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How to contact your child’s instrument teacher

The musicians who teach your children singing or an instrument travel to different schools during the week.  Many also offer lessons in the late afternoon and early evening at their homes to children living locally. Some then also play professionally at concerts and shows in the evenings and at weekends.

With such a busy professional schedule they cannot be available at parents’ evenings and it is also important to realise that the vast majority of musicians working this way are employed with their hourly rates based on direct teaching time only. 

At Norman Court, there are a number of ways to keep in touch with them and your child’s progress:

The music lesson timetable for the whole term is pinned up at the start of term along the Music Department’s corridor.  It is always worth checking on the day however, to ensure that last minute changes haven’t been made. Parents are most welcome to arrive at the start of their child’s lesson time to discuss progress, ask for advice or to listen for a while. It is always a good idea to touch base once or twice a year.

Each peripatetic music teacher has a post tray in the Music Department’s main corridor, by the teaching room, where messages and letters can be left. It is not usually possible for teachers to ring parents at home as they are working with other children at this time.  However, your child’s practice log book is ideal for return notes.

Email messages can be copied and left in these pigeon holes as well or directed via Mr McKeown to reach a particular teacher.
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Parents who feel that they themselves are non-musical sometimes worry about how best to encourage and support regular practice.  Investing in one or perhaps more instruments and weekly lessons can be a costly business and it can be frustrating if children never seem to spend time practising. When parents can’t read music or get a single sound out of the instrument their child is learning then a lack of confidence in how best to help usually results in “Go and do your practice now.  And shut the door!”

One parent has offered the following advice which has worked for her family:
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Different Types of Practice

Each of the following is worth doing but won’t necessarily happen every day and so is nothing to worry about:

Playing scales, pieces and studies once through only before escaping  (parents often find this very disconcerting)

Five minutes’ wrestling with a tricky few bars until they feel easier, before relaxing with any activity that does not require such concentration (television, eating, reading etc)

Stamina training: ie a few minutes longer each time so that arms don’t get so tired so quickly, or so that breath capacity increases bit by bit. Timing it and keeping a record can add a sense of fun to the competitive/sporty child.  Music should be very physical.

Admiring themselves in a mirror… while checking that cheeks aren’t puffed out (for brass) or that violins aren’t pointing to the floor.  This can take longer than the parent thinks necessary.  Go with it.

Rare and precious: the systematic improvement of each scale and piece in one practice session.  This can take 15 – 45 minutes and we don’t get many of these. For some instruments it is not possible to have these sessions on successive days as muscles need to be rested. Honestly.
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How Often
10-15 minutes on as many days as you can manage is better than a single hour-long sulky session on a Sunday evening. Your child will build up stamina and practice time will become 20 – 30 minutes. Eventually.

It is normal not to practise every day. It is wise not to practise wind and brass instruments if your child has a cold. It is not easy to practise wind and brass instruments after chocolate, dairy products, fruit juice.  It is good to have official non-practice days EITHER because the child still has an Opportunity to Play in the form of orchestra, jazz group, choir (they are still having to breathe properly and read music so it counts) OR so that the child is free to “mess about” on their instrument without feeling that you are judging them. Having time to enjoy exploring what their instrument can do is essential.  It may lead to competent jazz playing, it may lead to being able to pick out current top ten tunes to impress their friends.  It may lead nowhere.  What matters is that your child will have had fun with their music. As an incentive to practice, try to make a worse alternative i.e. dry the dishes, tidy room etc.
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When

Work out whether mornings before school, late afternoons or just before supper suit your family arrangements best.  If you have animals to sort out first thing you cannot sit next to your child at the piano, but you can ask them to leave the door open and play the piece they like best so you can enjoy it too. This can be followed with “And what’s your best scale at the moment….” Etc etc. 

Playing some instruments is physically very demanding and always scheduling practice for just before bed or after an evening meal is not a good idea. Wind and brass instruments need a lot of puff and the day’s quota may have been given to rugby or swimming earlier on.  Music also takes a lot of concentration and post-prep brains may just have had enough.

Mornings can work very well, not least because there is a sense of achievement before the school day has even begun. We leave for school at 7.40 am and breakfast is at 7 am. It is usually possible for one child to work on piano while another in a different room is warming up themselves or their instrument before breakfast. Sometimes emergency forgotten preps surface: music teachers rarely raise their voices at their pupils, class teachers sometimes have to.  It’s your call whether practice or prep wins. In these situations I usually support prep because the child will be too worried to practise properly anyway.

Aim to be in the same room as the child who is practising at least one in three times.  If this means inviting the fiddle player to follow you around the kitchen and play while supper is being prepared then that is fine. Any child who feels that all their attempts are valued will then welcome at least once or twice a week the suggestion that you and they should find a quiet spot and work on a particular tricky bit without any other distractions.

It is not a good idea to allow practice in the bathroom.
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Practice in the holidays.

Yes.  Little and often, but with a week’s complete rest at some point, so that children can start again refreshed as well as realise what a difference regular practice does make
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What  “non-musical” parents can do:

If you are in the same room, be humble. I can’t play brass instruments so it easy for me to be honest about my ignorance and say things like “Show me what you have to do to make that high note quiet” “Why is that bit hard for you to play?” “That sounded better to me – did it feel easier for you?” Children’s self-esteem rises when they feel their efforts are respected and that they, perhaps, have something to teach you.

If you are elsewhere in the house but have asked them to leave the door open so that you can listen then shouts of general encouragement will get you a long way…”I’m sorry I missed the start of that one – will you do it again?” or “I’m sure you’re playing that faster than last time – Well done!”

[image: image10.wmf]
Do not:

Without asking them beforehand, expect your child to play on demand in front of house guests, grandparents etc.  A child who is going through a wobbly patch and is then forced to play a piece, perhaps making more mistakes than they usually do, will feel they have failed.

Praise too much: gushing insincerely will mean that the child will not believe you when you genuinely think something sounds a bit better at the end of term than it did at the start.

Wince in front of your young musician: String instruments can be pretty grim to listen to in the first year or so because they are incredibly hard to play in tune.  They are awkward to hold and require a very challenging combination of arm and finger co-ordination.

Brass instruments just sound rude and are always louder than you want.

Pianos are easier on the ears but you have to commit to the floor space they will take up.  Each piano feels very different to play and it can be tricky for young players to achieve consistent results at home and at school. 
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Learning can be lonely

Practising on their own and then playing to their teacher once a week can be lonely for children. It takes a while before they are good enough to play in groups and orchestras and bands.  It is always possible to play duets, however, and if you feel your child would like this opportunity please speak to Mr McKeown as it usually possible to match children up.  Senior musicians at Norman Court are often willing to help as well – after all, someone helped them when they were starting out.

There are lots of music courses which take place in the holidays at various schools and these are a great way of giving your child a boost.  They get a chance to see/play different types of music, meet new friends who share a common interest, experience tuition from different adults.  All of this can “kick-start” a child who would like to give up.

If you would like help in finding out about these courses ask your child’s music teacher and Mr McKeown.  The current parent rep. for music also has some information.
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Hold your nerve

We have gone through phases of only playing through pieces we liked for half a term and not doing any “developmental” practice. We regularly have no playing at all for two-week periods. My children do not leap joyfully to a daily practice routine. This is normal and is not a sign that children are not musical. The single most important thing is that children keep at it and feel encouraged and supported even if they go through non-playing phases.  I’ve got through some patchy times by a) taking them to more concerts b) introducing them to the routines of stand-up comedians who are also musicians c) giving teachers “permission” to use lesson time as listening time.  All of these ideas reinforce my view that music is something to be enjoyed, not endured by children and that it is okay now and again to find practice boring and repetitive. Because it often is, and that is why each child so richly deserves the applause they receive when playing at a concert.
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Opportunities to play and sing - information for 2008/2009
All children at Norman Court are encouraged to make music together, whether they have individual lessons at home or at school.  Learning to play or sing can be a lonely business in the first few years if it is confined to practice at home behind a closed door and then playing once a week in front of the teacher.  We at Norman Court want to give every child as many opportunities to share their music with other children and with parents and friends.

Congregational practice.  These sessions bring the whole school together while they get to grips with new songs and hymns needed for chapel services and school concerts

Lunchtime concerts.  Held every second Thursday these will be for all individuals and ensembles who feel they have something ready to perform.  Lists will go up in the Music Department for children and their teachers to sign.

Weekly performance opportunity during Morning Assembly.  Any of the more confident musicians are occasionally asked to perform in Morning Assembly. 

School Summer Concert.  A happy celebration of the school’s musical life.

Spring Showcase.  This addition to the school’s music calendar is a formal evening recital with cheese and wine available to the visiting audience.  It aims to present a selection of the best musicians’ work for all to enjoy.

Evening Concerts.  We offer two evening concerts per term.  Each concert will feature different combinations of instruments. 

Ensembles.  A number of ensembles meet throughout the week and aim to welcome all the children who want to join in.  Some ensembles require a particular standard of playing or singing.  Lists of ensembles running in 2008 will be available in the first week of the autumn term. There is no extra charge for participating in any of these groups.
Informal groups.  Duets, trios and other small groups of children meet to rehearse particular pieces that are perhaps needed for special concerts or just for the fun of playing with other musicians.  These can be a useful start for children who want to build their confidence and need some moral support!

External courses.  Norman Court children are invited each year to attend orchestral days and weekend courses and the Music Department helps them to prepare the required pieces and also accompanies them for the day.  In addition there are a number of excellent local courses which take place in the school holidays as well as IAPS residential courses slightly further afield.  Information about these courses is usually available on the Music Department notice boards.

