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Richard K Fiese and Nicholas/. DeCarbo look at responses from twenq urban 

music teachers about the unique teaching situations they face. 


T
he subject of urban music that  span the spectrum of school 
education must be explored music education from elementary to 
from various viewpoints in high school. Their work includes a 
order to provide the clearest ...... variety of music teaching experiences 
and most realistic vision of providing a wide range of instructional 

the state and future of music in our foci, from traditional instrumental and 
urban schools. To gather information vocal ensemble performance classes 
on the attitudes and opinions of urban (band, orchestra, choir, and piano, for 
music teachers, we asked twenty-five The majority of the example) and traditional nonperfor- 
state MEA presidents or executive sec- wo4uL4mance classes (general music, music 

theory, and music history for exam- retaries representing large urban areas 
throughout the United States to pro- zlnpYeparedto teach in ple) to  selected specialty courses 
vide the names and addresses of two or (music for foreign-born students and 
three established, successful urban the urban setting multicultural music, for example). 

0 

music teachers in their region or state. T h e  diversity of these individual 
We sent to these selected teachers a assignments is staggering, with teacher 
questionnaire that was designed to col- responsibility sometimes limited to a 
lect background information on their m m m . m m  single grade level and sometimes 
teaching experience and responses to encompassing the entire K-12 instru-
four open-ended questions regarding mental and vocal music curriculum in 
different aspects of teaching music in a school. 
the urban setting. 

Twenty of the twenty-eight selected Our Urban Representatives 	 What Teachers Said teachers responded, and their respons- 
es provide the basis for this article. The teachers who responded, ten Many of the actual responses from 

(The participating teachers and their 	 males and ten females, were from the teachers are found in the four side- 

schools are identified at the end of the 	 urban schools in California, Colorado, bars accompanying this article. We 

article.) 	 Georgia, Illinois, New York, Pennsyl- attempted to summarize all of the 
vania, and Tennessee. Eight had bach- responses to each of the questions to 
elor's degrees, eleven had master's get an overall impression from teachers 
degrees, and one had a doctorate. The working in urban schools. 
ranges in teaching experience varied Our first question was "Do you feel 

Richard K. Fiese is assistant professor of music from seven to thirty-two years, with that your undergraduatelgraduate edu- 
education at the University of H O U S ~ O ~  School of the average number of years taught cation courses prepared you to teach 
Music, Houston, Texas; and Nicholas J. DeCarbo being twenty-two; of the  twenty in the urban setting? If yes, what spe- 
i s  assistant dean and associate professor of respondents, thirteen had twenty or cific areas in your education prepared 
mus ic  educat ion at the Univers i ty  of M i a m i  more years of teaching experience. you? If no, what areas would you sug- 
School of Music, Coral Gables, Florida. These teachers have assignments gest need to be included?" Three 

M A Y  1 9 9 5  



teachers (one with a bachelor's, one 
with a master's, one with a doctorate) 
felt that their education had prepared 
them for teaching in the urban setting; 
twelve (four with bachelor's, eight 
with master's) felt that their education 
had clearly not prepared them for - A 

teaching in the urban setting; and four 
(two with  bachelor's, two with 
master's) felt that while aspects of their 
education (especially performance, 
theory, and music history) were valu- 
able, they were not prepared by their 
educational training for teaching in 
the urban setting. Among those who 
indicated they were prepared, most 
felt their musical training was both 
sufficiently extensive and intensive 
and had an impact on their prepared- 
ness for teaching in the urban setting. 

The majority of the respondents 
felt woefully unprepared to teach in 
the urban setting. While several felt 
musically prepared, they said their pre- 
service education prepared them for 
teaching the "ideal" student and left 
them unprepared for the real.ity of 
urban schools, where most of the stu- 
dents do not conform to the ideal. 

According to these urban teachers, 
more training is required to help 
prospective music teachers deal with 
some of the complex emotions of stu- 
dents from differing social and eco- 
nomic backgrounds. A particular con- 
cern is dealing with students affected 
by various types of family situations or 
crises such as single-parent or no-par- 
ent households, children having the 
responsibility for raising other siblings, 
teenage pregnancies, students ejected 
from their homes, and custody battles. 
Teachers who are in an urban situation 
have to be prepared to help mediate 
some of the effects of these events in 
students' lives. 

Several teachers said that many of 
the teacher-education courses, and the 
professors who taught these courses, 
were many years removed from the 
reality of modern urban schools and 
consequently lacked relevancy. The  
teachers felt that increased contact 
between teacher-preparation institu- 
tions and the urban schools would 
help professors keep pace with the sta- 
tus of students and their needs. One 
teacher mentioned that her graduate 

studies were more realistic and more 
practical than her undergraduate 
coursework; however, she felt that 
most of what was of value in her day- 
to-day teaching was the result of par- 
ticipating in a number of workshops 
and clinics. While one teacher noted 
that experience and maturity are the 
ultimate sources of help in dealing 
with the situations that urban music 
teachers encounter, several others 
agreed that prospective teachers would 
benefit from increased attention to 
s tudent  differences, differing life 
styles, classroom and rehearsal man-
agement, and methods for demon- 
strating to students and parents that 
they are valued as individuals irrespec- 
tive of race, economic status, or other 
external conditions. 

Our second question was "Can you 
describe one or two specific teaching 
techniques, strategies, or approaches 
that you found to be particularly effec- 
tive for teaching music in the urban 
situation?" Generally, the teachers sug- 
gested that individual teachers should 
experiment and see which techniques 
work in  a specific sett ing. It  was 
noted, however, that before any teach- 
ing could take place, the teacher must 
have the respect of the students and 
control of the teachingllearning envi- 
ronment. Of particular importance is 
that  all teachers should be well- 
informed regarding the materials and 
content in their subject areas, especial- 
ly with regard to having knowledge of 
as many instruments and performing 
artists as possible. Familiarity with the 
application of current technology is 
also important ,  according to  the  
respondents. Finally, they suggested 
that teachers must find a way to relate 
to the students initially and then 
adapt the curriculum with that in 
mind. 

Many of the respondent teachers 
reported that one way to relate to stu- 
dents is to allow students to have 
input  regarding their instruction. 
Small-group activities and cooperative 
learning were mentioned as ways of 
involving students in decision making. 
Another successful method was to use 
experienced students as tutors, section 
leaders, and peer teachers. This is par- 
ticularly important because teachers in 
an urban situation are often teaching 
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very musically inexperienced begin- 
ning students-so-called raw begin- 
ners. 

The third question was "What fac- 
tors have most contributed to your 
personal success as a music teacher in 
the urban setting?" Several teachers 
identified various types of support net- 
works of teachers, supervisors, men- 
tors, and others that helped them meet 
their goals as teachers. Some said that 
they have continued to study educa- 
tion through professional clinics and 
conferences on a regular basis. Others 
also mentioned that they have contin- 
ued to be active consumers of the arts, 
and that opportunities to see perform- 
ing groups should be increased for 
those teachers who live in large urban 
centers with access to thriving arts 
communities. 

Many other factors that go beyond 
the music classroom were mentioned 
as contributors to the success of these 
urban music educators. These factors 
include developing relationships 
between the students and the parents; 
being a leader and contributing citizen 
in the school community; maintaining 
solid relationships with the guidance 
staff, other teachers, and administra- 
tors; and being supportive of students 
while consistently adhering to rules 
and policy, thereby developing a class- 
room discipline plan that really works. 
It is also necessary to have the use of 
facilities, equipment, and materials. 

The final question the teachers were 
asked was "Do you have any general 
observations for ways to improve 
music education in the urban schools?" 
T h e  responses reflected perceived 
teacher-training needs in management 
shlls, knowledge of materials (particu- 
larly the selection of repertoire), and 
knowledge of the psychology of urban 
students. According to the respon- 
dents, the teacher trainers themselves 
have to be genuinely qualified, knowl- 
edgeable regarding the application of 
technology, and familiar with methods 
for developing and incorporating a 
multicultural curriculum. It was noted 
that due to the increasing diversity of 
the urban student population, multi- 
cultural education is uniquely suited to 
the urban environment. Some individ- 
uals also suggested that programs 
specifically aimed at reaching children 
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of a low economic status need to be 
articulated and integrated in  the  
school curriculum. Another suggestion 
was offering extracurricular programs 
to students and adults during the 
evening and summers. 

Other  responses focused o n  
enhancing the relationships among 
music teachers, administrators, and 

music supervisors to provide the best 
environment to facilitate an inner-city 
program. Having all of the constituen- 
cies involved in dialogue, rather than 
parallel monologues, for the advance- 
ment of the students' music education 
is perhaps one of the central features 
of successful urban school music pro- 
grams, according to the respondents. 

Conclusions 
The responses reflect some of the 

attitudes, beliefs, strategies, and tech- 
niques that these selected urban music 
teachers were willing to share with the 
rest of the profession in an effort to 
enhance the quality of urban music 
education. All of the teachers' respons- 
es reflect a genuine commitment to 
music, to music education, and to the 
students in their charge. Moreover, 
there is a commitment on the part of 
each of these teachers to overcome the 
unique set of challenges of the urban 
school,  to take advantage of the  
unique rewards of such teaching, and 
to provide a quality music education 
to the young people in their classes as 
they begin to develop their lifelong 
relationship with music. While the 
information we have presented may 
not reflect a scientific sampling of 
urban music teachers' views, this does 
not diminish the importance of those 
views. We believe that both those who 
framed the responses to the question- 
naire and those who read this article 
will gain new perspectives with respect 
to teaching music in urban America. 

Note 
We wish to recognize these reachers for 

their significant contribution to this article 

and their ongoing contribution to urban 
music education: 

Bob R. Barnette, Central High School, 
Macon, Georgia; Grades 9-12; beginning 
band, intermediate band, marching band, 
symphonic band. 

Grady Black, Jr., Brainerd High School, 

Chattanooga, Tennessee; Grades 9-1 1; sec- 
ondary instrumental music, general music, 

varsity band (concert and marching). 
john C. Cina, Lane Technical H igh  

School, Chicago, Illinois; Grades 9-12; 
beginning strings, intermediate strings, 
symphony orchestra (advanced strings). 

George DeGraffenreid, Van Nuys High 
School, Van Nuys, California; Grades 9-12; 

orchestra, band (concert and marching), jazz 
ensemble, keyboard, song writing. 

Sue Glosrop, Beasley Academic Center, 

Chicago, Illinois; Grade 4; music literacy, 
music appreciation. 

Beth Hen y, Riverdale Elementary School, 
Jonesboro, Georgia; Grades K-5; elementary 
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general music. 
Kenneth Jernigan, Hastings High School, 

Hudson, New York; Grades 6-12; concert 
band (high school and middle school), general 
music (middle school), jazz ensemble (high 

school). 
Jo-Ann W. Kilton, Hendrick Hudson 

School, Webster, New York; Grades 1-6; ele-
mentary general music, primary chorus, inter- 
mediate chorus. 

Michele D. Kneer, Von Steuben and  
Longfellow Middle School, Peoria, Illinois; 
Grades 5-8; general music, chorus, beginning 
choir chimes, intermediate choir chimes, 

show choir. 
Richard K Kusk, Coronado High School, 

Colorado Springs, Colorado; Grades 9-12; 

orchestra, marching band, wind ensemble, 
concert band, jazz band, pep band. 

Virginia T. Lam, Wanamaker Middle 
School, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Grades 
6-7 and special education; general music, 
choir, dance, drama. 

Betty Link, Herber t  Hoover Middle 
School, San Francisco, California; Grades 
6-8; chorus (grades 7-8), unified arts (grades 
6-7), keyboard (grade 8), instrumental and 
vocal music (K-6), general music. 

Charles Lute, Academy High School, Erie, 
Pennsylvania; Grades 9-12; music theory I & 

11, orchestra, percussion ensemble, jazz band, 
concert band. 

Jack n/Iartenj, Benjamin Franklin Middle 

School, Pleasant Hill (San Francisco), Califor- 
nia; Grades 6-8, band. 

A n d m  H. Morris, Franklin D. Roosevelt 
High School, Brooklyn, New York; Grades 
9-12; music appreciation, beginning piano, 
intermediate piano, advanced piano (piano 

lab), music theory, music for foreign-born 
students (recorder, violin, piano-introduc- 

tion; multicultural music). 
Don Reginald Ogletree, Tri-Cities High 

School, East Point, Georgia; Grades 9-12; 
choral music. 

Mary Jo Papich, Woodruff High School, 
Peoria, Illinois; Grades 9-12; instrumental 
music, music theory, music history. 

George Paris, Lincoln Park High School, 
Chicago, Illinois; Grades 9-12; beginning 
band, intermediate band, advanced band, 
advanced concert band. 

Nancy Shankman, Christopher Columbus 
High School, Staten Island, New York; 
Grades 9-10; combined chorus, ensemble 

(chamber singers). 
Suznne Shull, Ridgeview Middle School, 

Atlanta, Georgia; Grades 6-8; general music, 

chorus. W 
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