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ABSTRACT

This paper and video presentation present a reflexive inquiry into my teaching as an adult
music educator, through the lens of play. My goal as an educator is to create the environment that
encourages students to create their own view of how to be a musician and to express themselves
through music. During my inquiry I utilized play and playfulness as a method during a year of
teaching as a tool to create a pathway to a more constructivist environment for students and to
study that process. Along with a new way to approach teaching the result was an appreciation of
students’ creativity, the realization of community as well as the discovery of identity as a music
educator.
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Introduction

The overall goal of this project was to complete a reflexive inquiry into my teaching as an

adult music educator, through the lens of play. In preparation, I identified that my personal

mission as an educator was to create an environment that encourages students to create their own

view of how to be a musician and to express themselves through music. My research involved

using play and playfulness as a method during my teaching in order to create a pathway to a

more constructivist environment for students, and documenting that process. During the course

of my study we experienced the COVID shutdown along with the protocols that came to be as a

result. Our rehearsal venue was shut down for a time so we met on Zoom for rehearsals. When

we did gather again we were socially distanced with masks. This significantly impacted our

experience as a group of musicians as we were separated physically from each other. We also

were not able to perform in the traditional way in which we were accustomed. Also, during the

time of my study our local community experienced a mass shooting that reverberated throughout

our population. Deemed the worst mass shooting in Canadian history it has left a scar that

continues to heal.

This journey significantly contributed to my personal and professional development as a

teacher and in fact was the catalyst for me establishing my identity as a community music

teacher. The term community music can generally be defined as consisting of but not limited to

“informal music making, which includes teaching and learning dimensions” (Veblen, Messenger,

Silverman & Elliott, 2013, p.1). Community music education generally takes place outside of
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educational institutions and “embraces all types of learning, including informal learning and

non-formal education as well as formal instructional strategies” (Higgins & Willingham, 2017,

p.2).

It is my hope that this research will be helpful to music teachers who are leading music

programs in cities, towns and villages all over the world under the auspices of community music.

It might also be of interest to scholars because of the intertwining of play and learning. The

metaphor of learning music can be applied to the greater context of adult learning, and, in this

case, could be beneficial to those interested in alternative teaching methods for adults.

I have chosen to represent my work in two formats. First, by presenting a “Life Concert”

which represents my personal journey through music learning, making and teaching. Through a

combination of music and stories I present how I have emerged as a music teacher in community

with my students. The music is performed by me as well as by my students. Along with this are

my “Concert Notes” which is the in-depth explanation of my research and journey throughout

the study. Contained in these notes are various components including the background explaining

how I came to this research, a definition of play, my report and observations of my study as well

as conclusions. These were all based on a written journal and interviews with colleagues. Any

quotes from my journal and interviews are displayed in italics.

The two formats can be experienced separately, independent of each other; however, for optimal

understanding I suggest watching the video before reading the concert notes. Together they fully

present my findings. Click or cut and paste the following link to view the video.

https://youtu.be/k8cL7W-siaU
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The Background

For all of us, there are moments in time that are etched into our memory. For me, one

lasting memory comes from my time working in the field of international education as an

International Student Program Manager for our local school board. I cannot recall the topic of

conversation, but I remember clearly the words that were directed to me by my boss, a trained

secondary school teacher.

“But you are not an educator.” This statement was presented in a certain context, however

as I contemplated it from a more global perspective this statement was the trigger for my

continuing contemplation over what it truly means to be an educator. In my context as a

community music teacher I am continually thinking about my role as a teacher and what I need

to do in order to be effective. What kind of teacher am I? Do I fully embrace what it means to be

a teacher, an educator? Am I an educator in my everyday life as I interact with people at work,

within community groups or at home?  And how does this relate to my work in community

music? Of course, the statement by my boss was directed at me in a particular context, with the

official designation of secondary school teacher in mind; however, the statement was received in

another context, the everyday teacher in mind. These questions have also been an inherent part of

my search for my own identity as an educator within the context of community music education.

Am I an educator? And what does that mean to me?

Before I began to teach music, I was a student of music. As a child, I was heavily

involved in musical activities. I took piano lessons, played in an orchestra, played in a ukulele

band, sung in choirs, and participated in several other ensembles. I even helped teach the ukulele.
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In fact, I was on track to maybe become a music teacher; however, a family move to another

province, and a school with no music program, pointed me in a different direction that did not

include formal musical activities. Looking back, I often wonder why it wasn’t in me to keep

playing music on my own or search for other opportunities. Was I a fair-weather musician?

Perhaps the struggle between having fun playing music with a group and the striving to

perfection was easier to just leave behind. The goals of music making to me were always

coached in festival competitions, judgement through Royal Conservatory examination or

perfecting for a performance. The conclusion: I wasn’t convinced I was that good.

Fast forward to age forty-one and my decision to dive back into learning music. I

remember that November morning very well. It was a bright, crisp sunny day, and I was driving

to South Maitland, Nova Scotia, to the studio of Chalmers Doane. Mr. Doane had been the iconic

music educator from my youth and here I was going to take a private lesson from him! I was

nervous and excited and worried that I might not be good enough. That day changed the course

of my life. It began a relationship that continues today with once a week lessons, much music

playing and regular playing in public for audiences. His check-in question “Is that fun?” was a

whole new departure from how I learned music as a child. Never had a teacher ever asked me if I

was having fun. We were always earnestly preparing for a show, a competition, an examination

or a performance.

I began to believe that I was good enough. My approach to music playing began

transforming from the pursuit of perfection to appreciating all the moments, even the mistakes.

As the writer Henry James is credited with saying “excellence does not require perfection.” I

began to feel a sense of freedom. And it was fun. I felt that I was getting my “play” back.
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The birds they sing, at the break of day

Start again, I heard them say.

Don’t dwell on what has passed away

Or what is yet to be.

Ring the bells that still can ring

Forget your perfect offering

There is a crack, a crack in everything

That’s how the light gets in.

From “Anthem” Leonard Cohen

Eventually I decided to share my passion and enthusiasm for music and the ukulele and I

began to teach. I had seen the light and I wanted everyone else to feel this transformative

experience for themselves.

I can best describe myself as an organically grown community teacher. I am not unlike

thousands of other musicians who decide to share their love of music with others in their

communities. Without that designation of “educator” received through formal training, I gathered

teaching tips from others and began with a carefully laid out curriculum written by experts and

focussing on developing specific skills contained in an incremental plan of lessons. My style was

teacher-centric. I talked, the students listened, then they played and I provided positive
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reinforcement. I always encouraged students to practise what they couldn’t do. I relied heavily

on watching other music teachers and I naturally mimicked what I had grown up with in terms of

teaching style. This behaviourist-oriented approach served me well in getting groups of players

ready for a performance. I viewed each learner not as an individual but more as a cog in the

wheel, a cog that needed adjusting to make the whole sound good.

In these early days I still felt the purpose of group playing was to prepare for a concert.

Again, harkening back on what I knew as a child, that the main goal was the performance and

my lessons were all structured with this goal in mind. Even though in my own music practise I

was learning to let go of striving for perfection and, as Leonard Cohen says, letting the light in

through the cracks, I considered my purpose as a teacher was to be in control and, as Dan Isbell

writes, my view was that the teacher “makes the decisions, and attempts to ‘shape’ students who

are passive in the sense that they respond to instruction rather than make active individual

decisions”( Isbell, 2011, p. 20).  A colleague who conducts choirs characterized the role as a

benevolent dictatorship! His view, which influenced me especially in my early years of teaching

music, was that you could not have too many people making the decisions because then you

would never get anything done, specifically the music would not come together as a whole.

Isbell describes the process: “In this manner the arrangement is broken down into its basic

components and the teacher rewards each step toward the final objective, which in this case

would be a satisfying group performance” (p.20).

As I continued through my teaching journey, I began to recognize that students needed

more than to learn a part by rote. Even though I thought I was serving them well by explaining

music theory, I was not giving them any opportunities to test these theories for themselves. I was
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not necessarily putting this information into context or, more importantly, providing

opportunities for my students to put theories into their own context. I began to recognise that

students were coming to the group with their own set of experiences, lenses through which they

saw the world, and ways of thinking. I began to recognise that outwardly they came with the

need to learn how to play the ukulele but, within each student, the needs were more complex. I

wasn’t just teaching music, I was facilitating an environment for students’ individual needs to be

met. I was hoping that the students would feel like musicians; however, I wasn’t providing

enough opportunities for them to flex their musical muscles.  They were still relying on me to tell

them exactly how to play.

In the spirit of student-centred instruction, I began to plan my instruction from a more

cognitivist approach which “provides analytical tools for designing learning proposals that build

on people’s existing tacit and explicit knowledge” ( Bélanger, 2011, p.50). To my teaching

methods I added differentiated instruction, chunking out certain sections of music to relate to

different contexts, utilizing the same skill in different ways, dividing the larger group into

smaller groups, and the “one-minute practice” – opening up the session so that each person could

practise and/or improvise in her or his own way for a short period of time. This was different

from my previous behaviourist approach in that I now took more care to recognize and consider

that people have different ways of processing information.

As a graduate student focussed on Lifelong Learning, I began to understand conceptually

the meeting of theory and practice in teaching and how each complements and feeds the other.

“We must have a clear and lucid grasp of our action (which implies a theory) whether we wish to
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or not…There is no dichotomy between theory and practice…practice acquires a new

significance when it is illustrated by a theory” (Elliott & Silverman, 2015, p.12).

In teaching music to adults, I began to realize that students came laden with musical and

educational experiences, the proverbial baggage so to speak, as well as different expectations

regarding what and how much they wanted to take in. I began to see students in the adult

learning theories that I was discovering. As a teacher getting to know students, I was

discovering, in real time, the principles underlying Malcolm Knowles’ (1970) theory of

andragogy, specifically by dividing my group into smaller groups. I discovered the need for

adults to be involved in their own learning through planning and evaluating their own progress

and that they brought backgrounds rich in experience to their learning as they encouraged and

helped each other; that this form of experience, mistakes and all, formed an important part of

their learning as they tried new ideas; that these groups fulfilled a need for students to apply their

knowledge to real life situations by preparing them to play for others on their own without the

need for a “conductor”; and that this problem-centred approach gave students the autonomy to

work through an assignment rather than being given step by step instruction on how to complete.

This put me in a different role as teacher. I became more of a coach, cheerleader, and chief

encourager. I embraced and keenly felt that the “critical function of the teacher … is to create a

rich environment from which students can extract learning and then to guide their interaction

with it so as to optimize their learning from it” (Knowles, 1970, p. 56).

As a music teacher I identify with the Kolb Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984).

Figure 1.
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Note: From Kolb’s Learning Styles and Experiential Learning Cycle, SimplyPsychology,

2017.(https://www.simplypsychology.org/learning-kolb.html)

Initially I present students with the concrete experience of making sounds with their

voice or with an instrument. As the Kolb Learning Cycle illustrates, the student engages in the

experience and, almost immediately, will reflect in a negative or positive way. In my experience,

I have noticed that their reflections can often be laden with their negative assumptions about

their potential as a musician. As they move through an examination of musical theory and an

understanding, rather than a learning by rote, students can gain more confidence to try new ways

of playing and, in turn, increase their capacity to be functional on the instrument. As an

“educator” I also began to understand that I needed to take great care in facilitating the reflective

stage so as to build confidence and not destroy it. It has become apparent to me that it is

important to focus on the students’ capacity for understanding so as to allow them to discover

musical concepts on their own; therefore, making the knowledge their own.

In the spirit of Mezirow’s (2009) transformational learning, starting to play a musical

instrument as a beginner is most certainly a disorientating dilemma, after which follows a period

of self-examination which can be either positive or negative or a combination of both. My goal

as a music educator is to help students find the musician within themselves. This process

typically takes students through periods of self-doubt and alienation but, with guidance, students

can build confidence and plan their own course towards improving their musicianship. A good
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teacher-student relationship is a continuous discourse of playing music together and talking. The

focus is not on simply learning the notes and the rhythms but on feeling the music, experiencing

the joy of playing something well and adopting the mentality of a musician. The transformation

into a musician leads to experimenting through performance opportunities with the new role and,

for some, a new identity.

In community with students I have witnessed transformative moments. These have

happened sometimes due to my leadership and sometimes in spite of it! As John Dirkx says:

“Transformative learning has neither a distinct beginning nor an ending. Rather, it represents a

potential that is eternally present within ourselves and our learners… The best teachers of

transformative learning are ourselves—our own lives in community with others” (Dirkx, 1998, p.

11).  My inspiration continually comes from the students. In fact, it was a suggestion from one of

the students that caused me to question my teaching practice in an intentional way.

A simple request made to include a jam session at the end of our sessions caused me to

realize that perhaps I wasn’t meeting students’ needs. The desire to just strum and sing without

comment on technique, without fancy arrangements, just campfire style singing and playing

satisfied a desire to have fun and ultimately to express ourselves in a more genuine way. From

those jam sessions I began to learn more about the students and this time of taking their direction

allowed me as a teacher to begin to realize that the time we have together is a conversation not a

lecture. This time together made me more aware of the students’ needs and I began to move

away from my teacher-centric style of teaching.

As I contemplated my teaching practise, I continued to discover different ways of

knowing and engaging in research activities. And the journey of my music learning and teaching
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along with my graduate studies led me to the idea of play. As a musician we “play” music but

often it is actually a lot of work. I realized that, many of the musicians I admired, did not begin

with formal lessons but with just fooling around with their instrument. Then I began to wonder

about the relationship of play to research and, consequently, the link of play to the learning

process. Could academic research be play? How much do we really learn from “just playing”? I

wonder if playing as an adult is an integral part of comprehensive knowledge. Could play be the

conduit that motivates and ignites intrinsic learning? Do we need more play in adult education?

Do we need more play in music?

In my teaching, I had reached a point where as much as I felt that I was being an

encouraging, open minded, respectful teacher, I didn’t feel that my students were growing as

musicians. Concepts that I had reviewed numerous times were not remembered; after several

years of playing there didn’t seem to be a collective desire to try more difficult skills. Things

seemed to be at a standstill. In studying constructivist theories, such as those of John Dewey, I

began to consider how I could change my approach to encourage more individual meaning

making and, therefore, more intrinsic learning. Even though I was now taking students’ different

learning processes into account, I was still the keeper of the knowledge and I still saw my role as

teaching my students what I knew. I began to realize that, in order for students to realize their full

potential, they need to interact and experience the content in ways that are meaningful to them

and they need to construct their own knowledge through experience (Dewey, 1938). I envisioned

creating an environment that encourages people to relish being challenged instead of languishing

in the status quo–an atmosphere that encourages input and creativity; therefore, encouraging a
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sense of self as a musician. This couldn’t happen without students being able to fully express

themselves and feel their learning on an intrinsic level.

This quest led me to the idea of intentionally incorporating play and playfulness into my

teaching practice. Although it may seem redundant to add play into playing music, the reality is

that adult learners often do not play “with” music. This is an important distinction. Being

intentional about embracing the concept of play, and considering it in the context of music

making, can lead to a new way of thinking about who we are as musicians. Do we need to sit in

the middle of a group in order to make music? Or can we take matters into our own hands and

become a musician in our own right? Could play create that learner experience from which

students can construct their own knowledge? Could the incorporation of play be a gateway to a

more constructivist way of teaching?

“It is the pleasure we take in playing that keeps us at it long enough to increase our skills,

as we learn more about ourselves and the people with whom we play we grow in another kind of

knowing” (Eberle, 2014, p.231). In my teaching practice, I want to find a balance between

providing a plan and offering an organic learning space, a balance between setting goals,

fostering intrinsic motivation and encouraging collaboration. I want to create an environment

where my students feel they can be themselves and try new things and fail or succeed, each with

joyful abandon. Fundamentally, the purpose of this research into play was to discover not only

how to be a more effective teacher,  but also how to help my students grow into another kind of

knowing and emerge as musicians in their own right.

The Study and Methodology
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My research plan was to study my own teaching as I intentionally integrated play and

playfulness into the learning process of adult students. Through reflexive observation,

documenting the teacher planning process, and personally engaging in play, I explored the role of

play as a guiding principle in my teaching practice.

The research methodology for this study was reflexive inquiry (Cole and Knowles, 2000).

I intentionally introduced play as an experimental teaching approach within the context of my

teaching sessions with adults in a community music setting. Although it might seem redundant to

be introducing play into an environment of “playing” music, my study actually revealed an irony

that has existed in my teaching practice. My essential question was whether introducing play into

my music teaching would provide a gateway to a more constructivist approach to teaching,

which is more in line with the tenets of community music.

“There is a lot of self-growth and self-knowledge that comes from teaching and this

absolutely holds true for me. It has allowed me to push myself to learn not just the

material, how to get the material across in an effective way, and to build my own skills,

but also to really explore the beauty of learning itself. Of both learning and of music

making. It has allowed me to question why something needs to be taught or learned a

certain way and perhaps that’s not the only way. That there is freedom and flexibility

through exploration as a teacher.” (Interview Cynthia Kinnunen)

Teaching, by its very nature, is reflexive. The act of teaching is planned for, and then

executed, then reflected upon and future actions are adjusted based on the experience. The

environment, the participants, and cultural context are all considered as a teacher moves forward
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and continues with her craft. “Reflexive practitioner inquiry is generative; we are becoming more

responsive as we co-construct our pedagogy” (Schnellert, Richardson, & Cherkowski , 2014, p.

247). The act of teaching is research-in-action as each micro-experience informs the next, and

throughout a teaching career, expertise is developed and refined.

A teaching career is in itself a body of knowledge. Unfortunately, this body of knowledge

is not always formally shared with the greater teaching community, especially within the context

of community education. While a body of knowledge exists under the surface, the formal

recording of the lessons learned within the context of the teaching environment is not always

available in the public forum. Therefore, this untapped informal body of knowledge can be lost

forever.

Reflexive inquiry, “a process of inquiry rooted in self-awareness, situational

understanding, personal filters, and social location” (IGI Global, n.d.), is a useful research

method for teachers because primarily the work of a teacher is interacting and building

relationships with people.  A former boss of mine often said, when we were faced with applying

rules and policies to situations that arose, that we were not dealing with refrigerators, we were

dealing with people. Teachers and students have individual life experiences that they bring to the

teacher-student relationship and the guiding, nurturing and overall atmosphere is unique to every

teaching environment. There is no cookie-cutter approach to teaching. “We see teaching as a

complex and personal expression of knowing and knowledge, not an application of a set of

disembodied, acontextual principles or theories." (Cole & Knowles, 2000, p.1) Indeed, the

teacher who relies entirely on a prescribed program is missing the opportunity to connect with
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their students’ individual needs. Arguably to be an effective teacher, one must be reflexive in

nature.

“Teaching is a dynamic expression of the self” (Cole & Knowles, p. 26).  Teachers are

continually revealing themselves even unconsciously. Interactions are infused with personal

history and experience both inside and outside of the teaching environment. Being aware of

biases, influences, and triggers is an essential part of teaching. Taking the time to intentionally

look inward is a difficult journey for some; however, without this, there is a disconnect in the

flow of relationship with students. This type of research is subjective. Researching self simply

cannot be objective and without personal overtones; however, this very subjectivity is what

makes this research so rich in nature. If one were to open Google Maps and look at the world, it

would be possible to retrieve general information about the shapes and sizes of countries, the

locations of cities, et cetera; however, if one were to then zoom in on one town, on one street, on

one house, the level of detail would change significantly. Flowers and trees, street signs, the

colour of the house, and so much more would be visible. Focusing on one teacher and an

individual practice, allows this level of detail. What makes reflexive inquiry unique from other

research methodologies is that it is, essentially, a self-study. By its very nature it explores

personal experience considering personal history and bias.

Reflexive inquiry was a process that allowed for me to not only critically examine my

practise, but also reveal and challenge beliefs about music and teaching. “In a reflexive stance,

making sense of both prior and current educational experiences within the context of present

practice may shed new, perhaps brighter, light on understandings of teaching” (Cole & Knowles,

p.3). Throughout this process I examined who I am as a teacher, why and what I teach, the
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context from which I entered teaching, my understandings of what it means to be a teacher and

my understanding of the community music environment. In introducing a new teaching method,

I also did discover new ways to communicate with my students and enhance my relationship

with them.

An important aspect of this research is that it takes place within the community music

environment. Community music, as a field of practise and research, has grown substantially in

the last several years. The essence of community music is collaborative in its approach.

“Community musicians intentionally set out to create spaces for inclusive and participatory

musical doing. This impulse comes from a belief that music making is a fundamental aspect of

the human experience and is therefore an intrinsic and foundational part of human culture and

society…As a broad approach to music education, community musicians place emphasis on

conversation, negotiation, collaboration and cultural democracy” (Higgins & Willingham, 2017,

p.1).

As a community music teacher, I have struggled with some of these concepts. Being a

product of music instruction that did not entertain negotiation or conversation, I have intuitively

relied on the behavioural approach when in the position of instructor. The primary reason for

embarking on this study as a reflexive inquiry is that the core question is directly related to

changing the way I teach. This is not simply employing new tactics and observing the results;

this is a culture shift in my teaching, it is deeply personal. An important part of this research was

for me to “understand the formative as well as the continuing experiences and influences that

have shaped and continue to shape [my perspective and practise]” (Cole and Knowles, p.2).
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During the course of a season of teaching, I adhered to a playful approach in my teaching. I

journaled throughout this process not only chronicling events but also reflecting on how my

teaching was changing. My journal consisted of ad hoc notes leading up to a more structured,

intentional process conducted over a three-month period of teaching. During these three months

of focussed journaling I would write twice a week, at the beginning in anticipation of my

teaching episodes, and at the end in reflection of these episodes, for a total of twenty-one entries.

My ad hoc notes were a collection of free writing, composed whenever I felt the need to express

my thoughts. My structured journal was written with more purpose in mind. By this time my

research question had been formulated and my writing was both reflective and reflexive. My

observations included: a) the students’ reaction to my playful teaching methods b) my reactions

to using playful teaching methods c) the emergence of my teaching identity c) the role of play in

any changes I observed both in my students and myself.

“It takes two to know one”    - Gregory Bateson (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 94)

As community ukulele teacher I do not operate in a silo. I am part of a community of

teachers from around the world that share ideas and exchange experiences. As I embarked on this

journey of claiming an educator’s identity, a natural part of this process was to talk with

colleagues.  These discussions helped to assemble the pieces of my findings by guiding me to

identify what works for me as well as to flush out what I am not in terms of a teacher. As part of

this project, I interviewed four ukulele teachers, one being my teacher and mentor, to discuss

teaching and learning.

The data consisted of my ad hoc notes, my journal, as well as my interviews. The process

of analyzing the data in a general way adhered to the six phases of thematic analysis as outlined
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by Braun and Clarke (2013). The process of thematic analysis was beneficial for this study

because of its adaptability to my form of data. It is “theoretically flexible because the search for,

and examination of, patterning across language does not require adherence to any particular

theory of language, or explanatory meaning framework for human beings, experiences or

practices.” (Braun & Clarke, 2013).

First, I re-familiarized myself with my writing and the transcription of the interviews.

This involved reading and re-reading which allowed me to mentally re-enter the study. From this

I was able to identify questions and topics that repeated themselves throughout or for which there

was much copy written. I developed a number of “codes” or minor themes. I reviewed and

analyzed this list and by merging some together or recognizing that some stood on their own, I

identified major themes on which to focus in the analysis and representation.

In the presentation of my work I also have used musical selections and stories to identify and

examine the emerging themes and show how I came to fully embrace a new identity as a

community music teacher. I have compiled these into a “Life Concert” which is, in essence, an

online performance piece that both complements my written work and illustrates my findings in

an alternative arts-based manner. The study was conducted within two teaching environments: an

adult community ukulele group consisting of twenty-five members and a small group of four

adult advanced ukulele players.

Throughout the course of this project I intentionally introduced various playful methods

and techniques into my teaching. At times, as the teacher, I had had ulterior motives, meaning

that I expected my students to learn something specific; however, I also tried to include activities

that seemingly had no purpose and from which outcomes only became clear afterwards.
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Defining Play

“Play helps us deal with difficulties, provides a sense of expansiveness, promotes mastery

of our craft, and is an essential part of the creative process” (Brown, 2010, p.127). Play is an

elusive, intrinsic notion that adults feel and act out in a variety of ways. Whether it be tackling

other humans in a competitive game of football, sitting with others sewing a quilt, quietly

solving a sudoku puzzle, or plucking the strings of a ukulele, each one of us holds within us a

unique perception of play and the emotions and rewards that result.

Many adults have a nostalgic view of play, something that existed in abundance during

the years of childhood; however, as years are journeyed through, adult responsibilities weigh

heavily and can smother that childish desire to play. Individuals’ sense of self is cultivated from

the time of birth. “There is indeed a self, but it is a process, not a thing, and the process is present

at all times when we are presumed to be conscious” (Domasio, 2010, p.8). We grow into our

selves based on our culture, our upbringing and experiences relating to others. As children, play

is an integral part of the learning process. As we grow into adults, we spend less and less time

playing as we put a practical value on time and productivity. “Since about 1955 … children’s

free play has been continually declining, at least partly because adults have exerted

ever-increasing control over children’s activities outside of the world of labor” (Gray, 2011,

p.444). By the time we reach adulthood our sense of selves does not always include time to play.

The journey that moves people towards knowing is the process of learning. Historically,

in our own personal lives, play has been part of that process. There is ample research on the role

of play in the development of a child; however, that research diminishes in the field of adult

learning. This is possibly because of its elusive quality. “Play is a function of the living, but is
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not susceptible of exact definition either logically, biologically, or aesthetically” (Huizinga, 1950,

p.7). As well, play can be viewed through a variety of lenses, including cultural, psychological,

historical and sociological. Each person has a unique concept of play in the context of their own

lives.

“Defining play has always seemed to me like explaining a joke–analyzing it takes the joy

out of it” (Brown, 2010, p.16).  Although seemingly counterintuitive, it is possible to construct

an understanding of play, in a collaborative sense, by considering some of the commonly

identified elements of play. Brown identifies the following properties: apparently purposeless

(done for its own sake), voluntary, inherent attraction (it’s fun), freedom from time (we lose

sense of the passage of time), diminished consciousness of self, improvisational potential,

continuation desire (Brown, 2010).

From his study of various scholars in play, Scott Eberle identifies the emergence of five

qualities: play is apparently purposeless, voluntary, outside the ordinary, fun, and focused by

rules (Eberle, 2014).  Eberle goes on to develop the six elements of play as indicated in the

following chart. “Each element takes on explanatory power as it subdivides into eight

“‘expressions,’ synonyms of varying potency. Scan the columns of the chart downward to see

how a single element increases in intensity” (p. 222).
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Figure 2.

Figure 2. Elements of Play by The Strong is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International
License, adapted from S. Eberle, "The elements of play: Toward a philosophy and a definition of play”, 2014, American Journal of Play, 6(2), p.
221.
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Eberle summarizes with this definition: “Play is an ancient, voluntary, ‘emergent’ process

driven by pleasure that yet strengthens our muscles, instructs our social skills, tempers and

deepens our positive emotions, and enables a state of balance that leaves us poised to play some

more” (p. 231).

In this research journey, I experienced the concept of play through the teaching of music

to adults. I explored how play can be a gateway to a constructivist method of teaching and how

the elements of play, specifically Eberle’s six elements, relate to this approach. The lens through

which I explored play is based on what learning music has meant and continues to mean to me

personally. My view of play is comprised of and summarized as emotion, mastery, creativity and

emotion, all of which shaped my vision and my journey as a music learner. These three

components are, in essence, an embodiment of Eberle’s elements. I begin and end with emotion

because I begin playing music feeling a great sense of anticipation and surprise in what I initially

learn and I get great pleasure out of this. These are the emotions I feel as I move into more

understanding and feel stronger with my new abilities and begin to feel a sense of poise, the most

complete emotion of completely feeling outside myself and at one with the music. “Play reserves

poise as a reward for the luckiest players who experience increasing dimensions of dignity,

grace, composure, ease, wit, fulfillment, and spontaneity” (Eberle, 2014, p.226). It is one reason

why musicians play music for those moments of all-encompassing unexplainable,

goosebump-evoking emotional moments.

Eberle’s elements and how he diagrams them relate very well to the learning of music,

not only because of the emergent nature of the elements as he describes them but also as he

describes the elements in constant motion in a cylindric way, each feeding into other elements,
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with no ending point. For the individual learning music, it means becoming, or emerging as, a

musician. Learning music is not an end in itself, it is a journey that involves the delight in

creating sound, tenacity of practice, the excitement of creating something new, and the euphoria

of experiencing something ethereal, outside ourselves, over and over again.

As Eberle illustrates, at the nucleus of play is pleasure functioning “both as a defining

trait and an incentive to play some more” (p.223). Having fun is at the core of play and in turn

opens the door to learning something new.

“A whole new skill of learnin’, something different, something which has music to it

which to me is not just a therapy, but it has to be fun, otherwise I wouldn’t do it.” Jane,

Ukulele Player, (Ukulele Fun at Sage Gagehead, 2018)

Fun makes up the whole body of what teachers do in community music. Students would

not participate if the lessons were simply a grinding barrage of exercises; indeed, the motivation

to show up is the anticipation of having fun. In my teaching, I sometimes look at students as

birds learning to fly and, in re-imagining  Eberle’s diagram, the elements fit into this metaphor.

The pleasure (fun) element is the centre, the “hub of play” (p.223) represented as the body of the

bird. It is the core of all play. The wings comprise, on one side, anticipation and surprise

(emotion) and, on the other side, understanding and strength (mastery and creativity). As the bird

learns to move its wings together with greater ease, it glides in a state of poise. Fun is the

motivator but, without even one of the wings, the bird won’t fly. And, if one of the wings isn’t as

strong as the other, or is not functioning to its maximum ability, then the bird finds it more

difficult to fly and to ultimately experience poise.
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My goal as a music teacher is to teach students to fly, not to stay in the proverbial nest. I

don’t want to present them with simple “paint-by-number” instruction. I want them to learn

music but also become musicians. Eberle’s elements provide a play framework around which to

organize my teaching with fun being at the core. Emotion, mastery and creativity are the muscle

and bones that elevate that fun into learning to be a musician and ultimately experiencing the

state of poise–being outside your practical thoughts and letting the music take over.

Play and Emotion

“There was also a really wonderful thing that happened this morning. A few years ago,

we were preparing for a Christmas concert and some of the players came to me and

asked if I would ask Diane to perform her version of “I’m Getting Nothin’ for

Christmas.” I remember at the time feeling a little put off by it as it wasn’t in my plan but

I didn’t want to quell the enthusiasm of the players who had approached me. So, the time

came and she sang it, and she really hammed it up! It was quite funny so, against my

better judgement, I asked her to perform it in the concert.  She agreed and did, and,

although it didn’t fit my formula for how the concert should unfold, she was a hit and,

most importantly, the group members loved it.

Diane lost her two adult children this past year, one to cancer the other to a massive

stroke. She is having a tough December. Today a few of the group approached me again

and asked if Diane would perform her piece for the group at our gathering. I didn't know

if she would do it, but she agreed, and she sang with my accompaniment. How wonderful

to see her being playful and getting laughs. A crazy song! And the playfulness in which
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you need to approach it was unexpectedly soul-soothing. Being playful helped her reach

through the darkness towards the light. It was an expression of hope, hope for living with

joy in her new reality. We often look to the serene, meditative moments or the big grand

gestures for signs of hope. Acts of silliness and playfulness may seem simple, but they are

indeed complex, soul-stirring experiences that affect our state of mind.  During this

season of advent 2019, "I'm Gettin' Nothin for Christmas" to me represents the journey

through the darkness towards the light." (Teaching journal December, 2019)

The above scenario presents a metaphor for the role of emotions in learning. So often,

these emotions are experienced intensely, but not thoroughly examined and reflected upon as a

way to learn more about ourselves and how we engage in our own well-being. Often cast aside as

distractions to logical thinking, it is easy to neglect the role of emotions in the learning process.

The act of singing a silly song, put in the context of the emotional burdens that Diane was

feeling, had deep meaning and was a gateway to a clearer understanding of how she was going to

be able to flourish within the context of her new reality. This song certainly did not match her

overarching feelings; however, the act did take her back to a time before the death of her

children. In a new sense, she reclaimed some of her joy.

“Emotions are not a bothersome sideshow. They rest at the very core of how a student

might engage in thinking about the various aspects of what they are learning” (Plumb, 2014,

p.155-156). Fear can be a significant barrier faced with a new reality. Being playful can

counteract this by giving hope. Specifically, in teaching music to older adults, the history of fear

and uncertainty that they bring to the learning environment can be overwhelming and a

significant impediment to their progression as a musician. For all kinds of reasons, adult students
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can feel vulnerable. Anecdotally, music teachers who teach adults often report that they

experience a significant amount of resistance due to fear and that an integral part of their

teaching is allying those fears.

“I had noticed in my own teaching that, and I'm sure you've seen it too, where it is

extremely nerve wracking for adults to bring themselves to the table sometimes. We are

all super critical of ourselves in terms of making mistakes, not wanting to be seen as

failing or making these mistakes.” (Interview with Cynthia Kinnunen)

Playful acts put in a context can be a way to work through insecurities. And for me, as a

teacher, being playful can take me back to a time before music festivals, school concerts and

Royal Conservatory exams, and be a reminder of the fun. In turn, play has the potential to create

an environment for more in-depth learning.

Play and Mastery

I remember watching my brother, when he was a young boy, take apart his bicycle and

lay the parts on the grass in our backyard, after which he then would put it back together. He did

this for no other reason than for the pure fun of it. In the process, he learned how a bike was built

and how to fix it when needed. He also learned enough that he could substitute parts or add

different features. Through this playing, he mastered the workings of a bicycle.

In music, the process of improvising is quite similar. A piece of music has melody,

harmony and rhythm, and tinkering with any one of those can lead to the creation of something a

little different. Or it is possible to take apart all the parts and put them together again in a

different way, or perhaps add a new feature or substitute a part. The piece still has to remain

somewhat intact, but the act of playing with all the parts is integral to knowing it.
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As a student of music, the one thing that is suggested, encouraged, urged or implored is

practise. To improve technique, learn the songs and generally get better at playing, one has to

engage in repetitive practice. "Practise at retrieving new knowledge or skill from memory is a

potent tool for learning and durable retention" (Brown, Roediger, McDaniel, 2014, p.43). The

problem is that practising either becomes overwhelming or tedious, and many students end up

avoiding it by procrastinating or giving up.

As Stephen Nachmanovitch (1990) says, "We think of practise as an activity done in a

special context to prepare for performance or the 'real thing'. But if we split practise from the real

thing, neither one of them will be very real. Through this split, many children have been

irrevocably taught to hate piano or violin or music itself by the pedantic drill of oppressively

boring exercises” (p.67).  These children grow up, have families and careers and, at some point,

might decide to give music another try. That is when their experience can become a barrier to

learning in the fullest, most intrinsic sense. “Mastery comes from practise; practise comes from

playful, compulsive experimentation” (Nachmanovitch,1990, p.73).

Like my brother with his bicycle, one needs to spend some time in free play to bring that

knowledge inside. It is possible to learn a piece of music by rote and use this extrinsic knowledge

to perform it; however, this is a superficial form of mastery as it is learned to simply be

regurgitated. Ask that performer to play the piece in a different key or in a different style and

chances are they would not be able to do it.

If mastery is a learning goal, then it is essential to spend time not only memorizing the

music but playing around with the parts. "To become a master, the pupil has to go beyond what is

known, has to learn what has not been shown by others in the field" (Brown, 2010, p.141).
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Making knowledge intrinsic increases the prospect of retaining that knowledge. Learning solely

by rote is merely scratching the service of understanding. One has to spend time with the

material and make it personally meaningful.

The challenge is to make the practising fun. And, as Nachmanovitch says, not to separate

the practising from the real thing. Practising needs to be the centrepiece of learning music, not a

means to an end. “Without some sense of fun or play, people usually can’t make themselves stick

to any discipline long enough to master it” (Brown, 2010, p. 143). Teaching practise as play–as

the real thing–is the key to helping students genuinely realize their learning goals.

Play and Creativity

The Oxford dictionary defines creativity as “the use of the imagination or original ideas,

especially in the production of an artistic work” (“Creativity,”n.d.). Albert Einstein’s famous

thought experiments were the seed that grew into his theory of relativity and, indeed, he is

quoted as saying, "Imagination is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited.

Imagination encircles the world" (Viereck, 1929).

Imagination and potential for creativity are within all of us but are sometimes difficult to

ignite. Engaging in play can be a vehicle to facilitate the process of letting creativity emerge

within us. “The cognitive qualities of playfulness (such as fantasy, spontaneity, and ingenuity)

are congruent with divergent thinking or ideation (the generation of new ideas or concepts or of

novel associations between existing ideas or concepts), which are widely accepted phases of the

creative process” (Power, 2011, p.289).
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Tapping into one’s creativity is a natural learning process that, along with the practical

tools of a particular trade, deepens the learning and can bring new knowledge into the public

forum. "Creative people can escape into the imagination, but are also firmly grounded in reality"

(Brown, 2010, p.136). This paradox also exists in play. “Much of play takes place in an

imaginative world, but is also firmly grounded in reality” (p. 136).

Encouraging creativity in the practice of teaching is important because it promotes the

development of intrinsic knowledge, not merely a re-affirmation of expertise already in the

public forum. “Education much teach, reach, and vibrate the whole person rather than merely

transfer knowledge” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 177). Fostering creativity as a teacher is

beneficial as it promotes a collaborative learning environment. Ideas from students can do much

to enhance teaching practices. This can be frightening for control-oriented teachers as this means

giving up the “keeper of the knowledge” title. Also, for insecure teachers, having a student come

up with an idea can be intimidating. If a teacher can get beyond this, however, there is substantial

potential to enhance the student-teacher relationship, to increase student confidence and to

encourage intrinsic learning.

Teaching with Play and Playing with Teaching

I began my study in an intentional way by planning and implementing playful activities

and teaching methods in my teaching practice.  One type of activity that I used regularly was

games. Presenting a game has a whole different connotation than the lecture approach. A game

immediately seems fun and perhaps a low risk activity due to the fact that games are not

considered serious; they are for leisure time, something to do instead of work. This is a form of
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stealth learning. “Stealth learning is when an instructor uses clever, disguised ways to introduce

learning objectives through non-traditional tools, such as games, to encourage students to have

fun and learn. Students think they are merely playing, but they are simultaneously learning”

(Sharpe L., 2012, p. 42).

It is actually quite easy to make anything a game. It is all in the approach. For example, if

there is an exercise in the instruction book, instead of just having everyone read it, I have tried

creating a little in-house competition by dividing the group into two teams (Team Awesome and

Team Bodacious and sometimes a third, Team Competent) to see who plays the passage better.

Of course, the competition is all tongue in cheek and usually ends in laughter and mock

arguments over who won.

A few of the games that I have used are “The Elimination Game” which is a game

utilizing the major scale. The player starts by playing every note but gradually move towards

replacing some of the notes with rests. The trick is to still imagine playing the full scale and all

end together on the same note. Sometimes people forget to play the rest and play the note to

much feigned admonishment from me! Of course, how the game is set up is really important. I

coached as a fun activity with the indication that making mistakes is expected. During the course

of this game we continue to learn the scale and with the requirement to sing the scale silently

thus reinforcing intrinsic learning. This game also involves rhythm and tempo. Inevitably after

playing this game for a while, going back to playing just the plain scale seems so much easier.

I also introduced a playing card game to the small group of four players. This was a game

that had students blindly picking cards that would create a random chord progression. Then we

played with improvising with these chord progressions. This was interesting because there was
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no way to determine the outcome of this exercise. From my journal “This week as I implemented

this card game with no idea what the outcome would be, it felt much more dynamic and exciting.

First, I had fun! I always enjoy teaching but diving into this really felt like play. It was a game

but what resulted was an exchange of musical ideas and opportunities for creativity as well as

discussion of musical theory as we understand it at this point in history.”

It was in the playing of this card game with students that I felt an understanding of the

notion of “learning in laboratories” introduced by Randall Allsup (2016). Western music

education historically has been structured in a “master-apprentice” model whereby the teacher,

the master, controls the agenda, the teaching environment, and is the ultimate judge of success.

In the learning laboratory model, students and teacher gather to experiment and to create. It is an

“open template” whereby “the teacher both organizes and receives. The students both lead and

follow. Ends are both directed and open. There are rights and wrongs, but decisions must be

made locally, individually, or within a specific community of inquiry” (Allsup, p. 95). As a

teacher steeped in the western music tradition, I had more fun with this than I anticipated. The

card game sessions were dynamic and generated discussion. It was an opportunity for me as a

teacher to gain insight into the students and their experience in a non-threatening way. The

exercise, along with other games, allowed for me to give up some of my power and share it with

the students, away from “the teacher as the primary stakeholder, a CEO-type director or

performance Master who envisions his job as the upholder of historically coded practices.”

(Allsup,p. xii)

Another technique I used was pretending. I sometimes turned my back to the group and

faced the imaginary audience. I would introduce the group as the world-famous Marigold
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Ukulele Players who are about to captivate all present with their playing. This leads to smiles

and reminds us all not to take ourselves too seriously. On an ongoing basis I also look for

recorded music that we can play-along-with such as Jackie Wilson’s “Higher and Higher” where

the group plays the D scale along with the instrumental interludes and can pretend they are part

of the band. Another piece that is a lot of fun to play along with is Cream’s “Sunshine of my

Love”. This piece is all based on the blues scale and is a fun way to master the playing of this

scale. Both of these pretending pieces provide the opportunity for players to improve their skill

through play. The ironic part is they are pretending to be musicians when, by playing along, they

are indeed the real thing.

Along with the team challenges I used in my teaching, another play activity is “Singing

the Strings”. Devised by Chalmers Doane, this is a way to harmonize a piece by singing. I divide

the group into four and assign each group one of the four strings of the ukulele. They are to then

“sing” that string. We put it together and the group is singing the strings, the harmony, of the

ukulele. We then continue through the harmony of a song to sing these strings. It is quite a

challenge for people to hear these strings but, by presenting it as a challenge with no expected

outcome, as a “let’s see what we can do” activity, it becomes more like just playing around.

Sometimes it sounds quite lovely and other times not so much. Either way it is a challenge and a

fun way to develop an ear for music.

I also have introduced kazoos to the group (note: just before the COVID shutdown). I

always have been reluctant to use kazoos because of their silliness and I have wanted to be taken

seriously as a musician; however, I read that they helped children find their singing voice

because in order to make a kazoo work you have to sing into it, again, another form of stealth
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learning. I had begun the previous year using them with young students and found that they were

indeed very effective. Students, who I could not convince to sing a note, were suddenly singing

with gusto into the kazoo. In most cases, it became a bridge to participating in the singing tunes.

I purchased enough kazoos for the adult group and decided we would hum the tune

“Lollipop” into them. This tune had the chord progression that I was interested in teaching the

group and it is a repetitive tune so it is easy to learn by ear. I wasn’t sure what reaction I would

get from the group. I wondered if some would think it was too silly; however, I needn’t have

worried. When I took them out of my bag and announced that we would be trying a tune with

kazoos someone yelled out “What took you so long?” Yes indeed!

The whole exercise was done by ear. After I demonstrated the four chords that we would

play over and over, I handed out the kazoos and we began. Observing the group, I found that

everyone participated including the self-proclaimed non-singers. I had announced at the

beginning that this tune was for fun and that we were not working on it for a performance, that

we would just play around with it; however, I received emails from students with suggestions of

tunes we could perform with the kazoos. They were well received.

When I reflect on the one session we had with kazoos, I realize how much music I

actually taught. I not only taught the chord progression but we also attempted the point where

there is a popping sound and a picking lick. It is a sophisticated rhythmic interlude. Everyone

was engrossed in the fun of the kazoos and dove into the interlude. The focus was high and the

motivation to make it all work was intense. I can’t think of how long it might have taken me to

teach all of this in a traditional “breaking down the elements” way. The kazoos proved that being

playful is important to students and that, indeed as Eberle states, why play “has survived in us
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despite its social risks and physical dangers” and that  “Perhaps a talent for play shows

prospective mates that players are poised for the unexpected and ready to respond gracefully and

creatively to what’s in store” (2014, p. 227).

The experience of using games, pretending, and the kazoos helped create a more open

space in the sessions. By leading these playful activities, I was spending time engaging the

students in different ways, ways other than repeating after me. I was not the gatekeeper of what

we played as much anymore. These activities opened the gate to allow the students to engage

along with me in playing with the music. The elements of play, as outlined by Eberle (2014),

were certainly all present as we all felt anticipation, surprise and pleasure in the process. And, as

a result of participating, the students gained more of an understanding and mastery of their

instrument and of musical techniques. Finally, the sense of balance as a result of poise was

present in the relationship between me and the students as well as within each of us physically as

we focussed on the moment and let the physical process take over.

These activities also led me to view pieces of music from another perspective, more as a

toy to play with as opposed to a job to get done. This was evident with the introduction of Sweet

Caroline to the group. My whole approach with this piece was different from my previous

practice of teaching a prescribed arrangement. After playing along with the Neil Diamond

version we took it apart, the proverbial taking apart of the bicycle, and put it back together just

for fun. This has led to a shared understanding of the piece. As students interact with the music

and offer their suggestions, we continue to take it apart and put it back together again. Although,

admittedly, there are times along the way when I impose my way of playing the piece, the

difference now is that most times I recognize this and can admit it for what it is, and in turn ask
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the group to come along with me. This does not happen one hundred percent of the time. There

are times when I revert to the benevolent dictator. Old habits die hard.

"Like a welcome summer rain, humor may suddenly cleanse and cool the earth, the air and you."

–Langston Hughes

From my experience the first thing humour does is demonstrate to students that I am not

taking myself too seriously. While making good music is important to me and when music all

comes together into a beautiful sound, it makes me very happy, I also realize that students in a

group are all at different stages in their musical journey. It took me a long time to get my head

around someone who couldn’t hear that a note was woefully out of tune, or someone else who

just couldn’t feel a beat. It is easy to forget that I learned these skills so long ago that they now

just seem natural. By approaching teaching with a sense of humour, I open the door to allowing

everyone, including me, to make mistakes and not to take ourselves too seriously.

I remember the first time I told the group with a big grin, after singing a particular tune,

that it had the “four beer sound.” It was risky but a gentle poking of fun at the group as a whole

that led to a lot of laughter and then a concerted effort the next time not to sound so “inebriated”!

This kind of humour doesn’t work unless there are moments of seriousness as well. This happens

in the context of me previously telling students how much I admire them for learning so much so

fast. And it is also important to signal that it is alright to make fun of me as well. One of the

students declared this past year that she loves coming to the uke group because she has never had

so much fun being made fun of!! This woman sits front and centre and isn’t afraid to reciprocate!

Although I realize that I often use humour when I teach, this year I was more intentional

and reflective about it. What does humour actually teach? I know that by using the “four beer
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sound” metaphor that the group immediately knows what I mean in terms of sound, in terms of

not slurring the vowels and singing rhythmically and in tune. Instead of dissecting what is going

on in terms of musical theory, one joke said it all. It allowed me to move on in a positive way to

focus on singing with more skill. I had the good fortune of being the student of a teacher who

very effectively used humour in teaching Mozart’s C minor Mass to the NS Symphony Chorus.

Maestro Ivars Taurins was to be the conductor of the performance and, about halfway

through the several weeks of preparatory rehearsals, he came to Halifax to work with the group.

His use of metaphor to relate how he wanted us to sing certain passages was not only effective in

establishing recall but the metaphors were also hilarious. Humour is, essentially, a playful

emotion that allows a teacher to get to the heart of what is happening in a non-threatening

manner. “It’s funny ‘cause it’s true” as Homer Simpson would say.  As long as the humour is

kind and respectful, we can laugh with one another and build a relationship of trust.

Another challenge was created in the wake of the COVID-19 shutdown. The shutting

down of in-person events led to a whole new approach to my teaching which had to be

developed and executed quickly. Literally, one week we were meeting together and the next

week we were all home and not able to gather. Fueled by the desire to not give up on teaching, as

well as fear that I would lose all my students, I emphatically and wholeheartedly embraced

Zoom. Almost immediately it was clear that tried and true teaching methods would not work.

Participants needed to mute themselves so as to not distract from the speaker. This meant that

fundamentally I was back to a teacher-centric, performance style of teaching. I needed to be

entertaining to keep everyone’s interest. There was also the overriding issue that it was

impossible to play together as a group online.
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After a few online sessions, I decided to issue a challenge to all the players to write their

own handwashing songs. They could write their own song from scratch or they could re-write1

the lyrics of another tune written by someone else. I set a deadline and told them I was going to

compile a special Handwashing Songbook. I wasn’t sure if anyone would participate but, slowly,

the students started emailing me their compositions. As we presented them during each of our

online sessions, this prompted more to come in and I had to extend the deadline. The entries

were mostly re-written lyrics to another songs; however, the time that each of these students

spent playing around with language, rhyming and with how language fit into the rhythm of the

song was most certainly a rich learning experience. And again, it helped me get to know my

students better. Everything from Johnny Cash to the Beatles to the blues came out and it was a

fun way to share some of ourselves online. This exercise also allowed me to be playful in the

online environment and, more importantly, engage the group in that play. Meeting online does

not allow us to play together as a group; however, there are opportunities for exploring

individuality. Due to the fact that all the players are muted with the exception of the instructor,

this allows for players to make as many mistakes as they like with no perceived consequence

because members of the group can hear them. It also frees up players to be creative with their

own playing.

This exercise of rewriting lyrics has continued into our meeting together in-person, as we

challenge each other to rewrites if we don’t like the lyrics we are singing or if we have

something else we want to say.

1 Hand washing being one of the most important COVID protocols led to the emergence of a song singing strategy
in order to effectively time the length of time washing. For example the song Happy Birthday was often touted as
being the perfect length to fully sanitize ones hands.
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Again, this exercise opened up our learning space in another way. Students were being

rewarded for trying their hand at being creative. In this sharing of themselves they were also

taking more ownership of the group and of what we do moving forward. My role as the teacher

became more listening and building on what they presented. This also led me to encourage the

players to get more creative with their instrument, to play with it and not just consider it a tool to

regurgitate what I present to them. A note regarding this came in from one of my students after

our last session, via Zoom, before Christmas 2020:

“Thank you Angela for your last "at home class" I enjoyed it so much . It was a

relief to hear from you that it is ok just to "fiddle around" with the ukulele. I have

it on the kitchen table and pick it up to "fiddle " with some Christmas pieces.

That's what I truly like. I'm not comfortable with a lot of theory. Your approach

with the Christmas pieces was lovely and made so much sense!!” (Teaching

Journal 2020)

Improvising is also an important part of learning music because it is truly intrinsic

playing. It goes beyond the rote learning of a scale or song and allows the inner musician to

develop. A few strategies I used to play with improvising are based on the scales. I worked on

these in order to help build the students’ confidence in using all the notes. I led these exercises

both online and in person. I recorded backing tracks for students to play along with as they

explored their creative selves. For example, using the pentatonic scale is an easy, risk-free entry

into the world of improvising. The pentatonic scale is made up of just five notes. It is an easy

scale to play particularly on the ukulele and it is typically used early on in music instruction due

to its simplicity. It is also a scale that forms the basis of music making in many different cultural
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traditions. The teacher can play a chord progression and any notes of the pentatonic scale played

at any time will sound pleasant to the ear. The same is true of the blues scale if the teacher plays

the blues chord progression. This is a great introduction to build confidence in playing with the

notes. Then I move to the major scale and chromatic scales and encourage the student to play

with the notes as I play different chord progressions.

I needed to remember with these exercises to take one step at a time.  Presenting too

much at once could have been overwhelming and discouraging. Instead, I tried to encourage the

students to take risks and embrace everything, even the awful sounding stuff! This has been a

great way to introduce students to playing with their ukes, opening up a gateway to creativity and

mastery. Some of the students have taken this playtime further, have created their own melodies

and have shared them with the group. One example of this is Wednesday Morning Madness

which was composed by four of my students over the course of a few months of playing around

with melody and harmony. We now have a few of the melodies as part of our group’s repertoire.

Playing this music created by a colleague takes on a more personal meaning and ultimately is an

expression of who we are.

These improvising activities, presented in a playful manner, opened up a new world to

the students. It was a departure from the familiar exercise of spending substantial amounts of

time learning and perfecting a piece of music from something already written, the important

outcome being to play what is on the page and make it sound good. Now they had only their

imaginations to rely on. In the play, much of the outcome does not sound pleasing to the ear;

however, the “awful stuff” is a necessary component of creation. In their book “Art and Fear”

David Bayles and Ted Orland tell the story of a ceramics teacher who, on the first day of class,
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divided the students into two groups. One group was told that they would be graded on quantity,

essentially the more pots the better the grade. The second group would be graded on one

perfectly designed pot. As it turned out the “quantity” group was busy learning from their

mistakes as each pot was created. The quality group “had little more to show for their efforts

than grandiose theories and a pile of dead clay” (Bayles D.& Orland T., 1993, p. 29).

Approaching creativity and mastery as play removes the need for perfection and allows mistakes.

As Margaret Atwood said “The waste paper basket is your friend. It was invented for you by

God.” (retrieved from www.masterclass.com)

Continuing the play and not giving up when the sound isn’t great, not only creates that

open learning space that Allsup purports but also helps me as a teacher to develop a different

relationship with students. It has been the gateway towards a sharing of my space and my

experience away from the master-apprentice model. Students have become partners in teaching.

We are all educators. The question of what is an educator is being defined within me more as

facilitator and leader.

On Flow

As a chorister singing Handel’s Messiah there is one place in this oratorio that for me

always evokes goosebumps. It comes near the end in the Amen Chorus. The intertwining of all

the singing parts, soprano, alto, tenor and bass, and the musical built up to the climax of the

sopranos’ high notes to the very end accompanied by the swell of the timpani drum, I am

transfixed to another dimension. These are the moments musicians live for, when the music takes

over and our bodies become a conduit for the music. Of course, these moments don’t happen

without practice and preparation. But it is this practice and developed skill that allows for these
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moments to happen. In the ukulele world we call it finger memory. This is when a player has

practiced something so much that the fingers take over the mechanics of the music without the

player seemingly having to think about where the fingers are going next. Allowing emotions to

guide, the music takes over, and the experience is one of flow.

“Concentration is so intense that there is no attention left over to think about anything

irrelevant, or to worry about problems. Self-consciousness disappears, and the sense of time

becomes distorted.”(Csikzentmihaly, 1990, p. 127).

Not every moment is an Amen Chorus moment. Such moments can be experienced in

varying degrees; however, in order to move playing from mere skill display to a form of

expression, going with the “flow” is needed.

The term flow as it relates to a state of mental being, an optimal state of intrinsic

motivation, is a construct of the work of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, an American psychologist

who is one of the pioneers of the scientific study of happiness. He explains:

“The optimal state of inner experience is one in which there is order in consciousness.

This happens when psychic energy — or attention — is invested in realistic goals, and

when skills match the opportunities for action. The pursuit of a goal brings order in

awareness because a person must concentrate attention on the task at hand and

momentarily forget everything else.”(Csikszentmihalyi,1990, p. 6)

At the heart of flow is enjoyment as opposed to pleasure. For example, the

pleasure of eating a good meal does not induce flow as it does not involve reaching a
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challenging goal or keeping focussed attention, taking us out of our everyday world.

Enjoyment, as Csikszentmihalyi explains, has eight elements:

1) A task with a chance of completing. 2) The ability to concentrate on the task. 3)

The presence of clear goals. 4) The offering of immediate feedback. 5) Deep,

effortless involvement that removes us from the worries of everyday life. 6) A

sense of control over our actions. 7) We lose our sense of self-consciousness but

our sense of self actually emerges stronger  8) Our sense of time is altered. ( 1990,

p.91)

In the context of playing music, flow can happen in various forms. As in the Amen

Chorus, flow can be a result of reacting to each other in the context of performance. When a

musician knows the music so well and has enough skill, there is enough confidence to play with

it in performance. This can create a rewarding flow experience. Trying something new in the

moment with a sense of knowing that you can make it work truly is the epitome of active music

making; those moments musician characterize as when the music takes over.

Flow does not have to happen in the passion of a concert moment. There can be many

moments of flow playing music either alone or with others. Like the tinkering with the

mechanics of a bicycle, music making can be piecing together bits and pieces and finding the joy

in what works and what doesn’t work. In those moments the elements as explained by

Csikszentmihalyi of flow can also be experienced.

Scott Eberle’s concept of poise manifests itself very much like flow–a state in which

strength is augmented with understanding. Eberle, however, adds a layer of delineation– the
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sense of balance. This is like the feeling a musician has when finger memory takes over. “The

body remembers what the mind has forgotten” (Brown S., p. 151). Musical training has taken

musicians to a place of being able rely on the physical aspects of playing music and then it is

possible to balance that with spontaneity and creativity. The general notion of play, as Eberle

describes it, “trains the body” but also “feeds the mind, shores us feelings, and tutors good social

judgement” (Eberle S., p. 227).  As with a previously mentioned metaphor of a flying bird,

playing a piece a piece of music can feel like an experience in one and itself. The mind does not

calculate all the practice and training that led to this moment, in fact the mind might wonder

“how am I doing this?”; however, the moment of flying is not an anomaly in and of itself. It is

the result of much trial and error and practice. Indeed, true play needs this ultimate element of

poise because, without it, there would be only a hollow sense of motivation to repeat the process.

The sense of poise, being in balance, the confidence to be spontaneous, the feeling of

fulfillment, are all passionate, driving factors to keeping playing and to get to the feeling of poise

again. In the context of an educational environment it could be characterized as the “aha”

moment of learning. The moment that teachers love to recall when they describe what it means

to teach. In my teaching I have experienced the euphoria  of the “aha” moments. And, somewhat

like an addict, I sought them out in whatever ways that I could possibly concoct. The problem

was that I was going for the big Amen Chorus moments. My desire for students to feel like ‘true

musicians’ meant that I believed they needed to feel the big moments on a regular basis. In the

context of my community music environment I was setting myself up for an almost impossible

task.
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Relying on my background of striving for skilled perfection in the music, I convinced

myself that I could convince students to do the same.  Even though this is not what I fully

articulated to them, it was my agenda. As a music leader, on the one hand, I would be affirming

and encouraging of where they were on their journey and, on the other hand, I would spend

inordinate amounts of time on small details to “get it right.” This dichotomy was the essential

imbalance of my teaching and why I could not truly feel the sense of poise.

Trying to play and sound our best as a group is not a futile goal. In fact, if it isn’t the goal

then indeed what is the point other than to spend time together in pleasure as opposed to

enjoyment as Csikszentmihalyi describes? Learning pieces of music as a group is a challenge

primarily due to the different levels of skill among the players. So, what one player would see as

an attainable goal another would be overwhelmed by. Indeed, the members of the group want to

sound good when playing in performance. We don’t begin to learn music with the goal of making

a wretched sound!

Part of the challenge of teaching to a group is taking these differences into account;

however, using a differentiated approach can be inclusive and a viable method for the

teacher/leader. Sometimes, in the past, I would embark on a determined journey to teach a

particular skill without addressing the difference in skill level within the group. I would just

hammer away at the instruction over and over again until I felt most everyone finally “got it.”

The process was work, and the furrowed brows of the students were the proof. My approach of

short-term pain for long term pain resulted often in the acquiring of a skill; however, the ability

to apply that skill or feel a sense of confidence, strength and balance was not present. The feeling

was more of a relief that we could move on to something else.
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Approaching this same process from a play perspective changed all of this. Instead of

arbitrarily imposing the attainment of skill onto my students, I offer the opportunity to play with

the components that build these skills. By utilizing playful methods and making my overall

approach a “play” experience, the students are able to learn on their own terms within the group.

This makes the inevitable awful sounds a necessary part of the process and one that is embraced

as part of learning, not something of which we should be afraid. From my journal:

“I am realizing now that I really need to shift my perspective and therefore create a

culture shift in how the sessions I lead are conducted. Instead of looking at the sessions

as the work needed to be done in order to play, I need to realize that it is all play. People

are coming out to play not work. That is not to say that there is no sense of challenge or

tasks to take on and work through. But instead of looking at the process as what we need

to get through to “really play,” the whole process is really playing.” (Teaching Journal

2020)

Being a playful teacher has brought the balance to my teaching. I continue to experience

the anticipation, surprise, pleasure, understanding and strength of my craft; however, the piece

missing, the poise, has now manifested itself in the balance between training and education. I

now can utilize playful methods to teach skill and embrace a playful perspective to encourage the

education piece. Instead of paying lip service with affirming and encouraging comments,

although being affirming and encouraging is still a necessary piece of the process, I invite the

members of the group into play, and engage with them instead of lording over them as the

master. In this process “I have felt this joy in the moment. I have felt the freeing sense of having

my students play and it all being out of my hands, letting them express themselves and being
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their support system.” (Teaching Journal, 2020). This not only creates a more democratic,

dynamic learning environment but it also takes a burden off me as a teacher. I no longer have to

measure up to being the all-knowing master. This does not remove the responsibility I have as a

teacher to the students. It is my role to create the optimal learning environment as well as allow

for the ultimate poise that results from the play, the flying free with the ease that results from all

the playing done before.

On Community

My daughter had two gerbils names Tommy and George. Sadly, one of them died and left

the other alone. Shortly after I was watching the lone gerbil in the cage and I asked my

daughter which one was left behind. She said she didn’t know. Perplexed I asked her why.

She replied that she could only tell them apart when they were playing together.

(Teaching Journal, 2020)

During this project, as I played with students and as I played with the act of teaching, I

became more aware of the power of community. As I began my journey, my focus was on the

students and how I was going to motivate them to learn. Using play, I was hoping to change

the narrative away from me as the all-knowing, powerful, decider, and conductor to a leader

in a more constructivist educational environment, where the students would take more

ownership of their own learning journeys; however, I still saw students as the “other.”

Approaching teaching from an intentional play perspective changed how I viewed my

relationship with students. “This is what it all about, making connections, most importantly,

with people including yourself. Play is not goal oriented but about making connections and

50



being vulnerable and open to engaging no matter what the outcome” (Teaching Journal

2020). Through the gateway of play I no longer was trying to project onto my students.  My

teaching environment wasn’t a binary entity. I was still the leader but I was in community

with the students. We were together as one.

Play has been a gateway not simply to a new way of teaching. I initially hypothesized

that play could be a gateway to a more constructivist way of teaching, allowing for the

experience of students to be an integral part of the learning process. What ultimately resulted was

a state of connectedness that previously was not fully realized. Through play I did not take full

responsibility for the outcome of the activity. I depended just as much on the students as they

depended on me. My role as leader turned out to be “to help people gain the information they

needed for the purposes that they themselves identified. The hope was that each person could

develop a stronger ability to think and act with others, to exchange ideas and information and to

build a deeper sense of community” (Harris C., 1998, p. 151). For this process I needed to  be

one with the community so that the flow of information and ideas comes from various directions

not just from the leader. I, as leader, don’t own the community; I am a part of it and respect and

accept all members as equals.

“You just call on me brother when you need a hand

We all need somebody to lean on.

I just might have a problem that you’ll understand.

We all need somebody to lean on.” (Lean on Me, Bill Withers)
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Another community that is important in my teaching practice is made up of friends and

colleagues in the world of teaching ukulele, people just like me in their communities using the

ukulele to make music. As part of my project I interviewed fellow community music teachers,

one being my mentor, to exchange thoughts and ideas about teaching. The interviews were

conducted after the formal journaling component of my project. I used an open-ended interview

approach instead of a prescribed set of identical questions. This was so that each interview could

be as close to a “staff room” type of conversation that typically colleagues would have, as a

natural, organic, authentic, in-the-moment type of exchange. Connecting with each of them

helped me to assemble the pieces of ideas that were emerging as a result of my reflexive

exercise. Talking with them also helped me to solidify my identity as an educator/community

music leader. I could see myself in their experience and, where I couldn’t see myself, I assessed

whether there were parts of my identity still left to be explored. My community of teaching

colleagues is an important element in my growth as an educator with the exchange of ideas

feeding into my own learning.

One of the concepts that I was able to think through as a result of these interviews was

the concept of making mistakes. I embraced play in my teaching and, with the music, I became

more comfortable with making mistakes. My childhood experience of being afraid of making

mistakes is ingrained as a part of my psyche. This was an emotional obstacle for me.

“There's a really wonderful book that I recommend to lots of people. It's called Lessons

from the Art of Juggling. It's a book about learning how to juggle, but it's learning how

to juggle as a metaphor for learning about how to learn. The first thing that they insist

that you do in learning this juggling method is you can't catch the ball. You have to let the
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ball fall, because juggling as it actually turns out is more about throwing well than about

catching, because if you throw the ball right, it's easy to catch, right?....What's

everybody's fear? Everybody's fear is about dropping the ball. You get over your fear

about dropping the ball by giving yourself permission to let it fall, because you never

even have to catch it... Failure is part of the learning process.” (Interview with Gary

Peare)

Reframing my approach as play allowed for mistakes and, in fact, I would sometimes

intentionally ask the group to play something that didn’t sound so good just for the experience of

hearing it. One mistake that was not intentional was a mistake I kept making with the

introduction of a new song we learned. I taught it one week and then on subsequent weeks I

would play it wrong and the rhythm of the introduction wouldn’t fit. Each time I did this a

student would raise their hand and tell me the “correct” way to play it.  I could have been

mortified at this seemingly stupid mistake that I kept making for a number of weeks; however,

looking at it from the perspective of embracing mistakes, I realized that the students actually

remembered the introduction better by my ineptitude than if I had drilled the “correct “ way into

them week after week. By pointing out my mistakes it became a memorable experience and

eventually I got it right too! Embracing mistakes as an important part of the learning process

meant that I was fallible and willing to welcome the opportunities that mistakes offered.

This is essentially what I came to understand as practice. Play is practice and practice is play. As

with the parts of a bicycle, elements of music were disassembled and reassembled over and over

again. For example, as we took apart the components of a D scale and reassembled it in different

ways, not only were we learning music theory but we were practicing our craft. If things got too
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boring we would try something else and see if it worked for us. As a music leader, my sessions

with students became a sharing of practice instead of a “paint by numbers, here is how you do it”

tactic. My approach and perspective have changed significantly over the past several months.

Most of the time I invite my students to play with me and we experiment and exchange ideas.

They still turn to me as the leader to offer most of the guidance but I try to shape that guidance as

leading the way as opposed to giving orders. Students can always question the direction we are

going and we keep the lines of communication open. “There's only one kind of practice that

makes perfect, and that's perfect practice.” (from interview with Chalmers Doane). I discovered

that practice is full of mistakes and that is the essence of mastery, as well as my new definition of

perfection.

“The most fun to me was always and still is always the creative aspect. Anytime I have an

opportunity to express myself, I've always found music a great canvas for the way I feel

and the way I think. I don't always know how to express myself in other ways, basically it

was what it comes down to. I don't think of myself as a great communicator or a great

one to verbalize my feelings or anything, but I think a lot of people find that once they get

an instrument or once they're singing a song, that they're able to say things in other ways

that they couldn't say just with words or in a more conventional way, and I always felt

that. Anytime there was a chance to express my own musical opinion, which was a

reflection of my own opinion about everything, I took to that with great delight.”

(interview with James Hill)

One of the most satisfying outcomes of this project has been witnessing the emerging

creativity of my students. As they go beyond being in training to being a more skilled musician
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and then towards expressing who they are through music, I have realized parts of my own

musical identity. I have been inspired and challenged as a member of the community to offer my

own creativity to the mix as well. From the COVID-19 Handwashing Songs, to Wednesday

Morning Madness, to Song of Hope, these exercises in creative expression have brought us all

together as a group. I was pleasantly surprised at the willingness of students to offer of

themselves when given the opportunity. As a leader, my role most of the time has been as chief

encourager. My approach has been to workshop anything that is offered by a student and then ask

for feedback before offering my own input. Typically, the student creator, upon hearing

something in the group, will have their own edits first. Song of Hope was workshopped in this

manner. We played it for months with input from group members and then, finally, I offered an

arrangement for us to prepare for recording.

Playing has allowed me to explore the “beauty of learning” (interview with Cynthia

Kinnunen). Playing with music and with teaching has given me the opportunity to develop my

identity both as a musician and as a teacher without the barrier of fear or the boundaries of

expectation. It has not been a free-for-all in terms of my leadership. I still plan sessions and

arrange music; however, I have opened the door to my students and invited them into my world

and as a result I have entered into theirs.

On Identity

By being together with my students and my colleagues I have carved out my own identity. It

is these relationships and connections that make me who I am as a musician and as a music
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educator. In play I shed all of the outside forces of judgement and the striving towards perfection.

In music I discovered not only the voices of my students but my own voice as well.

“…music-making seems to function as an instrument to position people in relation to

themselves, their communities, and their wider environment. In that sense, music helps

people define their place on earth and in the universe, as individuals and in communities,

much like the GPS (Global Positioning System) we now find in many cars and smartphones.

It contributes to a sense of identity, belonging, community, history, connectedness, and

well-being,” (Bartlett B., Higgins L. [ed.], 2018, The Oxford Handbook of Community Music

(Kindle Paperwhite version]. Retrieved from amazon.com)

Song of Hope is a manifestation of how I found my voice and how I have developed as an

educator. The tune was known to the group as “The Four Mary’s” sung “back in the day” by

John Allen Cameron. It is a simple Scottish air and the words a lament about the death and

demise of Mary Queen of Scots ladies in waiting. The picking part was manageable for the

players so it was indeed enjoyed as we shared it together during a rehearsal. However, after

singing it a few times we realized how dark and depressing the lyrics were, similar to the lyrics

of Hang Down your head Tom Dooley. It certainly was not an uplifting song especially as in the

middle of a pandemic we were even more cognizant of keeping things positive.

A few weeks after the introduction of this tune to the group another player arrived with a new set

of lyrics. In the wake of her own personal tragedy she penned these lyrics to go along with the

tune that the group liked so much. With her words the song was transformed into a gentle loving

message of faith and hope. We played around with the words and verses for a number of months
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after that. This experiment with play drew me into being in community with my students and,

therefore, it opened up a world of possibilities.

“Many circumstances that seem to block us in our daily lives may only appear to do so

based on a framework of assumptions we carry with us. Draw a different frame around

the same set of circumstances and new pathways come into view.” (Zander R. & Zander

B., 2002, p.1).

The different frame I drew was that of playing with the students as opposed to me simply

demonstrating a skill. The musical education environment that I had been steeped in was

burdening me with my assumptions. Playing allowed me to be in the moment and enjoy the

music making for its own sake. This approach led to the creation of Song of Hope without it ever

being predetermined goal. After some time had passed I was able to offer my idea of partnering

with another group and making a video as a natural progression of our play. This was never the

initial goal but there was a time that it seemed like a natural thing to do. And, as the leader, I

articulated my thoughts based on what we had done with the piece to date along with our

ongoing mandate to share our music with people who we think need it. The Song of Hope project

was in alignment with our mandate as a group and all the reasons we go out on house concerts

and offer music to people who cannot get out to hear concerts. As the leader of the group it was

indeed my job to articulate this and offer a possible way to more fully experience this piece.

Once we began preparing it for a more formal presentation we had all the previous playing as

part of our practice and developed skill, and although there was now the added stress of learning

the piece for performance, we also had a sense of purpose. Indeed, when everything was
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recorded, edited, and ready for the public the lyricist Diane wrote “thank you…you gave my

words wings”.

Song of Hope for me has become the representation, at this point in time, of who I am as a

teacher.  The seed was planted by my students, and the music and words grew within our group. I

tended to the process and added nourishment when needed. This has felt so natural to me and has

finally answered my question of what it means to be an educator.

“There is a kind of mystery to the idea of transformative learning, a way of learning that is

more of an expression of the creative and artistic dimensions of our being rather than the

rational, literal and scientific. Like the unfolding and metamorphosis of the caterpillar into a

beautiful, majestic, and soaring butterfly, the process of transformative learning touches on

and reminds us of the fundamental mystery that is being human.” (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009,

p.326)

While my musical brain tells me that harmony, rhythm and melody all need to reach a certain

level of skill, what is important to me as an educator is learning more about that fundamental

mystery, a mystery that music can articulate when words cannot. Song of Hope tells a story in so

many different ways. I love stories and this is an important part of my teaching. Playing helps

create the story.

“Perhaps my art, my teaching is characterized by storytelling. As a child I fancied myself as

a writer. And I have always said that one of these days I will write. Perhaps I have been

doing it all along but in my teaching? Perhaps my craft, my art is my “storyteaching”. Each

time I teach I create. As I create I invite others to create with me. As I lead the music making,

I engage in play with my students and from this we create.” (Teaching Journal 2020)
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Mezirow goes on to say that we hold our students as delicate creatures in the palm of our

hands. (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009). I prefer to look at it as being the one who leads the way, the

chief cheerleader, the conceptualizer, the storyteller, the organizer, but all in community with the

humanity of the group. What is an educator? One who leads and plays. One who is a teacher and

a student. And one who relishes in the exchange of ideas and invites people to share in the

mystery.

Ah, not to be cut off,

Not through the slightest partition

Shut out from the law of stars.

The inner-what is it?

If not intensified sky,

Hurled through with birds and deep

The winds of homecoming.

-Rainer Maria Rilke [Ah, not to be cut off].  (Palmer p. 60)

The self-reflexive process has been an important journey for me. It has been

transformative in that I have reframed my perspective on community music teaching. It has been

also a joy to witness the creativity of my students which was a direct result of the play approach

that I introduced. And, finally, I have a new confidence in my identity as an educator. “Good

teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and integrity of
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the teacher.” (Palmer, P, 2017, p.76). The intentional exercise of defining who I am and realizing

that I am accepted is liberating and allows me to be my honest self. At times, it has been a

difficult process. Looking inward involves realizing both strength and weakness. It is

emotionally draining at times; however, “the work required to know thyself is neither selfish nor

narcissistic. Whatever self-knowledge we attain as teachers will serve our students and our

scholarship well. Good teaching requires self-knowledge: it is a secret hidden in plain sight.”

(Palmer, p.63)

In his essay "Self-Realization as the Moral Ideal" (1893) John Dewey writes, "...if I were

asked to name the most needed of all reforms in the spirit of education, I should say: 'Cease

conceiving of education as mere preparation for later life, and make it the full meaning of the

present life.'"

My teaching is the meaning of life for me. I have discovered how the importance of being

in community is to me and how that influences why I teach. I love to tell stories when I teach and

I love the stories that come out of my teaching. They are an embodiment of how to live my life

not only as a music teacher but in all my roles in life. Playing music in a group both as a teacher

and as a participant gives me that feeling of being part of something larger than myself. And, in

further study, I seek to explore the spiritual aspect of teaching and how making meaning is an

important aspect of why I teach. Playing with teaching has helped me to better answer that

question of “what is an educator” which is really steeped in my own identity and very personal to

me. I move forward with more confidence and joy and, of course, will continue to play.
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Appendix

Song List

Brown, P., Clapton, E., & Baker, G. (1967). Sunshine of Your Love
Butler, M., Bilyk, B. (1971). Fly Little White Dove Fly
Davis, M. (1970). I Believe in Music
Dixson, J., Ross, B. (1958). Lollipop
Diamond, N. (1969). Sweet Caroline
Doane, J. C. (1976). Bend it
Farr, A., Terry, S., Stratton,K., & Lowe, A. (2020). Wednesday Morning Madness
Handel, G F., (1741). Amen Chorus from Messiah
Ivins, EG., (1925). Let My Little Light Shine, Lyrics, Tradition melody
Jackson, G., Miner, R., & Smith, C. (1967). High and Higher 
Lennon, J., McCartney, P. (1968). Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da
MacLean, D., (2020). Song of Hope, Lyrics, Traditional Melody
Mozart, W A.. (1782/83). Great Mass in C Minor
Withers, B. (1972). Lean on Me
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