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Using A Centers-Based Approach in the Elementary General Music Classroom
Introduction

The use of learning centers in education is not a new concept. Teachers in various
subjects use learning centers within their classroom, but centers are more frequently used in early
childhood and elementary education settings. Learning centers provide educational freedom to
the learner as well as a means for extending and differentiating instruction (Reyes, 2010). Most
students are drawn to music and find it a source of expression, creativity, and inspiration. Music
centers provide students the opportunity to engage with music by asking questions, discovering
answers, building musical independence, and nurturing the creative processes that build musical
skills to last a lifetime (Burton, 2004). Students have been reaping the rewards of student
independence through learning centers. Since one of the goals of music education is to nurture
minds that will be able to function musically outside of the classroom learning centers seem to be
an appropriate approach for music instruction. The purpose of this paper is to review articles on
the topic of music learning centers within the setting of the general music classroom and to
provide a summary of current thought on this topic.
Gilbert, 1995

Gilbert discussed the pros and cons of small group activities within a music setting.
Various studies have been conducted in order to decide whether direct instruction or small group
instruction is more valuable for student achievement. Based on the results of these studies,
research shows that neither is necessarily better and, in fact, it ultimately depends on previous
direct instruction and how small group instruction is presented to the students. The value of small

group activities is evaluated according to three criteria: atmosphere, group cooperative and
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academic learning. Small group instruction allows teachers to spend less time attracting

students’ attention and reprimanding inappropriate behavior contributing to the first criteria,
atmosphere. Also, small group activities seem to improve student self-esteem and self-
motivation. The second criterion, group cooperative skills, is easier to measure in small group
activities. During small group instruction intergroup relations and acceptance of all students can
be developed more effectively in direct instruction. The final area used to measure the value of
small group instruction is academic learning. It is truly unclear whether small group activities
will work for all classrooms and for all students, as the research is very inconclusive. However, it
does appear that small group activities are most useful for problem solving in music and
composition.

Even though the above criteria provides positive support for the use of small group
instruction, Glibert stated that even though some teachers make use of small group instruction,
the majority of music educators do not implement this form of instruction. After watching five
groups of two student teachers trained in small group instruction it was concluded that most of
the frustration with this instruction is due to the noise and chaos that these centers create. Gilbert
stated that “noise” is very subjective and that, to some persons, noise may be considered music.
In fact, after comparing assessments it was discovered that the least effective learning center was
the center without any musical instruments or singing. One thing is clear - once the teacher
employs small group work the role of the teacher has changed. The students do not have to be
quiet in order for the teacher to be heard, the students are now assuming the role as the “teacher”
and the teacher is more of a guide.

With the teacher not assuming the usual “role” within the classroom during this time the

students are expected to exhibit a sense of accountability during the activity. It is not enough for
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a teacher to ask students to cooperate during a small group activity. Three concepts must be

discussed and built upon throughout the year in order to guarantee such success. These concepts
are team rewards, where the team competes for rewards as a team, individual accountability,
where the team’s success depends on the individual learning of all members, and equal
opportunity for success, meaning that students contribute to team’s success by improving on
their individual past performance. These concepts not only enforce accountability, but also allow
the students to know where they stand in achieving a certain musical concept and allow the
teacher to still properly assess each student, even though they are working in small groups.

Even though the teacher does not direct the lesson, the small group instruction should still
proceed with the same flow as any lesson would. Gilbert stated that there must be an orientation
to the musical experience followed by diversifying the experience with operational and then
integrating supervision. The last two allow the teacher to be readily available for assistance, but
then also allows the teacher the chance to assess each student’s success after giving time for each
student to become acquainted with the activity. Then at the end there is a period of presentation
of what was learned followed by a summary of what was learned to round off the activity and
bring closure to this particular lesson.

Gilbert stated that no small group instructional session is free from problem. Each
activity will have its own problems that the teacher must creatively solve. However, in order to
avoid these problems always remember to allow for success by making sure the musical
groundwork has been laid before the small group activity. Be sure there is a warm up or lesson
preceding this activity that as somehow introduced the concept in some regard. Small group
lessons that are efficient and organized will lead to greater student success and students should

always be interacting with music. Gilbert emphasized that small group instruction may not work



Loughran 5
for everyone and may in fact not be desirable for most classrooms; however, small group

instruction allows for more satisfaction by both students and teacher and allows for students to
more fully explore the creative areas of music.
Burton, 2004

Burton created a seamless guide on the ‘ins and outs’ of learning centers in the music
classroom. Burton focuses on the use of learning centers in a middle school general music
classroom; however, most of the techniques mentioned can be adapted for any elementary
classroom. The flexibility of learning centers to cross into any subject or grade level is due to the
idea that there is not set approach. By definition a center is an area in a room created to help
students fulfill curricular goals through hands on activities.

Setting up centers in a classroom is heavily defined on what resources are available in
your classroom. For instance, if you have access to several Orff instruments, perhaps creating an
Orff arrangement is a possible option for your students. Likewise, if you have access to
keyboards, it might be more desirable to have students learn chords or a melody on the keyboard
to perform either as a solo or in an ensemble. Burton stated that centers have the power to be
independent, small group, or large group activities and can rely on assessing students on
previously taught material or a way to introduce new material. Centers can include listening and
analyzing music as well as creating music.

Burton has discussed a series of variables that teachers should be aware of when
beginning to teach middle school students that can be applicable to elementary students as well.
First off she stated that most middle school students are coming from various backgrounds and
have achieved varying musical skills and knowledge. In order to ameliorate this situation Burton

suggested two options: informal assessments and a musical experience inventory. By informally
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assessing students the teacher will be able to see what prior knowledge the students have or

have not been exposed to in their elementary music setting. The inventory will help the teacher
find out what students find musically important and what they really think about music in their
lives. Since Burton has this directed towards Middle School it can not all be adapted for all
elementary ages; however, with increasing elementary schools including sixth grade and the
amount of new students that can move into a district in third, fourth, and fifth grade, some of
these options may transfer over rather effectively. It is very important to establish an equal
amount of time for each center and to ensure that the activities at each center can be
accomplished successfully in the time frame. Another huge variable that is brought up is class
size. A multi-station music center may be more difficult for large groups of students and it seems
appropriate to keep the center sizes down to five or six students. Burton has suggested that for
larger classes it might be more enhancing to a curriculum to have one center that five students
can rotate through in order to work on independent musical projects.

When choosing to implement a music center in a classroom it is easy to become
distracted by the actual center than the learning goal. Burton suggested that it is best to work
backwards when designing the stations of your center and will help ensure that learning is
student focused and authentic. It is best to start by identifying what the learning goals are and
then what the actual performance task or activity will be and then finally creating the rubric for
assessment. Since the students are working more individually it is very important that the
performance task or activity is as musically engaging as possible so that students are as musical
as possible. Also, the rubrics that are created should be shared with the students so that they have
a full understanding of what is expected of them during their time in the center.

Burton used the learning centers as an opportunity for her students to really learn one
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piece of music and eventually create an ensemble within the general music class where they

could perform the piece of music they were studying and also arrangements and improvisations
centered on this piece of music. She called this the Big Jam Performance Task and was able to
create various stations where students learned parts to the song they were studying as well as
analyze and compose music. After she created stations based on the song assessments fell into
place and the overall experience was extremely successful for not only her, but for the students
as well.

The role of the teacher in a music center is different depending on your students’ needs
and musical skill levels. The teacher will become more of a guide and be able to observe much
more than before. As an observer, you will be able to identify ways to extend your students
learning, thinking about differentiation within stations, deciding which stations lose appeal over
time, and a score of other things. All of these will help your students’ work independently being
an overseer of their own learning.

Volk, 1997

Volk looked at several dissertations on the inclusion and teaching of world music within
the music classroom in order to gather information on the attitudes, materials, methodology, and
performance of world music. Even though it seems that more and more teachers are moving
away from just teaching music from the Western art tradition and exploring music from other
cultures, still so many of these teachers are not taking the steps to actually become trained in
some of these cultural areas.

In regards to centers, it appears that those teachers that were able to utilize learning
centers within their lesson were able to capture more authenticity for the students than other

lessons. For instance, the use of small group learning centers when discovering American-Indian
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instrument it seemed that a deeper cultural understanding and perception was created in this

learning center. However, in another learning center where students used “make-do” American
Indian instruments the authenticity was lost and so was the cultural understanding and perception
of students. Learning about a musical culture can be done within learning centers rather
effectively if the teacher takes time to properly learn about the culture in order to present it in the
most effective manner.

The ability to learn about a culture is very appealing thought use of learning centers, but
just like teaching music from a culture in a more direct teaching manner, it is desirable to be as
authentic as possible within limits. With the goal to gain cultural understanding as well as
musical understanding it is important to weigh both of these options when designing centers.
Niland, 2009

Niland is supporting the idea that child centered musical play can be a powerful medium
for young children’s exploration of many musical elements and concepts. Young children learn
best through play; this has been exposed through research for many years and it is time that
music for younger children is viewed in the same playful manner. Niland stated that there are
many different definitions for play, bust most theorists agree that play involves free choice,
enjoyment, self-motivation, and a focus on process rather than on product.

Music is a regular part of a young children’s play. For instance spontaneous singing,
movement, and spontaneous sound exploration are very evident. Young children engage in
various types of musical play. The first type of musical play is “cooperative musical play” in
which children are involved in sociable, interactive musical exploration. The second type is
“functional music play,” in which children are exploring the sound-making potential of a range

of materials and are experimenting with techniques. There is also “constructive musical play,” in
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which functional exploration is extended into creative improvisation and composition.

“dramatic music play,” in which children integrate music making with dramatic or pretend play;
“kinesthetic music play,” in which children focus on movement or dance as a playful response to
music. Finally there is “games with rules,” in which children engage in group-oriented,
structured musical games such as singing games or clapping games.

Young children educators argue that music integrated part both of life and of the
educational curriculum. When beginning to develop a play based child-centered music
curriculum there are many different ways to do so. If using a music center it would be best to
have students involved in the process of creating such a center. By having younger students
involved in such decision-making processes such as deciding about materials, placement, noise,
safety, and aesthetics you are giving children the chance to not only think about their musical
interests, but also logistical and social aspects. Niland stated beautifully that by empowering
children in planning processes can have implications for many aspects of children’s
development.

By developing this play based approach through centers students will still be developing
awareness in areas of singing, instrument exploration, and movement. Coursework will be
different based on interactions with the class and also on each individual students needs. Niland
stated at the end of the article that, “A playbased, child-centered early childhood music
curriculum can nurture the innate musicality of young children so that they become and remain
music makers throughout their lives.

Summary
After reading these several articles highlighting learning centers in the music classroom it

is clear to me that learning centers are a great way for students to develop individual musicality
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and really begin exploring aesthetic response to music, while still practicing singing and

rhythm skills that are necessary in order to be an independent musician. Although there is no
concrete evidence or real research that states that learning centers will help students achieve
more musically (Gilbert, 1995) [ still think that it is clear that the students are not only able to
become better independent musicians, but they will begin to experience music through real time
exploration, especially when experiencing music from other cultures or include sonic elements
that students are not used to (Volk, 1997).

Learning centers allows a sense of musical freedom, especially for older elementary
students and middle school students. Students are given options, within parameters of course,
where they can decide what they want to create or listen to and learn to make informed decisions
about music. Ultimately as a music educator we are trying to create a society of musicians that
do not need to rely on their teacher. It seems to me that through learning centers this can be made
possible because of the transition of the music teacher from teacher to guide (Burton, 2004). By
facilitating the class rather than “running” it the students are able to problem solve better than if
the teacher was directing the students as a whole.

Even though the stress of scheduling, class size, and time can seem to put strains on
learning centers in a classroom they seem like a viable tool to change up the pacing of a class.
Only after stepping aside and letting students make informed decisions on their own can we see a
progression in musicality. Learning centers help foster an exploration and creativity that is
evident in music and helps to channel the innate musicality in each of us.

Conclusion
After reviewing the four articles and reading several others my general impression of

learning centers in the music classroom is that they are worth trying and using in the general
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music classroom. I want to include these centers in my future teaching as much as possible

because I really believe that in order to have children learn any subject, especially music, the
teacher needs to occasionally get out of the way. Children learn best when they are exploring on
their own in a controlled environment and this is what learning centers do. Learning centers
provide parameters for students, but also the chance to view, learn, make mistakes and find their
way out of them.

Learning centers are great, but you need to be careful when setting up a center. There are
prerequisites to using certain learning centers. Even if it is a way for the students to embark on
learning new material there need to be certain skills established. For example, I do not think
giving a notated music to students in a center if they have never seen any notation before. The
students need to be set up for success before using certain centers.

Learning centers are a way for teachers to guide their students and allow them to discover
music organically and tap into a realm of creativity. The social and logistical skills that are
passed through each activity are just as important as the musical skills and knowledge that can be
obtained. Learning centers open up the world of music for each student to investigate and get a
“hands on” approach. Ever human has an innate ability to be musical and learning centers allow

them to tap into their musical self.



Loughran 12

References

Burton, S. L. (2004). Making connections through music-based learning centers. Retrieved from
http://www.teach-nology.com/tutorials/teaching/music/

Gilbert, R. (1995). Small groups in music lessons — creativity or cacophony? Research Studies in
Music Education. 5(1), 24-31. doi: 10.1177/1321103X9500500103

Niland, A. (2009). The power of musical Play: the value of play-based, child-centered
curriculum in early childhood music education. General Music Today, 23(1), 17-21.
doi: 10.1177/1048371309335625

Reyes, C.L. (2010). A teacher’s case for learning center extensions in kindergarten. Young
Children, 65(5), 94-98.

Volk, T. M. (1997). World musics and Music Education: An update for dissertation
research. Update, 17, 9-13.



Loughran 13
Sources Consulted

Auker, P. (1991). Pupil talk, musical learning and creativity. British Journal of Music Education.
8(2), 161-166.

Bergee, J. B., & Cecconi-Roberts, L. (2002). Effects of small-group peer interaction on self-
evaluation of music performance. Journal of Research in Music Education, 50(3), 256-
258. doi: 10.2307/3345802

Burnard, P., & Younker, A. B. (2004). Problem-Solving and creativity: Insights from students’
individual composing pathways. International Journal of Music Education, 22(1), 59-76.

Daniels, R. D. (1994). Music listening preferences of preschool children. Update, 12(2), 4-8.
doi: 10.1177/875512339401200201

Forest, J. (1995). Music technology helps students succeed: Joyce Forest discusses the impact
music technology has had on the students of an elementary school in Texas. Music
Educators Journal, 81(5), 35-48. doi: 10.2307/3398854

Gilbert, R. (1995). Educating student teachers to use small groups in secondary school music
classrooms. South Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 23(1), 23-33.

Goodling, L., & Standley, J. M. (2011). Musical development and learning
characteristics of students: A compilation of key points from the research literature
organized by age. Update, 30(1), 32-45. doi: 10.1177/8755123311418481

Hallam, S. (2010). The power of music: Its impact on the intellectual, social and personal
development of children and young people. International Journal of Music Education,
28(3), 269-289. doi: 10.1177/0255761410370658

Hogg, N. (1994) Strategies to facilitate student composing. Research Studies in Music
Education, 2, 15-24.

Howell, A. C. (2009). Curricular pillars in the elementary general music classroom. Music
Educators Journal, 95(3), 37-41.

Isbell, D. (2007). Popular music and the public school curriculum. Update, 26(1), 58-63. doi:
10.1177/87551233070260010106

Jellison, J., Brooks H. B., & Huck, M. A. (1984). Structuring Small Groups and Music
Reinforcement to Facilitate Positive Interactions and Acceptance of Severely

Handicapped Students in the Regular Music Classroom. Journal of Research in Music
Education, 32(4), 243-264. doi: 10.2307/3344923



Loughran 14
King-Sears, E. M., (2007). Designing and delivering learning center instruction. /ntervention
in

School and Clinic, 42(3), 137-147.

Kenney, S. (1989). Music centers: Freedom to explore. Music Educators Journal, 76(2),
32-36.

Kenney, S. (2004). The importance of music centers in the early childhood class. General
Music Today, 18(1), 28-36.

Madsen, K. C., & Peterson W. C. (2010). Encouraging cognitive connections and creativity in
the music classroom. Music Educators Journal, 97(2), 25-29.
doi: 10.1177/0027432110386613

Miller, T. (2010). Leading the impressionable young singer from the piano: Perspectives
from a Collaborating Artist. Choral Journal, 50(10), 49.

Morin, L. F. (2001). Cultivating music play: the need for changed teaching practice. General
Music Today, 14(2), 24-29. DOI: 10.1177/104837130101400204

Rutkowski, J. (1996). The effectiveness of individual/ small-group singing activities on
kindergartners' use of singing voice and developmental music aptitude. Journal of
Research in Music Education, 44(4), 353-368. doi: 10.2307/3345447

Salvador, K. (2010). How Can Elementary Teachers Measure Singing Voice Achievement? A
Critical Review of Assessments, 1994-2009. Update, 29(1), 40-47. doi:
10.1177/8755123310378454

Shehan-Campbell, P. 1990. The significance of musical play in early childhood. General Music
Today (3) 2, 19-20.

Standerfer, S. L. (2011). Differentiation in the music classroom. Music Educators
Journal, 97(4), 43-48. doi: 10.1177/0027432111404078

Toth, B., and L. Miranda. 1997. Musical play centers. Early Childhood Connections (3) 2: 37-9.

Webster, P. R. (1998). Young children and music technology. Research Studies in Music
Education, 11(1), 61-76. doi: 10.1177/1321103X9801100107

VanWeelden, K. (2011). Accommodating the Special Learner in Secondary General Music
Classes. General Music Today, 24(3), 39-41.



