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I. Introduction

Watching Mrs. Whitney work her classroom, and seeing what she does with her students made me realize how much work it is to be a teacher, but how rewarding it can also be. I definitely think that this is something I would like to do. I am constantly getting nervous about teaching, and wondering if I will be able to do it and be successful, but I know it is something that I want to do. Being able to go into a high school classroom setting and to see what they do every day, helped me a little and showed me that there is a big possibility that I can do it. No matter how nervous I get about it, I know that I will be able to be a great teacher. It may take a year before I am completely comfortable, but I know that I will be able to do it. 

II. Self-Assessment

 The biggest strength I have in regards to teaching is that I love music. Through my love of music I will be able to connect with my students and make a difference. My love for music will also help me to be successful. It will help me while teaching, because it’s always easier to talk about something that you love. I also love working with kids and teaching. The satisfaction that comes with getting through to a student is amazing. It makes everything worthwhile. I am able to use different methods if something isn’t working to help them understand, I can find another way to come at the problem and fix it. Learning isn’t something that can take a short time, it’s a process that takes a while, and I realize this and know that you have to teach in a process, and at the end of that process the result will be greater. Above all I love teaching, and that makes a big difference. 


Weaknesses are more difficult to see in yourself. Having someone watch you while you’re teaching and then tell you what you could do better is much easier than thinking about yourself and thinking of what you can improve. One thing that I’m sure needs improvement is my impatience. This is a big issue for me, and if I’m going to be a successful teacher I’m going to have to learn that things take time. I also need to be more confident in areas of music that aren’t as familiar to me. If I can’t find a way to be just as confident in theory as I am in chorus, I will have a hard time teaching my students and getting them to learn the material. One thing that I didn’t realize I did until Mrs. Whitney pointed it out to me after one of my activities is that I tend to talk to softly. I thought I was talking loud enough, but in reality I wasn’t. So, I need to learn that I should speak louder than I think I should so everyone will be able to hear me, and hear the important things I have to say. 

III. Instruction

I chose to observe Mrs. Whitney’s Sophomore Girls’ Choir for the whole class period to see how she runs an entire class. The way a choir teacher runs a class is very different than any other teacher would run their classroom. There are certain things that have to get done, especially when there is a performance coming up (they had one the following Wednesday). To begin the lesson and get the girls’ attention she loudly plays a chord two times quickly on the piano. She then waits another minute and does the same thing. The choir knows that after the second time she plays the chord it is time for them to be quiet and pay attention. She then breaks the class up into three separate parts. She begins with some ear training, continues with warm-ups, and then works on their repertoire. 


The most important thing that she focuses on during the class period is getting them ready for their upcoming performance. She wants to make sure that they know the songs, so singing through the songs is what she wants to spend the most time doing. Therefore, she quickly begins the class with some ear training. She picks a random note and sings it on an “oo” vowel. She asks them to make that  “sol”, and then continues with hand sign solfege and they have to sing what she is motioning. After doing this for about five minutes, she moves on to warming up their voices. Now the important part comes and she works on the songs with them. They are singing a version of “Ave Maria” for a women’s choir, and a spiritual called “Ain’-A That Good News”. She began with “Ave Maria” and had them review what they had done the last class period. She makes sure that they remember what they had gone over before, and then simply jumps in to the rest of the piece. When she realizes that the parts are having trouble standing on their own she works with separate sections (soprano 1, soprano2, alto) on their individual parts before having them sing all together. When working with the separate sections she does so in steps. She begins with them singing on solfege, next they sing on an “oo” vowel, then they move to singing on the vowels found in each word in the piece, and finally she has them sing it on the actual words. I think having them do these steps really helps the learning process and helps them remember what they have learned better. All throughout she is constantly demonstrating good vocal technique and showing how she wants it to be sung. She would sometimes even show them the bad way of doing it, and then show them the good way and what they should be doing. She went through the same steps with the second song they had to sing, until each part was able to sing correctly while the entire choir was singing together. 


It was very interesting watching her do these different activities with them. In my high school we were never that good at ear training, and singing on solfege. These girls were amazing at singing what she motioned to them. Watching the order in which she did things was really helpful for me, and gave me an idea of how I could potentially set up a choral class so it could be done efficiently. The students all were very intent and I could tell that most of them were there because they loved being in a choir. Obviously the activities she was doing with them, were ones that happened often, and were ones that they were used to, so they just went right along with them and knew exactly what to do. They moved right along with her as she moved from activity to activity keeping up with her as she went. It was great to watch the whole class play out right in front of me, and to see how everyone reacted to what was going on, and what she was expecting them to do. 


There weren’t any special cases of individual learning differences, such as a special education student, or if there were I had no idea and wasn’t aware. Unfortunately, that’s one thing that I don’t feel prepared to work with at all. I don’t know how you would help a special education student to sing in your choir. I wish I had been able to see something like that occur, but unfortunately I didn’t. Otherwise, she did see that certain sections in her choir needed more help, and would focus on them until they had a better grasp of the piece of music, while everyone else sat quietly looking over their parts. 


The materials that she used were mostly just a piano, the sheet music, and her body. She was constantly using her hands to do the solfege activities, and to conduct the choir as they were singing. She also used her voice a lot, to sing with them and to instruct as well. She did have an evaluation sheet that she had any girls who weren’t feeling well enough to sing fill out so that they were still paying attention to what was happening in class. They would have to evaluate their section and say what they did well during class, and what they could do better. She would then take what these sheets said, type them out, and have them sitting on a music stand as the girls came in the room the next day so they could see what they needed to improve on, and what they had done well. Otherwise she mostly was using her own body and the piano throughout the lesson. 


In choir there usually isn’t any easy way to close the lesson. The teacher wants to use as much of the class time as possible, since there really isn’t enough time anyway. Therefore, the bell was what ended the class period instead of her having some way of ending the lesson. When you’re teaching a choir, there just isn’t enough time to go over everything that needs to get done, and as the director you feel like you will never get everything done on time, so the bell will often cut choir classes short at the end not giving the teacher time to actually end the class themselves.


Mrs. Whitney began work with a song by going over what she had taught the day before with them. This is one great way to make sure that the students remember what they have been taught. She also would work with different sections before putting them all together to make sure that they knew what they were doing on their own before they had to sing with the other sections too. These were the two most specific ways that she used to make sure that they learned what she was teaching them. 


Lastly, when she was working with a smaller group, rather than the whole class, the instruction was more specific. When working with one section she focused on smaller details than when she was working with the whole group. With the whole group, it was the big picture that was more important, and making sure that the blend was right, and that the parts sounded good together. With the smaller groups, it was more important that they got the rhythm and notes correct, and then that they all sounded good together.


I find that all the methods she used were very effective. The only thing that would make it better would be to have an actual ending, but when you’re focused on having them learn so much in such a short amount of time it’s hard to keep track of the time so you can officially end class before the bell does. Otherwise, I would definitely use all the activities she used in this class in my classroom someday. All her methods were very effective, and her students are all doing really well. It’s easier for them to learn their music than for students that don’t get the extensive ear training that all the students in choir get at Pinkerton Academy. 

IV. Management
1. The entire room looks organized and like a place of music. There are mirrors all around the room, except for one wall that has a bulletin board and a dry erase board. These mirrors would have been a good idea, but often the girls were looking at themselves in the mirror, instead of paying attention to the teacher. As you walk into the room you see the back of a set of risers, which is where the choir stands throughout class. It is good that the risers are faced away from the door so that the students aren’t constantly paying attention to what is happening in the practice rooms that are attached to the choral room. It’s also great that they have the students stand on the risers all the time, instead of only during dress rehearsals before the show. This way they get comfortable on them, and don’t have to get used to them all of a sudden right before their concert. In front of the risers is the piano, and then against the wall are stacks of chairs that are used in other classes that have more people than there is room for on the risers. The lone bulletin board has a countdown, made by a student, for the choir’s trip to Florida in April. They are very excited about this, and being able to see the number of remaining days until they leave gets them excited about learning what they will be singing each class period. Finally, along the top of the walls a shelf has been made for all the trophies that the music department has acquired to reside. It helps show the students how great their department is and how lucky they are that they have the opportunity of being a part of it. 

2.
The choir classroom is set up with her desk in the corner, but where she can see it while she’s teaching. Her desk area is a little messy, but she mentioned that it usually doesn’t look that bad. She makes sure that she does personalize it a little with picture boards hanging on the wall above her desk. She has binders to keep herself organized for each class, and she has a bookshelf where she keeps them, and any other materials she needs for her classes. She really doesn’t have that much space to work with, but does what she can with what she has. The important part is that even though it does seem a bit disorganized, she knows where everything is. I, however, have a hard time working in a space that isn’t organized, so I would have to make sure that my space was much more organized than hers. I would also try to personalize it a little more, if I was allowed, to make it seem more like my own little space. 

3.
The only form of attendance that she seemed to take was to have the students sign themselves in. I don’t think this is such a great idea, because students can easily sign their friends in if they are skipping class that day, and she probably would never know considering the number of students in her classes. I think a great way of taking attendance so you don’t have to take attendance yourself, is to appoint section leaders who take the attendance for you each class period. That way, you can still get yourself ready for that class, and you don’t have to waste time taking attendance once class has started. 

4.
There weren’t many interruptions except for the PA announcements at the beginning of the second class of the day. There really isn’t anything you can do, but listen. There are often important things said on the announcements, so you can’t just talk over them and continue class anyway. Mrs. Whitney just ended up waiting for them to happen before she started class. At least, this class was one of her smallest, so it was easier to teach them and they got through more during a class period anyway because they were so small. 

5. 
During the class time, Mrs. Whitney didn’t loose much time for transitions. She moved smoothly from one thing to the next making sure that she used all the time she had for teaching. During the quick breaks between classes she used that time to prepare for her next class that she had to teach. She did things quickly and efficiently using all the time she had wisely. I was only with her for one movement from one room to another and she seemed to have gotten herself ready before the first class even started for the move to the next classroom. She quickly grabbed her books and bags and moved to the next classroom. Her homeroom was also the same students that she had for her first class. Therefore, she took attendance and right away gave them an activity to do for their class, and then class would start. Basically during all transition times she didn’t waste her time, and was always using that time to do things that needed to get done. She set a great example for me in this way, showing me that you should use all the time that you have, and to never waste it. 

6.
She was very strict in making sure that her students were always paying attention to her and not talking or looking at themselves in the mirrors. You could often hear her saying “eyes on me” to get their attention. The basic classroom rule was to always pay attention, even if she wasn’t going over your part, you could still learn from listening. This is something that is very important and something that I will definitely use in my classroom one day. You always want your students to be paying attention to you, and learning by paying attention. She wanted them to have fun, but also wanted to make sure that they were learning and watching her at all times. 

7.
Whenever she noticed that someone was doing something unacceptable she wouldn’t call them out on it, but would say “some people are doing…” and they would know that she was talking about them, but they wouldn’t get embarrassed. They would then realize that they needed to pay attention and stop what it was that they were doing. She would also constantly say “eyes on me” when she saw that some people weren’t paying attention and that usually would work too. She sometimes would have to say it a lot throughout one class period, but it didn’t take a lot of time, and her students would immediately start paying attention again. These are great ideas for me to use as a future educator. You don’t want to make a student feel uncomfortable, all you want to do is make sure that they know what they are doing isn’t right, and Mrs. Whitney had a great way of doing that. Overall, I liked her methods of stopping misbehavior from occurring without taking a lot of class time to prevent it. 

V. Activities

The first activity that I decided to do was to conduct the activity that began Mrs. Whitney’s first class, her Music Theory class. These students were all either juniors or seniors, and there were only five of them in the class. I was asked to do some ear training with them involving seventh chords. I began the class having them come in and go straight to the pianos located in the classroom and play all the inversions of all the types of seventh chords that they knew. While they did this I walked around and checked on them seeing how they were doing. Most people were doing just fine and didn’t need my help, but one girl, Gail, did. She was having trouble remembering how to play the different qualities of seventh chords on the piano. So I was able to help her understand how to do it. Gradually, with my help, she slowly understood better what she was doing. 

After about ten minutes I called them back to their seats and we began to sing through the different types of seventh chords in all the different inversions. This is the part that I found the most difficult, because I haven’t had a lot of experience doing this myself. Here at Plymouth we don’t get the opportunity to sing through the seventh chords a lot, so I’m not as comfortable doing so. Even though I prepared for the short lesson the night before, I still was having a hard time and didn’t feel very comfortable. I also realized that I didn’t completely understand how she had wanted me to do the activity, so that also made it more difficult. It was good for me to do though, and helped me understand what I would need to work on before I did something like it again. 

Lastly, I had them do a dictation where I played a seventh chord for them and they had to identify the quality. At the end we went over it to see how they did. This activity was a lot of fun and I really enjoyed doing it. I did have some moments when I didn’t feel as comfortable, but that was also a learning experience for me. 

The second activity I did was one that I got to repeat three times in three different classes. Mrs. Whitney has three choir classes that are all learning the same things, so I got to do the same activity with each group of girls. It was really interesting doing the same activity with each group, because each group was different and needed help in different areas. My task was to work with the Soprano 1’s from each class who were going to be singing the high part, and to help them feel more comfortable with how high it was going to be, and to teach them good technique so they would find it easier to hit those high notes. 

Each time we worked in steps, just like Mrs. Whitney did with the whole choir. Our goal was to make sure that they could sing both the rhythms and the pitches correctly and to sound good doing it, and especially to do it with a healthy technique. We started by speaking the words in rhythm. Next we moved on to singing the pitches on solfege an octave lower than they would be sung eventually. Then we sang on the text in the lower octave, and finally we sang on text in the higher octave. Whenever we encountered a problem we stopped and found a way to fix it. I was constantly reminding them of their technique and we would have to stop and remember our posture and our vowel shapes along with our breathing. We slowly made our way through the steps until we could do everything really well. With some groups we actually made it through all of the steps, and with others we didn’t quite make it. This experience was also great for me. I was definitely more comfortable, since this is something I am constantly doing with myself, but it was a lot of fun to teach younger girls these things that I love doing every day. It was so much fun to do, and made me really excited to teach a high school choir. 

VI. Interview

This interview was conducted with Mr. Tom Quigley, the Director of Music and a Chair of the Fine Arts Department at Pinkerton Academy. Mr. Quigley has made a lot of great changes over the years in the music department, and has made it an important part of the students’ education. As well as being the Director of Music, he also teaches a number of music classes at Pinkerton as well. Any student who has had the opportunity to work with Mr. Quigley is a very lucky person, and will have a leg up on other high school students studying music. 

1. What drew you to a career working with high school kids?

I started with teaching middle school for eight years, and I had a great

time, but eventually it wasn’t enough of a challenge. 

2. What were the biggest challenges you faced when first starting out?

Discipline! I had no idea what I was getting myself into. I wasn’t prepared


to handle the different levels of ability. You have to have taught for a few years 


before the discipline gets established. You have to prove yourself. In the 


beginning I was placed in a classroom that had no equipment, so I had to fix up 


the room and find equipment that people in the community didn’t want anymore. 

3. What have been the greatest rewards in your career as a music educator?

It’s all about the kids. You get to watch them grow both musically and as 


people. You see them have a sense of belonging that is greater than themselves. 


It’s great to watch them do something together as a group.

4. What do you do to keep yourself rejuvenated or enthusiastic about your profession?

I do a lot of research still. There’s a lot out there on new ways of doing 


things, and I like to know about them. I also go to conventions and listen to other 


high school groups perform there. I also like to listen to new choral music that


comes out, and use it with my choir.

5. What do you think your most important function as a music educator should be?

To provide students with a way to communicate their emotions and 


feelings through music. It’s important to give them that opportunity to 


communicate through music. They come alive while singing and playing. We


help them nurture, develop and sustain their musical abilities.

6. a) Do you belong to a professional organization, which one(s)?

b) How do these organizations help people in your profession?

c) Is there a negative side to these organizations?


I belong to the Music Educators National Conference (MENC) and the 

American Choral Directors Association (ADCA). Every music teacher should belong to these organizations. They help music teachers through their journals, with conferences, by sponsoring speakers and classes, and through networking. Every organization has something that they need to work on. ACDA is pretty non-existent in New Hampshire. It’s not available to college kids like it should be. MENC, however, offers a lot of great opportunities. 

7. What important changes have occurred in your profession during your career?

State interference in education, such as No Child Left Behind, has forced 


the schools to put highly qualified teachers in the positions. However, if scores 


become less proficient then schools are forced to change things and music can 


suffer. Cooperative Education has been an important change. It made kids get out 



from behind their desks and show what they learned through tasks instead of tests. 

8. What is your job like after school is out? Do you bring home schoolwork on schools days or weekends? On average, how many hours a day do you devote to your job?

At least ten hours a day. I get to school at 6am and don’t leave until 4pm 


on most days. I am often catching up, doing after school activities or giving extra


help to students. I often bring things home to correct as well, even though I try 


and do as much correcting at school as possible. 

VII. Conclusion


The whole experience of getting the opportunity to watch a teacher at work in the classroom was so helpful to me. It got me excited to see someone at work where I one day hope to be. Watching Mrs. Whitney spend all this time with her choirs and to see what she was able to accomplish was so great. It made me excited to one-day get to teach a choir myself and to see the results of my teaching. Music is so important in my life and I can’t wait to get to share my passion with others and to help them further their musical education. Being able to watch Mrs. Whitney at work really showed my that I am capable of doing this one day and that I will be able to succeed. I often find myself wondering if I did choose the right occupation, and if I will be able to succeed in the field, but when I get to watch it all take place I realize that of course I can do it. My life wouldn’t be complete without music and without the opportunity to share it with others and to help them grow musically. 
