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Give Your Children the Gift of Music

| By Heven Kohi

Music teacher Sandra Beech has no problem persuad-
ing the auditorium full of four-to nine-j.zear-olds they have
natural rthythm in their bodies. Her audience claps,
stomps, even sneezes along with her song, in perfect
time. Says the children’s musician: “I've even had per-
formances in which every child in the place was dancing
in front of the stage. ~

Most young children are naturally enthusiastic about
music. And whether or not they'continue to play musical
_instruments into adulthood, love of music is a gift that
will continue to enrich-them all their lives.

Music educators say the best way to impart this gift is

by making music a part of your children’s experience from

their earliest days.

Fifteen-year-old Jonah Hister, who sang for five years
with a Bach children’s chorus and has sung in opera
productions, has always been surrounded by music, His
" mother, Phyllis Simon, an avid flute player, started

taking her children to community music programs when

they were only2 ¥ . And she started them in violin

lessons at.age five.
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4 - Give Your Children the Gift of Music

~ “You often can’t tell whether a child is musically tal-
ented until he or she is six or seven, ~says Donna Wood,
founder of the Preparatory Music Program for children at
the Royal Conservatory of Music in Toronto, Ontario,
Canada. “But long before that, parents can give their
children many happy musical experiences. Then as they
grow older, they’ll be prepared for more serious study if
they wish. " ' ’

You don’t have to have perfect pitch to croon a lullaby

or play a bouncing game with your baby. Toddlers love

playing rhythmical clapping games or doing musical fin-
ger-play activities. And all youngsters can experiment
with inexpensive thythm instruments, such as shakers @,
castanets ®, tambourines ® or drumsticks. |

Even ‘when your children are small, you can listen,
sing and dance to recorded music with them. Introduce
them to the joys of classical music, and take them to
children’s concerts so they will hear live music.

The first and most accessible instrument is the human
voice, and in Aschool,_ children. should have the chance to
experience the pleasure of singing in choirs.* -

If your child shows natural ability or keen musical in-
terest, you might want to consider private lessons. “If
your kid can repeat a radio-or TV-commercial jingle to
you, on pitch and on key, that’s a strong indicator of

musical talent, ”suggests music tegcher Sam LaBrecque.
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6 . Give Your Children the Gift of Music

“Another is your child’s natural thythm. See if he or she
natutally dances to music in time. Or beat a rhythm on
the tabletop and see if your child can repeat it. ~

Private lessons ensure that your child gets focused in-
struction. A competent instructor should have good re-
ferrals © or a teacher’s certificates from a recognized mu-

‘sic school. Ask to observe a lesson or a student recital to

get a sense of how the teacher communicates with chil-
dren. After all, if music lessons aren’t enjoyable, your
child won’t want to go.

But first, you have to help your child choose the right
instrument. “was the most common factor in musical
failure — not lack of musicality or musical potential, "
wrote authors Atarah Ben-Tovim and Douglas Boyd after
interviews with thousands of children for their book, The
Right Instrument for Your Child. They wonder, for ex--
ample, what sould have happened if violin virtuoso
Yehudi Menuhin had been made to learn the trumpet o-
riginally. | |

Second, it’s important to wait until your child is
physically and mentally ready for the discipline of for-
mal lessons. The right age is often later than you may
think. According to Ben-Tovim and Boyd, “for 95
percent of children, the best time to start learning their
first instrument is sometime between the ages of 8 and
1.7 '
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8 Give Your Children the Gift of Music

Younger children may tell you they long to play a
musical instrument, but that desire is often in the same
league as a wish to be a fireman. And keep in mind that
starting young does’t guarantee a head start. “What takes
a five-year-old three years to naster can also be accom-
plished an eight-year-old in a few months, ~ say
Ben-Tovim and Boyd. : .

Children should be able to read, write and do simple
math before they start formal music lessons. In addition,
they should have the spare mental énergy, . after school-
work, to begin an entirely new activity. “A music class
requires children to read symbols on a page and concen-
trate T for a half-hour lesson, “explains Labrecque. “The
musical process is slow and should be enjoyed for its own
sake. ” 7 " '

A If private lessons arent in your budget, consider
group lessons, which givé children the opportunity to
- practice with others, experiment with different reper-
toires 2 and decide how committed they are to a partie-
ular instrument. ' l '
Music educator David Weldon Watts, author of Ex-
ploring the Joy of Music, thinks learning in groupé has
some advantages over private lessons. “They may not
develop technical proficiency, ~ he says, “because the
teacher .can’t fine-tune everyone. but they can be con-

siderably less stressful than private lessons, because
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10 Give Your Children the Gift of Music

children don’t need to worry that theyll be comected every
time they make a mistake.

Finally, there’s the most important question: How do you
keep your child motivated to practice? Some children take to
lessons quite naturally. Sixteen-year-old carolyn Breukel-
man begged her parents for piano lessons and has practiced
half an hour a day for the past three years without any
prodding ® . “I just love the piano, ”she says. ~“T think it
will be special to me for the rest of myb life. ~

Others need more encouragement. - Even though Jonah
Hister hated practicing the violin when he started lessons
at age five, his mother made him stick with it for three
years, although she eventually conceded to weekly rather
than daily practice. Today, ten years later, Jonah is
playing the piano and guitar, éach of which he practices
for half an hour, two to four times a week. He also plays
baritone in the school band and sings in a boys’ choir ®,

| “Most kids don't like to practice, so you have to en- .
‘courage them, ~ says Phyllis Simon. “,‘But it’s important
that pareﬁts actively watch and see how the child is doing
with lessons. If he isn't happy, maybe it’s the wrong in-
strument or teacher for him, or maybe you just have to sit
it out for a while and be patient. ” '

. Of course, it’s not smart to push music lessons and
practice to the point where you and your child are

screaming at each other.
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12 Give Your Children the Gift of Music

“If it’s a constant battle, ~ says Sam LaBrecque, “It's
not worthwhile. Music should be a positive experience. ”
After all, your goal is to give your children the gift of
music in whatever way they can best enjoy it, to be

cherished for the rest of their lives.




