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few months ago I introduced myself to a group of

general educators as a string teacher. In our conver-

sation, I told them about my three-year-old cello

tudent, who had come for a lesson earlier that day.

[ was taken aback as one well-meaning gentleman muttered
under his breath, “Some parents need serious help.” As our
worldviews clashed for a moment, 1 strove to understand his
perspective. I concluded that he, with the best interest of the
child in mind, believed that the poor little boy was being
forced to participate in an activity that was neither appropri-
ate for his age nor for his level of development.

A number of pedagogical approaches exist to address the
specific needs of early childhood music instruction. These
approaches often differ in such issues as starting age, scope
and sequence of instruction, repertoire, and opinions of
developmental appropriateness. One author (Flohr, 2005)
has suggested that there are as many pedagogical methods
as there are teachers. It might be said that there are as many
opinions regarding child learning and development as there
are people who care about children. One common feature
that these varying opinions appear to share is a claim to
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“want what is best for the child.” However, the question remains:
What constitutes “best” and for what child?

This article presents two existing theoretical approaches to
early childhood string instruction. The first is the developmental
approach, where learning activities are selected according to a
child’s age and level of physical, emotional, and social devel-
opment. In this stance, development is considered to precede
learning. The second position, called the cognitive-constructivist
approach, supports learning activities that provide cognitive and
developmental challenges in order to promote growth. In this
case, learning precedes development. After a description of each
of these positions, this article then presents a synergistic flexible
purposing approach, in which salient ideas from both camps are
merged in order to propose individualized pedagogical strategies
for early childhood string instruction that are both developmen-
tally sensitive and cognitively engaging. In this third instance,
development and learning occur simultaneously.

Developmental Approach: Development Precedes Learning
The developmentally appropriate practice position considers
age-related traits and behaviors in order to determine particular
activities, resources, and experiences that will be safe, manageable,
achievable, and stimulating to children (Bredekamp & Copple,
1997; Jordan-Decarbo & Nelson, 2002). In this pedagogical
approach, teachers are expected to understand, and accommo-
date the developmental level of their students. They should also
consider the long-term effects of chosen activities upon a student’s
life (Karz, 1995; Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997).

More than sixty years ago, the Pillsbury Foundation spon-
sored research to determine whar activities might foster and
encourage the positive musical engagement of children ranging in
ages from one to eight and a half years (Moorhead & Pond, 1941;
1942; 1944; Moorhead, Sandvick, & Wight, 1951). Among their
findings, the researchers determined that free play, exploration,
and experimentation were crucial for a young child’s creative
and expressive musical development. Whenever music learning
became organized or externally imposed by adults, the students’
own creative patterning ceased. Additionally, the researchers
found that a child’s first musical interest tends to be tone quality,
and that musical play frequently equates with sound exploration.
Therefore, the researchers suggest thart students should be exposed
to a wide variety of musical materials with which they can experi-
ment (Moorhead & Pond, 1942).

The Pillsbury Foundation studies propose that children
cannot separate musical experience from lived experience; music
occurs in the present for them and is perceived in a holistic man-
ner. They posit that music must first be felt and experienced by
children according to their own development and life experience,
because music is an expression of a child’s personal history. A
child’s musical experience is in many ways more complex than we
might imagine, and the researchers suggest that the imposition of
rules and norms can limit a child’s musical exploration, creativity,
and expression. They, therefore, claim that the early childhood
musical environment should be free, flexible, full, and varied. If
a preschool-aged child is given too many rhythmic and technical
restrictions, this may take the “music” our of their “musical expe-
riences” (Moorhead & Pond, 1942). Educators are encouraged to
consider the child’s own developing and natural musical instincts
before imposing preconceived and adult-centered pedagogical
strategies upon them.

Some within the developmentalist paradigm shun the idea of
childhood involvement in activities that are more traditionally as-
sociated with adults. David Elkind (1987) eriticizes contemporary
society’s apparent need to push children to achieve at faster and
higher levels, claiming that such driving toward prodigiousness
can cause undue short-term stress on children as well as long-term
damage to personality and self-esteem. Similarly, Karz (1987)
warns of premature or extreme exposure to learning in particular
skills or domains, at the expense of more well-rounded experi-
ences that may better foster the development of dispositions and
feelings.

Cognitive-Constructivist Approach: Learning Precedes
Development

While developmentalists propose that certain musical acrivities
are appropriate at certain ages of instruction, others suggest that
such determinations of age-appropriateness only serve to limit the
potential of children. Rogoft (1990, 2003), for instance, points

at the cultural factors involved in human development to suggest
that developmental appropriateness is itself a social construct. Her
ethnographic research has taken her to various parts of the world
where children display very different skills and abilities than
western cultures might expect. For example, her depiction of an
11-month-old Efe baby successfully cutting a piece of fruit with

a machete (Rogoff, 2003) places in question western conceptions
of a child’s necessarily slow development of fine motor skills. This
consideration invites a discussion of the cognitive-constructivist
paradigm, where it is believed thar students actively construct
knowledge and skills based on their interactions with the environ-
ment and with others. This position, therefore, asserts that stu-
dents can learn and develop at faster rates when their educational
experiences are carefully guided by adults or more able peers.

Jerome Bruner has stated that “any subject could be taught
to any child at any age in some form that is honest” (1960, p.

ix; 1996, p. xii). It was in this spirit that he proposed his “spiral
curriculum,” where various fundamental ideas are taught from
the beginning of instruction and then revisited at progressively
more advanced and complex levels throughout a student’s life. In
string education, this might mean that a cello student’s first lesson
should be a natural catalyst toward the eventual performance of
the Dvorak Cello Concerto, with basic techniques setting the
stage for increasingly more advanced instruction over time, A
cognitive-constructivist theorist would suggest that such care-
fully-planned focus on fundamentals from the beginning greatly
reduces the need for remediation later on.

Similarly, Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Develop-
ment theory proposes that teachers can help children reach seem-
ingly insurmountable educational heights by “scaffolding” their
learning experiences and guiding them along the way. In this con-
text, a beginning student will not be capable of playing the Dvorak
Concerto but will be guided through various proximal goals, which
gradually increase in difficulty, until the distal goal is met.

A Practical Example: A Brief Look at Suzuki

In order to provide an example of how these two approaches ap-
ply to string education, the above two theories are demonstrated
within the well-known Suzuki approach (1981; 1983; Suzuki
Association of the Americas, 2003). Many of the principles
taught by Shinichi Suzuki fit into the cognitive-constructivist
paradigm. The concept of reviewing literature, for instance, runs
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parallel with Bruner’s “spiral curriculum,” as students are taught
progressively more challenging techniques that they develop on
more basic repertoire. In addition, the emphasis placed on close
guidance from teacher and parent is reminiscent of the scaffolding
experiences in Vygotsky's proximal development approach.
Suzuki pedagogy also satisfies many developmental issues, such as
delaying note reading (McPherson & Davidson, 2006; Moorhead
& Pond, 1944) and using size-appropriate instruments (Andress,
1980). On the other hand, developmentalists would take issue
with much of Suzuki's teaching approach, including the heavy
adult involvement, structured learning activities, and standard
repertoire written by adults. They might suggest that these prac-
tices leave children without an opportunity for free exploration
of their own music, thus potentially stifling natural creativity and
expressiveness (Moorhead & Pond, 1944).

Flexible Purposing: Learning and Development Together
Admittedly, this description of the developmental and cognitive-
constructivist approaches might present a false dichotomization
of two stances that are, in reality, not so readily polarized. Most
adherents to either philosophy will likely find themselves some-
where on the continuum between the two extremes posed here.
Contemporary developmentalists, in fact, point to the interaction
between learning and development, giving credence to the im-
portance of teacher-assisted learning — when it is sensitive to the
child’s development level (Jordan-Decarbo & Nelson, 2002). At
the same time, constructivist theorists have long held to the im-
portance of self-directed instruction, where children are allowed
the freedom to experiment and explore in order to construct their
own knowledge — but with some level of guidance from a more
able teacher or mentor (Dewey, 1938; Brooks & Brooks, 2000).

The works of early childhood music theorist Barbara An-
dress (1980, 1989) represent a synthesis of the developmental
and cognitive-constructivist approaches. Andress points to the
importance of approaching education from the perspective of the
child, catering to the child’s individual pedagogical needs, instead
of what we might assume will work for all children. This kind
of child-centered understanding can only come through careful
observation and our attempts to follow the student’s lead.

At the same time, Andress does not promote play for play’s

sake. She states that many past approaches have “promoted play
experiences rather than learning through play” (1980, p. 131;
emphasis in the original). She proposes that teachers can turn play
into meaningful learning experiences, where the adult facilitates

— but does not enforce — the child’s musical experimentation and
exploration. This is accomplished as teachers provide cogni-

tively engaging and developmentally challenging experiences for
children by placing them in situations that encourage them to ask
“why” questions.

Research supports Andress’s self-directed learning approach.
Individuals are more likely to be motivated when they are given
more choice, control, and responsibility over their learning
experiences (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2001; McPherson
& Davidson, 2006; O’Neill, 2001, 2005, 2006; Renwick &
McPherson, 2002). At the same time, however, they are also
motivated when mastery of a rask is met by increasing challenge
(Bandura, 1997; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; O'Neill, 1999). Stated
simply, motivational experiences are not only self-directed, but
they are also learning experiences. Individuals are not motivated
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merely by the ability to play freely, but by an appropriate balance
of mastery and challenge, where they have an opportunity to reap
the rewards of diligent effort and to become increasingly more
capable.

Flexible Purposing in Early Childhood String Instruction

In early childhood string instruction, teachers can create a synthe-
sis between challenge and fun, between structure and self-directed
learning, by engaging in “flexible purposing” with their students
(Dewey, 1938; Eisner, 2002). Here, teachers take an improvisa-
tory approach, using their technical expertise to guide students

in discovering various musical experiences where students can
experiment and explore for themselves. The instruction is often

in a state of flux, with teachers “reflecting in action” (Bamberger
& Schén, 1991), and regularly shifting direction toward new
activities that support the student’s own creative intentions. A
necessary element of this approach is the teaching of string tech-
nique in individually appropriate ways, with the intent that these
techniques will be used by the students in order to best express
themselves. The next section provides two examples of early child-
hood string instruction that can promote learning and develop-
ment simultaneously, through activities that are reflective, flexible,

and purposeful.

Tone Experiments: An Example of Exploration

As cited above, early childhood developmental research suggests
that tone quality is one of a young child’s first musical interests
(Miller, 1987; Moorhead & Pond, 1941, 1942, 1944; Moorhead,
Sandvik, & Wight, 1951). Students and reachers can engage

in “fexible purposing” together as they explore various ways to
create sound on a string instrument. The possibilities are infinite:
bowing near the bridge, near the fingerboard, or even below the
bridge; plucking in the middle of the string or above the nut;
plucking with left fingers down firmly or lightly: swiping the
palm of the hand on the back of the instrument to produce a
swishing sound; knocking lightly on the shoulder or on the bour;
playing with a fast bow or light bow; etc.

In the middle of this exploration lie the fundamentals for
bow placement, speed, and contact point; left finger weight; and
other essential technical skills that will later give the student the
discriminating edge in producing a resonant sound. Such guided
yet imaginative exploration encourages early attention ro varia-
tions in tone quality while still allowing the child meaningful,
engaging, and personal musical experiences.

Composition and Improvisation
The creativity inherent in young children allows them to be re-
markable composers and improvisers — of their own kind of mu-
sic. Such creative moments can occur when students are allowed
moments of free play, both on their instrument as well as on other
instruments, such as piano or percussion. Such play opportuni-
ties might come during lessons as an incentive for attending to
specific technical fundamentals on their instrument, or simply as
an opportunity they are given to explore sounds on their own.
This kind of free-play “composition” or “improvisation” may
not resemble western art music and might appear cacophonous to
a disinterested observer. However, these activities allow students
to experiment with some of the techniques they have learned in
lessons, in a nonthreatening and creative environment thar they



are able to produce for themselves. Therefore, adults might merely
sit back at these moments and enjoy the “show” without interfer-
ing, providing themselves an opportunity to hear “music” through
fresh ears.

This free-composition approach encourages students toward
improvisation, a skill found to be more evident in students who
are taught by ear or rote from the beginning of their instruction
(McPherson, Bailey, & Sinclair, 1997; McPherson & Gabrielsson,
2002), or who are allowed to play their own musical creations
from the beginning of instruction (Moorhead & Pond, 1944).
Such improvisation and free composition opportunities facilitate
uninhibited expressiveness and a sense of musical ownership.

Conclusion

As discussed above, children who are rushed or forced into adult-
imposed activities may experience stress and loss of self-esteem
(Elkind, 1987). However, equal frustration may come through
the need for remediation of poorly learned techniques and by the
subsequent loss of potential mastery experiences (Bandura, 1997).
The balance is struck with student-selected and teacher-guided
exploration activities, where students can take responsibility to
maintain particular fundamental techniques, yet, also enjoy the
opportunity for personal creativity and expression.

Returning to the opening theme of this article, Flohr (2005)
asserts that there are as many pedagogical methods as there are
teachers. It may be that there are as many pedagogical methods
as there are students, with each child receiving an individualized
learning experience that is both developmentrally appropriate as
well as cognitively stimulating. In the “flexible purposing” ap-
proach to string instruction, the goal is to provide students with
challenging, yet, personally meaningful experiences by letting
them take the creative lead in teacher-guided educational activi-
ties. Bruner states: “If you treat people, young kids included, as
responsible, contributing parties, ... as having a job to do, they
will grow into it” (1996, p. 77). An educational environment that
allows children to merge their creative genius with the teacher’s
expertise invites limitless possibilities for engagement and growth.
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