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 Let’s start with a game, shall we?  We’ll call it, “What ‘should be’ vs. the reality 

of the situation.”   

Round One: it’s 3:00.  School’s out and your students have left the classroom school 

and are outside waiting on their rides or leaving the campus.  They’re likely talking to a 

group of their friends about the latest trials and tribulations of their school day while 

texting other friends, listening to music in their headphones and somehow managing to 

keep up with it all. But wait; there is a mass of research that says that we, as human beings, 

are incapable of contributing to and/or focusing on multiple tasks at once.  Round one goes 

to reality. 

 Round Two.   Music class and you ask your kids to find the common name for 

Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 8 in C minor, Op. 13.  Twenty years ago, they likely would 

have headed to the library shelves to seek out an encyclopedia of some sort, but to your 

surprise, a kid in the back just shouted “the Pathetic Sonata” without ever leaving his seat. 

This same student surprised you by asking why Beethoven’s music sounded so much like 

something from the Trans-Siberian Orchestra.  What happened?  Well, students knew 

exactly where to go to find the answer on their laptops and smartphones, and while they 



were there they happened upon a recording that has them curious about its name and 

origin beyond your original question.  They’ve connected with the piece and used their 

resources to discover the information, and, the best part is, you didn’t do a thing except get 

them on the road to discovery.  Reality takes round two.   

 Round three:  Ask your students to sit quietly with no talking, no phones, no 

computer, no movement; just sit.  Tell them you want them to relax. Give it about thirty 

seconds and look around.  There’s whispering, phones have reappeared, ceiling tiles are 

being counted, everyone seems physically and emotionally uncomfortable.  Now, go over to 

your stereo (assuming you have one) and turn on Rachmaninov’s Piano Concerto No. 3 in C 

minor, movement 1.  Turn it up.  Let them hear the soft, ominous, introduction.  When the 

music really gets going, observe your students again.  Eyes are closed, bodies are relaxed, 

tension is gone, and you can literally see them leaving the cares of the day behind and 

drifting away.  They’re more relaxed with the walls rattling than they were in absolute 

silence.  Reality takes the lead. 

More Than a Game 

It’s important to understand that today’s students are growing up in a time like 

we’ve never seen before. Schools are realizing it and are trying desperately to keep up.  As 

more schools adopt a “one to one” model (one laptop/device for every student), we are 

seeing teachers and students evolve into technologically-savvy and intellectually curious 

users.  Teaching practices and curriculum are evolving and the field of education as we 

know it, is shifting beneath our feet.  



Today’s new teachers are entering the world of music education woefully 

unprepared for the brave new technology-based classrooms and accelerated learners they 

will encounter. Teacher education programs are also struggling to keep up with education 

keeping up with these accelerated learners. Teachers have to find new ways to connect 

with their students as well as accommodate the challenging requirements of the latest 

“educational reform trends”.  Educators are looking for strategies for meaningfully 

incorporating technology to satiate their techno-hungry students in ways that will benefit 

their learning.  To do so, they go directly to that veritable source for answers: the mighty 

internet.   

So man gadgets, so little time! 

Lecture upon lecture, talk upon talk, demonstration upon demonstration, has been 

had, discussing the needs, praises, and failings of the countless digital systems at our 

fingertips in cyberspace.  There are so many out there, most of which are useful in their 

own way, that it seems unreasonable—and nearly impossible—to “pick one” that does 

everything you want/need it to do.  The fact is that with so many tools available it can be 

hard for teachers to sift through and find what is going to work for the music education 

classroom.  As educators, we have to sift out the flashy non-educational tools.  If the tool 

looks cool, sounds cool, and does this really cool thing, you have to take a step back and 

look at it like the educator you are and ask “is this cool thing actually teaching, or is just 

entertaining?”  If it’s purely entertaining, there’s a market for that, but it’s not in the 

classroom.  Educators are looking for tools that are both entertaining AND educational.  

That’s not to say we can’t use fun or cool tools, merely that we must ask ourselves the 



purpose of the tool and whether or not it meets our teaching needs.  If not, tell your kids 

about it and let them seek it out themselves.  Tell them the perks of the tool and let them 

decide when, how, or if they would use it.  They’ll have the same level of involvement and 

you won’t lose the time on unnecessary things. 

Realizing our own reality 

Now it’s the end of September, your marching band season is in full swing and 

you’re gearing up for your first concert. Add to that the fact that the first 9-weeks is ending 

so you’ve got to start your grading.  Let’s add one more thing to your plate, shall we?  Go 

online and find 3 things for your next class period to teach your students a new concept 

using an online tool that they can access at home.  Oh, and make sure it’s educationally 

valuable and the students know why/how to use it.  You’ll probably need to give about a 

15-minute demonstration of the tool(s) before you turn them lose to play. 

Okay, you know that that was clearly a joke.  It is utterly laughable to believe that 

any teacher teaching (on average) 150 students for 90 minutes a day (maybe), while doing 

extra-curricular activities, and professional development, and somehow managing some 

semblance of a social life can take out such time to do that, no matter how tech savvy they 

may be.   

We have to have strategies for approaching this “modern learner” in ways that will 

benefit them without costing us time, our program, or our sanity.  To do that, let’s look back 

at the game that we talked about at the beginning of this article.  What can you surmise 

from the three scenarios? 



In short, there are three basic conclusions that reality shows us every single day: 

1. Today’s learners are not only capable of multiple tasks; they can do it all 

while blaring music directly into their ears and dancing. 

2. Today’s learners don’t need us to tell them every minute detail.  In fact, 

they’ll get more out of the learning if we pose a problem and get out of their way to find out 

the answer themselves. 

3. Today’s learners are not only uncomfortable with silence and inactivity; it is 

emotionally uncomfortable for most of them to experience “pure silence”.  Most commonly, 

the modern learner is so comfortable with sound and distraction; they’re uncomfortable 

when they’re not engaged in some sort of activity. 

Now, let’s return to the seemingly daunting task of finding something online to help 

meet the needs of the classroom.  The key is to have a reason to do it in the first place.  If 

the tool doesn’t have a purpose that serves you and your learner, don’t use it? Here are 

some tips to try in the music classroom: 

Step 1: Find a reason 

What do you value?  What do you want your students to be able to do with the 

education you provide them?  Are they simply playing music to play for a concert and the 

concert is the only thing they need ever think about?  Or, are they studying this music, it’s 

nuances, it’s theoretical foundations, it’s tonal structure, it’s historical importance, etc.?  

Once you have decided what they need to know, now you have a reason to select and use a 

tool. 



Step 2: Find the appropriate method and time for using a technological tool. 

Nothing is more frustrating than spending time working in an online system that 

requires large quantities of time and focus only to discover that the tool doesn’t work or 

address the task.  Find out what is going to work best for your situation.  If you’re a school 

that is one to one, a computer-based program is great!  If you’re not, but students have the 

privilege (or just happen to have…) cell phones with internet access, there are plenty of 

mobile apps and the like that could suit your needs.  If neither of those is a possibility, but 

you have a Smart Board (or something similar), find a tool that can promote total 

classroom involvement while maintaining the interactivity capabilities of the technology.  If 

none of these are an option, be creative and don’t be afraid to try new technology. 

Step 3:  Keep it simple and make it interactive. 

 “Keep it simple” means finding something that is going to teach the objective 

without overloading the learner—or the teacher.  For instance, if you want to teach a 

middle school trombone student how to read the notes of the bass clef, finding a flash game 

that teaches all four clefs in a race of pitch identification is far too difficult for a learner to 

accomplish in one sitting, especially if they are new to the concept of the bass clef.  Find 

something that uses faster speed of identifying ONLY the pitches of the bass clef so that 

they don’t get overloaded and/or frustrated; in the end, they’re going to learn more 

effectively, and will retain the information easier if they’ve had it delivered in smaller 

doses. 

“Make it interactive” implies that whatever tool you use, make it something that the 

learner themselves can become actively engaged in.  The learner’s desire to be absolutely 



immersed in the activity of learning is the key characteristic that sets the modern learner 

apart from previous generations.  They are so accustomed to interacting with technology 

that it seems odd for them to not be able to do so.  Sometimes, the simplest tech tool is the 

best if you don’t mind being a little creative.  For example, if you have content that involves 

learning vocabulary, make it into a game by simply writing out the term and definition in a 

PowerPoint presentation, and then erase the TERM.  Present the PowerPoint with its 

definition and the resource of mobile devices or another web-capable device and have the 

students figure it out.  Give them time and let them explore.  They’re gaining computer 

skills, research skills, and they’re motivated to participate in the learning situation. Just 

remember to keep it simple and make it interactive. 

Sound easy? No?  Then let’s give you some tools from my personal “bag of tricks” to 

get you started.  Remember, every educator is different, every situation is different, and not 

all of these tricks may be the solution you’re seeking, but they could provide the help you 

need to discover your own. 

www.weebly.com  

Weebly is the layman’s website builder.  It’s super easy to use and still manages to 

have a great visual appeal.  In it you can create websites that are easy to navigate, mobile 

friendly, and serve whatever purpose you desire.  I use Weebly for a variety of things and 

the best part is, for the purposes of a teacher, it’s FREE! 

http://www.qrstuff.com/  



This website is a great, easy, way to generate a QR code.  With it, you can create a 

scannable link to just about anything.  Why is that important?  It’s more than just a 

marketing tool.  Remember that when this thing is scanned, the user is taken to whatever 

you want to show them.  Anything from a Wikipedia page to a youtube video, to a page in 

your weebly site, it’s all possible with the click of a QR code. 

www.mentormob.com 

Mentor mob is a really unique idea.  It allows you to upload documents, bring in 

websites, embed youtube videos, etc. and align them all as a simple presentation.  Then it 

provides you with a link to the presentation.  This is incredibly valuable for today’s 

“Flipped classroom” concept in that it allows the teacher to put together the resources for 

the classroom, and then make them ultra-portable.  Just find what you want the learners to 

see, then put it in order, and give them the link (or make the link into a QR code, or put the 

link in your weebly website).  That’s all you have to do. 

Google Chrome Add-On’s 

Google has met the world of education with so many user-friendly and useful things 

it’s sometimes awe-inspiring. The issue in the past has always been “does this work on Mac 

or PC?”  Google has met that and developed a system that crosses every platform, not just 

windows and mac, but also tablets, phones, and even mp3 players with web capability.  

Their Google Chrome browser is the best example of this.  It is open to every platform and 

offers thousands of add-on programs that basically function like web-apps. You can find 

most anything you want, from Audiosauna (a web-based GarageBand Look-a-like) to 



metronomes, to surgery games, and even some very cool ear-training applications.  It’s all 

there and available FOR FREE.   

Those are just a few of the many truly useful and user-friendly tools you can use in 

the music classroom.  In finding what technology works for you and your students, the best 

words of wisdom are to be creative, keep it simple, and make it interactive. 
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