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any beginning teachers rely on the tradi-

tional ensemble rehearsal model: structured

warm-ups, then sequential sight-reading
exercises, followed by repertoire-focused instruction.'
These methods, however, are not always effective for stu-
dent learning, particularly with students who are uncer-
tain singers or new to choral singing. While common in
advanced choirs, traditional rehearsal structures might fail
to provide immersive, exploratory learning experiences
that help students build foundational skills and intrinsic
motivation.

Seeking more productive rehearsal strategies, we turned
to general music methods, which promote movement, play,
and exploration as core instructional strategies.” These ap-
proaches can encourage students to engage with music in
ways that are active, kinesthetic, and intuitive, fostering
both skill development and a positive relationship with
music making/learning® When integrating select tech-
niques from elementary music education—such as variety
in instructional delivery, sequencing learning from sound
to sight, movement-based learning, games, and play-based
social learning opportunities—we observed that some stu-
dents became more engaged, more willing to take risks,
and more confident in their musical abilities.
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Having noticed that elementary strategies produced
more engagement and improved singing in choral set-
tings, we examined research on play, movement, im-
provisation, and other informal learning techniques
in a variety of music learning settings.* Scholars have
demonstrated that elementary and play-based tech-
niques can develop musicianship throughout the hu-
man lifespan. Specifically, researchers found that adults
who see themselves as “non-singers” or “nonmusi-
cians” benefit from pedagogical approaches that em-
phasize playful engagement, social connections, and
interactive vocal exploration.’

Scholarship on play-based music learning suggests
that interactive, exploratory approaches can enhance
motivation and skill development in children® and that
integrating movement into choral instruction can im-
prove vocal production and phrasing, reinforcing the
connection between body and voice.” Moreover, play-
based approaches to sight-reading can increase nota-
tional literacy skills and reduce anxiety in developing
musicians. By applying these strategies in rehearsals,
teachers might observe improvements in some stu-
dents’ musicianship and also a shift in rehearsal culture,
away from a focus on compliance and toward curiosity,
confidence, and collaborative music making.?

Drawing on our own teaching experience as well as
extant research, in this article we explore the pedagogi-
cal benefits of incorporating elementary general music
strategies in secondary choral classrooms. By examin-
ing the ways in which play-based instruction supports
vocal development, musical skills, and ensemble cohe-
sion, we aim to provide practical, research-supported
strategies for choral educators seeking to enhance stu-
dent engagement and learning outcomes. We suggest
that by adopting a more immersive and interactive
rehearsal approach, secondary choir directors can im-
prove both musicianship and long-term student invest-
ment in choral singing.

We will begin by describing some elementary con-
cepts, then illustrate how we use these concepts in the
context of a secondary choral rehearsal. In this article,
secondary learners are defined as those who move from an
elementary general music curriculum into an ensem-
ble-based rehearsal modality, typically starting in fifth
or sixth grade.
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Elementary Concepts for Secondary Learners:
Four Core Principles

Incorporating elementary concepts into the second-
ary choral classroom involves leveraging research-sup-
ported strategies that align with secondary learners’
developmental needs while making rehearsals more
engaging and musically enriching. In a previous Cho-
ral Journal article, Saleel Menon suggested a number
of games to build music literacy proficiency in cho-
ral ensembles.” While those activities are helpful for
building specific literacy skills through social inter-
action and play, this article will focus on how similar
play-based pedagogies might reinforce learning when
applied to repertoire. Specifically, four core principles
from elementary music education—variety, sequence,
movement, and social interaction—can be particularly
effective in enhancing secondary choir instruction. Af-
ter describing what each term can mean, we will offer
concrete examples of each principle applied in a choral
context using two pieces: “Hamisha Asar” and “Hota-

ru Koi.”!°

Core Principle #1: Variety

One of the most immediately applicable concepts
from elementary music education is a teacher’s inten-
tional use of variety in instructional activities. Young
children benefit from frequent shifts in focus that en-
gage different musical skills, learning modalities, and
cognitive processes.'" While secondary students may
be more capable of sustained attention, they can still
benefit from a diverse rehearsal structure that holds en-
gagement throughout the lesson. In our own practice,
we have found that incorporating varied activities—
such as alternating between vocal warm-ups, exploring
various meters and tonalities, skill building games, and
movement—keeps students more engaged than a stat-
ic, predictable rehearsal structure.

Additionally, variety in musical tasks expands stu-
dents’ musical vocabularies by exposing them to a
broader range of musical experiences. From an el-
ementary perspective, performing in a variety of to-
nalities and meters is important because it expands the
students’ musical vocabularies for things they might en-
joy or create. When students are given opportunities to
create, improvise, and move, they may develop deeper
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understandings of musical elements in ways that ex-
tend beyond notation and performance, while also en-
hancing their literacies and performing abilities.'? From
the secondary choral perspective, as teachers strive to
move beyond the Western classical canon, attending to
variety can also increase accuracy and fluency outside
of major/minor or duple/triple, increasing students’
capacities for performing a variety of non-canonical
works. Increasing variety (both in terms of rehearsal
strategies and musical content) also aligns with Uni-
versal Design for Learning (UDL), which encourages
teachers to design instruction that incorporates multi-
ple means of engagement, representation, and action
to support all learners, including those with diverse
needs and musical backgrounds."

Core Principle #2: Sequence

Teachers using elementary music pedagogy pri-
oritize developmentally appropriate sequences, often
adhering to a “sound before sight” approach. Sound
before sight, where students first experience music au-
rally and kinesthetically before associating it with nota-
tion, can also improve music learning in the secondary
setting.'* When introducing a new piece, teachers can
start with informal immersion, where students engage
with new musical concepts through exploratory lis-
tening, movement, and vocalization. This can create
a low-risk, playful environment for skill development.
In our experience, when students internalized melodies
and rhythms before reading them, they approached
sight-reading with greater confidence and musical in-
tuition.

As students build a vocabulary of sounds and learn
how those sounds connect to notational symbols, teach-
ers can then play with notational literacy and eventu-
ally sight-reading. Sequencing in this way might allow
students to develop musical understanding organically
rather than relying solely on visual decoding, leading
to more expressive and accurate performances. We
found this particularly true of music coming from oral
or dance traditions, such as folk songs like “Hamisha
Asar,” which will be discussed later in the article.

Core Principle #3: Movement
Movement is a fundamental component of elemen-
tary music instruction. Researchers found that move-
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ment is developmentally appropriate for the cognitive
and attentional needs of students and has direct bene-
fits for musical outcomes."” Therefore, teachers might
encourage their students to move more and play more
while learning, regardless of their age. In her research
on movement and music, Marja-Leena Juntunen found
“the spirit of play and enjoyment has potential to mo-
tivate participation, and enhance courage, imagina-
tion, and expression.”'® We have observed that when
students embody musical concepts physically, whether
through gesture-based phrasing exercises, rhythmic
movement games, or postural adjustments, they devel-
op a more intuitive sense of musicality. Additionally, we
found that our students’ vocal technique and ability to
express meaning through singing improved when they
connected movement to singing. Movements can also
cue applications or extensions of concepts that teachers
have previously covered. For example, if a teacher cre-
ated movements that students implemented in rehears-
al to teach a particular articulation or phrase shape, the
teacher could later mimic those movements to remind
students to sing with that articulation or phrase shape.
Similarly, if a teacher has used movements to increase
breath support and tone projection, they can imitate
those movements while conducting to affect the stu-
dents’ sound.

Core Principle #4: Social Interaction

Many students are social learners, and many sec-
ondary choir students seek social connection as a pri-
mary motivation for participation.'” Elementary teach-
ers incorporate social interaction through activities like
musical games, dancing, and groupwork, including
improvisation and composition activities. In our expe-
rience, incorporating social interaction in secondary
choral settings strengthened ensemble cohesion and
even increased students’ sense of belonging. When
students interact musically through low-stakes games,
partner activities, or improvisational exercises, they can
develop musical skills and collaborative and communi-
cative abilities that align with their musical and social
motivations for being in choir. Teachers can create a
more inclusive and motivating environment by design-
ing rchearsals that foster interaction and cooperative
music making.
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Integrating Elementary Strategies
in Secondary Settings

Practical Application: “Hamisha Asar”

When applying elementary strategies in choirs, var-
ied repertoire can challenge students musically and
engage their interest. In this section, we describe a re-
hearsal sequence for “Hamisha Asar,” a Sephardic folk
song as recorded by Flory Jagoda, arranged for three-
part treble choir by Nick Page.'® This piece provides a
rich opportunity to explore meter and tonality (variety)
using movement, attending to sequence, and consid-
ering social interactions. Students who are unfamiliar
with diverse meters and modes might sing inaccurately,
so we designed sound-before-sight movement and im-
provisation activities that preceded singing the melody
or engaging with notation in the meter and tonality.
This method may be particularly applicable for songs
that come from less familiar cultural backgrounds, in-
cluding aural traditions, dances, and various meters
and modes.

Internalizing Meter T hrough Movement

Teachers can introduce the 7/8 meter by playing a
recording of Flory Jagoda singing the folk-song version
of “Hamisha Asar” and incorporating movements to
guide their students’ listening on three separate occa-
sions. A recording link is available on You'lube by scan-
ning the QR code or visiting the link in the notes."

“Hamisha Asar” Recording Link

* Day 1: Flow Movement—While standing in
one place, students experiment with large, lowing
movements, intentionally moving through beat sub-
divisions as they listen (gaining familiarity with the
sound before they try to be “right”).

* Day 2: Flicking Gestures—Scated students mir-
ror the teacher’s small, light flicks (using scarves,
flicking with a flowing movement throughout) that
emphasized the meter: 123-45-67.
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* Day 3: Full-Body Locomotion—Students move
freely through the room, stepping with the meter
in a long-short-short pattern. The teacher can en-
courage students to step in ways that match the
lightness of Jagoda’s singing and accompaniment.

After students demonstrate fluency in moving with
the meter, teachers can gauge students’ readiness for
transferring to notation, if that aligns with their goals.
Without embodied experience, students tend to either
drag into a duple feel (1-2-3-4-5-6-7 [8], 1-2-3-4-5-6-7
[8]) or perform (123-45-67) too mechanically. Talking
about the beat groupings does not solve this issue;
movement must come first. While often a go-to rhyth-
mic exercise, clapping the pattern can be counterpro-
ductive in this context, as it emphasizes percussiveness
rather than the fluid, dancing quality of the meter in
this folk song

Teachers can also reinforce the meter with a cho-
ral beatboxing warm-up. Starting in 4/4, students in-
ternalize a simple “boots and cats and” rhythm, then
repeat it in 6/8, 5/8, and 7/8. This exercise helps re-
inforce meter fluency and encourages consonant artic-
ulation and breath coordination/support. Our students
enjoyed this activity, which emphasizes play and social
interaction.

Internalizing “Tonality Through Vocal Exploration

“Hamisha Asar” is in the Phrygian Dominant
mode” (sometimes called Spanish Phrygian), which
was unfamiliar to our students. In many recordings we
found, choirs do not accurately sing the lowered second
scale degree that characterizes this tonality. To address
this, teachers can structure their warm-ups to acclimate
students to the tonality before they attempt to sing the
melody.

* Drone: the choir sustains a drone on the home
tone while the teacher improvises in Spanish Phry-
gian. Then, half of the choir sustains the drone
while the other half of the choir echoes the phras-
es that the teacher improvises (and switch).

* Chord Roots: Half of the choir sustains a pattern

on the characteristic chord roots (scale degrees 1
and 2, which in this case meant D and E’). The
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teacher improvises melodic fragments over these
changes for the other half of the choir to echo.
This can also turn into a question/answer impro-
visation.

Stacked Harmonies: To reinforce the unique
harmonic language of the mode, students can
stack the primary triads (I and II, which in this
case were D major and E’ major) and create a tri-
ad pattern over which the teacher (and any stu-
dents who want to) can improvise.

Scale Exploration: Only after students have
played with the tonal center and harmonic rela-
tionships could the choir warm up using the Phry-
gian Dominant scale, much as one would with a
major scale.

This tonal scaffolding might help prevent the com-
mon issue of singers defaulting to minor out of habit.

Social Interaction: Centering Story and Style

In elementary music education, the story and cultur-
al contexts of a piece are not considered supplemen-
tal; they are central to why and how students engage
with the music. Similarly, secondary choral teachers
can use music to explore social and cultural contexts of
the music they perform and create.”! “Hamisha Asar”
has cultural and historical significance. Flory Jagoda,
a Sephardic Jewish musician and Holocaust survivor,
learned this and other folk songs from her grand-
mother in an aural tradition.”” Understanding this lin-
eage transforms the way students approach the piece; it
1s not meant to be sung rigidly from notation but rather
through an aural tradition. Taking time to discuss the
cultural and emotional significance of the piece—such
as how it represents survival, memory, and identity—
may deepen students’ investment.

Practical Application:
“Hotaru Koi”

“Hotaru Koi” is a Japanese children’s song arranged
for three-part treble chorus by Ro Ogura. This piece
provides an opportunity for integrating movement, au-
ral immersion, and interactive composition exercises
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through playful approaches that facilitate social interac-
tion.* Because it features a pentatonic scale with some
chromaticism, imitative polyphony, and text painting,
“Hotaru Koi” presents both conceptual and technical
challenges that teachers can scaffold through playful,
exploratory approaches before introducing the score.

Engaging the Body: Warm-Up Activities

To establish a connection between the piece and its
imagery, teachers can begin their rehearsal sequence
with movement-based warm-ups that encourage singers
to embody the playful nature of fireflies.

* Stretching and Imaginative Movement: Stu-
dents mimic the slow, floating motion of a fire-
fly, reaching and gliding through space with their
arms. As they move, they can adjust their levels
and speed, responding to the imagined breeze or
the flickering rhythm of light pulses. This not only
warms up their bodies but also introduces the con-
cept of unpredictability in musical phrasing, par-
ticularly the difference between a quarter note and
eighth note coupled with an eighth rest over one
beat.

* Breathing: To reinforce relaxed and supported
breath, students can emulate the hum of insects
with lip trills and buzzing sounds. Then, the teach-
er can introduce whispered and humming vocalis-
es to represent fireflies’ quiet and elusive nature,
building dynamic control before singing;

* Pentatonic Vocalises: Since “Hotaru Koi” fea-
tures a pentatonic scale, the teacher can lead warm-
ups using descending and ascending scale patterns.
Framing those sounds as a “firefly scale,” the teach-
er might ask students how it feels different from a
major scale. This built familiarity before addressing
theoretical terminology.

Expanding Musical Creativity: Tonal and Rhythmic Games
Teachers can use interactive exercises to provide stu-

dents with an opportunity to engage with the musical

elements of “Hotaru Koi” before introducing the score.
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Exercise #1: Tonal Trading Cards

Each student receives a “tonal card” with a short
melodic phrase (notated or written in solfege) extracted
from “Hotaru Koi.” To create these cards, the teacher
might use fragments that are all four beats long and start
on the tonic, emphasizing the intervals students will en-
counter in the piece. Logistically, the teacher readies the
class after students find partners. Then, the taller part-
ner sings their patterns to the shorter partner over four
beats. The “shorts” then respond to the “talls” over the
next four beats.

Next, the students trade their cards and have eight
beats to find a new partner, and the cycle repeats again.
Teachers might find that keeping the tempo moving
helps students learn to move forward in time with their
patterns instead of stopping when they make mistakes.
Additionally, this activity allows social interaction in
low-stakes musicking because it is too fast for the teacher
to notice mistakes or insecurities, or for the students to
care about making mistakes. The goal of this exercise is
exploration, not necessarily perfection.

Exercise #2: Rhythmic Conversations

Teachers can provide structured opportunities for
generating musical ideas within specific parameters.
One possible way to start is by leading rote imitations
of rhythmic patterns in the meter of “Hotaru Ko1.”
These patterns span four beats. Once students demon-
strate fluency with these patterns, teachers can intro-
duce question-and-answer improvisations by singing a
rhythmic question and having the class respond simul-
taneously with their own improvised answers. This en-
courages a low-risk environment where individual ideas
are not exposed, but rather oriented toward exploration
in the meter. As students grow more confident, they can
engage in paired “rhythmic conversations,” taking turns
improvising questions and answers.

These creative and social exercises can help students
internalize tonalities and meters, fostering aural inde-
pendence and expressive fluency. For example, using
playful and creative activites to introduce the musical
meter and tonality of “Hotaru Koi” can help students
become more comfortable with the piece’s melodic and
harmonic language. Similarly, question-and-answer im-
provisation in 7/8 meter can prepare students for the
asymmetrical phrasing in “Hamisha Asar.” By linking
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musical creativity to repertoire, teachers can provide
meaningful experiences that support student indepen-
dence and engagement.*
Sound Before Sight: Rote to Notation

After these preparatory activities, teachers might
introduce their students to the main melody of “Ho-
taru Koi” using a rote song process informed by Music
Learning Theory (MLT).»

1. The teacher models the melody on solfege. We used
la-based minor because that aligned with our ped-
agogical goals, but teachers should use whatever
system is familiar to their students. (Note: Teachers
can possibly expose students to text in this step if
solfége 1s not a good match for their instructional
goals, but it will add another layer of cognition.)

2. The teacher sings the melody for the students again
while the students quietly pat their legs or tap their
feet to the macrobeat.

3. The teacher sings the melody for the students again
while the students pat their legs or tap their feet to
the microbeat.

4. The teacher sings the melody for the students again
while the students choose to feel either the mac-
robeat or the microbeat.

5. The teacher asks students to audiate the melody
(sing it in their head).

6. Students sing the melody as a class. Importantly,
the teacher does not sing so they can listen to the
class. Teachers can correct any errors that occur as
they assess the students.

Once students internalize the melody, the teacher
can show them how the melody looks in notation us-
ing a unison vocal line on the staff. Once students can
track how the melody fits with notation, the teacher can
divide the class into three groups and put the melody
in canon (as the arrangement requires). Make sure that
each group experiences starting at every entry point in
the canon. Once students can sing the melody in can-

Volume 66 Number 9 11



Playful Pedagogy:

on, they can transition into the full score. Following this
sequence allows students to connect their experiences
with sound to the notation in the score.

Considerations

Teachers incorporating play-based elementary mu-
sic strategies into secondary choral classrooms must
be intentional with planning and reflection. Offering
students opportunities for musical variety, sequential
learning, movement, and increased social interaction
challenges some traditional rehearsal structures. To ef-
fectively integrate these methods, educators might con-
sider the following:

Clarify Learning Objectives

When planning to use elementary strategies in sec-
ondary choral classrooms, teachers should begin with
clear learning objectives that go beyond merely learning
repertoire, focusing instead on developing transferable
musical skills that empower students to become inde-
pendent musicians. We found that these approaches are
particularly effective when learning goals include phras-
ing, style, accuracy in specific tonalities or meters, vocal
technique, and fostering a positive classroom climate.

To maximize their effectiveness, teachers should
identify the specific skills or concepts they want to ad-
dress and select activities that align with these outcomes
rather than using elementary techniques for novelty’s
sake. For example, exploring irregular meters through
movement in “Hamisha Asar” can help students inter-
nalize complex rhythms, a skill they can transfer to other
repertoire, while tonal trading cards can support aural
independence and intonation accuracy by reinforcing
pitch patterns. To ensure that these skills are general-
ized, educators should consistently connect playful ac-
tivities to broader musical concepts and encourage stu-
dents to reflect on how these strategies enhance their
learning.

Managing Time Constraints

Secondary choral educators might encounter chal-
lenges balancing elementary strategies with time pres-
sures related to performance preparation. Elementary
strategies often require repeated exposure and informal
immersion, which can seem at odds with performance
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timelines. However, we find play-based approaches to
be an efficient method to both practice musical skill and
rehearse repertoire. For example, students might spend
just a few minutes on each of three separate days ex-
ploring 7/8 meter through movement, and additional
time improvising in Spanish Phrygian before teachers
introduce the notation for “Hamisha Asar.” However,
because students embodied the meter and modality of
the song, those students’ grasp of style and tonal accu-
racy may not require remediation or over-rehearsing,
We find elementary strategies to be a “both/and” ap-
proach to teaching musical skills within repertoire.

Affirming Diverse Interests, Traditions, and Contexts

Elementary strategies, like emphasizing stories, can
provide opportunities for teachers to affirm and incor-
porate students’ cultural backgrounds, interests, and
lived experiences in their classes.”® In both “Hamisha
Asar” and “Hotaru Koi,” learning the music through
movement and by rote can allow students to engage
with the music in a way that honors cultural contexts
of orality. Teachers should be mindful of the cultural
and social implications of movement and play, selecting
repertoire that reflects diverse cultures, and encourag-
ing students to bring their own experiences into impro-
visation and composition activities.

Conclusion

When teachers integrate play-based elementary mu-
sic strategies into secondary choral classrooms, they
enhance musical skill development and foster a more
engaging and inclusive learning environment. By in-
tegrating techniques like incorporating movement,
using playful activities, and encouraging social inter-
actions, teachers can support their students’ musical
development and cultivate their independence. These
approaches are particularly effective when anchored to
clear learning objectives that go beyond mastering rep-
ertoire.

Many secondary teachers, regardless of time in the
field, tend toward a traditional teaching model. As
music educators continue to seek meaningful ways to
engage diverse student learners, embracing play-based
strategies offers a pathway to more dynamic and en-
gaging teaching. By recognizing the value of balancing
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exploratory learning and connecting these experiences
to broader musical concepts, teachers can bridge the
gap between elementary modes of learning and sec-
ondary ensemble structures. Ultimately, we believe this
approach supports students’ musical growth while nur-
turing their creative expression, social interaction, and
joy in music making.
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