“Songbirds” Q&A with Carol Storck

Artistic Director, Milwaukee Children’s Choir

Q: In your materials about the new Songbirds program you talk about “the Kodály Concept.” Can you tell us a little about Zoltan Kodály and the Kodály Concept?
A: Zoltan Kodály was an early 20th century Hungarian musician, composer and educator, who recognized the need for reform in Hungarian music education. After careful examination of teacher training colleges, choirs and the music programs in Hungarian schools, in 1938 he turned his attention to music being taught in Hungarian nurseries and kindergartens. He said, “Trying to discover where something could be done and needed to be done, I was led to younger and younger children until I finally came to the nursery.” As a result, and with the help of several colleagues, the Kodály Concept of Music Education was formed.

Basically, Kodály believed that everyone is born with musical aptitude. He believed it should be developed as early as possible. Children should be exposed to music at home and then in school as part of regular school music curriculum. This instills a thirst for fine music that will last a lifetime. He called music “spiritual food for everybody” – music is an essential part of everyone’s heritage.
The Kodály Concept utilizes three basic philosophical factors:

1. Singing should be the foundation of musical culture.

2. The folk songs of one’s own culture should be the basic source material for music education, with music of great composers supplementing folk music.

3. Music is for everyone and is essential for human development and growth.

Q: Why is MCC starting this new program and why now?

A: I am a firm believer in the Kodály Concept, and am passionate generally about early childhood music education. In fact, it was the subject of my master’s thesis. When Milwaukee Children’s Choir hired me last year to be its new artistic director, I took the position knowing that we would be integrating Kodály-inspired programming into an already strong program, to make it even stronger.

I had the good fortune to study with early childhood experts such as Dr. Lorna Zemke and Dr. John Feierabend at Silver Lake College in Manitowoc. As my first year at MCC progressed it became very clear to me that we should begin to reach children at a younger age. We could serve more children. We could also give them a better foundation to build on when they join one of MCC’s regular choirs in first grade. 
It is in first grade that the children begin learning music concepts via the Kodály Method. The Kodály Method was designed by Jeno Adam, an associate of Kodály. It was Kodály who encouraged Adam to write the method, based on Kodály’s philosophy. The Kodály Method is a sequential approach to teaching music literacy skills to children. So, the Songbirds program is a natural extension to our existing program, and will be a wonderful feeder to our Prelude program where children will actually start to learn to read music.

Q: Tell us about what goes on in a Songbirds class.

A: The children will, of course, sing songs! The singing repertoire will be traditional folk music from the cultures that joined together to be come part of the American experience. We have a rich canvas to choose from!

Music by Mozart and other great composers will be used for movement exploration and learning how to listen to music.  

Songs like “Ring around the Rosy” from my childhood (and perhaps yours) will form the basis for singing games. Simple songs with strong beat patterns – for example, “Penny on the Water” – will help children learn how to count beat patterns. 

What is important is that the children enjoy the class and see it as fun, while at the same time the class exposes them to the fundamentals of music and gets them prepared for years of music literacy that will follow. In addition, the activities are proven to help children with language development, small and large motor skills, and social skills. And their brains are stimulated in a positive way. 

Zoltan Kodály said we must teach music in a way that it is “a joy for the pupil.” That is precisely what we plan to do. The children will be joyful and will have fun. And they may not know it, but while singing, dancing, playing with puppets, parachutes, rhythm instruments and other “toys”, they will also be learning important music and life skills.

Q: How will parents be involved?

A: We encourage parents to stay in the classroom and watch the class. That way they can sing the songs together in the car on the way home, and play some of the games at home. This helps the child’s development and also helps the parent-child relationship. We’ve also found that some of our parents are eager to participate, and they’ll have plenty of opportunity to do so. Especially parents who grew up with songs at home find it hard to sit still and watch during classes. If the children get to play with noise makers, the parents want to play too. They want to join the fun—it brings back their own happy childhood memories! 

Q: Have you had any classes so far?

A. No. Our senior choirs start the week of September 6 and our junior choirs and Songbirds start the week of September 13. But we held a “test run” class a couple of weeks ago for a few family and friends, and can share some photos from that class. The parents there said things like “The enthusiasm of the teacher-child relationship is remarkable,” and they appreciated the fact that their children were getting “a general appreciation of music.”

MCC staff members have done hundreds of these classes before in other settings, and the “test run” was very successful. We’re eager to start in September!
Q: Tell us more about the research behind Songbirds, and about your studies at Silver Lake College.

A. Basically, music and neurological researchers agree that singing to a child during early childhood is not only an excellent means to bond with the child, it is also a necessary method to stimulate the child’s brain development. Kodály’s philosophy supports this. Kodály believed that in order to prepare children for the understanding of music concepts, they must first be familiar with authentic folk music of their own culture. In addition, singing folk songs should be a natural and enjoyable part of their learning environment. Katalin Forrai was the educator whom Kodály chose to bring his philosophy to Hungarian nursery schools.  Forrai incorporated the use of singing games, nursery rhymes, and rhythm games to reinforce steady beat, ear training, etc. into the curriculum. Hungary’s early childhood music curriculum, based on Kodály philosophy, has since been a model for early childhood music programs around the world.

At Silver Lake College in Manitowoc, WI, I studied with Dr. Lorna Zemke and Dr. John Feierabend. Dr. Zemke is a specialist in the Kodály Approach to music education and considered a pioneer for adapting the Kodály Concept of Music Education in the United States. She is Director of Graduate Studies in Music and Director of Early Childhood Music and Prenatal Music Programs at Silver Lake College. Dr. Zemke developed an early childhood music program at Silver Lake College entitled “Music for Tots.” The program has become a model for others in the country. Several MCC staff members and I studied with Dr. Zemke, and many of us also taught early childhood music classes through her “Music for Tots” program.

We also studied with Dr. John Feierabend, an internationally recognized leader in the field of early childhood education, particularly on early childhood development in movement and music. He is Director of the Music Education Division at the Hartt School of the University of Hartford, and Director of the National Center for Music and Movement in the Early Years. He also teaches during the summers at Silver Lake College. Significant contributions made by Dr. Feierabend to the field of early childhood music education include: a Kodály-inspired approach to teaching early childhood music, several publications of folk song collections and other materials for use in early childhood music programs, the establishment of the National Center of Music and Movement in the Early Years, The First Steps in Music Curriculum, and research in early childhood development in music and movement. As a result, he has influenced early childhood music education internationally, even in Kodály’s own Hungary! 
MCC Songbirds curriculum is based on Feierabend’s research and lesson plan format, as outlined in his “First Steps in Music Curriculum.” 

Q: How else are you integrating Kodály materials into this year’s curriculum?

A: First, as a children’s choir, we are lucky to work with the first instrument—the human voice. And because it is the instrument everyone is born with, there are typically fewer barriers to participation in a choir than in many other activities, including most sports teams and instrumental music. That means we can reach more children, which Kodály found critical.

And because Kodály was such a strong proponent of song as the basis for music education, we are in the best position to integrate his methodology into our curriculum. In addition to our new Songbirds program, Milwaukee Children’s Choir has choirs for children in grades 1-12. At the younger grades especially we rely on folk music. But we integrate folk music into the curriculum at all levels. We also have all of our singers performing music by master composers. We use sequential curriculum, with each musical concept building on one that came before, and each choir level building on the singers’ past experiences. We teach our singers solfege (a method using hand signals to help students find pitch) as a means to music literacy, and are dedicated to using only the most exceptional choral repertoire. Finally, we see music as a way to reach the whole child. We know that it’s not just about music. It’s about all of life. These are all philosophies Zoltan Kodály spent his life instilling in music teachers.

So our curriculum is carefully crafted to include his philosophy. It also meets the children’s choir standards of the American Choral Directors Association (ACDA), the National Standards for Arts Education, and state and local music learning standards and targets.    

Q: MCC maintains a busy performance schedule during the year. Will the Songbirds be part of that?

A. No. The Songbirds are very young, and this is a music class, not a choir. We don’t want these children to have any performance pressure. We teach through performance, but only when it is appropriate for the child. In fact, this coming season we are cutting back a bit on performances and working harder than ever to make the performances child-friendly. We still provide once-in-a-lifetime performance experiences for our singers—especially our experienced singers—but all of our performances fit squarely within our curriculum.
Q: How are you integrating Kodály materials into your performance season?

A. All of our choir levels and performances meet the high standards set by Zoltan Kodály. Our performance music is high quality literature that reflects sequential learning. At every level our young people are exposed to American folk music, and folk music of other cultures, as well as music from the masters. We also work on sight-reading at every rehearsal. We are not just producing fine singers, but also knowledgeable musicians.

One special event we have planned this year that really reflects Kodály training is our Roots and Wings Festival, where we bring Peter and Mary Alice Amidon to Milwaukee. 
The Amidons are versatile and widely respected performing and teaching artists who, for the past twenty years, have dedicated themselves to traditional song, dance and storytelling. I first heard of them when they came to Silver Lake College in Manitowoc, when I was working on my Masters Degree and Kodály certification. Peter and Mary Alice go all around the country helping people young and old find their roots, their voices, and their dancing feet. They will spend an entire day with some of our choirs as well as guest choirs. We are thrilled to be able to bring the Amidons to Milwaukee, and are doing it in partnership with the Association of Wisconsin Area Kodály Educators (AWAKE) and Silver Lake College, which is giving continuing education credits to teachers who attend the day-long festival.

At the end of the day there will be a closing performance, followed by a community folk dance. Our Songbirds will be invited to come to the concert and stick around and dance with us!

Q: Do you have anything else you would like to add?

A: I would like to put on my song and choir advocacy hat for a minute. Jeno Adam, an early and prominent colleague of Kodály, perhaps said it best: “The most important thing is to actualize the instinctive love of the child for singing and playing, to realize the changing of his moods through the songs, his feelings, his experiences – in other words, to bring about the miracle of music.” 

This is what MCC does every day.

While we are doing that, we also look around us and grow more and more concerned about the fact that each year fewer and fewer children get to find their natural voice as part of a choir and community. Schools faced with budget cuts are dropping school music programs. And families are busy, with many choices and many things to do. As a result, we believe fewer children and families are singing and playing together. We wonder if America is becoming a place where children and families are spending less time participating in music and more time simply observing it. We are concerned that parents will become unable to pass down the gift of song from generation to generation, and someday America may lose that gift forever. 

And that would be a shame. Song uses both words and music, and has the ability to convey great meaning. It is also easily learned and transmitted from human to human. Because of this, songs can (and have) held communities together, and can be (and have been) a catalyst for change. A choir is a communal activity, and singing together is a family experience. We think communal singing is very, very important, perhaps more important now than ever.

We want to keep song and communal singing alive and well in Milwaukee, and Songbirds is a natural extension of that goal. In fact, MCC has a Vision Statement. As is the case with every good Vision Statement, this one has several fairly lofty goals. One of them states that we will meet our vision for the future when “we have developed human beings who sing, play, improvise, compose, move, read, write, and think musically.” Our new Songbirds program is a small step we are taking to get closer to that Vision.
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