‘The how and why of classroom instruments’ by Susie Davies-Splitter

Why use instruments?

Instruments can be lots of fun!  They provide a diverse source of expression and can add extra colour to a rhyme, song or dance. The elements of music can be taught through instruments. 

Fine motor control can be achieved through instrument manipulation, also concentration and listening skills. Language skills are developed through discussion of instruments in describing sounds, material etc.

Because instruments are intriguing objects, mysterious, often colourful, varying in size, shape, weight and sound they provide wonderful opportunities for children to explore and create. Children are also highly motivated to learn through instrument use.

Aims of instruments
a.To learn names and uses of instruments.

b.To learn dynamics [soft/loud], tempo [fast/slow], pitch [high/low], beat and rhythm.

c.To distinguish instrument timbres [various qualities of sounds].

c.To develop fine motor control, concentration, language and listening skills.

d.To be creative and expressive through instrumental work.

Instrument issues in the classroom.

a. Correct care and handling of instruments. Consequences for misuse of instruments.

b. Distribution of instruments - strategies.

*Begin by demonstrating and playing one instrument at a time.

*Always demonstrate instruments and show use before handing out to children.

c. Clear signals for play and stop.

d. Instruments should be easy to hold and play and age appropriate.

Which instruments can be used?

1. Wooden Instruments - Chopsticks, Claves [rhythm sticks], Woodblocks/tone blocks, Castanets, [Humdrums, Temple blocks].

2. Metal Instruments - Tambourines, Bells, Cymbals, Triangles, Cow bells

Home made - Cans and spoons, hub caps

3. Shakers & Scrapers - Cabassa, Maracas, Guiro. 

Home made – agi pipe guiros and shaker rings

4. Skins - Tambour, Bongo drum, Conga drum, Djembes [Drum kit]

Home made – Pluckaphones, Thongaphones and drums

5. Sound effects with instruments - Train whistle, slide whistle & other whistles,

 vibraslap, rainmaker, ocean drum

6. Tuned Percussion Instruments - Chime bars, AX [Alto Xylophone], BX [Bass Xylophone], glockenspiels, Metallaphones and marimbas

Tuned Percussion -e.g. playing the xylophone.

Preparation - 

Postural control - Children need to be able to kneel in front of the instrument.

Shoulders and arms need to be strong and controlled. Practise simultaneous and alternate beating through body percussion.

Hand Functions - children must be able to reach the instrument, grasp the beater, have finger and wrist flexibility.

Body Awareness - knowing body parts - knees, hands, fingers etc.

Hand Dominance - being able to work well with both hands, independently and together. Practise hammering, chopping, slicing with hands also games with chopsticks and claves.

Hand Eye Co-ordination - being able to identify and play different notes.

Practise passing games [instruments and One Potato], clapping games, Beater practise - 

1,2,3,4, play your beaters on the floor.

1,2,3 play them on your knees.

1,2, play them on your shoe and stop.

Xylophone Orientation & Concepts

High/low notes via a ladder, glissando, single hands, both hands and crossing the midline, left and right. 

Xylophone Playing 

Play 1 bar with single hand, Play 2 bars with both hands simultaneously and alternating

How to use Instruments – a few ideas…

· Use a variety of homemade and conventional non tuned and tuned instruments to motivate and enthuse kids.

· Use instruments to accompany a story, song, rhyme or movement 

· Play instruments all together on the beat or rhythm and in certain sections of the piece

· Use instruments to improvise

· Explore and discover the instrument sounds – are they blown, hit, shaken, scraped, plucked, bowed etc. do they make long or short sounds?

· Homemade instruments can be made to suit a childs age and skill development. 

· Conduct the instruments – on the beat, to a rhythm, to stop, soft and loud, fast and slow, high and low, round and round, in and out, side to side etc.

Children with special needs  - adapt, simplify, feel vibrations
· The child that can’t use her hands CAN play the bells or the xylophone with her foot or the tambourine tied to her arm.

· The child that can’t hear CAN derive immense pleasure from feeling the vibrations on a drum, or a reed horn [those instruments that have low or high frequencies]

· The child that can’t manipulate the beater for the xylophone CAN hold an adapted beater with a thickened handle.

