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Dr. Tiffany HugHes BranDon is a violin 
instructor at music & arts in lawrenceville, Ga.  She has a B.a. 
in music performance from mississippi Valley State University 
and an m.a. in education from University of phoenix. She has 
taught violin for 14 years and has recently completed her ed.D 
in educational leadership from argosy University. tiffany has 
performed with the Gwinnett Symphony orchestra, Jackson 
State University orchestra, Chattanooga Chamber orchestra, 
and several other chamber ensembles.

HoW Do i Keep my StUDeNtS 
eNGaGeD iN leSSoNS?
   By Dr. tiffaNy HUGHeS BraNDoN                                                                                                                                          
the answer to this question 
is definitely multi-faceted, 
meaning there is no quick fix or 
rudimentary response. 

i have been a violin instruc-
tor almost 15 years, and my 
approach to engaging stu-
dents is always ever-changing. 
for example, i obtained my first 
student during my senior year 
of college. i was excited to put 
my newly acquired skills to the 
test, which was Suzuki method 
training, along with my strict 
lesson plan of scales, exercises, 
etc. my first lesson was with a 
6 year old boy, who was ener-
getic to say the least. although 
he was eager to learn, i could not 
hold his attention. for instance, 
the student would take his violin 
bow and pretend to “sword 
fight.” He even invited me to 
participate in his “sword fight-
ing competition!” Needless to 
say, i was beyond frustrated; 
yet i could not stop chuckling to 
myself or become upset with the 
student. He had a lively person-
ality and kept me “on my toes.” 
i quickly realized my traditional 
method of teaching would not 

be effective for this student, as 
well as my subsequent pupils.

as an instructor, i have an edu-
cational responsibility to teach 
for the student, not to the 
student. more in depth, each  
learner is different in every 
capacity. as a result, i cannot 
ever assume my way is the stu-
dent’s way. therefore, i have 
adjusted my technique to the 
type of learner in my classroom. 
By adopting this mantra, i con-
tinuously engage my students. 
Going back to my “sword fight-
ing” student, i accommodated 
his learning needs by utilizing 
active learning, which is gener-
ally defined as any instructional 
method that engages students 
in the process of learning. active 
learning requires students to do 
meaningful learning activities 
and more importantly, to think 
about what they are doing. Since 
this student enjoyed all types of 
physical activity (soccer, base-
ball, etc.), i created movement 
within our violin lessons, such as 
“Simon Says-the violin version” 
and “rocket Bow” exercises. We 
even played a controlled version 
of sword fighting while reciting 
the musical alphabet and oral 
pop quizzes. although playing 
the violin is innately physical, 

many instructors ironically teach 
in a rigid manner. i believe this 
strict approach can be off-put-
ting to many students, which 
may create a disengaged or 
unmotivated  learner.

as an instructor, i have to not 
only make learning fun, but 
also encourage the student to 
reflect on their learning in order 
to become conscious of and 
thoughtful about their actions. 
at the end of each lesson, for 
instance, i always ask my stu-
dents to reflect on their lesson, 
verbalize what they have learned, 
and also express any concerns/
questions. although this reflec-
tive technique evokes thinking 
on the cognitive or critical level, 
it can be a method for all age 
groups, especially the youngest 
of students. the most impor-
tant aspect of engaging learn-
ers is making them feel validated 
and ultimately knowing that the 
teacher is listening to them!

i hope some of my teaching 
methods have assisted you by 
adding to your educational 
knowledge!

musically yours,

Dr. tiffany Hughes Brandon
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Larry roDBeLL is 
a drum instructor at music 
& arts in Severna park, mD. 
He has built a reputation 
as a musical and versatile 
drummer, educator, live per-
former and clinician. With 
over 30 years playing expe-
rience and 15 plus years 
teaching, he approaches 
everything with passion, 
enthusiasm and integrity. 
larry has played on many 
stages from east to West 
coast and recorded with a 
variety of bands and artists 
ranging from, rock, funk, 
Blues, r&B, Jazz, and more.

larry is also very active 
donating time to local 
school music programs, 
charity events and has 
been the drum coach for 
the magothy river middle 
School concert band per-
cussion section since the 
fall of 2011.

mUSiCal Diet
   By larry roDBell                                                                                                                                          
Have you ever heard the expres-
sion, “You are what you eat?”

that means if you eat healthy 
and pay attention to your diet, 
you will feel better and have 
more energy. this is a commit-
ment and means making the 
right choices everyday.

i feel the same is true about 
music and what we listen to. i 
refer to this as my “musical diet.” 
as a freelance drummer, i have 
to be able to play many differ-
ent styles of music on the drums 
if i want to stay employed and 
work steady as a sideman. each 
gig is a little different and needs 
to be approached with a variety 
of musical and dynamic choices. 
i might be playing a lot of dance 
and disco for a wedding or anni-
versary party, light jazz for a 
Sunday brunch, hard rock and 
metal at a night club or hand 
percussion with a duo in a small 
pub. Whatever the gig, different 
drumming requirements are nec-
essary to play the music with full 
command and authenticity. this 
is why a healthy musical diet is 
important.

about a week before a given 
gig, i will listen to the set list of 
songs to be played and other 
bands within those styles to get 
into the spirt and emotion of the 
music. i think of this like an actor 
preparing for a new role and 
getting into character. listening 
to the music with total aware-
ness keeps my mind sharp and 
gives me a better understand-
ing how to serve the song. i can 
then hear all the details that 
make the music come to life. 
Getting into the frame of mind 
is the first step to being relaxed 
and comfortable with a specific 
style. it can be very frustrating 

to a drummer if they are trying 
to play a reggae groove, but 
have never really listened to 
and studied reggae music. pay 
attention to all styles of music 
and how they relate. Notes are 
notes......it’s how we play those 
notes and the space that sur-
round them that give the music 
its life.

When i have down time between 
gigs i listen to a variety of music. 
it also inspires me to practice 
and learn more about the art 
of drumming so i can share and 
pass it on to my students. the 
more you know, the more you 
grow.

the next time you listen to music, 
think about what you put in your 
ears first. What we listen to influ-
ences how we play our instru-
ment. Have a balanced musical 
diet and you will be a healthy, 
happy and employed musician. 
Guaranteed!
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about 6 years ago i decided 
to use a teaching tool that has 
not only improved my teaching 
skills, but has also made teach-
ing more creative and fun.  What 
is it? involving the parents in 
lessons. for those of you who 
just rolled your eyes heaven-
ward and declared you would 
not want to teach with a parent 
in the room, hear me out.  

i invite parents to the first lesson.  
my purpose is three-fold:  

1  to show that i am qualified 
to teach by demonstrat-

ing my knowledge and playing 
ability. i also test the student’s 
instrument to see if any repairs 
are needed and discuss basic 
care and maintenance.   

2 to assess the goals of the 
parent and the student.  

Does the student love band and 
want to do better or are they 
struggling and need help?   

3  to study the dynam-
ics between parent and 

student. for example, some lucky 
students have a parent who is so 
proud their child wants to play 
an instrument.  they think every-
thing the child does is wonderful.   
i encourage these “cheerleader” 
parents to come as often as they 
like. if a parent makes an angry 
comment such as, “Now you 
listen to mrs. Swartley!”, if the 
child loses focus for a minute; i 
offer that parent fewer opportu-
nities to participate at lessons.  

i have a few parents who will 
come to every lesson. Some will 
drop in for part of a lesson now 
and then. Some parents only 

come when i specifically invite 
them. if it turns out a student is 
uptight and doesn’t perform well 
with a parent in the room (even 
if they have a “good” parent) i 
will limit their participation. to 
be truthful, not every parent 
involvement works well, but 
those that do are so rewarding.   

there are many advantages of 
having the parent participate 
in the lesson. foremost is my 
opportunity to point out the 
positive aspects of the student’s 
performance. this motivates the 
student to continue to improve 
and assures the parent they are 
getting their money’s worth. 
Does a student have a perfect 
embouchure? mom/dad, take 
a picture on your cell phone to 
remind Clara to point her chin.  
Does mark have a problem with 
tapping his foot and counting?  
mom/dad, this is what you can 
do to help with this.  

i can continue to give the parent 
important information on how to 
care for the instrument or acces-
sories. Will a student wash their 
mouthpiece out once in a while?   
probably not, but perhaps mom 
will. early on i establish the 
ideal tone quality to strive for 
and parents are encouraged to 
listen for that sound, and if they 
don’t hear it, to remind the child 
to follow the steps i give them to 
get a good sound.  Sometimes i 
ask the parent to text themselves 
to remind the child of important 
goals i want the student to strive 
for that week,  because even if 
i write the goal down in their 
lesson notebook (if they bring 
it) they may not read it.  

most of these tips help less 
advanced students. With 
advanced students, parents 
usually come for the first lesson 
and wait for my invitation to 
come to other lessons.  at those 
lessons i give a progress report, 
we discuss future goals, and 
have a mini-recital playing duets.  
parents love this. 

teaching with the parent in the 
room will make you strive to be 
the best teacher possible. and 
watch the parent beam when 
you compliment the student on 
how pleased you are that they 
understood and executed a par-
ticular skill so quickly. Student 
retention tends to be higher too.  
Give it a try!

PaT swarTLey is a 
clarinet instructor at music 
& arts in Webster, tX.  pat 
has a B.m.ed. degree from 
florida State University and 
has taught college level to 
beginners in 3 states off 
and on over 40 years.    

tipS for proDUCtiVe 
pareNt iNVolVemeNt 
   By pat SWartley                                                                                                                                         
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aCHieViNG BalaNCe iN yoUr 
leSSoN CUrriCUlUm 
   By DUStiN mallory                                                                                                                                          
one of the most important and 
most difficult things to achieve 
as a music educator is a sense 
of balance in our lessons. 
Conflicting philosophies of music 
education are always present 
and teachers have to find the 
right balance for each student. 
Here are just a few of those con-
flicts we must balance: parent 
needs vs. student needs, student 
expectations vs. teacher expec-
tations, rote learning vs. reading 
music, etc. We must also balance 
issues of genre, style, and history 
as we approach our lesson plan-
ning. So, how can we balance all 
of these needs simultaneously?

the best way that i have found to 
achieve balance is my “toolbox 
theory.” each student comes to 
their lesson with a hypothetical 
toolbox. our job as educators is 
to fill this box with as many dif-
ferent tools as possible so that 
the student will be ready for 
any “job” that may come their 
way. remember, some of our 
students may become orches-
tral musicians, while some may 

become weekend performers at 
their local bar/coffee shop, while 
others may just become lifelong 
music appreciators. it is for this 
reason that we must diversify our 
teaching styles in every area pos-
sible. i have seen students take 
lessons for years and only have 
a hammer in their toolbox at the 
end of it. the hammer can go a 
long way, but what if the student 
needs a drill? translation: that 
student’s musical opportunities 
are limited. the student may be 
great at memorization, but can’t 
read music; or the student may 
be great at reading music, but 
can’t improvise. of course, all 
of these skills must be balanced 
with the student/parent expec-
tations of the lessons.

oddly enough, i have found this 
theory is easiest to approach 
with younger students and 
beginning students. more 
advanced students already have 
a few tools in their box and may 
come to us looking for some 
new tools or for a specific tool. 
young students come to us with 

an empty toolbox, but they also 
have a shorter attention-span. 
this combination is the perfect 
set-up for a balanced approach.

first, i measure a student’s age 
in years as an approximation 
for the number of minutes their 
attention span will last for a 
particular activity. for example, 
if i have an 8-year-old guitar 
student for a 30 minute lesson, 
i need to plan at least four dif-
ferent activities for that lesson. 
a sample lesson might include 
5 minutes of set-up, tuning, and 
exchanging pleasantries with the 
student and parent; 5 minutes 
of technique and warm-up; 5 
minutes on an improvisation 
activity that uses memorized 
scales or a rote-learned call-and-
response exercise; 5 minutes of 
exercises from a method book 
that involve reading music; 5-10 
minutes of working on some-
thing the student has chosen 
(usually popular music read from 
tablature, but it might be some-
thing the student is working on 
at school); and finally leave a 

DusTin MaLLory 
is a guitar and percus-
sion instructor at music & 
arts in Broomall, pa and 
exton, pa. He holds a m.a. 
degree in Jazz History and 
research from rutgers 
University and a B.a. in 
music education (K-12 cer-
tification) from Saginaw 
Valley State University. 
He is also a regular con-
tributor to Cadence: the 
independent Journal of 
Creative improvised music.
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teaCHiNG WorlD mUSiC(S) 
   By olGa BalleNGee                                                              

minute or two to pack-up, give 
praise, and discuss progress with 
the parents. 

Second, the National association 
for music education has a list of 
nine national standards that each 
student should strive to achieve. 
the original template was spon-
sored by the U.S. Department of 
education (among other organi-
zations) and can be found under 
the resources section at www.

nafme.org. these standards can 
help teachers come up with 
more diverse activities and 
expand our “teaching toolbox.”

finally, good teachers recog-
nize that all of this is super-
seded by our “student-cen-
tered approach.” there is no 
such thing as a single approach 
that will work for every student. 
What creates balance for one 
student may be an imbalance 

for another student. as music 
educators, we must be con-
stantly assessing the needs of 
our students and actively engag-
ing them from multiple perspec-
tives. Sometimes you may find 
musical deficiencies that need to 
be addressed while other times 
you may be pleasantly surprised 
by the number of “tools” or abil-
ities the student may already 
have.

While completing a degree in 
ethnomusicology in graduate 
school, i was obliged to take 
courses outside of my concen-
tration to fulfill interdisciplinary 
requirements. one day in a film 
class, the topic of soundtracks 
came up. i contributed by dis-
cussing how the evocation of 
various cultures’ “musics” have 
been used by film composers 
to convey certain aspects of 
cinematic narrative. ignoring 
my overall point, my professor 
instead questioned my plural-
ization: “you mean ‘music.’ in 
the english language, we don’t 
make this word plural.” as i am 
a non-native english speaker, 
my professor had assumed that 
i was unaware of how to talk 
about music—a word i used in 
writing and in casual and aca-
demic conversations (all in 
english, mind you) hundreds of 
times a week. in fact, it was she 
who was unaware of the way this 
word is used in ethnomusicol-
ogy, a field of study that blends 
the analytical tools of anthro-
pology and musical analysis to 
examine music as a product 
and process of human culture. 
in my discipline, we frequently 
pluralize the word “music” to 

highlight the distinctiveness and 
often incompatibility of musical 
systems used in disparate socio-
cultural contexts.

my professor’s misunderstand-
ing highlights a popular mis-
conception that assumes is a 
singular phenomenon, a notion 
often summed up in the phase 
“music is a universal language.” 
While music may indeed be uni-
versal, it is far from a universal 
language. Just as my profes-
sor had been ignorant of the 
jargon of ethnomusicology, so 
to are we often ignorant of the 

deeper and often hidden mean-
ings in musics of other cultures. 
and just as learning a foreign 
language such requires dedica-
tion, practice, and lots of time, 
similar commitment is often 
required to even begin to under-
stand what an unfamiliar musical 
style means and how to not only 
replicate its sounds but also to 
convey something of its contex-
tual substance.

i began learning violin as a 
young child; my grandfather 
was my first teacher. i can never 
remember a time when i was not 
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making music. early on, i learned 
to sing and play polish folk songs 
and as a teenager began inten-
sive study of the classical reper-
toire. But i was always wanting 
more. often i would see pic-
tures from other parts of the 
globe in my school textbooks 
and longed to visit these far off 
places. i would especially look 
forward to catching a snippet 
of fascinating music from these 
distant places on radio or televi-
sion broadcasts. looking back, it 
is clear that these early encoun-
ters with music from around 
the world, however insignificant 
they may have been at the time, 
laid the foundation for my inter-
est in world cultures and their 
kaleidoscopic musical traditions.

though i continued to study 
violin, i chose to study ethnomu-
sicology in college. this led me 
to a wide variety of performance 
experiences. i first expanded my 
horizons by playing rock, blues, 
and jazz, genres in which i dis-
covered my passion for impro-
visation. i also ended up singing 
(yes, singing!) in different 
groups specializing in Brazilian, 
Cuban, and east african musics; 

dancing (yes, dancing!) with an 
afro-Caribbean ensemble; and 
playing violin solos in an arab 
classical music group and fid-
dling with a Klezmer band. in all 
these situations, i aimed to learn 
about the context of the music i 
was performing. i made it a point 
both to listen to outstanding 
examples of these styles and to 
learn all i could about the people 
and places where the musics 
came from.

What does any of this have to do 
with teaching violin lessons? i am 
a much better musician today 
because of the varied musical 
languages i have had the fortune 
to experience. these experiences 
included violin playing as well as 
singing, dancing, and listening. 
in my lessons with students, i try 
to strike a balance between the 
classical and folk/pop repertoire. 
there are indeed times when it 
is more important to focus on 
preparing for next week’s audi-
tion or next month’s orchestra 
concert. But as often as possi-
ble, i include lessons that stretch 
both the ears and minds of my 
students. the benefits of such 
diligent stretching are innumer-
able. Students tend to become 
more sure of themselves and 

their abilities when they can, for 
example, adlib a new melody 
around a 12-bar blues scale or 
improvise an appropriately orna-
mented Klezmer-style flourish. 
in the short term, this confi-
dence increases students’ like-
lihood of continued and pro-
ductive practice and in the long 
term increases student reten-
tion rates. moreover, as my expe-
rience attests, having accurate 
knowledge of a wide range of 
styles also translates to more 
employment possibilities in the 
long run. 

But perhaps most importantly, 
learning other musical lan-
guages is one of the easiest and 
most profoundly impactful ways 
of becoming a responsible world 
citizen. Studies have shown that 
giving students international 
experiences—even without 
leaving home—prepare them 
to see the world in broader and 
more inclusive ways. music study 
is a gateway for understanding. 
By teaching new musical lan-
guages, both in terms of notes 
on the page and the meanings 
that lie hidden within the notes 
themselves, we can all help to 
make the world a better place 
one music at a time.

oLga BaLLengee is a violin and viola instructor at 
music & arts in Severna park, mD. olga has a B.m. in music 
from John paul ii Catholic University and m.m. in music from 
Bowling Green State University. She has performance experi-
ence with various orchestras throughout the U.S. and europe, 
4 years teaching experience. olga teaches all ages and levels 
and specializes in jazz, pop, Celtic, klezmer, and fiddle styles.

uPcoMing orienTaTion DaTes:
•	 Wednesday, June 18th @ 10am eDt
•	 thursday, July 24th @ 12pm eDt

seMinar PHone nuMBer: 800-531-3250
conference iD: 3860306
rsVP: e-mail lessons@musicarts.com

new 
TeacHer
orienTaTion
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yoUr leSSoN QUeStioNS 
aNSWereD
   By HaNNaH BeSt, m&a leSSoN CoorDiNator                                                                                                                                      
music & arts lesson expert 
Hannah Best offers her best 
advice on your lesson quandaries.

Q  What do i need to know 
about the new discount 

for teachers? 

a  i’m so glad you asked! 
as of may 15th, teachers 

are able to take advantage of the 
music & arts employee Discount. 
this has many benefits:

•	 40% off sheet music,  
books, and teaching aids

•	 20% off accessories

•	 10% off lessons

•	 Cost +10% pricing on instru-
ments. all instrument pur-
chases must be authorized 
by the store manager. 

other important things to note 
about the discount:

•	 the discount applies at music 
& arts stores only, and does 
not apply to purchases with 
our partners across the 
Guitar Center enterprise. 

•	 the discount may be used 
toward special orders.

•	 teacher purchases over $250 
will require authorization by 
the store manager. 

•	 purchases may be paid for 
by cash, cashier’s check, per-
sonal check, or credit card. 

•	 purchases for immediate 
family must be made and 
paid directly by the teacher.

Q  i have a student that is 
a little young for lessons 

but i feel motivated to try and 
teach them. Do you have any 
tips or things that i can do to 
make this a little easier?

a  Wow! this sounds excit-
ing! Here are some tips 

for working with youngsters:

•	 involve parents in the class! 
When parents participate in 
the lesson, their children will 
be more inclined to follow 
along with the instruction 
that you’re teaching. 

•	 move around! Children tend 
to do better when the lesson 
is hands –on and interactive. 
this also allows the students 
to feel the rhythm and main-
tain focus on the material.

•	 repeat yourself often. 
learning happens when 
there is repetition and this 
helps new skills sink in.

•	 Have a routine and schedule.  
When the student arrives for 
the lesson (for example) they 
know to always sign their 
name or “leave their mark”. 
after taking attendance, the 
student may learn to always 
review the material from the 
week before prior to starting 
a new song or concept. 

Q  i would like to increase 
my lesson rate. What do 

i need to do?

a  increasing lesson rates 
is something all teacher 

need to do periodically! luckily, 
this is a fairly simple process. 

Here are the steps:

•	 Speak with the Store 
manager about the increased 
rate. once you’ve talked to 
them, they will provide you 
with a form you can use to 
update your information with 
the new rate. 

•	 once you have signed this 
form the Store manager will 
submit this to Hr. from here, 
Hr will distribute letters to 
your students informing 
them of the new rate change. 

•	 please note that rate changes 
take about 45 days to go into 
effect, so if you submit a rate 
change request in mid-June, 
the new rate will be effective 
for august.

any QuesTions? 
Submit your lesson ques-
tions to lessons@musicarts.
com and you may be fea-
tured in an upcoming issue 
of Sound teaching!


