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            Foreword

         

         Creating a virtuoso, as we understand it, usually conveys an image of a teacher honing the skills of a gifted apprentice moving towards a brilliant career. Paul Harris boldly extends this notion, embarking on a ground-breaking trek to identify the path towards ‘virtuosic’ teaching. In fact, the criteria for virtuosity turns out to be broadly similar for the pedagogue as for the ‘wunderkind’; namely brilliant communication, technical flair and artistic leverage.

         Paul’s indefatigable mission to raise the stakes for teachers and teaching is articulated here in his most complete and turbo-charged study to date. He builds on clarity and trust as core values (such is his enthusiasm you sense a quiet bafflement that teaching is not regarded by everyone as the most thrilling of pursuits), supported by an irrepressible imagination. Paul believes that practical, intuitive and reflective processes, in tandem, can bring renewed currency to the art of teaching at its most virtuosic.

         Fascinatingly, Paul Harris’s sense of ‘virtuosity’ eschews all the ostentation we often associate with the word. This is a deliberate ploy and allows the reader to craft for himself what is needed to become a thoughtful, effective and multi-dimensional teacher. Whilst a strong philosophical thread runs through this cornucopia of teaching practice, expert navigation constructively supports practical methods that are both realisable and realistic for any teacher willing to open their minds. There are some experimental suggestions that might not work for everyone, but Paul Harris never espouses ‘one-size-fits-all’ since he recognises that teaching is an intangible journey of independent discovery.

         Yet there are non-negotiable elements, the sound principles which inhabit all good teaching – knowing your pupils, always questioning the motivation for learning and teaching, using the power of personal example and imitation and understanding that both parties simultaneously bring new interest and perspective to proceedings – each fuelled by the need to instil hope and confidence at every turn.

         Paul Harris never pretends that this is an easy journey. What virtuosity ever landed on a plate? The magic conveyed here is about delighting in the endless potential of Paul’s techniques and approaches, leading to a mutual gain enjoyed by ‘master’ and ‘apprentice’ and the durable resonances of inspired teaching. This book is a virtuoso performance in its own right.

         Professor Jonathan Freeman-Attwood

Principal, Royal Academy of Music

      

   


   
      
         

         
            ‘Love of learning is akin to wisdom.’ Confucius

         

      

   


   
      

         
            1

            Being a virtuoso

         

         It was George Bernard Shaw in his play Man and Superman who coined the fateful expression we all know as: ‘Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach’. The phrase has never been forgotten. Shaw should be ashamed of himself! Well, it’s time to put that well and truly behind us.

         Here’s a version for the twenty-first century: those who can, do; those who can do better than those who just do, teach.

         There is a belief that teaching is indeed a bit of a second-class act. It isn’t. It may become so if approached with a second-class attitude, but if we desire to do the job really well then that status soon changes – teaching is an enormously important profession which should always enjoy seriously high standing in society. Teaching is, indisputably, a wonderful, fulfilling, endlessly stimulating and hugely responsible occupation. And, just as we can aspire to be a virtuoso player, we can also aspire to be a Virtuoso Teacher.

         Virtuoso Teachers are not virtuoso players who teach, though the virtuoso player may aspire to become a Virtuoso Teacher! Neither are they teachers who may teach the occasional virtuoso.

         Virtuoso Teachers teach as the virtuoso player plays: with a heightened sense of awareness, with passion and energy, with profound involvement and genuine commitment. Virtuoso Teachers teach everyone who wants to learn (from beginners onwards) in such a way that their pupils really do learn and really do benefit from the teaching and, as a result, don’t give up prematurely. Anyone can become a Virtuoso Teacher. It doesn’t take long to make the transition. We just have to be determined, dedicated, and prepared to spend quality time thinking and reflecting on our work.

         All young people should have the opportunity to receive teaching that ultimately gives them the confidence and ability to access the marvellous world of music entirely independently and at any level. That is what the Virtuoso Teacher does.

         The spirit of Paganini

         Paganini was perhaps the most famous of all virtuosi. So what were the qualities that caused people to endure many miles of travel (in the days when travel really was quite an undertaking) and to be in their seats hours before his performances? We can put this success down to three qualities: great communication skills, an exceptional technique, and a mesmerising artistry and imagination.


         The Virtuoso Teacher aspires to exactly these same qualities:

         
            	
Communication skills help us connect with our pupils and spur them on to fulfil their musical dreams.

            	
Technique – born from the knowledge and strategies we use to help our pupils develop their playing and singing, and which we can practise just as the virtuoso player does. This ‘technique’ reaches far beyond our knowledge of repertoire or how to operate the instrument and forms much of what this book considers.

            	
Artistry and imagination which will help our pupils to develop their own musicality.

         

         There is, however, one major difference between the virtuoso performer and the Virtuoso Teacher – it’s to do with the nature of the interaction between the two parties. Whilst there is indeed a flow of energy between virtuoso players and their audience, the two-way energy flow between Virtuoso Teachers and their pupils is enduring, special and potentially much more revolutionary. Virtuoso players play ‘to’ their audience whilst Virtuoso Teachers work ‘with’ their pupils. This special collaboration does indeed have the power to change their pupils’ destiny. Virtuoso Teachers are truly transformational – they can create the aspiration in each of their pupils to discover, explore and realise his or her own unlimited musical potential.

         
            The word virtuoso actually derives from the word virtuous – which means upright, worthy, honourable and honest. The term virtuoso in fact dates back to the 16th century (well before Paganini and all the other luminaries that followed him) and personified those who showed exceptional skill, dexterity and precision in whatever they did (musical or otherwise), those whose work was considered highly successful, those who had great reserves of energy, and those who cared for and made a real impact on others around them. The twenty-first century Virtuoso Teacher embodies all these qualities.

         

         There are further factors that help to define the Virtuoso Teacher. These include taking risks, challenging received conventions, the heightening of attention and the deepening of awareness. Of particular importance is the need to develop a greater understanding of how people work – which means a keen self-awareness as well as really knowing and understanding our pupils. The book considers all these factors and indeed the whole fascinating process of how teachers do what they do, how these skills can be acquired and how they can be practised, to a virtuosic level.

         The Virtuoso Teacher also needs to develop a broad range of teaching strategies. Often, those who simply teach by reacting to their pupils’ (often poor) work end up becoming frustrated and bored. We must develop other approaches.

         The book also considers the bigger picture: why we teach, why our pupils want to learn and what they want to learn. And it considers a kind of teaching that is more personalised – individually tailored to the needs of each pupil, rather than teaching to some external set of one-size-fits-all criteria.

         This is also a book about personal security. If our pupils are confident, involved and satisfied, they are less likely to give up, which means we can always be sure of a secure income. We are developing complete, successful and enthusiastic pupils, who are able to teach themselves and encourage others at the same level. This helps maintain our reputation, boosts our self-esteem and allows us to be in control of our lives.

         In writing this book, I have spent countless hours in highly-stimulating conversation with teachers, many of whom graciously allowed me to sit in their lessons and share their work. I have had extensive discussions with educational and music psychologists and I continue to teach regularly. This book is a sharing of the many thoughts arrived at during these encounters. I hope that you will enjoy reading it, find it affirmative and that it will inspire you to think deeply about what it is we do. If occasionally you feel that something is unattainable, have faith! Everything is possible given time. If you sometimes feel challenged, that’s okay too. It’s all part of the journey. No one ever got to the top of the mountain without a degree of struggle.

      

   


   
      

         
            2

            What we do

         

         Surprisingly, trying to describe what we do is not so simple. But as aspiring Virtuoso Teachers, it’s important that we give it serious thought.

         First of all, and though it may be stating the obvious – we teach music. But what is this ‘music’ that we teach? Some say they teach ‘the piano’ or ‘the trumpet’: technique and teaching the instrument seem to be at the heart of the matter. But that’s only part of it. Some teach pieces or songs. But that’s only part of it too, especially if their pupils can only play the particular pieces the teacher can teach. Teaching music is to develop a deeper understanding: it’s teaching each pupil, in his or her own individual way, to know music and to engage with all of its component parts with real awareness and insight. We do this in such a way as to allow all our pupils to play or sing and, above all, to make and enjoy their music independently. We guide, show them the possibilities and open their minds …

         
            … Because ultimately, people can only learn if they teach themselves; the ‘teacher’ is simply the means to that end.

         

         There are other (often expressed) reasons for teaching and learning music: the intellectual, social, therapeutic, emotional and healing benefits. Whilst these are clearly of considerable interest and importance we must never forget that fundamentally we are teaching music for its own sake. And because music is something that matters, something that we love and is life-enhancing, we don’t want to end up spoiling it and causing our pupils to turn against it. I’m afraid some teachers do just that.

         The component parts

         ‘Music’ is a generic word that encompasses many styles – but most have one thing in common. They speak directly to, and vibrantly from, the soul. And all the various component parts that we teach (in whatever musical style we favour) are simply means to this same end – allowing others to develop their musical aspirations and share in something we love. That may be playing a Bach Partita exquisitely and with a deep knowledge of stylistic conventions, performing a rock number, or improvising an abstract soundscape. We must never forget why we teach these various component parts:

         
            	
Technique (in all its many guises) is the means of performing whatever music we want to play as effectively as we want to play it. And do remember – there are many different ways to approach technique.

            	
Notation and sight-reading are the means to help us explore other peoples’ music and write our own should we wish.

            	
Aural and theory are the means to help us to understand more deeply the music that we hear and that we see, which allows us ultimately to play it more expressively.

         

         So who has musicality?

         Central to what we do is helping pupils develop their musicality. Given its importance, we ought to consider carefully what we mean by musicality.

         But there are no clear-cut answers to this question and I’ve found that teachers don’t always agree on its meaning, especially when putting the various ingredients in an ‘order of importance’. This is significant because the deep beliefs we hold will have some (possibly much) influence on the direction and substance of our teaching. There are, however, sufficient points of agreement to go some way towards a common definition:

         
            On a fundamental level, being musical is simply liking music and engaging with it. If we like music and are engaging with music, we are musical. Musicality also has a lot to do with sensitivity, intention, communication and a strong disposition towards understanding those various components that make up the language of music.

         

         But let’s be careful not to be judgmental or to perceive musicality only in relation to certain received and pre-conceived conditions (like being able to read notation, or play in time). We must always be open-minded about musicality.

         However, when our pupils are about to bring their instruments or their voices to life, we must always make sure that they do so with the intention of fulfilling (at least) the basic requirements of being musical. I’ve sat through lessons, exams and performances where there was very little evidence of musicality. Pupils were going through the motions where musical things should have happened – but very little did. Let’s have a look at how we can avoid such an outcome.

         The three pillars of effective teaching

         As Virtuoso Teachers we need a set of strong, reliable and clear principles to drive our work forward. We can divide these into three areas:

         
            	A framework or structure that underpins and drives our teaching.

            	An environment for that structure to develop within.

            	An approach to bring our teaching to life.

         

         I believe all good lessons are driven by the Four Ps: Posture, Pulse, Phonology and Personality. These constitute the framework on which we should build our teaching. Whether teaching beginners or conservatoire students, the principles remain the same:

         
            	
Posture refers to all things physical, including interaction with our instrument and everything concerned with technique;

            	
Pulse deals with all things rhythmical;

            	
Phonology concerns the way we control sound and all things aural; 


            	
Personality is all about the character of the music. Whatever and whenever we play or sing, it must always be suffused with musical intentions.

         

         If every lesson (from the first to the last) can include some activity connected with each of the Four Ps, then that lesson will have added to the ongoing development of the pupil. In Teaching Beginners1, these principles have been discussed at length.

         The Four Ps now need a setting in which to function, and so we move on to the Five Environmental Principles:

         
            	
Lessons should be fun and pleasurable. Of course there is always serious and hard work going on, but a lesson should never become stifling, boring or unpleasant;

            	
We need to be creative. Thinking creatively, using our imaginations at all times, developing ever-more intriguing ways to teach and learn. And if we’re creative, our pupils will develop the confidence to be creative too;

            	
Practising must be desirable. We need to enable our pupils to go off and develop their playing on their own, and to do so because they want to2;

            	
Self-evaluation: What am I doing? Why am I doing it? How am I doing it? Am I doing it well? We need to teach pupils how to self-evaluate;

            	
A love of performing. Which needs no explanation.

         

         Now we simply need an Approach to connect and bring all these principles to life: that approach I call Simultaneous Learning3, and I discuss it in Chapter 6.

         Hopefully, while we are busy teaching, our pupils are busy learning. Let’s explore what that means, for an understanding of learning will greatly enhance our own awareness of teaching.

         What is learning?

         There are lots of ways to describe learning. Many deep-thinking philosophers and educationalists have made their individual (and often very different) cases for what they think learning is. When you have a quiet evening to spare, type the word into your search engine and spend a little time reading what they have said. It’s a thought-provoking experience.

         Learning is a journey. It’s a journey where change takes place. My own favourite model of the learning process is one probably first developed by the American psychologist, Abraham Maslow …

         
            
               	We begin in a state of Unconscious Incompetence – that is to say we don’t know that we don’t know something. For example, dotted rhythms are out there but we simply don’t know that yet.

               	We are introduced to dotted rhythms. We now know they exist but we don’t yet know how to decode them. We move into a state of Conscious Incompetence. This can be a difficult stage if the area to be learned is perceived to be especially complex. It’s very much up to the teacher to introduce the new idea at the right time and in the right way.

               	If all goes well, after clear explanations and a certain amount of practice and exposure to dotted rhythms, we gradually move to a state of Conscious Competence – we can decode them but doing so still requires some careful concentration and thought.

               	After more time, practice and general assimilation, we move to Unconscious Competence – we can play dotted rhythms instinctively, without having to think about them. We ‘know how they go’. They have been completely learned.

               	For many, that’s as far as they go (and that’s as far as the Maslow model goes). As teachers, especially Virtuoso Teachers, we have to move one stage further. To the state of Reflective Competence, where not only do we understand dotted rhythms but we have thought carefully about exactly how we learned them, how they relate and connect to other aspects of musical learning and how we can teach them in many different ways. And this state needs continual refreshment – having taught dotted rhythms (a great many times perhaps), we need to continually re-consider: How did that go? Did my pupil get it? Are some pupils not getting it? Why? Can I make further adjustments to my way of explaining it?


            

         

         Apart from the fact that this model is a very comprehensible way to perceive the learning process, understanding it does have a further useful practical function. Effective learning is sequential and cumulative, and therefore flows, one thing leading naturally on to the next. So, if a pupil can’t do something, it’s often because some aspect in that sequential chain of understanding is either misunderstood, or (more likely) completely missing. As Virtuoso Teachers we need to identify and then install that missing link. Installing may require a lot of care and sensitivity. Because it’s probably something that the pupil should have learned much earlier (and something that we would normally have taught much earlier) we might think it can be assimilated quickly. This type of remedial teaching still needs to go through each of the various stages of the Maslow learning process, and with particular care.

         Suppose we inherit an advanced pupil and discover that he really can’t read dotted rhythms (or has a weakness in any technical or musical area). We have to take him right back, treating him as if dotted rhythms are a completely new component in his development. The potential for stress here is considerable, especially if there is a lot to learn. We must show no signs of exasperation or evoke any guilt or blame. The pupil may be very frustrated that he doesn’t know or understand dotted rhythms, so we must set about teaching with even more than our usual sensitivity, carefully moving step by step. This may take quite a while and there must be no frustration or irritation along the way. I’ve sometimes seen teachers get annoyed with pupils for not knowing things. That really won’t help!

         Completing the list

         So now we’ve explored teaching (and learning), but that’s by no means all we do. To complete the list, I would like to add some further objectives that will help deliver the ultimate well-rounded and fulfilling music education that we, as Virtuoso Teachers, would wish to give our pupils. (Some of these are discussed more fully later in the book.) This list is not in any particular order of importance, but each of us will prioritise them in our own personal and instinctive way. That order, to a certain extent, is a significant factor in determining who we are as teachers, and our own particular teaching style.

         Ensuring that teaching the instrument and teaching music are carefully balanced

         Some teachers concentrate too much on teaching the instrument. There must always be music. That doesn’t mean that occasionally lessons shouldn’t be entirely focused on some technical area, but we must never lose sight of the music.

         Using our expertise to allow all pupils to achieve – at any level

         There really should be no difference in the satisfaction we experience between helping a beginner to play a little piece accurately, with a lovely sound and real enthusiasm, and an advanced pupil who may do the same with a Mozart Sonata. If there is a difference it’s one bound up in our own egos. I know a few teachers who ‘only teach advanced pupils’. To me that is a serious misfortune and suggests restricted ability and imagination. (We shall be discussing achievement and progress in Chapter 12.)

         Developing our own curriculum

         This is something that all Virtuoso Teachers should learn to do. Once our pupils have moved beyond beginner status and the beginner tutor has been completed, it’s often a problem as to how we continue. Many teachers decide to go down the exam route, but this does not constitute a curriculum. Perhaps for some young people that works, but for many it doesn’t. Chapter 9 discusses how we can develop our own curriculum rather than relying too much on exam syllabuses to drive our teaching.

         Using exam syllabuses productively

         Music exams are great as occasional motivational devices but they must not act as our curriculum. When pupils really are Grade 3 standard, then pop them in for Grade 3. They’ll enjoy the experience, do well and the whole process will be a positive one. But our curriculum must not be one that is continually ‘working towards’ exams: that is the cause of so much stress in music education. And so many pupils, given such a diet, will give up at some point (usually sooner rather than later), often having lost their love of music.

         
Developing an approach where process is more important than outcome

         Whether we’re teaching a beginner or an advanced pupil, someone who never takes exams or someone who is preparing for an exam or audition, it is really vital to maintain an approach where process is always (to some degree) more dominant than outcome. Of course outcomes are important – perfection, performances and exam results for example – but they must never become the driving force behind our teaching and learning. Those who focus on outcomes are so often anxious, stressed and frustrated. They frequently lose the very love of music that inspired them in the first place. Each ‘challenge’ is a battle. Those who embrace the process, on the other hand, enjoy each activity, always putting in a positive effort that is not borne of an external stress-inducing expectation, but rather a desire to do well and overcome challenges for their own satisfaction. (We shall consider this further in Chapter 9.)

         
Developing our pupils’ self-responsibility

         We are failing them seriously if we don’t. Self-responsibility comes in a number of forms: it’s practising without being told to, it’s remembering to bring the appropriate materials to lessons, it’s arriving on time for lessons or rehearsals, it’s taking on the broader responsibility to sustain and pass this great art on to future generations. This objective is taught through being good models ourselves and encouraging appropriate expectations of our pupils. ‘Arriving on time for rehearsals is the professional way to behave, and a sign that you actually care’ is much more likely to strike a chord than ‘If you’re late, you’ll be letting everyone else down’, which is negative and evokes guilt.

         Sharing our deep love of music and helping our pupils to develop their own

         One of the most powerful lessons I’ve ever observed consisted simply of two musicians, one (the teacher) more experienced than the other, sharing their love of music. Both were highly motivated in their own ways, and both were eager to play their part in the process. There was an atmosphere of intense musical activity and communication. It was a model lesson. For those pupils who don’t naturally exhibit such an honest and genuine love of music, give them time.

         Helping our pupils to make music musically, confidently and (ultimately) independently

         These are the strongest central intentions of the Virtuoso Teacher. They are within the grasp of all our pupils; we need to be aware of the consequences of our teaching and continually reflect on and refine what we do. They are the ultimate gifts that all our pupils deserve.

         
            1 Teaching Beginners, Faber Music

            2 See The Practice Process, Faber Music for ways to help pupils develop a desire to practise.

            3 Simultaneous Learning is the definitive guide to this style of teaching. Improve Your Teaching! and Teaching Beginners are also much concerned with describing the philosophy of Simultaneous Learning
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