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Suggestions from Steve:  #57

Praise versus Punishment

Has your son, daughter or grandchild ever come home from school 'demoralized' from a bad experience in band, orchestra or choir/chorus class?  If your answer is yes, I'll wager that the child or the class was reprimanded (often sternly), punished or embarrassed.  Note to music educators:  it only takes one such incident to turn a student "off" to the band, strings, or the vocal music program--permanently!

Over the years, it has come to my attention on various occasions, that music students have been the recipients of a music educator's harsh criticism, punishment or perhaps even worse, embarrassment.  For goodness sakes, what are these educator's thinking?  The problem, I fear, is that they are not thinking carefully enough about the musical welfare of every child and the often fragile 'psyche' of their music students.  Otherwise, they would rethink the possible repercussions their words and actions have on their students, which might cause them some sleepless nights.

As a music educator for over twenty years, I certainly understand that school music instructors' are under a certain amount of pressure with their administrations and the parents/guardians of their students.  However, consider what you've lost if one or more students have had a 'bad' music experience in school?  

I suppose the obvious answer is that there will undoubtedly be one less student in the music program and perhaps one day, an adult that will not support, nor appreciate school music programs.  I'd say that that is a rather unpleasant scenario for the "support-the-arts" programs in the present and the future.

In today's climate of over-programmed students, music is only 'one' of numerous options that a student may pursue as one of his or her extra-curricular activities.  Music competes with the often more popular sports activities; a job; school clubs; scouts; service-oriented organizations, etc.  Moreover, there are family and personal obligations (church, homework, etc.) that factor into a student's life.  With limited time available to most students, how do you retain the young musicians that want to have a positive music ensemble experience throughout elementary, middle and high school?  The answer is relatively straight forward--develop an excellent program and then motivate  your students (positively); inspire them; respect them; cherish them and praise them often.  If students sincerely believe that you care about them and value their contributions, they will work very hard for you and will happily contribute their time and talents to your musical organization.  If you criticize them and diminish their contributions, they will probably drop out of the school's music program--a sad, yet fairly accurate statement.

In summation, all music educators need to be acutely aware of how their words and actions impact their students.  I would advise them to remember  the old saying, "You get more bees with honey, than you do with vinegar."  If you're a positive influence on your students and they genuinely like and respect you, your music program should grow and flourish.
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