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Background

With the ever increasing ease of global communication and commerce comes an ever increasing need for multicultural education in United States public schools.  This push for multicultural approaches to education can be seen in all disciplines including music.  In 1998 the International Music Council Congress held in Denmark convened to discuss “Music Education in a Multicultural Society”.  At this meeting it was concluded that including “cultural diversity in music education helps to break down existing cultural boundaries, adds social respect and understanding across borders, reduces ethnic tensions in schools, builds new social structures of cultural identity, satisfies our human curiosity, and brings joy to the participants” (Drummond 2005).  Terese Volk in “Music, Education, and Multiculturalism: Foundation and Principles” states that “Studying the music of other cultures can broaden the students’ sound base enabling them to be more open and tolerant of new music sounds” (Volk 1998).  Not only does a multicultural approach to music seem to broaden one’s musical palette but it has even been suggested that “music education may also have the potential to change prejudicial attitudes and behaviors” (Drummond 2005).  Nyones takes it a step further by stating that “it goes without saying that while political barriers, economic barriers and language barriers continue to separate people, music and the performing arts continue to build bridges all over the world” (Drummond 2005).  


Typical Western approaches to music education are very analytical in nature.  Music educators will spend time during score study breaking down rhythms, harmonies, melodies and countermelodies and analyzing every nuance of the music.  This approach does not work for the study and performance of African music.  Reverend Arthur Morris Jones, one of the best known scholars in African music states “[the African] is utterly unconscious of any organized theory behind his music.  He makes his music quite spontaneously and it is with interest and delight of discovery that the more educated African will listen to a demonstration of the basic principles which underlie his musical practice” (Ekueme 1974).  This lack of a codified music theory can also be seen in an absence of a standardized notation in African music.  Instead, Western musicians try to adapt systems that will attempt to replicate the organic African musical experience.  The most accepted of these systems is the Time Unit Box System or TUBS developed by Koetting in 1970 to analyze drum music of the Ewe people.  In this system a Time Unit Box is used to indicate the fastest musical pulse in the piece.  A box is filled in with an indication of the kind of sound produced if an attack occurs on that unit.  If no attack occurs on that time unit, then the box is left empty.  This has proven extremely effective in translating African music for unpitched instruments, but is not effective when dealing with pitched instruments or the voice.  In those cases the Western arranger will often use a hybrid of TUBS and standard Western notation. (Ekueme 1974).  The Western notation typically is written with measure lengths corresponding to the time units in the TUBS diagram.  This system seems to best replicate the African music in our very Western analytical style.


The African method to teaching music is much different.  African music is pervasive in all aspects of African life from a very young age.  Teaching of music is often done by demonstration and imitation rather than a more Western approach of instruction and analysis.  Very few Africans have formal training in music but instead learn from participating in social events that revolve around music and dance.  Music and dance lie at the heart of most African cultural practices because “their culture is conceived in a holistic framework that includes rituals, rites, arts, power, meanings, values and beliefs” (Mans 2000).  Music is interwoven into the culture in a way foreign to most Western educators.


There are Western approaches to music education that have been successful in teaching African music, especially in the elementary school.  The Dalcroze method is one such approach.  This teaching philosophy views that qualities of music as fundamental forces in human life, and emphasizes a musical connection to the other arts as well as fundamental human activities involving movement, language, and motion (Dobrea 2006).  Dalcroze felt that musical concepts such as duration, dynamics, tempo, pitch, articulation, tone quality, phrasing and interpretation could and should be taught through movement after much experimentation (Phuthego 2005).  A 2002-03 study found that students were highly motivated and challenged as they engaged in a number of activities to learn about rhythm through Dalcroze as well as other eurhythmic based teaching philosophies such as Orff and Kodaly in combination with African repertoire (Joseph 2006).  

In order to successfully develop a curriculum to include African music in a middle school instrumental music class, the instructor is going to need to draw from these and many other resources.  The middle school learner presents unique challenges of attention span and maturity that require a unique approach that takes the best from many methods and combines them into a unified curriculum approach.  A suggested course of study drawing from these and many other sources is outlined below in sequential order.
Selecting your focus

Trying to cover the whole of African music would not be a practical goal for a public school musical setting.  Choosing even to focus on the music of Ghana would be much too broad of subject area to cover in the context of the middle school instrumental music classroom.  Instead focus on an ethnic group or a well defined geographic region.  A good example would be focusing on the Anlo-Ewe peoples of Ghana.  Some research is going to be needed in order to choose a focus area that would be appropriate for the class.  
Provide geographic and historic information 

It is important that the class know relevant information about the area that they are about to study.  They should be able to identify the region they will be studying on a map.  Include information about climate, terrain, and population patterns.  For instance, is this a desert area or a tropical area?  Is the population concentrated in urban areas or is it mostly rural civilizations?  Next include a very brief history of the region.  Most of Africa has a history of colonization that greatly affected the traditional lifestyles and arts.  The goal is not to make the students experts on African history, but to give them a historical context to connect to the musical traditions that will be presented later.  Finally, include information about present day ways of life including economic systems, political structures and social issues.  When dealing with middle school students, providing this background will be the most difficult part of the lesson.  Instructors should be careful not to delve too deeply into the social studies aspects of the lessons, but merely provide a quick yet thorough overview as a backdrop on which to build the music lesson.
Instrument study

This section should begin with a thorough overview of the instruments used in the region that will be studied.  It is important that students know the names and functions of all of the instruments they will be studying as well as any relevant historical information.  If traditional African instruments are readily available, the instructor may choose to use those for this section.  If traditional African instruments are not available, the instructor will need to provide multimedia examples and recording of these instruments for the students.  It is important that the student not just know what the instrument looks like, but also becomes familiar with the unique sound that it produces.  Later in the lesson when the students begin to play instruments, the instructor will need to either use instruments that are available that approximate the sound and function of the traditional African instrument, or have the class construct instruments.  Instrument construction provides a very creative outlet that is ideal for the middle school student.  The teacher will have the opportunity to teach basic and advanced acoustics to the students during the construction process.  This will require creativity and innovation on the part of the instructor, but will be a very memorable part of the lesson for the students and will make the lesson more personal for them.  The culmination of the lesson will then be performing on instruments that they created.
Playing technique

After the appropriate instruments are acquired or constructed, the instructor will begin teaching the students basic playing techniques on the instruments.  Depending on the instruments, this could include teaching basic tones through solfege or another tonal technique, striking styles either with a stick, mallet, or hand, and instrument position during performance.  For instance, when using membranophones the player may use a stick or beater, or play with their hand.  When teaching these methods, try to approximate the performance methods of the society being studied as closely as possible.  When not using traditional instruments, include audio examples as often as possible to reinforce the sound they are approximating.

Basic rhythm patterns

The next step is to introduce the students to some basic rhythm patterns of the culture being studied.  Two different methods can be employed for teaching traditional African rhythms.  The first is the more traditional use of call and response.  Most African music is transmitted through oral tradition and thus not notated.  This organic approach provides a more authentic African musical experience.  The second approach would be through the use of notated music.  As discussed earlier, the instructor will have to choose between trying to approximate traditional African rhythms through Western notation or an alternate notation such as TUBS.  For the middle school student, teaching TUBS would be highly effective and efficient.  It does not require the student to count complex polyrhythms.  Middle school students, depending on their grade level and musical experience, often do not know how to count effectively in compound and complex meter.  Utilizing a system such as TUBS would eliminate the need to prematurely teach these meters.  Experiencing these rhythm patterns in the context of TUBS may make the introduction of compound and complex meter later in their musical career easier.

Begin by introducing each rhythm or melody separately as a whole ensemble exercise.  This will allow for all students to remain engaged throughout the lesson and also reinforce rhythmic understanding of complementary lines.


Below is an example of a basic polyrhythm taken from CK Ladzekpo’s “Rhythmic Principles” written in western notation.  Below that is the same rhythm written in the TUBS format.
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The instructor should have each student play the main beat scheme with the full ensemble and then independently.  This process should then be repeated with the secondary beat scheme.  Finally the instructor should split the class and have half play the main beat scheme and the other half play the secondary beat scheme.  These roles would then be reversed and the process repeated to ensure understanding.

The instructor may develop or acquire exercises that will further develop the counting skills required for the performance of African literature.  Many exercises in polyrhythms of varying degrees of difficulty can be easily created using nothing more than a Microsoft Word table and some creativity.  As the students become more comfortable with two independent lines, the instructor can begin to increase the number of lines going on at the same time.  This will reinforce the counting techniques learned while adding complexity.  Always allow the students to rotate which beat scheme they are playing to create an awareness and understanding of complementary lines.
Historical and social background

Before beginning a piece of music, it is important that the students get a brief lesson in the historical or social significance of the work.  Often the background information will give the student an insight into the purpose and function of the piece and can greatly enhance its performance.  When possible, provide recorded examples of pieces being performed.  As African music often involves not only music but also movement or dance, instruction and video of any complementary movement can only enhance the experience for the students.  While middle school students are often very self conscious about dance and movement, there will likely be some students in the group that would embrace the inclusion of dance and be willing to perform that role in the ensemble.

Locating music sources

Traditional African drumming resources are plentiful on the web.  A basic Google search for African drum music produces over 6,000,000 sources.  Teachers can find free downloads of traditional music as well music sites which offer complete African ensemble arrangements for sale.  Teachers can also develop African TUBS arrangements from recorded examples in order to stimulate the learning process.
Improvising

A key element of African music is that of improvisation.  Once students have become familiar with and comfortable with the traditional rhythm patterns, instructors should create opportunities for improvisation within the song framework.  This will provide an outlet for some very expressive creativity.  As with improvisational jazz, the key to developing good improvisation skills is through frequent exposure to quality listening examples.  Allow students to explore this improvisational element within the safety of the classroom.

Ready made curriculum

For the instructor who wants to include traditional African music in their middle school music curriculum, but does not have the time or resources to develop their own curriculum, Dr. Will Schmid, professor emeritus at the University of Wisconsin- Milwaukee, has developed a World Music Drumming publication and video that will help a teacher develop and teach a comprehensive African percussion lesson.  This thirty lesson curriculum is designed to be used in sections or as a whole depending on the students and time allotted.  The curriculum can be reinforced through professional development workshops offered through Music Workshops, Ltd. (Schmid 2005).   
Conclusion

While the idea of teaching a subject as expansive and foreign as traditional African music within the scope of a middle school instrumental music class can seem quite daunting, the musical and cultural benefits of this endeavor make the effort required well worth it.  Western music education is too often taught within a bubble of familiarity.  Those traditions to which educators have been exposed as students are the traditions they then pass along as teachers.  In order to provide a truly comprehensive music education, teachers must begin to include music from other cultures and societies regardless of whether they are comfortable or familiar with the subject.  Educators must be life long learners and be willing to continue their own education in order to provide the best instruction for their students.  Our willingness to explore outside of our comfort zone will encourage our students to do the same and expand their knowledge and experience in the process.
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