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INCLUSION 

INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC FOR 
SPECIAL LEARNERS 

By making minor adaptations, instrumental music teachers canfind ways to include 
special learners in their classes. 

* 
S 

eaching special learners in 
the general music classroom 
is a commonly accepted 
concept, but the idea of 
teaching instrumental 

music to special learners is less com- 
mon. The wide variety of cognitive, 
physical, and social abilities and dis- 
abilities possessed by "special learners" 
makes the task of inclusion a chal- 
lenge, especially for the instrumental 
music teacher who must keep in mind 
the individual modifications and 
instructional goals needed to success- 
fully teach such a student. However, 
instrumental music teachers can suc- 
cessfully teach learners with a variety 
of disabilities to play band and orches- 
tral instruments by making minor 
modifications to traditional instru- 
mental teaching techniques and by 
employing approaches used primarily 
in special education. With these adap- 
tations, inclusion of students with spe- 
cial needs into the regular instrumen- 
tal music program can take place. 

Stephen F. Zdzinski is assistant professor of 
music education at the University of South Car- 
olina in Columbia. 

Students need to be 
individually evaluated to 

determine both 
instrument preference 

and instrument 

suitability related to 
their particular 

disability. 

Adapting Musical Instruments 
An essential step in the teaching of 

instrumental music to special learners 
is selecting appropriate instruments. 
Students need to be individually eval- 
uated to determine both instrument 
preference and instrument suitability 
related to their particular disability. 
For students who are mentally chal- 
lenged, valved brass (trumpets, bari- 
tone horns, valved trombones, and 

tubas), single reed woodwinds, and 
percussion instruments are suggested 
by several sources as the most appro- 
priate choices.1 If possible, the music 
teacher should confer with the special 
education teacher to determine the 
extent of any developmental limita- 
tions that may affect the student's abil- 
ity to play a specific instrument. 

For students with significant physi- 
cal challenges, a variety of band and 
orchestra instruments may be appro- 
priate if selected carefully. Consulta- 
tion with the school's occupational or 
physical therapist before an instru- 
ment is chosen will provide useful 
guidance, especially in determining 
the physical suitability of the instru- 
ment.2 The student's instrument pref- 
erence must also be considered.3 Mod- 
ifications may be needed such as hold- 
ing adaptations, mouthpiece adapta- 
tions, or, in the case of percussion 
instruments, beater adaptations. 
Donna Chadwick and Cynthia A. 
Clark offer numerous suggestions for 
these alterations.4 The sidebar lists 
resources for helping teachers accom- 
modate students with disabilities in 
the music classroom. 

Adapting the Social Environment 
An instrumental music teacher who 

plans to include a learner with a dis- 
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ability needs to take several steps in 
order to ensure that the learner will be 
accepted into the ensemble. The ini- 
tial step is to prepare the class for a 
new "special" student and to assign a 
"buddy" to help the student with new 
rules and instructional work. In 
preparing the class, care should be 
taken to explain to the students how 
the learner with special needs may be 
like and unlike them and what accom- 
modations might be needed for this 
new student. In creating a suitable 
social environment, the instrumental 
music instructor will also need to pre- 
pare the special student for the music 
classroom. Classroom conduct rules 
and routines must be explained. These 
include such matters as respecting oth- 
ers, knowing how to request assistance 
when needed, rules for working in 
groups, proper procedures for partici- 
pating in class, listening to and follow- 
ing directions, and understanding 
teacher and student roles. The student 
must be treated in a sensitive, yet non- 
patronizing manner that maintains his 
or her dignity. 

Another way to adapt the social 
environment for the learner with spe- 
cial needs is through the use of posi- 
tive image-building techniques, simi- 
lar to those used in the Great Expecta- 
tions Band Program.5 For example, 
the teacher can select goals for the stu- 
dent that are readily obtainable and 
ask the student to repeat each goal 
until it is mastered. Any progress 
towards those goals is reinforced while 
negative experiences are de-empha- 
sized, so that the special learner con- 
tinues to visualize positive outcomes. 
Comparisons with traditional students 
should be avoided, as their progress 
may be quicker and thus discourage 
the special learner. 

Parental Involvement 
One way to successfully adapt the 

social environment for special learners 
is through the informed use of 
parental involvement strategies. In 
special education settings, parental 
involvement is a vital part of the 
instructional mix. Research indicates 
that the following parental strategies 
are related to more positive student 
attitudes and greater achievement in 
music: 

* singing with the child 
* taking the child to school and 

nonschool concerts 
* talking to the child about his or 

her progress in music 
* listening to music with the child 

at home 
* assisting with the child's practic- 

ing 
* providing musical materials for 

the child 
* providing transportation to the 

child's musical activities 
* taping performances of the child 
* attending meetings of music par- 

ent groups.6 

In special education 
settings, parental 

involvement is a vital 
part of the 

instructional mix. 

Parents who have little aptitude in 
music are able to follow the above 
strategies. They can be given a list of 
these items and asked to assist in their 
child's instructional process in these 
ways. 

Adapting Music 
Reading written notation is trou- 

blesome for students with visual infor- 
mation processing difficulties. Instru- 
mental music teachers may need to 
adjust their traditional method of 
teaching music reading skills. An aural 
approach to teaching notation, as out- 
lined in Stanley L. Schleuter's book A 
Sound Approach to Teaching Instrumen- 
talists, may be very effective in teach- 
ing special learners to read musical 
notation.7 In this approach, aural 

experiences start with singing songs 
that are familiar to the students; then 
notation for these songs is provided. 
In addition, flash cards with pitch and 
rhythm patterns extracted from the 
songs are used to reinforce music read- 
ing. 

Another approach that has the 
potential to help learners with special 
needs to read music is the use of color- 
coded notation. George L. Rogers, in 
his research with traditional band stu- 
dents, utilized color to distinguish var- 
ious note values or pitches.8 While the 
results do not show statistically signifi- 
cant differences in achievement, stu- 
dents using the colored notation 
appear to prefer it. The use of color- 
coded notation may enhance the com- 
prehension of musical notation by stu- 
dents with visual processing and mild 
mental disabilities, as they tend to 
learn better with information present- 
ed in multiple modalities. 

When selecting music for learners 
with special needs, the instrumental 
music teacher must keep in mind the 
differing ability levels of the special 
learner and the other students in his 
or her program and then adapt the 
music accordingly. Larry Williams 
suggests that well-known and catchy 
tunes, such as "Jingle Bells," "Ode to 
Joy," "When the Saints Go Marching 
In," "Bingo," and "Row, Row, Row 
Your Boat," work well with develop- 
mentally disabled students.9 When 
arranging music that includes learners 
with special needs at the beginning 
level, the teacher can use unison, two- 
part, or three-part music, as well as 
partner songs and rounds. The ability 
level of the student may require that 
more difficult music be simplified in 
one of several ways. Students may be 
responsible for only one or two pitch- 
es and play only when those pitches 
are sounded in the ensemble, much in 
the manner of writing used in hand- 
bell choirs. Parts may be rewritten, 
eliminating difficult rhythmic passages 
using quarter, half, and whole notes 
that follow the harmonic progression 
of the music. 

Adapting Teaching Techniques 
Two approaches that may be help- 

ful in teaching instrumental music to 
the special learner are task analysis and 
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precision teaching. In task analysis, 
teachers break down complex techni- 
cal and musical tasks into their prereq- 
uisite steps, creating more manageable 
and more easily obtainable goals. 
Instrumental techniques such as 
embouchure, holding position, 
breathing, and fingerings can be bro- 
ken down into subskills that can be 
thoroughly taught and reinforced and 
then combined after mastery. When 
teaching students with special needs 
various facets of instrumental tech- 
nique, task analysis can provide the 
teacher with the means to analyze situ- 
ations that have gone wrong and 
therefore more quickly remediate 
problems as they occur. Breaking 
instruction into smaller steps helps the 
special learner experience more suc- 
cess. 

Below is an example of task analysis 
for teaching students to make the 
proper embouchure for brass instru- 
ments: 

* make horse noises 
* make motor noises (slow to fast) 
* put fingers on each side of your 

nose 
* put fingers on your lips and make 

motor noises 
* buzz without the mouthpiece 
* put the mouthpiece on your nose 

and then bring it down to your lips 
* buzz with the mouthpiece (natur- 

al pitch) 
* make buzzing sirens (high and 

low) 
* buzz with the mouthpiece and the 

instrument. 
The Great Expectations Special 

Education Band Program uses task 
analysis extensively in instrumental 
music instruction.10 In addition, the 
program uses a teaching and measure- 
ment technique borrowed from special 
education called "precision teaching." 
Teachers using this approach set goals 
for each student and then continuous- 
ly measure and chart the student's 
progress through daily testing. Error 
patterns are analyzed in order to mod- 
ify instruction so that the learner who 
is developmentally disabled makes 
steady progress. Progress is charted 
and recorded on the attainment of all 
goals, so that the teacher can decide if 
any goal needs to be further subdivid- 
ed through additional task analysis. If 

Resources for Accommodating 
Students with Disabilities in Music Classes 

Birkenshaw-Fleming, Lois. Music for All: Teaching Music to People with 
Special Needs. Toronto: Gordon V. Thompson Music, 1993. 

Chadwick, Donna, and Cynthia Clark. "Adapting Music Instruments for 
the Physically Handicapped." Music Educators Journal 67, no. 3 (Novem- 
ber 1980): 56-59. 

Elliott, Barbara. Guide to the Selection of Musical Instruments with Respect to 
PhysicalAbility and Disability. St. Louis: Magnamusic-Baton, 1982. 

Rogers, George L. "Effect of Colored Rhythmic Notation on Music-Read- 
ing Skills of Elementary Students." Journal of Research in Music Education 
44, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 15-25. 

Schleuter, Stanley L. A Sound Approach to Teaching Instrumentalists. New 
York: Schirmer, 1997. 

the student is not meeting his or her 
goal, the objective is modified so that 
the student is able to make progress. 
In this way, students can make slow 
but continual progress that can be 
documented with appropriate rein- 
forcement provided. 

Adapting Evaluation Techniques 
When working in instrumental 

music classes with learners who have 
special needs, teachers may need to 
modify evaluation techniques. Techni- 
cal goals, musical content goals, and 
social goals should be included in their 
grading criteria. Students who have 
unique difficulties with auditory or 
visual perception may require both 
aural and written directions. Students 
with shorter attention spans may need 
more frequent, less lengthy testing sit- 
uations. Anxiety may also be a prob- 
lem, especially if test objectives are too 
difficult. More frequent testing with 
less complex objectives may help. 

Evaluation and grading should be 
used to help build positive images. 
Instruction will need to be adapted 
and segmented to show continuous 
progress. While progress may be slow- 
er, attainment of each objective should 
be documented and charted to show 
progress, so that students and parents 
will not become discouraged. 

Instrumental music study goals 
should be included in the student's 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP). 
Grading adaptations, if appropriate, 
should also be included in a student's 
IEP, and grading should be based on 
the attainment of IEP objectives for 
instrumental music. In some cases, 
traditional letter grades may be less 
appropriate than alternative grading 
systems, such as pass/fail grading, 
mastery-level grading, or the use of 
portfolio assessment. In all cases, 
instrumental music teachers need to 
be involved in the development of the 
IEPs of special learners in their music 
classes. 

Conclusion 
Students with disabilities can be 

successfully included in instrumental 
music programs, as long as teachers 
are ready and willing to find ways to 
accommodate the needs of these stu- 
dents. Instrumental teachers may have 
to seek the assistance of parents, other 
students in the program, preservice 
music teachers, or music therapists. 
Instruments must be selected carefully 
and adapted as needed, taking into 
consideration physical, musical, and 
social factors. Classes should be pre- 

continued on page 63 
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continued fiom page 29 

..' Start the 
schoolyear 

on the right note 

pared for the inclusion of a "special" 
student. Additional self-esteem 
enhancement and parental involve- 
ment strategies may prove useful. 
Once the student is mainstreamed 
into the instrumental class, complex 
tasks may need to be broken down 
into simpler subtasks, and music may 
need to be simplified for the student. 
Grading may also need to be modified 
and should include both musical and 
social objectives. These strategies will 
take time and additional resources for 
the instrumental teacher. With a little 
effort, however, teachers can include 
learners with special needs in their 
instrumental classrooms and can help 
them include instrumental music in 
their lives. 
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