I see 
my BBIA students and understand there 
are social inequities that unjustly affect 
them due to systematic racism.

• Representation matters! My BBIA stu-
dents, LGBTQ students, students living 
with disabilities, and other marginalized 
students should be able to see and 
recognize themselves in images, text, 
language, and music in my classroom 

content. And in representation, I am 
also affirming who my students are!

• I try to be a facilitator of my students’ 
learning rather than a teacher. I want 
to support my students in learning 
what excites them about music through 
reflective and exploratory practices. 
The responsibility falls on me to listen, 
follow through on content requests, and 
assist in building connections.

• I try to be a fact checker. I research the 
origins of music content and try to find 
more than one source of information 
confirming my research. I learn the 
ways the content is used in its original 
culture, and how it would be taught to 
others. I prefer to teach my students in a 
similar way to provide more connective 
experiences to the content. I also remove 
songs that have racist or traumatizing 
origins and have appreciated the help of 
online resources, such as Decolonizing 
the Music Room.

• I study the music and dance of other 
cultures through classes taught by 
educators who can also provide related 
historical and cultural information. For 
example, I have been studying Bomba, a 
Puerto Rican folk dance with Brendaliz 
Cepeda, cofounder of Bomba de Aqui 
in Granby, MA. Bomba de Aqui is an 
organization that has created common 
space for the recognition, education, 
and practice of Puerto Rican culture 
and identity.

• I bring culture bearers into my class-
room to teach my students. Ms. Cepeda 
shares her experience as a culture bearer. 

“During these years of providing culture 
throughout Western Mass, I was called 
mostly to show my work at schools and 
what I have seen were youth excited 
because they were going to hear [Puerto 
Rican folk] music, dance, and interact!!”

• I ask myself what is the purpose of 
teaching this content? I make sure 
my reason is more than just “Because 
I learned this.” If I deem it necessary, 
then how can I teach it in a way that 
is relevant to and representative of my 
students?

• I recognize that not all music is meant 

to be performed. I teach my students 
that music can have a very specific 
purpose and in some cases, we are 
only meant to listen and learn through 
appreciation and respect. Just because 
we can doesn’t mean we should.

• I have been fortunate to find a group 
of music educators in and out of my 
district that I can meet and discuss ideas 
around culturally relevant classrooms, 
decolonizing our content and practice, 
and all things music education. I think 
that finding learning communities like 
this is crucial to help teachers work out 
ideas and becoming better educators. If 
your district already provides a learning 
community, that is great! If not, I think 
it is worth the extra hour in the week.

I don’t believe fostering homeplace and 
culturally relevant pedagogy is possible 
without decentering whiteness from our 
practice and our classrooms. Decentering 
whiteness means I need to first look at how 
I relate to whiteness as a white person. I 
recognize that being white has given me 
privileges that have influenced my success 
and achievements in life. I recognize 
how whiteness harms BBIA people and 
works against their efforts to have similar 
success and achievements. To counter 
this harm, it is important for me—in 
addition to self-reflection and decentering 
whiteness—to have empathy and love for 
all BBIA people and then actively live a life 
in school and out that demonstrates that 
empathy in my words and actions. I cannot 

“clock out” when I go home. In school, the 
lens of my curriculum must center BBIA 
experiences and voices through music and 
art and not just the Eurocentric model of 
music education many of us experienced 
from kindergarten through college. On my 
own time, I continue learning abolitionist/
anti-racist teaching practices that help me 
understand the implicit bias within myself 
and the systematic racism that is in our 
public education. This is difficult, time 
consuming, and demanding work. I make 
mistakes, work on accountability, and learn 
how to appropriately apologize for the 
mistakes I have made and will make as I 
grow. While I can see how overwhelming 
and challenging it is for white educators 
to do this work, the resulting empathy, 
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Jenifer Gelineau is a music educator with 14 
years of experience in 
teaching violin, general 
music, middle school 
orchestra, and directing 
programs such as Holyoke 
Summer Strings, a free 
community program. She 
currently teaches at 
White Street School in 

Springfield, Massachusetts and her home 
studio in Greenfield, Massachusetts. She holds 
a B.A. in music from UMass, has training in 
the Suzuki Violin Method, and enjoys serving 
as the String Coordinator for the Western 
Mass. chapter of NAfME. When she is not 
teaching, Jenifer enjoys learning, performing, 
jamming with friends, and adventuring with 
her toddler and partner.

GENER AL MUSIC

Introducing  
General Music Editor 
Allyn Phelps

I want to take this op-
portunity to introduce 
myself. I taught K–6 
general music, chorus, 
and drama for the past 
13 years in Dedham 
and Northborough, 

Mass. and worked as a freelance musi-
cian in churches and community the-
atres throughout central Massachusetts. 
Currently, I’m a full-time, on-campus 
doctoral student at Boston University, 
preparing to shift my career from the 
elementary classroom to the university 
level. My teaching and research interests 
include anti-racism teaching practices, 
self-directed musical learning, demo-
cratic spaces, and the use of play as a 
primary means for learning music.

As the new editor of the general music 
column, I want to invite anybody 
interested to submit an article. Do you 
have ideas or suggestions that you think 
other educators might appreciate? Do 
you have concerns or worries that you 
would like to share? Are you studying or 
learning something that you want to in-
troduce to our readership? Do you have 
ideas that might push us to think and 
conceptualize music education in new 
ways? Do you find there are important 
topics missing in this journal? Do you 
have words of comfort to share during 
these uncertain and unsettling times?

Whether you consider yourself a writer 
or not is secondary to the ideas you 
bring to our profession. I’m here to help. 
I can be as involved (or not involved) in 
your writing process as you would like. 
We could brainstorm ideas together. 
You could send me drafts to peruse. We 
could chat over Zoom to make your 
writing come alive. Please be in touch if 
you are interested in writing for MMEJ! 
You can reach me at allynphelps@gmail.
com

love, and respect for our students’ musical 
experience outweighs it. Heather Topoloski 
is a music educator in the Pittsfield Public 
Schools and someone I appreciate doing 
this work with through our conversations 
and personal experiences. She had this 
to share about her journey to decenter 
whiteness in the classroom:

It was then that I realized what I really 
wanted to do with my students. I didn’t 
want to give them musical knowledge in 
the traditional sense. I wanted to give 
them an opportunity to experience music 
and find how it fits in their lives. The 
journey to that musical knowledge is 
what’s important. If the journey is not 
reflective of their lives, students will be less 
likely to make that journey.

This kind of teaching requires me to 
constantly be aware of what I’m saying 
to students, and how I’m saying it. I also 
need to be consciously aware of what I’m 
presenting to my students, and listen to 
what they and their families are saying 
about what I present to them. Just because 
a song is “traditional” to me, doesn’t mean 
it’s okay. I’m not afraid to remove songs 
from my curriculum if there is any inkling 
of a racist history in it. I feature BIPOC 
musicians in my listening activities and 
demonstrations. Decentering whiteness in 
my elementary classroom is about respect. 
The actions I take to include repertoire, 
images, and examples that reflect what my 
students are like demonstrates to them that 
our room is a safe and welcoming place 
for all.

I am thankful for the knowledge I have 
gained through the incredible research of 
others and appreciate the intention I now 
place in each lesson plan. Allowing this 
flexibility and growth, though not always 
easy, is bringing a deeper personal meaning 
to what I do as a music educator. This 
work invites my students to experience a 
deeper connection and appreciation for the 
musical experience and to find a homeplace 
in our music classroom. Through these 
culturally responsive teaching practices, I 
am able to support them as they explore 
the tools to share their voice and “freedom 
dream.” •
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GROWING MUSIC IN MA SS

The Growing Music in Mass Foundation continues its work 
during this year of pandemic and distance learning. Here are 
some of the projects we’re supporting.

• A Future Symphony Hall Scholars 
grant was given to the instrumental 
program in the Quincy schools to 
supplement their individual lesson 
program. The Quincy schools are 
providing online lessons for students 
so that the important process of 
building musical skills in the absence 
of personal contact continues. 

• The GMM Foundation provided 
funding through its Classroom 
Innovations program that allowed 
an Amherst elementary school to 
acquire classroom instruments that 
students could keep and practice at 
home. This extension of the virtual 
classroom will allow the teacher to 
develop and refine online assessment 
strategies, and thus to measure 
student growth and achievement 
toward meeting state curriculum 
standards.

• Our first ever individual Symphony 
Hall Scholarship was awarded to 
a cellist in the 2020 MA All-State 
Orchestra.

Grant applications for our giving 
initiatives are on our website, which can 
be found at growingmusicinmass.org. 
On the website, you will find informa-
tion about each of our giving initiatives, 
the Future Symphony Hall Scholars and 
Classroom Innovations block grants pro-
grams. We encourage teachers to apply, 
even if you’re not entirely sure about 
the status of your district’s programs in 
future months. Here again are the block 
grant descriptions in a nutshell: 

Growing Music In MASS 
Foundation: The Work Goes On!
Massachusetts Music Educators Association

Future Symphony Hall Scholars funds 
grants to schools that are specifically 
designed for instrumental and vocal/
choral performance skill enhancement, 
and typically fall into these categories:

• private, semiprivate, or small group 
lessons and targeted instruction

• master classes by visiting professional 
musicians, conductors, or musical 
mentors

• sponsoring or attending perfor-
mances and performance-related 
events

• financial support for students 
participating in advanced college, 
conservatory or music school 
programs

• instructional and support materials

Classroom Innovations grants are 
designed to allow member teachers 
to explore a range of strategies and 
methods of musical instruction and 
evaluation. Falling into, but not limited 
to these categories, grants will be 
available at all levels of music education 
from preschool to college.

• specific nontraditional instruments 
and ensembles (for example: folk or 
culturally inspired instruction)

• composition-based or improvisation-
based instruction

• new or expanded technology-based 
programs of instruction

• student learning centers and indi-
vidualized instructional programs

• programs designed for special learners 
(as distinct from modifications or 
adaptations of regular lesson planning)

• developing methods, tools, and strate-
gies that measure student growth and 
achievement

• curriculum integration in which music 
is a lead or primary component

Teachers developing and expanding 
distance-learning programs would qualify 
for Innovations grants, so member teachers 
might well be planning ahead to apply in 
the spring for the 2021/2022 school year. 
On our website, there is a contact e-mail 
that teachers may access should they have 
any questions. The address is gmmchair@
gmail.com The GMM Committee typically 
accepts applications in the spring and 
reviews them over the summer. 

Finally, we welcome member contacts with 
or referrals for possible donors—corporate, 
charitable, or individual, so please pass our 
program information on to them, or send 
their contact information to us so that we 
can reach out to them. Donor information, 
like the grant applications, are available on 
the website.

Stay safe and healthy, our valued friends 
and colleagues!

 —Tom Walters,  
GMM Committee Chair
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GROWING MUSIC IN MA SS

Growing Music in MASS  AND MA SSACHUSE T TS MUSIC EDUC ATORS A SSOCIATION  

         DONOR LIST 2020

CONCERT BENEFACTORS $2,500+

Rosalie Cohen Scholarship Fund 
at the Celebrity Series of Boston

MUSICIANS GUILD   $500+

David French Music Company

PATRONS   $200 – 499

Dr. Sandra Doneski

Gerry’s Music Shop

Barbara Green-Glaz  
and Ron Glaz

FRIENDS   $100 – 199

Dr. Cecil L. Adderley III

Paul and Doris Alberta

Jost Woodwinds, David Jost

Paul and Gale Livingston

Mark and Cynthia Napierkowski

Needham Music Inc.

Dr. David Neves

Ms Joyce Neves

Richard Vaughan

The Yemin Family

Lexington Symphony Orchestra

Howard Rockwin Enterprises

Irene Idicheria and Nathan Tiller

MA Instrumental and Choral 
Conductors Association

MA MEA—Central District

Dr. Walter M. Pavasaris

DONORS   UP TO $99

Lori J. Anderson

Steven and Carol Archambault

Anthony Beatrice

Frank and Sarah Casasdow

Ruth Debrot

Leslie Randall Dooley

Linda Ethier—Sharon 
Orchestras

Susan Gedutis Lindsay

Jody Marsh

Johnetta Smith

Dr. Tawnya and Karin Smith-
Hendricks

Robert and Nancy Stoll

Tom and Susan Walters

Greg A. Williams

Fold and tear on dotted line to separate form.

I’d like to donate to the Growing Music in 

MASS family of giving initiatives

o    Symphony Club - $5,000 and up

o    Concert Benefactors - $2,500–$4,999

o    Conductors Circle - $1,000–$2,499

o    Musicians Guild - $500–$999

o    Patrons - $200–$499

o    Friends - $100–$199

o    Donors - up to $99

TOTAL E N CLOS E D: $

o    My company will match my gift. 
        The gift form is enclosed.

Your name as it will appear in the All-State concert 
program and MMEA publications:

M AI LI N G AD D R E SS:

E M AI L:

Young musicians throughout 
Massachusetts thank you  

for your support!

MA SSACHUSE T TS MUSIC EDUC ATORS A SSOCIATION 

Growing Music in MASS 2021 Donation Form

Please make check payable to: 

MMEA 

Donations may also be made through PayPal  

at our website, MASSMEA.org. 

(MMEA is a 501(c)3 nonprofit, so your donation  
is tax-deductible. Please put “GMIM” on the 
memo line so that we can track your donation.)

M AI L  TO: 

MMEA
P.O. Box 920004
Needham, MA 02492 
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CONTEMPOR ARY / JA Z Z

Peer Mentoring in Jazz 
Ensembles: A Conduit for 
Culturally Responsive Teaching in 
School Music Programs
By Andrew Goodrich, Boston University

Efforts to make music curricula more relevant to students from 
culturally and ethnically diverse backgrounds have increased in the 
past fifty years. This includes music textbooks, music ensembles (e.g., 
world music), and repertoire that are more reflective of culturally and 
ethnically diverse student populations (Campbell, 2002). Although 
these efforts help broaden an awareness among music teachers of 
different musical styles embedded within different cultures, less 
attention has been devoted to how music is taught so that it is relevant 
to students from ethnically diverse populations (Talbot, 2018). In this 
article I discuss how jazz ensemble directors are uniquely situated to 
provide opportunities for culturally responsive teaching and learning 
via the instructional technique of peer mentoring.

Culturally Responsive Teaching

Culturally responsive teaching requires 
teachers to have a solid understanding 
of the cultural diversity of students 
in the music classroom. Culturally 
responsive teaching “is defined as using the 
cultural characteristics, experiences, and 
perspectives of ethnically diverse students 
as conduits for teaching them more 
effectively” (Gay, 2002, p. 106). Through 
culturally responsive teaching practices, 
jazz ensemble directors can connect to the 
lived experiences and backgrounds of their 
students for more meaningful learning. 
As the jazz ensemble directors reading this 
article are already aware, it is important 
to increase one’s knowledge about cultural 
diversity, including curriculum content, 
modeling caring learning communities, 
communicating with ethnically diverse 
students, and including ethnic diversity 
when teaching (Gay, 2002). It is also 
important for jazz ensemble directors to 
gain knowledge (what Geneva Gay calls 
explicit knowledge) about the cultural 
characteristics of their students. Culturally 

responsive teaching “requires an approach 
to teaching and learning that goes beyond 
the surface of understanding and explores 
the complex nature of learning” (Lind 
& McKoy, 2016, p. 31). Peer mentoring 
provides opportunities for students to share 
their experiences and perspectives, which 
can help them and their jazz ensemble 
directors develop a stronger connection to 
subject matter.

Peer Mentoring

Peer mentoring is a common instructional 
technique in school music programs and 
can include students running sectionals, 
offering one-on-one help, or serving as 
student leaders assisting with classroom 
management (Goodrich, 2018). Peer 

mentoring can occur in dyads (one-on-one 
mentoring) and with three or more students 
(group mentoring). Peer mentoring in 
jazz ensembles harkens back to how jazz 
musicians originally learned to play jazz in 
the early days of the music (e.g., Goodrich, 
2008, 2007). 

Research indicates that the role of the 
music teacher is important with creating 
peer mentoring opportunities where 
students can share their knowledge and 
experiences (e.g., Goodrich, 2018). Not 
only does peer mentoring help students 
elevate their performance levels and overall 
comprehension of subject matter (Darrow 
et al., 2005), the interactions that occur 
during peer mentoring provide opportuni-
ties for students to share their knowledge 
and experiences, and jazz ensemble 
directors can gain additional insights into 
their cultural backgrounds.

Research indicates that students learn 
during the process of peer mentoring (e.g., 
Johnson, 2015). Under the guidance of 
the jazz ensemble director, who can set 
up directives for learning about cultural 
backgrounds, students can gain knowledge 
about their ethnically diverse peers when 
they mentor each other. Student mentors 
can assist the jazz ensemble director with 
delivering instruction that is culturally 
responsive, using four components of 
individualized instruction: learning each 
students’ interests, creating learning 
opportunities for each student based upon 
these interests, scaffolding learning through 
peer interactions, and monitoring student 
progress (Pretti-Frontczak & Briker, 
2004). As jazz ensemble directors guide 
student mentors through the process of 
learning about the cultural backgrounds 
and learning styles of students, the student 
mentors can help the director with provid-
ing meaningful delivery of instruction. In 
differentiated instruction, jazz ensemble 
directors can identify the needs of ethni-
cally diverse students in the jazz ensemble 
and address those needs by presenting 
learning activities in conjunction with 
student mentors that create meaningful 
learning experiences for all students in the 
ensemble (Tomlinson & Kalbfleisch, 1998).

Reflection is also an important part of peer 

Research indicates 
that students learn 
during the process  
of peer mentoring.
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mentoring, and the jazz ensemble director 
can help students to debrief and share what 
they are learning. This could occur in 
face-to-face meetings and through journal-
ing, reflection-in-action (reflecting as peer 
mentoring occurs), and reflection-on-action 
(reflecting after peer mentoring). Through 
this process, jazz ensemble directors can 
learn more about not only what the student 
mentors are learning about music, but also 
about the backgrounds of both mentors 
and mentees to help them become more 
culturally responsive teachers.

Socialization, or the interactions that 
occur during peer mentoring, provides 
opportunities for students to engage in 
verbal and nonverbal interactions. During 
verbal interactions, students can share their 
cultural backgrounds with each other. 
With nonverbal interactions, students can 
potentially share their musical interests via 
performing music from their backgrounds. 
During peer mentoring, “learning is 
empowering when it brings learners front 
and center in the learning process, chal-
lenges them to engage in new ways and take 
ownership of their learning, fosters their 
self-efficacy and continually values their 
culturally situated knowledge” (Lind & 
McKoy, 2016, p. 32). Through socialization 
students from ethnically diverse popula-
tions can begin to learn about each other’s 
cultural backgrounds, which can inform 
all students in the music classroom. During 
this process, and under the guidance of the 
jazz ensemble director, the teacher learns, 
too, and in turn can help design learning 
opportunities that are culturally responsive 
and meet the needs of ethnically diverse 
students.

Transformative Learning

One of the primary benefits of using peer 
mentoring to aid with culturally responsive 
teaching is that it can lead to transformative 
learning practices in the jazz ensemble. Not 
only can the jazz ensemble director learn 
more about the cultural backgrounds of 
their students, but through peer mentoring 
students can have a voice in contributing 
to their learning. In culturally responsive 
teaching, mastery of content knowledge on 
behalf of the teacher is vitally important. 
Jazz ensemble directors already program 
repertoire by composers from a wide array 

of cultural backgrounds, such as Duke 
Ellington, Charles Mingus, Tito Puente, 
and Toshiko Akiyoshi. The repertoire 
provides opportunities for ethnically 
diverse students to perform music by 
composers that they can identify with. 
With repertoire rich in ethnic and cultural 
diversity, students can help each other via 
peer mentoring to elevate their performance 
levels when learning music.

When students engage with each other 
during peer mentoring, their sense of 
feeling like they belong to a peer group 
that understands and supports their needs 

is heightened (e.g., Stanton-Salazar 2011). 
This sense of belonging enables social trans-
formation that begins with the students in 
the jazz ensemble, and can then transform 
the jazz ensemble director’s knowledge 
about the cultural backgrounds of the 
students (e.g., Reed-Hendon 2013). Thus, 
as the jazz ensemble director establishes 
goals for learning that are designed to 
enhance students contributions to learning 
about what they value, their peers and 
teachers also value their contributions, and 
a learning environment is created where all 
students can learn how to value the cultural 
needs and experiences of ethnically diverse 
students. This can help ethnically diverse 
students to feel empowered with learning 
(Chow et al 2003). For this to happen, the 
jazz ensemble director plays an important 
role with establishing an environment of 
trust. Thus, the peer mentoring system 
holds potential to become self-perpetuating, 

where mentees eventually become mentors. 
Peer mentoring then contributes to a more 
inclusive music classroom environment 
that helps nurture the growth of each 
student towards sharing their knowledge 
and experiences with learning in the music 
classroom. Through the jazz ensemble 
director’s repertoire choices, using indi-
vidualized and differentiated instruction, 
and with establishing an environment of 
trust, culturally responsive teaching can 
transform learners with helping them to 
develop their knowledge and skills in a 
learning environment where they feel their 
contributions are valued.

Concluding Remarks

Because culturally responsive teaching is 
a perspective that values different cultural 
backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives 
that contribute to meaningful learning, 
peer mentors can serve as a conduit for 
understanding what students are interested 
in and their diverse backgrounds. Peer 
mentoring, then, can aid with “improving 
the school success of ethnically diverse 
students through culturally responsive 
teaching” (Gay, 2002, p. 106).

Although the focus of this article is on 
peer mentoring in jazz ensembles, these 
ideas can work in an ensemble of any size. 
Thus, the peer mentoring that begins in 
a jazz ensemble can become a conduit for 
ethnically diverse students to share what 
they know and value in other ensembles in 
the school music program. The advantage 
to starting this process towards culturally 
responsive teaching in a small ensemble 
is that it involves guiding a smaller group 
of students. Then, as students acclimate 
to peer mentoring and trust is established, 
they can begin mentoring each other 
towards heightened cultural awareness in 
all of the ensembles in the school music 
program. •
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I hope everyone had a good beginning of the year, no matter how 
strange it may have been. I would like to start by thanking Anne 
Fiske for serving as the MAJE secretary and Southeast District 
host for the past several years. Ann stepped down as secretary a 
few months ago. She has been a valuable member of the executive 
board and will be greatly missed. We are now welcoming Holly 
Gallant as our new secretary. Holly works in the Wilmington 
school system and we are extremely excited to have her on the 
MAJE executive board. Welcome Holly!

President’s Message
By Joseph Mulligan, MAJE President

MA JE

This year JEN (Jazz Education 
Network) is hosting its 12th Annual 
Conference completely online. This 
year’s conference is entitled Beyond 
the Notes and is running from January 
6th-9th. Check out the schedule of great 
artists, educators and performances at 
www.jazzednet.org

2020-2021 Festival Schedule  
Announcement

The MAJE Board met in September 
and decided to postpone our regular 
festival format this year. We are looking 

into possibly having some type of 
recorded evaluations or live outdoor 
performances in the spring. Information 
will be forthcoming and will be found 
online at: www.majazzed.org.

If you have any questions or would 
like to get more involved in MAJE 
please feel free to contact me at joseph.
mulligan@reading.k12.ma.us

Best wishes to everyone for a great year,

Joseph P. Mulligan, M.A.J.E. President
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New Music Educators:  
Challenges, Successes, and New Ideas
By Ruth Debrot and Nicholas Quigley, Boston University

The following article is based on a session presented at the MMEA All-State Conference  
in Boston on March 7, 2020.

We all have an idea of the educator we would like to be, but often 
there are overwhelming barriers to us achieving that goal—barri-
ers that are not related to our content or pedagogical knowledge. 
New music educators, in particular, face challenges they were not 
prepared for. These challenges include finding individual support 
within their school and district, developing classroom management 
procedures relative to individual district policies, strategies for work-
ing with administrators, and navigating school culture and climate. 

According to the Massachusetts Depart-
ment of Elementary and Secondary 
Education (DESE), approximately 87% of 
teachers were retained statewide between 
the 2016–17 and 2017–18 school years 
(Massachusetts DESE, 2019). Retention 
varied by district. Of particular concern, 
some communities characterized by lower 
socioeconomic status reported overall reten-
tion rates of less than 40% (Massachusetts 
DESE, 2019). This data suggests that new 
teachers require better support systems and 
mentoring.

More than 25 students, teachers, and 
administrators attended our community-
based session at MMEA All-State. We 
shared stories and offered new ideas. 
The focus was on developing strategies 
for educational well-being and teacher 
retention. We discussed ways to invigorate 
practice, better serve students and col-
leagues, and foster a prolonged and healthy, 
artistic career of service to the profession. 
The dialogue centered on four questions 
relating to peripheral elements of teaching, 
rather than on musical or pedagogical 
content knowledge.

To establish a safe and welcoming 
environment, we offered a casual opening 
to the session. Participants were invited to 
brainstorm their thoughts on papers posted 

around the room. There were guiding 
questions to stimulate critical thinking 
and orient attendees to our discussion. 
During this time, facilitators interacted 
and engaged participants in individual and 
small-group conversations. The goal was 
to take cues and adapt the discussion for 
participants.

During the introduction, Nick contrasted 
his first-year teaching experience with his 
present position to provide context. After 
Nick’s presentation, participants were 
invited to discuss their responses to guiding 
questions. The discussion centered on 
shared stories and solutions. The conversa-
tion was upbeat, full of humor, and helpful. 
We received unanimous verbal consent to 
share the thoughts and ideas shared during 
the session in order to assist others in the 
context of this journal article. Here are 
some of the responses:

• What are the right supports new teachers 
really need?  
Participants described how they learned 
to develop successful classroom manage-
ment strategies. It was stressed that the 
process of creating management strate-
gies must be done on a case-by-case basis. 
More experienced educators encouraged 
new teachers to solicit observations 
from trusted colleagues—not just their 

administrators—to receive feedback and 
streamline the process of creating and 
refining management strategies. 
Many participants agreed that profes-
sional development on special education, 
social-emotional learning, and teaching 
students with trauma would benefit their 
practice. This was a particularly passion-
ate subject for many participants, some of 
whom claimed to have either very little or 
no formal education on the subjects. In 
addition to seeking professional develop-
ment, experienced educators in the ses-
sion encouraged new teachers to connect 
with special education teachers in their 
school or district to better understand 
504 Plans, IEPs, and to better scaffold 
students with special needs.

• How can new teachers improve their 
management skills?  
Someone suggested writing down de-
tailed professional practice goals and then 
creating a checklist to monitor progress 
toward these goals. This strategy is close-
ly aligned with the Massachusetts teacher 
evaluation system. The documentation 
of professional goal-setting can serve as 
an effective strategy for communicating a 
new teacher’s professional needs to evalu-
ators in language and constructs that the 
administrator can easily understand. 

Reflection and maintaining a growth 
mindset are fundamental components 
for professional development. The 
participants in the session overwhelm-
ingly recommended videotaping lessons 
and conducting critical self-reflections. 
Video recording is an efficient means of 
gathering evidence, if approached with 
mindfulness. Video recordings make it 
possible to solicit feedback from other 
teachers, who may not have time to visit 
in person. Reflection and being receptive 
to feedback is a way to demonstrate to 
others that you are deliberately working 
toward professional growth and being 
successful in the classroom. 

Positive reinforcement is a strategy that 
encourages good behavior and builds 
healthy relationships in the classroom 
and community. For new teachers, this 
may be difficult in the midst of a busy 
classroom. However, during the session 
it was suggested that positive postcards 
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are an effective way to reinforce good 
behavior. Mailing notes or postcards 
directly to the students’ homes reinforces 
desirable behavior and facilitates posi-
tive communication between school and 
community. Postcards and other forms of 
communication may be used as evidence 
for Indicator III: Family and Community 
engagement, a requirement of the Mas-
sachusetts educator evaluation system.

• What are strategies for working with 
administrators?  
Participants focused on positive stories 
and solutions. Solutions were focused on 
clarity and mutual understanding. An 
administrator who joined the conversa-
tion encouraged new teachers to not only 
contact them when problems arise, but to 
be proactive and engaged in the problem-
solving process. It was highly encouraged 
that new teachers bring possible solutions 
to the table when discussing professional 
concerns and issues. 

A first-year teacher in the session empha-
sized that clarity is vital when working 
with administrators, especially since 
many school personnel do not have a 
musical background. It is incumbent on 
educators to use very specific nontech-
nical language, check for comprehen-
sion, and emphasize the importance for 
student learning outcomes. 

Conversely, new teachers should seek 
clarity from their administrators re-
garding expectations and goals. Clear 
guidelines allow teachers to be proactive 
in their own professional development 
and manage new initiatives. An experi-
enced educator encouraged new teachers 
to fight for what they truly think will 
positively impact students—in particular 
student-centered activities or student-
focused initiatives. The takeaway from 
this portion of the discussion was: “If you 
believe it is best for kids (not adults), then 
advocate for it.”

• How can new teachers learn to navigate 
school culture and climate?  
It is important for new teachers to engage 
and become involved in their school in 
ways that extend beyond the classroom. 
Participants overwhelmingly emphasized 
that new teachers make themselves visible 

by volunteering for committees, being 
class advisors, chaperoning dances, and 
attending schoolwide student and staff 
events during and after school. This 
includes volunteering for lunch duty or 
attending sports events. Attempt to know 
students outside of the regular academic 
setting.

New teachers shared the importance of 
asking questions and listening to the advice 
of more experienced teachers. They em-
phasized staying positive, even if it means 
avoiding the teacher lunchroom when there 
is a culture of negativity. New teachers can 
have a positive influence on their school 
culture and climate by modeling respect-
ful behavior for students and fellow staff 
members.

Concluding thoughts and next steps 

There were more participants than we 
expected, which suggested that developing 
support strategies for new music educators 
may be a critical concern in the profession. 
We heard from a range of in-service and 
pre-service teachers and administrators 
from urban and suburban settings. The 
conversation, in response to the prompts we 
gave, was overwhelmingly positive, friendly, 
and supportive. We were encouraged 
that the conversation remained solution-
oriented.

Based on this report, we recommend mea-
sures we feel should be considered. MMEA 
may consider expanding the Embracing the 
New Music Educator program to include 
educators beyond the Greater Boston 
area by implementing additional support 
systems. These supports might include live-
streaming ETNME meetings, a website or 
blog dedicated to sharing resources, and a 
social media group dedicated to connecting 
new music educators. The program may 
also be expanded by recruiting experienced 
volunteers who are willing to provide 
mentorship—either in-person or via video 
conference—to new teachers in remote 
locations. Furthermore, MMEA may 
consider sponsoring a new music educator 
series annually at the All-State Conference.

The goal of equity is essential. As the 
data from the Massachusetts DESE data 

suggests, the issue of teacher retention is 
primarily an issue for lower SES schools 
and districts where resources may be scarce 
and SEL supports are in high demand. All 
students deserve a robust music program at 
their school. In turn, new music teachers 
are worthy of professional fulfillment, 
support, and a stable workplace. More 
should be done to facilitate prolonged, 
healthy careers in school settings. When 
stakeholders and professional organizations 
such as the MMEA work together, issues 
surrounding teacher retention may begin to 
improve. • 
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Strategies and Tools to Make Music 
Electives Work for EL Students
By Meaghan O’Connor-Vince

English learner (EL) students, like many other cultures and subgroups 
in our schools, experience a variety of challenges, including isolation 
and difficulties in their learning—difficulties that have been exacer-
bated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Electives such as Music Technology 
and History of Music classes typicaly fulfill a student’s arts/music credit 
requirement for graduation and, as such, pull students from across 
the general school population. EL enrollment in these classes gener-
ally comes from a range in EL proficiency, levels 1-6 on the WIDA 
Proficiency Scale, which lists levels of development in English language 
proficiency. Some of these EL students may also have a 504 or an IEP. 
With the right tools and resources, we can help EL students overcome 
challenges and create an incredible connection with other students that 
bypasses language barriers. This article offers ideas, tips, and tricks 
in an effort to build strong relationships with these students and help 
them achieve their fullest potential.

Recently, I completed my SEI 15 PDP 
(Professional Development Points) require-
ment in a summer course, where I was 
introduced to WIDA, an organization that 
supports EL students with tools, standards, 
and resources for English learners. From 
their mission statement:

WIDA advances academic language develop-
ment and academic achievement for children 
and youth who are culturally and linguisti-

cally diverse through high quality standards, 
assessments, research and professional learning 
for educators. (https://wida.wisc.edu/about/
mission-history)

A handout of this class,  “WIDA Go-To 
Strategies for ELLs,” listed a number of 
approaches to read EL students, and among 
these were several that highlighted the 
music-language correlation. This year, I 
have applied many of these strategies with 

TECHNOLOGY

my own EL students in my Music Technol-
ogy, History of Rock & Roll, and History 
of Hip-Hop courses, and below are some 
that I have found most useful.

Structured Note Taking

This learning strategy is useful for ELLs, 
because it helps them to record content 
and academic vocabulary in note form on 
a graphic. The teacher selects a graphic 
organizer that reflects the structure of the 
original text: for example, chronology, cause/
effect, compare/contrast. The teacher gradu-
ally introduces a variety of graphic organizers 
throughout the year. The teacher demonstrates 
the note-taking format using target academic 
vocabulary. Students copy these graphics on 
smaller versions, which can then be used 
for self-study. Teachers can also encourage 
students to use the graphics for summarizing 
and as a model for future content units or 
texts. 

T-Charts: I have not used a “T-Chart” in the 
traditional sense, but I have used compare 
and contrast concepts throughout my 
teaching, comparing artists, songs, and 
genres using Venn diagrams and other 

“charts” for comparison purposes. It’s also 
great to use music from varying cultures for 
exposure and inclusion purposes.

Canva: Canva is a free program to help 
teachers make visually compelling and 
useful infographics among other helpful 
visuals for students. www.canva.com

Vocabulary Teaching Strategies

WIDA suggests a variety of vocabulary 
teaching strategies, the most helpful of 
which are below:

Cognates: Teachers use cognates in content 
classes to increase comprehension and 
learning of academic and technical vocabu-
lary. Cognates are foreign words that share 
roots with English words (herbivore/her-
bivoro, invertebrate/invertebrado). Students 
who speak languages that share roots with 
English (e.g., Spanish, Portuguese, French, 
German) will benefit from this strategy.  
I have translated worksheets that I provide 
to students, along with the English version. 
I encourage students to gradually “wean” 
off the translated document as we become 
more familiar with music vocabulary. 
Students are also presented musical terms, 
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rooted in Italian, which may have some 
similar language characteristics to their 
own languages.

Word/Picture Banks: Word banks are 
provided on “listening worksheets,” provid-
ing musical adjectives and instruments for 
students to select.

Reading Strategies

Choral Reading: Students are provided a 
text/article summary of a genre’s history. If 
short, I read aloud to students, or if longer, 
I have the students take turns and/or 
alternate between teacher/student.

Picture Walks: Previewing pictures that 
appear in a text can activate a student’s prior 
learning. The teacher displays the pictures in 
the text in order, and as each picture is shown, 
the teacher questions students about what they 
see, prompting them to make inferences about 
what is happening in the picture and in the 
text as a whole. The teacher may also preview 
graphs, charts, photographs, text glosses, and 
other text enhancing graphics. The picture 
walk provides an opportunity to introduce 
critical academic vocabulary needed for 
comprehension of the text.  
I have had students participate in “picture 
walks” while prompting them to write an 
essay on musical history. They are usually 
also provided a graphic organizer of some 
sort.

Story Maps: These graphic organizers visually 
illustrate and isolate the critical elements 
of a narrative: setting, characters, problem, 
resolution, conclusion. The graphic reduces 
the language elements of the story and 
scaffolds comprehension. The teacher prepares 
the graphic on a chart and provides a smaller 
version for each student. After reading the 
narrative, the teacher defines each element 
and demonstrates how to find that element in 
the story and write it on the story map on the 
chart. Students record the teacher’s answers on 
their own individual versions. 

One of the projects I do with students is 
analyzing a “Concept Album.” Students 
listen, research, write, and present their 
findings of an album of their choosing 
using the Story Plot Map.

Teacher Read Aloud: This reading strategy 
provides a model of proficient reading and 
a means to provide content for ELLs who 

cannot yet read at the level of the text. The 
teacher typically provides background 
information about the text and activates 
what the students already know about the 
topic. 

Students are provided a text/article 
summary of a genre’s history. If short, I 
read aloud to students or if longer, have 
the students take turns and/or alternate 
between myself and the students. I also 
interject when I see that additional context 
is needed, or direct students to another 
reference/material.

Writing Strategies

Graphic Organizers for Writing: I have 
provided students with graphic organizers 
and writing prompts for essay writing. I 
have also provided graphic organizers for 
listening to different artists and comparing 
works.

Ticket to Leave/Exit Ticket: I have previ-
ously used this as a way to check student 
understanding about a new musical 
concept or vocabulary.

In addition to these strategies, I encourage 
educators to check out WIDA and their 
resources. The project is cited at the end of 
this article. (Levine et al. #46–69)

Online Tools

In addition to these strategies, I have 
also explored a number of musical tools, 
especially during the hybrid teaching 
schedule during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
These include: 

Soundtrap: Using an online DAW is the 
perfect way to have students create music 
during remote/hybrid learning. Students 
can work on their projects on any device 
at any time. Soundtrap also has the option 
to switch languages. I’ve had multiple 
students show tremendous growth after 
switching to their native language. Current 
languages listed: English, Spanish, German, 
French, Portuguese, Portugese (Brazilian 
Dialect), and Swedish.

YouTube: Like many teachers, I’ve been 
using Screencastify for computer and video 
tutorials. When I prompt students with 
a new project I present the project with 
directions, but I have also already recorded 
directions in a Screencastify video. I have 

uploaded all my tutorials to YouTube, 
where students can change the caption 
language. The captions are by no means 
perfect, but offer the students the opportu-
nity to visually see directions with captions 
for better understanding of context. Also 
students can pause the video and try a new 
concept and continue to learn through 
alternating, watching, and creating.

TalkingPoints: Communication with 
families and students has been difficult 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. I often 
find students overwhelmed with e-mails, to 
the point where some students have totally 
shut down and ignore any communication 
via e-mail. During the spring my school’s 
EL director told me about TalkingPoints, a 
translation app that has been life changing. 
In the spring I used it with only my EL 
students, but now I use it with all of my 
students. The app is similar to Remind, 
designed to text students and families with 
information, reminders, and general com-
munication. You simply set the language 
that each contact needs, the family receives 
messages in their native language, and I 
continue to receive English translations. 
Moving communication from e-mail to text 
messages promotes easier communication 
from students and families.

Google Translate: While it is good to 
be wary of translating portals, Google 
Translate has improved greatly, and a 
teacher can easily paste an assignment in 
Google Translate and share with a student 
if clarity for your student is a concern. If 
ever worried, you should share with your 
designated EL professionals in your district 
to be sure that items have translated 
correctly. I have also asked students to keep 
Google Translate open on an iPad or other 
device while working on class projects so 
that they can continue to gain indepen-
dence while working on their own.

Cultural Awareness as a Strategy

Though I have listed a number of helpful 
strategies and tools, reaching EL students 
isn’t just about strategies. It’s also about 
culture. As music educators, it’s crucial 
that we present various cultures and styles 
of music within the appropriate context, 
within and outside of our current curricula. 
When choosing music, we should ask the 
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following questions: What music reflects 
the makeup of our students? What is the 
historical context of that genre? What does 
that genre look like today? Did it influence 
other genres of music? These are all crucial 
questions when researching and actively 
trying to debunk the “single story” ideal. 
The “single story” concept is that Chimam-
anda Ngozi Adichie beautifully presents 
in one of her Ted Talks. In her Ted Talk 
she shares a story of her arrival at a college 
in the United States as an African student. 
Her American roommate was shocked to 
find that she listened to Mariah Carey, not 
just traditional indigenous African music 
(Adichie). Music educators are quick to 

“cover” a culture with one type of music or 
one song, but what else are we presenting 
to students along with the song selection or 
genre? Are we presenting the culture with 
only one narrative? How are these cultures 
and genres of music seen today? What is 
the connection between the cultures past 
and present?

With the beginning of this school year, I 
found myself reflecting on how I wanted 
to combat the myth of the “single story.” 
I shared a quote with my students that I 
recently heard while listening to one of 
my favorite podcasts, “Dissect” by Cole 
Cuchna. This is the final episode of his 

“Lemonade” season by Beyoncé.

“Music demands us to listen, truly listen to 
someone sharing their experience and perspec-
tive, and to truly listen requires the listener 
to enter the conversation with empathy. The 
ability to set aside what you feel, in an honest 
attempt to understand how someone else feels. 
Music is a great practitioner and conveyor of 
this principle, of course because inherently the 
act of consuming music is one of listening. But 
also because music makes us feel, viscerally 
and emotionally perhaps more than any other 
art form. . . . And when you combine this 
with true concentrated empathic listening, 
that’s when you understand the power of art 
to connect us, to transform us, because to see 
and feel the world through eyes of another 
will undoubtedly change how you move in the 
world, it will impact the decisions you make 
because you have a better understanding of 
how your decisions affect others.” (Cuchna)

Music can be the window through which 
to view another’s perspective. We can battle 

the “single story” with music, providing 
historical and cultural context connecting 
the music to the present day. We can 
provide cultural perspective by presenting 
a culture’s realities through their music. 
Using music from the cultures represented 
in our classrooms can help students feel 
validated. This will also provide a solid 
foundation of trust and reassurance that 
their music and culture matters, which 
ultimately will create a safe space and 
promote academic achievement beyond the 
music classroom.

EL students continue to grow in our school 
populations. It’s essential as music educa-
tors we are aware of the tools that are in our 
reach. EL students bring unique perspec-
tives to our classes and should be celebrated. 
They can be an incredible perspective in 
music and can be a tremendous asset to 
their peers’ understanding of one another. 
With the right supports and resources, we 
can help our EL population thrive in the 
music classroom. • 
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L ARGE MUNICIPALIT IES

MMEJ is 
pleased to 
welcome Tony 
Beatrice to 
the editorial 
board. Tony is 
the executive 

director for the arts in the 
Boston Public Schools. As 
managing editor, I’m delighted 
that he will head up our new 
“Large Municipalities” column. 
For more than ten years, this 
column was previously called, 
“Urban Music Education,” and 
was an outlet for the Urban 
Music Educators’ Coalition 
(UMEC), whose mission is to 
improve access to music instruc-
tion for Boston children. While 
this column always focused 
on issues that were larger than 
just Boston, we are renaming 
the column to more formally 
acknowledge and respond to the 
many other large municipalities 
in the state. Also, we removed 
the term “urban,” as over time 
it has become a catchphrase for 
a host of racial stereotypes. For 
further reading on the evolving 
use of the term “urban,” I 
suggest this great article from 
Forbes: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/
jemimamcevoy/2020/06/10/
heres-how-urban-a-term-
plagued-by-racial-stereotypes-
came-to-be-used-to-describe-
black-musicians/

Introducing  
Large  
Municipalites  
Editor  
Tony Beatrice
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/jemimamcevoy/2020/06/10/heres-how-urban-a-term-plagued-by-racial-stereotypes-came-to-be-used-to-describe-black-musicians/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jemimamcevoy/2020/06/10/heres-how-urban-a-term-plagued-by-racial-stereotypes-came-to-be-used-to-describe-black-musicians/
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This statement was our call to action. We 
partnered with our Office of Opportunity 
Gaps to help give us guidance throughout 
our journey. Since 2017, we have engaged 
in multiple working groups to challenge 
our curriculum and ourselves. You can 
find specific examples of our work in this 
Google slideshow. We have made mistakes 
and we have had successes. The informa-
tion in this article captures the essence of 
this work. We are by no means finished 
but we hope this will give you a template to 
address cultural responsiveness in your own 
music classroom.

Create a Book Club

We believe that engaging in book clubs 
can help educators examine their personal 
biases to become aware of the ways in 
which their own cultural experiences 
influence the learning environments that 
they create for students. We are now in our 
fourth cohort of a five-month-long book 
study utilizing the texts below. Educators 
read the books, answer key questions, and 

create a problem of practice to address in 
their music instruction. Many authors now 
include reflection questions at the end of 
each chapter or on a supplemental portal 
like Ibram X. Kendi’s website. Our book 
club always includes a Zoom meeting 
with author Dr. Bettina Love, giving our 
educators an opportunity to ask tough 
questions in a safe space. Find a group of 
educators and do your own book club! Ask 
your administration if they can award your 
professional development points to help 
with your recertification. Though this is 
step 1 of our process, reading and learning 
is continuous.

BPS Arts Book Club Texts:

• We Want to Do More Than Survive, 
Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit for 
Educational Freedom by Bettina L. Love

• How to Be an Anti-Racist by Ibram X. 
Kendi

• Anti-Bias Education for Young Children 
and Ourselves by Julie Olsen Edwards 
and Louise Derman-Sparks

L ARGE MUNICIPALIT IES

An Introduction to Building  
Cultural Responsiveness  
in the Boston Public Schools  
Music Department
By Tony Beatrice, Executive Director for the Arts, Boston Public Schools

In 2016, the Boston Public Schools began its journey in cultural 
and linguistic responsiveness, declaring:

It is important that our curriculum connects to our students’ cultural 
schema and affirms/admires their backgrounds, identities, and 
experiences. Eurocentric views of education from English and history 
to mathematics and the arts, must not hold the lion’s share of the 
curriculum and/or go unchallenged by other viewpoints. This calls for a 
decolonization of the curriculum so that we grow our catalog of perspec-
tives/canons and topics of study while also acknowledging the bias that 
has surrounded information taught in American schools (Boston being 
no different) since compulsory education began.

• Culturally Responsive Teaching in 
Music Education: From Understanding 
to Application by Vicki R. Lind and 
Constance McKoy

• It’s OK to Say They: Tips for Educator 
Allies of Transgender and Nonbinary 
Students by Christy Whittlesey

Hit the Stop Button on Racist Songs!

Did you know that songs like “Eenie, 
Meenie, Miney, Mo” and “Jimmy Crack 
Corn” trace back to slavery and minstrelsy? 
Music educator Lauren McDougle created 
a crowd-sourced Google document titled 
Songs With a Questionable Past.

McDougal states: 
Songs with racist or derogatory terms 
or themes may not be suitable in a K–12 
educational setting, or in twenty-first-
century social and professional settings. In 
the nineteenth and twentieth century, some 
problematic terms were used as common 
vernacular. Other times, like with many 
minstrel songs, the words or original 
performance context were used with the 
intent to degrade or mock. Frequently, 
if the song or text’s beginnings were 
problematic, over time it was modified and 
sanitized for broader consumption in song 
collections and recordings.

McDougal’s resource doc is a great entry 
point to begin researching the historical 
contexts of songs. As seen on many music 
educator Facebook groups since last 
winter, we all have different opinions of 
which songs are deemed inappropriate for 
classroom use. Reflecting with what you 
learn in texts from Dr. Bettina Love or Dr. 
Ibram Kendi can give you a more informed 
understanding of just why we must stop 
singing these songs immediately.

We are now partnering with our history 
department and the organization Fac-
ing History to help build professional 
development and curriculum for teachers 
to include racist songs as a discussion for 
bias in an age-appropriate manner that 
also fits within the BPS history curriculum. 
This will help our students build their own 
capacity for building a critical awareness 
of bias that will potentially translate into 
activism.

BACK TO TOP

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/13hyuf2_X-99zy1vESBemFxZ2mcSHSGLJqSkv5kF4CRk/edit?usp=sharing
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5913d00603596e07853ef761/t/5dc37dafd013963f1c034404/1573092786304/bookclubkit.ANTIRACIST.pdf
https://www.dictionary.com/e/american-childrens-rhyme-isnt-american/
https://www.dictionary.com/e/american-childrens-rhyme-isnt-american/
https://www.dictionary.com/e/american-childrens-rhyme-isnt-american/
https://doyouremember.com/117577/jimmy-crack-corn-song-meaning-dark
https://doyouremember.com/117577/jimmy-crack-corn-song-meaning-dark
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1q1jVGqOgKxfiUZ8N3oz0warXefGIJill2Xha-3X5nUY/edit
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Step 3: Gaining Awareness of Cultural Appro-
priation vs. Cultural Appreciation

We are at a crossroads in music education. 
As we try to navigate a healthier balance 
between Western European music and 
that of a more multicultural perspective, 
we must proceed with care and attention 
to understanding the difference between 
cultural appropriation and cultural 
appreciation. We recommend watching 
Danielle Bainbridge’s explanation of 
cultural appropriation in this Origin of 
Everything video.

Tokenism, tourist curriculum, and 
stereotyping has been rampant in music 
education. One of the most important 
things we have learned in the BPS music 
department is just how important it is to 
make sure we are being as authentic as pos-
sible when presenting a piece of music from 
a certain culture and that we should never 
stop that research. Dr. Bettina Love goes 
further in her book We Want To Do More 
Than Survive, Abolitionist Teaching and the 
Pursuit for Educational Freedom, exclaiming 
that “teachers of all backgrounds walk into 
classrooms never studying the history or 
the culture of the children they are going 
to teach. So, how can teachers be culturally 
relevant when they have not studied 
culture? Culture does not simply fall from 
the sky . . . teachers should be required to 
study culture.”

We now reach out to cultural bearers for 
guidance and professional development. 
We have found success contacting cultural 
organizations and asking if anyone in their 
organization would be willing to provide 
professional development not only focused 
on music, but also a deep dive into the 
culture that goes beyond holiday traditions 
and favorite foods.

Remember when I mentioned in the 
opening that we have had failures? When 
we first began this journey we hired a PD 
provider who claimed to have authentic 
knowledge of various cultures through dual 
degrees in ethnomusicology and music 
education. Unfortunately the PD ended 
up being a complete disaster with both the 
music and cultures deeply misrepresented. 
That was an area of growth for us, and we 

made a decision going forward that we 
must have actual cultural bearers providing 
us professional development.

We have since partnered with organizations 
such as the African Community Economic 
Development of New England, Castle of 
Our Skins, and Grooversity for professional 
development. Additionally, the Boston 
University Global Music Festival partnered 
with the BU ethnomusicology and music 
education departments to offer us an 
amazing professional development for our 
music teachers with Gamelan Çudamani 
Ensemble from Bali. I highly recommend 
attending this festival that occurs each fall, 
as it brings in performers from all over the 
world. Aside from multiple days of concerts, 
there are small intimate workshops with 
each group to learn more and ask questions.

Step 4. Audit Your Curriculum and Materials 
with the 7 Forms of Instructional Bias Tool

The 7 Forms of Instructional Bias Tool 
assists in analyzing instructional materials 
for bias. This includes invisibility, 
stereotyping, imbalance/selectivity, 
unreality: rose colored glasses, linguistic 
bias, and cosmetic bias.

Dr. Rubine Sims Bishop combats the bias 
of invisibility with the mantra of stories 
needing mirrors, windows, and sliding 
glass doors.

Dr. Bishop states:

“Books are sometimes windows, offering 
views of worlds that may be real or 
imagined, familiar or strange. These 
windows are also sliding glass doors, and 
readers have only to walk through in 
imagination to become part of whatever 
world has been created and recreated by 
the author. When lighting conditions 
are just right, however, a window can 
also be a mirror. Literature transforms 
human experience and reflects it back to 
us, and in that reflection we can see our 
own lives and experiences as part of the 
larger human experience. Reading, then, 
becomes a means of self-affirmation, and 
readers often seek their mirrors in books.”

We have completed the 7 Forms of Instruc-
tional Bias audit on our curriculum texts 
and sent letters to publishers detailing the 

biases we have found. One company did a 
complete redesign of its software after we 
made them aware that the majority of the 
100+ photos in the curriculum were mainly 
white musicians. Not all vendors will 
make changes unless we rally as a music 
education community and demand it. We 
have dropped a few vendors in the BPS for 
not changing the curriculum materials after 
they promised they would. The reasons dig 
deeper for companies that lack diversity in 
its workplace.

While observing elementary music educa-
tors I recognized that many were utilizing 
read-aloud texts that were primarily 
comprised of white characters. We needed 
an immediate change in these instructional 
materials. As a result we asked Dr. Suzanne 
Hall of Temple University to provide 
professional development on culturally 
responsive read-alouds in the music 
classroom. We purchased all of the books 
for the teachers to use immediately in their 
classrooms.

Sometimes we just need to come up with 
instructional materials from scratch. For 
example, we had high school visual art 
students create new folk song posters for 
our elementary general music classrooms. 
We also just completed a four-year project 
composing our own beginner band 
method book that embraces multiple 
genres of music and has a strong focus on 
improvisation.

Diversifying the composers we select in our 
classroom is an area of growth for all of 
us (including vendors). New organizations 
have been created in the last couple of years 
to address this issue. You can read more on 
our blog about how Maggie McKenna of 
the Boston Latin School had her students 
utilize the Institute for CoInstitute for 
Composer Diversity to select songs to 
rehearse and perform. These organizations 
should not have to do all of the work 
however. We should continue calling on 
vendors to immediately address the lack of 
diverse representation of composers in their 
catalogues.

It is both upsetting and very important 
that we call out a history of cultural 
appropriation that occurs when composers 
utilize pen names in order to monetize off 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VQgF1f557YY&t=1s
http://bostonpartners.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/16-OOAG-Seven-Forms-of-Bias-Poster-1.pdf
https://scenicregional.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Mirrors-Windows-and-Sliding-Glass-Doors.pdf
https://scenicregional.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Mirrors-Windows-and-Sliding-Glass-Doors.pdf
https://bps-arts.blogspot.com/2019/04/bps-puts-composer-diversity-database-in.html
https://www.composerdiversity.com/
https://www.composerdiversity.com/
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of gender and/or culture. Last spring we 
learned about Larry Clark utilizing a pen 
name of Keiko Yamada for both concert 
band and orchestra works. The question 
is, are there more pen names that we are 
not aware of? The investigatory practices 
we discussed earlier about researching the 
songs we sing in the elementary general 
music classroom also need to take place for 
our ensemble literature.

I have brought up a lot of ideas to think 
about in this article. There are other 
aspects of cultural responsiveness that were 
not discussed such as engaging student/
family funds of knowledge, teaching with 
artistic behavior (TAB), as well as cultural 
and linguistic code switching. There is 
so much to this. If you are struggling to 
make sense of where to begin utilizing the 
ideas in this article, read one of the books 
mentioned from our book club. This is a 
solid start!

I look forward to joining the Mass. Music 
Educators Journal as the Large Municipality 
Editor and calling on music educators 
from across the state to write articles 
digging deeper into these aspects of music 
education. Our students deserve our best 
and our best needs to embrace an antiracist 
education. •

Tony Beatrice is the 
Executive Director for the 
Arts of the Boston Public 
Schools.
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and Technology Director, Brian Fulks, 
who spearheaded this dramatic change. 
The process went smoothly for teachers, 
judges, and students, and we look forward 
to making small tweaks to improve for 
Junior Auditions.

Thank you for reading. Let 
me know if you have any 
questions.

—Tom Bankert, Northeast-
ern District Chairperson

NORTHEASTERN DISTRICT

I hope everyone is staying healthy and safe 
and that you are adjusting to our 2020 
normal. If I can help you in any way this 
year please don’t hesitate to reach out. We 
are all in this together, and I know the 
members of the board are always here to 
help in whatever way we can.

We have successfully completed 
virtual senior auditions in the Northeast 
District. A huge thank you to our 
Auditions Coordinator Lauren Ignos, 

District Updates

DIS TR IC T UPDATES

Thank you to everyone who participated 
in the first Senior High Virtual Auditions. 
We appreciate everyone’s patience as we 
move through this new process.

-Audition results were shared during the 
first week of December.

-The Virtual Senior Festival will be a 
masterclass/clinic format for accepted 
students and will take place on the date of 
the originally scheduled festival, Saturday, 
January 16th. More details will be posted 
on the website when finalized.

-Plans for Junior High virtual auditions 
will be released on the CDMMEA website 
shortly.

-Please check the website for updates 
regularly: cdmmea.org

—Todd Shafer, 
Central District Chairperson

CENTRAL DISTRICT

CENTRAL DISTRICT CALENDAR 2020 
UPCOMING CONFIRMED DATES  
(Please check the website for updates  
concerning auditions etc.)

JANUARY 2021 

Wednesday, Jan. 13  
Executive Board 
Meeting

FEBRUARY 2021 

Wednesday, Feb 3 
Executive Board 
Meeting

MARCH 2021 

Wednesday, March 10 
Executive Board 
Meeting

APRIL 2021 

Wednesday, April 7 
Executive Board 
Meeting

MAY 2021 

Wednesday, May 5 
Executive Board 
Meeting

JUNE 2021 

Wednesday, June 9 
Spring Virtual Dinner 
Meeting

NORTHEASTERN DISTRICT CALENDAR

JANUARY 2020

Wed. Jan. 8 
3:30 p.m.—Senior Fes-
tival rehearsals, Galvin 
Middle School 
5:00 p.m.—Executive 
Board Meeting

Fri. Jan. 10 
3:30 p.m.—Senior Fes-
tival rehearsals, Galvin 
Middle School

Sat. Jan. 11 
9:00 a.m.—Senior Fes-
tival rehearsals, Galvin 
Middle School

Senior Festival Concerts 
times TBA 
(snow date Sun. Jan. 12)

Sat. Jan. 25 
Treble Chorus Rehearsal 
#1, Location TBD

Sat. Jan. 25 
All-State Auditions, 
Shrewsbury High School 
(snow date Sun. Jan. 27)

FEBRUARY 2020

Sat. Feb. 1 
9:00–4:00 p.m. Junior 
Festival Auditions, Ten-
ney Grammar School, 
Methuen  
(snow date Sat. Feb.8)

Mon. Feb. 24 
4:30 p.m.—Executive 
Board Meeting, Wake-
field High School

Sat. Feb. 29 
Treble Chorus Rehearsal 
#2, Location TBD

MARCH 2020

Thur. March 5 through 
Sat. March 7

MMEA All State Confer-
ence and Concert (at 
Seaport), Boston, MA

Sat. March 21 
Treble Chorus Festival, 
Location and Times TBA

Wed. March 25 
3:30 to 7:30 p.m.—Ju-
nior Festival rehearsals, 
Galvin Middle School

Fri. March 27 
3:30 to 7:30 p.m. 
Junior Festival rehears-
als, Galvin Middle School

5:00 p.m.—Executive 
Board Meeting

6:00 p.m.—General 
Membership Meeting

Sat. March 29 
9:00 a.m.—Junior Fes-
tival rehearsals, Galvin 
Middle School

Concert times TBA (snow 
date: Sun. March 30)

BACK TO TOP

http://cdmmea.org
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We’ve made it! Like me, I’m sure many of 
you are simply thrilled to show 2020 the 
door and welcome 2021 with open arms. 
While I wish the turning of the calendar 
meant an abrupt end to the difficulties we 
have all faced, I recognize that the reality 
is that we will continue to face unique 
struggles in this new year. 

I am heartened, however, at how well we 
seem to be managing. Many of us are 
facing the challenges of remote and hybrid 
learning and creating engaging new ways of 
educating our students that will enrich our 
programs for years to come. Many of our 
colleagues are embracing the limitations 
placed on us and seeing the opportunity to 
improve our students’ technical skills. How 
many times have we all lamented all the 
things we just “don’t have time” to cover 
while preparing for concert after concert? 

This is our moment! Do that composition 
project you’ve been dreaming of for 
years! Take advantage of your students all 
being in their homes and do a DIY found 
instrument project! Grab the technology at 
our fingertips and dive into digital music 
creation. No, music education doesn’t 
look right now like it has before and, yes, 
change can be difficult and scary. Lean 
on your colleagues who are meeting the 
challenges head-on and developing unique, 

cutting-edge lessons. Take advantage of 
the monthly PD sessions offered at the 
state level to expand your knowledge even 
further.

The results will be well worth the struggles. 
We all know that there are many kids for 
whom music classes are the bright spot of 
their day or week. For some of our students, 
music classes are the reason they come 
to school every day. That doesn’t change 
just because our ensemble structures have 
changed, and that doesn’t change just 
because you’re seeing them through the 
computer. In this trying time, when we are 
all facing trauma, our relationships with 
our students become even more critical.

I am especially proud of the Western 
District Festival Committee, who have 
worked tirelessly to reimagine our auditions 
and festivals for this year to face these new 
challenges. We have recently completed 
our Senior District Auditions virtually 
and welcomed audition submissions from 
an excellent group of students. Thanks to 
the efforts of our coordinators, ensemble 
managers, and technical gurus, the process 
went smoothly. We are excited to welcome 
our 2020/2021 Western District Senior 
Festival in a virtual format on March 13th. 
Junior Festival Audition Registrations are 
due by January 8th, and audition videos 

are due by January 22nd. We will host 
our Junior District Virtual Festival on 
March 20th. Please visit our website www.
mmeawd.org for more information about 
registration, auditions, and festivals as they 
are finalized.

Wishing you all the best in 
this most welcome new year.

—Amanda Johnson 
Western District Chair

WESTERN DISTRICT

WESTERN DISTRICT CALENDAR

Executive Board meets monthly on the first Tues-
day of each month. All members are welcome to 
attend. Please contact ajohnson@belchertownps.
org to be added to the distribution list to receive 
an invitation to our monthly meetings which will 
be held virtually for the 2020/2021 school year.

Junior District Audition Registration Closes: Janu-
ary 8, 2021

Junior District Audition Videos Due:  
January 22, 2021

Senior District Virtual Festival:  
March 13, 2021

Junior District Virtual Festival:  
March 20, 2021

Senior District Festival Videos Due:  
March 27, 2021

Junior District Festival Videos Due:  
April 3, 2021

We want to thank all of you who attended 
our Annual Fall General Membership 
Meeting on October 19th. We had 40 
people in attendance on Zoom and had 
very successful fireside chats take place after 
the formal voting. We hope to hold more 
discussions like these with our membership 
throughout the year.

Our Virtual Senior Festival wrapped up 
on Saturday, November 14th and results 
were posted (on time!) later that evening. 
We are eternally grateful to all the judges 
who took a week to adjudicate numerous 
video submissions, and to our hard-working 
Auditions Committee who tallied all the 
scores. We had 651 students audition, 

which is incredible! Congratulations to all 
who were accepted and to all who received 
All-State recommendations. Information 
regarding the All-State Festival will be 
forthcoming.

Upcoming is our Virtual Junior Festival 
Auditions. The registration deadline is 
January 15th, and results will be posted by 
Monday February 1st. More information 
will be coming about audition procedures 
in the following months.

Just a friendly reminder to please update 
your e-mail addresses and those of your 
department when you are logging into 
Avenir to register students for auditions.

We are here to support you and your 
programs, and if we can be 
of any help to you and your 
students, please let us know.

—Brianna Creamer 
Eastern District Chair

Eastern District Updates

Check the MMEA Eastern District website 
for 2020/2021 calendar dates.

Information will be forthcoming on the 
Junior Festival for 2020/2021.

PDPs are available for participation in 
Eastern District activities—more info can 
be found on the Professional Development 
page on our website.

EASTERN DISTRICT

http://www.mmeawd.org/
http://www.mmeawd.org/
mailto:ajohnson@belchertownps.org
mailto:ajohnson@belchertownps.org
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In the Southeastern District we have just 
completed auditions for our Senior Festival. 
More than 500 students auditioned and 
results will be going out shortly. Our 
Senior Festival is planned for January 8/9, 
2021 and will consist of performances, 
workshops, and a virtual ensemble for 
each group, directed by the conductors 
we originally chose. To this end, we have 
received a $3K grant from Sweetwater 
Sound, Inc. to pay our conductors. Special 
thanks to Greg Daigle from the Braintree 
Public Schools for making this happen.

Plans are also underway for the Junior 
Festival but some details have been tabled 
until data can be studied from the Senior 
Auditions. Audition materials are due on 
January 8th, 2021. 

In the absence of actual in-person audi-
tions and festivals, we remain concerned 
about our financial future. Things appear 
stable now but our ability to meet payroll, 
auditing, and monthly expenses deserves 
attention.

—Bill Richter 
Southeastern District Chair

SOUTHEASTERN DISTRICT 
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Embracing the Music of Women  
of Color in the Music Classroom
By Idalis Irizarry, Music Education Major at Berklee College of Music

As a soon-to-be music educator, this is the most important goal  
I have in mind: to amplify the voices and stories of people who live  
a life under intersectionality through the power of music, specifically 
Women of Color. My public school music education as a child in 
Wethersfield, CT centered around Western Classical music, which 
was very beautiful; but back then, I simply did not know enough to 
question the lack of musical representation by Women of Color in 
our programs; but the great news is that now I do. 

My goal as I head out of college into the 
world of music teaching is to ensure that 
my students of all identities are exposed to 
the brilliance of music by Women of Color; 
because without this, the children I teach 
will grow up without a deep understanding 
of what music can offer beyond just 
Western Classical music: storytelling, 
emotion, and calls for action. 

Even as I made my way through almost 
four years of college majoring in music 
education at Berklee College of Music, I 
still feel that in most of my courses, the 
curriculum centered around this white real-
ity of teaching Western Classical music as 
the standard and most important content 
to teach children. Our music licensing test 
even centers on Western Classical music 
history and theory. 

All this time, I have still wondered and 
have been frustrated thinking about the 
lack of representation that Women of Color 
are given through this music. Is it because 
music by Women of Color is deemed 
less sophisticated? Less appropriate? Less 
relatable for white people? Or is it because 
those with the power to create and dictate 
the music programs in our country are still 
primarily white men? This is the reality 
that Women of Color face daily due to 
intersectionality, and it is time to turn this 
around by amplifying their voices in the 
music classroom.

My music programs will include Women 
of Color artists such as Natalie Cole, 
Etta James, Ella Fitzgerald, Sista Soulja, 
Aretha Franklin, Eryka Badu, Alicia Keys, 
Beyoncé, and many others. The voices of 
Women of Color will not remain silenced 
in my future students’ music education. 
Think about our American history cur-
riculum in public school education. The 
many stories of oppression, leadership, and 
heroism of Women of Color have been 
absent from the pages of our history books. 
Similar to how teachers and administrators 
need to think about the curriculum in 
history classes, the same deep analysis and 
revision must apply to music education 
curriculum. 

When we dive deeper into this reality, 
these emotions of invisibility and pain sit 
with Black Women and Women of Color 
every day of their lives. I listened to a story 
that Nobel Prize Literature winner Toni 
Morrison told in her documentary, The 
Pieces I Am; she told the story of herself as 
a young girl walking on the sidewalk with 
her friend. They were both Black girls, 
and her friend had much darker skin than 
Toni did. As they were walking, they were 
conversing about God’s existence. Toni’s 
friend said she did not believe in God 
because after two years of praying for blue 
eyes, she still did not have them. This story 

was then created into her novel, The  
Bluest Eye. THIS is the problem.

Women of Color have always had to live 
in a world telling them they were/are not 
good enough, not pretty enough, not 
smart enough, not worthy enough. They 
hold these two (or more) marginalized 
identities of being of Color and being a 
Woman. Each of these identities on their 
own hold so much significance of being 
discriminated against. Women of Color 
have to face the repercussions of both of 
these realities—ones they have no control 
over. They are human. Just like everyone 
else, yet still fight to be treated as such. 

As a Latina woman myself, heavily 
immersing the music of Women of Color 
in my music curriculum is just one step I 
will soon be taking to rectify this problem. 
Right now, I do not yet know where I will 
end up landing a music teaching job. I 
may teach in a school with an extremely 
diverse student and teacher population, or 
I may end up at a school with mostly white 
students similar to what I experienced as 
a child. However, regardless of the school 
I end up teaching music in, my motive 
and my mission will remain steadfast. In 
addition to school systems interviewing me 
for the position of becoming their music 
teacher, I will absolutely be interviewing 
them as well. A school and a school system 
that earnestly supports my efforts to 
amplify the voices of Women of Color and 
other marginalized groups will be the only 
acceptable fit for me.  
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