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Foreword to the Fifth Edition


Based on several decades of counselling parents and teachers on choosing the right instrument for a particular child, The Right Instrument for Your Child has proven ageless because children are still children.


The orchestral instruments have not changed essentially for a century or so. There always were reduced-size guitars, violins and cellos. To make it physically possible for smaller children to begin learning, low-cost, reduced-size wind instruments have recently been invented, with bright colours and motivating names like Prodigy and Apprentice. The computer addict can have lessons on Skype. Many schools offer group-learning situations which may work well for beginners. Attractively presented practice books with play-along CDs may make the early stages of learning fun.


Yet none of these developments makes any difference in the long run for the child who is battling a badly chosen instrument that is uncomfortable to play, or unsuited to the child’s intelligence or temperament.


Today, children are accustomed to instant gratification, and teachers all over the world observe a shortening of attention span. This makes most children less likely than previous generations to be dominated by a parent for several unrewarding years of practice and more practice, until reaching the level where they motivate themselves.


It is thus more important than ever to make the right choice of instrument, so that playing it is a pleasure from the beginning. This is the key to unlocking your child’s musical potential.


Atarah Ben-Tovim, MBE, Hon.DMus, ARAM, LRAM, ARCM




Introduction


Why should any child learn a musical instrument today?


With increasing pressure on children to achieve high academic results, some parents question whether it is worth spending time, money and energy on the lengthy process of learning an instrument. The answer is that it has never been so worthwhile. Apart from the joy of being able to make music, there are more reasons to learn an instrument than ever before.


Often it improves a child’s classroom performance; educationists themselves accuse in-school education of being too verbal and left-hemisphere centred, whereas making music is a non-verbal activity which nourishes the right hemisphere of the brain and makes for a more balanced person, better able to achieve his or her academic potential.


Gradual mastery of the instrument builds self-confidence, and making music, either alone or in peer groups, is a releasing therapy for any adolescent. As college and university tutors know, students are less likely to drop out if they have the self-motivation and self-discipline which is naturally acquired in learning an instrument.


The rewards in adult life are many. Mastery of an instrument may lead to a job as an orchestral or freelance musician. More will find work as in-school or private music teachers and music therapists. If these are obvious career opportunities, there is also a long list of other professions open to musically educated job-seekers.


Taking music exams, participating in competitions and playing in a school band or youth orchestra are all excellent preparation for making the best impression at job interviews and selection boards. And a Grade 5 or Grade 8 certificate enhances any c.v. or job application.


In an age of increasing leisure, sometimes unsought, it is impossible to over-estimate the lifelong joy of being able to make music and to understand it on a level that no non-player ever reaches. ‘If only I had learnt to play an instrument,’ is surely one of the saddest phrases ever uttered in later life.


The Mozart Effect


There is much serious evidence that playing high-frequency classical music to babies and young children enhances their intellectual development. If simply hearing the music can work in this way, how much more effective is learning to play this music – a physical and mental process which positively involves the body as well as the conscious and subconscious intelligence. From a very early stage of learning, playing parts written in the upper register or high and middle frequencies – as all beginner music is – imprints the child’s developing brain with non-verbal mental activity conceived by highly intelligent composers, many of whom are recognized geniuses.


One could fill a serious specialist tome with examples, but a single anecdote may make the point. Many years ago, after a recital in a famous public school, the music master informed me that the headmaster insisted on every pupil learning an instrument to intermediate level. Astounded to learn that this headmaster was tone-deaf, I asked why he thought music so important for his charges. The reply was that half a century’s experience of teaching had convinced him that learning an instrument produced what he called ‘better people’. Since he could not appreciate the music at the school concerts, he was unaffected by any artistic pretensions and was judging only academic results.


For all these reasons, the selection of an instrument is a decision-making process that every parent will want to get right.


Choosing an Instrument


There are two ways of choosing an instrument. In the traditional hit-or-miss approach the child starts piano lessons because there is a teacher nearby or is given a violin that happens to be available. Or maybe he or she has said, ‘I’d like to play the …’


Statistically such a child has one chance in ten of succeeding. For the other 90 per cent, after a few months, the problems of learning a badly chosen instrument result in a loss of interest; this has nothing to do with intelligence or ‘musicality’. Lessons continue because of pressure from the adults involved and a battle of wills develops between child and parents/teachers who use bullying, bribery or cajolery to ensure minimal practice and attendance at weekly lessons.


The child is left with only one way of demonstrating his or her individuality: by skimping practice and skipping lessons whenever there is an excuse. Anyone can see that this is a waste of the child’s time – and probably the parents’ money as well. What is not so obvious is that the child feels a lifelong sense of failure, has learnt that he or she is ‘no good at music’, and feels cheated.


The second way of choosing an instrument is the systematic one, in which the parent deals with each aspect of the choice separately and in logical order. The Ben-Tovim/Boyd System includes all the information necessary but leaves the parent in complete charge of the decisions.


The Ben-Tovim/Boyd Instrument Matching System


This book is the result of a unique programme of research which involved several thousand parents and children. Every piece of advice has been tried and tested in consultation with teachers, musicians, doctors, dentists, psychologists, youth workers and other specialists.


The authors stand on both sides of the musical divide: an ex-prodigy and an ex-drop-out. The prodigy was already playing concertos with professional symphony orchestras on television in her early teens; the drop-out gave up the piano after three years of humiliation and frustration. Because our own childhood experiences spanned the gamut of public success and private failure, we were interested to know whether children can really be divided into ‘musical’ and ‘unmusical’ as some people believe.


To avoid being influenced or biased by anyone or any organization, we set up the Ben-Tovim Children’s Music Research Centre in the Pennine hills north of Manchester. At the Centre and on our travels in Britain and abroad, we interviewed children from a wide range of educational and social backgrounds who were learning instruments, together with a control group who had given up on music.


In all our research we found no evidence that the drop-outs were less musical than their co-evals playing in school bands, county youth orchestras and so on. Other independent surveys have found that advanced music students are no more musical than fellow students reading geography or social sciences. Why then do some drop out and some go on to succeed?


In our survey we found that most children have a musical capability far beyond what is necessary to learn to play the right instrument. There was overwhelming evidence that the drop-outs had been wrongly advised or encouraged by adults to begin learning instruments on which they were individually bound to fail from the start. Choosing the wrong instrument was the most common factor in musical failure – not lack of musicality or musical potential.


Playing an instrument is a physical activity which also involves intelligence and emotions. No child is a clone of another, so the first stage in this system is for the parent to assess the child in terms which make selection of the right instrument a logical process.


The second stage is a Three-Way Examination of each instrument which reveals its suitability/unsuitability for the child. This automatically produces a Short List. No prior musical knowledge is required.


The third stage is to eliminate the less suitable instruments from the Short List and arrive at the Right One!




The Ben-Tovim/Boyd Instrument Matching System


STAGE ONE: ASSESSING YOUR CHILD


Musicality Test
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Readiness Test
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Assessing your Child
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Physique


Mentality


Personality
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Three-Way Profile


STAGE TWO: EVALUATING THE INSTRUMENTS


Sorting out the Instruments
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Three-Way Examination of the Instruments
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Physical Suitability


Mental Suitability


Personality Suitability
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Suitability Summaries


STAGE THREE: FINALIZING THE CHOICE


Short List
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The Right Instrument




Stage One
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STAGE ONE
Assessing your Child
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The level of musicality necessary to learn a systematically chosen instrument is so universal that it can be checked by this simple test.


Musicality Test


Circle round the appropriate answer.


PART A: ABILITIES


Can the child:




• recognize the theme music of favourite TV shows? YES / NO


• join in with ‘pop’ at the right time when you sing ‘Pop Goes The Weasel’? YES / NO


• tell which is the high note when you sing HEE-HAW with HEE high and HAW low? YES / NO


• clap back to you a simple rhythm you tap out on the table? (Use the first two lines of ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’.) YES / NO


• identify correctly, with eyes closed, the sounds of you tapping (a) a glass and (b) a small saucepan? YES / NO (Rehearse this with eyes open first.)


• sing or whistle accurately a familiar TV theme or song, when asked to do so? YES / NO


• complete the melody if you sing the first half of a known tune? (E.g. Parent: Baa baa black sheep, have you any wool? Child: Yes sir, yes sir, three bags full.) YES / NO


• name three or more musical instruments? YES / NO


• name one, or more than one, instrumental musician? YES / NO





PART B: ACTIVITIES


Does the child:




• enjoy listening to music? YES / NO


• respond physically to music? YES / NO


• have some favourite recorded music which he/she plays frequently? YES / NO


• repeatedly express a desire to play a certain instrument? (This will not necessarily be the right one.) YES / NO





If you have circled YES fewer than eight times, this does not necessarily mean that your child is unmusical. Most likely, he or she is too young – or too much occupied with school or other pressures – to begin developing musically.


In that case, do the Test again in a few months’ time. Meanwhile, try to make a richer musical environment for the child. Choose a wide range of music for him or her to listen to, watch musical programmes on television together, discuss favourite tunes or which sounds are liked or disliked and why. If possible, take the child to some live events where musicians can be seen and heard – from circuses to brass bands to school concerts.


If you have circled YES eight or more times, your child is musical enough to play an instrument. Whether or not this potential is realized, depends on two things, both of them in your control:




• choosing the right instrument, i.e. one with no physical, mental or emotional drawbacks for your child; and


• starting to learn at the right time.





Is your child ready to start learning an instrument?


Every major stage of a child’s development happens in its own good time. Some children naturally walk or talk much earlier than others and nobody finds this strange. Yet when it comes to music, some teachers will tell you that violin lessons should begin by the age of three or four; in other countries educational authorities recommend starting as late as thirteen or fourteen (which is when many musicians first take up their professional instruments). It can be very confusing.


Yet timing the start of learning to play is vital because in all our thousands of interviews, the second most common factor in musical failure was starting at the wrong time – too early.


The right moment for your child is not simply a question of age, but a coincidence of physical, mental and emotional development. It occurs later than one might think and falls most often between the ages of seven and eleven.


Many parents throw up their hands in horror when they hear this. ‘Our six-year-old says every day, “I want to play the violin/piano/flute.” So we’re going to buy an instrument and start lessons – even if he is a bit young.’


It is true that a six-year-old who goes on and on about wanting to play a musical instrument is experiencing the promptings of his developing instinct to make music, but he is not yet ready to do much about it. The instinct will naturally ebb and return more strongly in a year or two. What he actually feels is too diffuse for a small child to put into words, so he invents a specific achievement fantasy and tells his parents, ‘I want to be a trumpeter.’


Although this may sound to an adult ear like a mature decision to start all the hard work of learning an instrument, it should be treated more on the lines of: ‘I want to be a racing driver/nurse/astronaut.’


‘But what about even younger children who start learning and seem to make progress?’ parents ask. In almost every case, those children are being ‘pushed’ by a musically educated or musically frustrated parent who attends the weekly lessons and supervises daily practice sessions in detail. The parent provides the motivation to begin and to continue, and tells the child what to do all the time. Suzuki classes are an example. Unless you are that kind of parent and intend to commit a regular part of every day for several years to this shared musical education, the extra risks of starting early are not justified.


Some parents wonder whether children who start instrumental lessons early will have some advantage over those who begin later. The answer is: very little, if any. Remember that what takes a five-year-old three years to master can be achieved by an eight-year-old in a few months! So use the Readiness Test. Like the Musicality Test, it looks simple – but it works.


Readiness Test


Can the child:




• already read fluently? YES / NO


• write without problems? YES / NO


• do simple addition, multiplication, subtraction and division? YES / NO


• handle the social pressures of school? YES / NO





Has the child:




• attended full-time school for at least two and a half years? YES / NO


• carried on any hobby or belonged to an out-of-school activity or interest group for three months or more? YES / NO


• know the difference between work and play? YES / NO


• have the spare mental energy (after schoolwork is done) to begin a demanding new activity? YES / NO





YES to every question means a child who is ready to begin the great adventure of learning an instrument.


A single NO indicates a child who may not yet be ready, no matter how good school reports may be.


If in doubt, it is always better to wait.


This does not mean wasting time because there is an interim musical adventure which is great fun for child and parent. You can teach your child basic recorder technique.


Before you say or think, ‘I can’t do that,’ the answer is that you can. If children of six or eight are capable of learning to play simple tunes on the recorder, it stands to reason that any adult can teach him-or herself, in order to teach the child.
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