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Chapter 1: Statement of the Problem 

This practicum aims to adapt the practices of community music-making traditions into the intermediate 

orchestra classroom. While traditional music practices offer a rich musical culture of identity and historical 

significance, they are often overlooked in formal music education settings (Doke, 2020). Because training in 

traditional styles is not covered in most music education programs, educators often feel unprepared to authentically 

introduce these styles to their students (Doke, 2020). This practicum will examine best practices for incorporating 

traditional folk tunes into the curriculum of heterogeneous school orchestras by first examining existing materials 

that are available to classroom teachers. The second goal of this practicum will be to advocate for the inclusion of 

traditional music practices in the string classroom. Finally, I will introduce a series of nine lesson plans that will 

serve as a resource for teachers interested in incorporating traditional music into their curriculum.  

There is interest in the music education community to develop a curriculum that contextualizes the 

authentic experiences of students' lives within their school music experience (Lave & Wegner, 1991). This has been 

reflected in a growing branch of interest in the American String Teachers Associations’ (ASTA) initiative in 2008 to 

begin an Eclectic Styles Committee (ASTA, n.d.). In recent ASTA national conferences, there has been an increase 

of sessions dedicated to eclectic styles and community music, as well as the inclusion of multiple musical styles in 

their national curricular content areas (Benham, 2011). These changes can be seen in the broader area of music 

education as well, where the National Core Arts Standards have been changed to include “Improvisation,” which is a 

skill commonly used in traditional music learning (National Core Arts Standards, 2014). A content analysis of string 

research articles in peer-reviewed journals from 1990 to 2021 found that “improvisation and multi-styles as a means 

of broadening interest and access” are an increasing area of interest in the string research community (Sciaroni et al., 

2023, p. 75). 

One of the goals of this paper is to extend the concept of multiculturalism into a curriculum and to consider 

ways that multiple styles of string playing can be introduced in a culturally authentic way. In order to accomplish 

this, it is necessary to provide instruction not only of traditional melodies, but of the cultural practices they are 

rooted in (Allsup, 2016). Kip Lornell’s definition of traditional music practices states that “folk songs are usually 

disseminated by word-of-mouth, aurally, or through informal apprenticeships within the community,” and will be 

used as a framework for the development of the curriculum (Lornell, 2012, p. 13). This is similar to Jenkins’ 
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description of a participatory culture, which is illustrated as “some type of informal mentorship whereby what is 

known by the most experienced is passed along to novices” (Jenkins, 2009, p. 7). Within these frameworks, the 

teacher does not need to be an expert in a tradition before passing it on to their students. Rather, they can consider 

themselves a novice within the community, while simultaneously participating in the tradition as they introduce their 

students to a participatory culture.  

In addition to being trained as a classical violinist and educator of primarily classical orchestra music, I 

grew up learning traditional Appalachian folk tunes and attending Irish and Scottish fiddle camps and festivals. 

Throughout my education, I have sought traditional Irish sessions and have always been met with a warm and 

vibrant community of musicians. This experience has informed my teaching, where I have taught folk melodies as a 

tool for developing aural skills and instrumental motor skills. Particularly for intermediate string students, teaching 

tunes by rote is very beneficial, as students are still becoming technically proficient on their instruments (Allen, et 

al., 2004). When the left and right-hand skills are separated from the process of decoding a score, students are able 

to dedicate their entire cognition to these skills and experience success sooner, resulting in increased motivation 

(Allen, et al., 2004). 

This concept of aural dissemination also carries over to many popular string teaching methods, including 

Suzuki, where rote learning forms the basis of instruction (Butz, 2019). The training and skill required to practice 

within traditional folk settings is frequently overlooked but provides educators an opportunity to introduce students 

to a rich musical heritage while developing their aural awareness and aiding in pre-existing curricular goals. 

Additionally, there is an opportunity to encourage students to use peer-teaching through the participatory 

environment in building a community within their orchestra classroom.  

As exclusively aural traditions, folk musicians rely on an informal yet intricate network of anecdotes which 

inform their knowledge of tunes and appropriate embellishments, as well as the fiddlers who created them. Many 

modern resources in the form of blogs and forums track and catalogue this knowledge. These resources provide 

invaluable background information for the tunes included in this curriculum. Additionally, this practicum will 

investigate strategies for teachers to implement tunes and techniques into existing structures of teaching so that they 

can foster interest and provide entry points for students while simultaneously accomplishing state standards and 

curricular goals. This curriculum will include lesson plans accompanying each tune, with introductions that provide 
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historical context, insight into the origins of the tune, culturally informed suggestions for ornamentation, 

instrumentation, and scaffolding for students of varying ability levels.  

Building tools and resources to teach traditional music in an authentic way is critical to diversifying the 

repertoire and musical experience of string students. A perusal of state orchestra lists for Florida, Georgia, and 

Texas, revealed that there is no inclusion of folk music that is taught in a traditional way, or an assessment that 

reflects these conventions (Pepper, n.d.).  The music on these lists are examples of composers borrowing melodic 

material from music traditions in a way that is disparate from the cultural practices in which they originated. Clearly, 

there is an expectation from our standards on the national level to include these styles in our teaching, but the lack of 

application of these expectations in state assessment sends a message that these skills are not of equivalent value. 

The goal of this curriculum is to advocate for the inclusion of folk music within string music education, and 

to provide practical guidance for educators. To this end, the lesson plans will be designed to have all tunes 

transcribed, with thorough notes on techniques used in each, including bow strokes and suggestions for 

embellishment. All extended techniques will be rooted in the musical traditions they come from, while introduced in 

a pedagogically appropriate format. This curriculum is designed for ease of use, so that the teacher of a 

heterogeneous string classroom can easily access the material. It is for this reason that I chose to transcribe all of the 

tunes, although they are traditionally taught aurally. Additionally, there will be links to recordings included for all 

tunes and techniques, as an option for the instructor to use as a resource.  

In summary, the national standards for K-12 music show that there is support to develop skills that can be 

reinforced through traditional music. Currently, there are no resources in state assessments for orchestra programs to 

pursue this goal in a culturally authentic way. These musical styles are crucial towards encouraging multiculturalism 

in the classroom, and these lesson plans will seek to address this need in a culturally authentic and pedagogically 

informed way. 

To that end, the research goals for this practicum are to: 

1. Explore resources that are currently available for teachers seeking to incorporate traditional folk music into 

their existing classroom. 

2. Justify the incorporation of traditional folk music in the string classroom.  
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3. Provide a series of nine lesson plans for educators to use as a way of incorporating traditional folk music. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Related Literature  

The literature review for this practicum will focus on three broad categories. The first category will define 

characteristics of folk music practices, and will examine features of community music-making that are shared across 

different traditional styles. Literature advocating for the inclusion of multicultural music and learning styles in the 

classroom will make up the second portion of this review. Finally, the third section will survey existing curriculums 

and pedagogical resources for implementing folk music into a heterogeneous orchestra class. 

Defining Traditional Music-Making Practices 

Traditionally, the context that traditional tunes are passed down in occur within informal social settings, 

with an emphasis on community engagement (Lornell, 2012). The setting is an important part of the process, and is 

an aspect of heritage, with tunes being passed down through generations (Lavengood, 2008). In an interview with 

Cape Breton fiddlers, Lavengood found that a core value of Cape Breton fiddling is that “they learned to fiddle from 

an older family member” (Lavengood, 2008, p. 35). The replication of these traditions in a classroom will inherently 

have an element of inauthenticity, since folk music is historically a social practice for entertainment and relaxation 

and was not taught in a formal teaching space (Lornell, 2012). However, since the alternative is choosing not to 

introduce folk music traditions to students, this element of inauthenticity should be considered on a continuum, with 

the goal always being to inform practice through tradition when possible. 

While there are differing opinions on the level of guidance that novices should be given when learning 

tunes, this aural approach is widespread within the old-time and Irish traditions (Blanton, 2014). In a case study that 

interviewed three old-time fiddlers, each of the tradition bearers emphasized learning by ear, agreeing that “no one 

‘taught’ them how to play or participate in old-time music and dance” (Blanton, 2014, p. 63). While this approach 

could be perceived as a way of gate-keeping a tradition, further interviews revealed that such values came from a 

motivation to increase student ownership and life-long learning (Blanton, 2014). It is worth pointing out that life-

long learning is a commonly held goal for educators within the old-time music tradition, where they consider it 

aligned with the inseparable community aspect of the music-making process (Blanton, 2014). Further research must 

be conducted to examine the effects of these different teaching approaches, and the results they have on life-long 
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learning. Jellison (2015) found that there are an increasing number of adults who quit playing music after school, 

and this may be an opportunity to address this trend. 

While the social aspect of traditional music is ubiquitous, the format of bringing traditional music to a 

classroom is a point that many traditionalists disagree on, particularly on whether or not notation should be included 

(Blanton, 2014). Even within different contexts of old-time music, such as the folk music festival versus the 

traditional jam session, there are differences of opinion (Blanton, 2014). While the loose structure of the learning 

approach in traditional music may seem like a lack of organization to educators familiar to Euro-centric approaches 

to teaching large ensembles, this format opens up opportunities for community building, and reflects a different set 

of goals (Turino, 2009). 

Folk music traditions vary greatly across styles and communities, but a common factor across many of 

them is the repetition of melodic motifs within and across tunes (Lornell, 2012). Lornell's first rule for defining folk 

music is that “folk music varies greatly over space but relatively little over time” (Lornell, 2012, p. 13). This 

statement rings true especially for the phenomenon of folk festival jam sessions, which usually take place in 

campgrounds, with musicians from across the world sharing and disseminating tunes that will be carried to new 

places. Frisch describes the experience that all old-time fiddlers have had at some point, where “the excitement 

seemed to come from the shared effort that lifted the tune off the ground, and kept it rolling around its endless 

circle” (Frisch, 1987, p. 88). 

This concept of disseminating knowledge through a loose social structure is similar to Lave and Wenger’s 

model for communities of practice, where the “legitimate peripheral participation” of a novice can gradually evolve 

to an expert (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29). Not only does this legitimize the participation of someone who is new to 

this form of learning or musical style, but it applies the concept of a spiral curriculum in the context of learning 

cultural awareness (Bruner, 1960). As Doke (2020) points out, Lave and Wenger’s model was not originally 

designed for musicians, but is applicable to many contexts, including a “band of artists seeking new forms of 

expression” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 37). Waldron (2009) argues a community of practice occurs any time identity 

forms through a negotiation of meaning that evolves as individuals interact with each other within the context of a 

community. This supports the idea that the educator does not need to be an expert in order to authentically introduce 
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their students to traditional music, but rather they can be one of the individuals interacting within their classroom as 

they learn, while informed by outside resources. 

Lornell’s third paradigm for folk music is that the “authorship of folk songs are generally unknown," even 

though we can often trace the tune back to the general community from which it originated. This leads us to the 

primary framework this curriculum will use to define folk music, which is that “folk songs are usually disseminated 

by word-of-mouth, aurally, or through informal apprenticeships within the community” (Lornell, 2012, p. 13). This 

apprenticeship model is the format that these tunes are designed to be taught in an orchestra classroom, while 

simultaneously teaching awareness of the communities the tunes originated from. 

While I went through the process of choosing tunes, I had to determine how many folk music traditions I 

would introduce students to and had to balance depth with variety. In his examination of cultural revitalization, 

Blaustein (1975) points out that when we seek to revitalize or preserve a cultural music practice, we should also 

consider what can and should be maintained. Even though my aim was to advocate for multiculturalism, it was 

important to note that any repertoire selections of a style I made was going to represent the entirety of a genre to 

students. With this in mind, I decided to limit the styles included in this curriculum to Irish and American old-time 

folk styles, and to rely on Kip Lornell’s (2012) definitions for folk music to ensure authenticity.  

Advocacy for Inclusion    

There is growing interest in introducing eclectic music styles in the string classroom (Sciaroni et al., 2023). 

Within the National Core Arts Standards (2014), there is a category for assessment within “Improvisation,” and 

although this is not explicitly directed towards traditional music, this inclusion marks a change in the expectations of 

the music classroom on a national level. This is also reflected within the ASTA curriculum, where the content area 

for Historical and Cultural Elements calls for the literature to be “culturally authentic, and reflect multiple styles and 

cultures, while honing in on artistic skills relevant to these specific styles of music” (Benham & ASTA, 2011, p. 

246). These content areas clearly state that educators should not only introduce their students to diverse repertoire, 

but the authentic learning and performance practices as well. Teaching the melodies in the format they originated in 

is an example of advocacy that can come from within existing music classroom practices. 
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While the national standards encourage the inclusion of traditional and eclectic music styles, the current 

assessment practices remain unchanged in the assessments of large group performing ensembles. The annual 

National Orchestra Festival has expanded its’ requirements for ensembles to include historically marginalized 

composers within their programming, and specifically encourages the inclusion of eclectic styles (ASTA, n.d.). 

However, their guidelines also require that “each music score must carry the full copyright information printed on 

the music score from the publisher” (ASTA, n.d.). This automatically excludes the authentic performance of 

traditional folk music, which would not include copyrighted music scores. Another example can be seen in the 

University Interscholastic League (UIL) requirements for Orchestra Performance that was created by the University 

of Texas in Austin, where they state that as a part of their Diversity Initative, they “encourage(s) the programming of 

works from underrepresented composer groups and/or cultures” (League, n.d.). However, there is no mention of 

alternative forms of performance, and their clause on the use of unabridged editions inciting penalties does not 

encourage this practice (League, n.d.).  

Advocacy for the inclusion of eclectic styles in the music classroom extends beyond educators who are 

interested in incorporating these practices, but to the teacher training of future educators as well. As Koza points out, 

there already exists an interest among students to explore beyond their formal curriculum for teacher preparation, 

and by encouraging this desire for “musical multilinguism” through more varied course offerings, we can only 

provide further assets for their classroom teaching (Koza, 2009). Additionally, the incorporation of eclectic styles 

can lead to increased motivation and retention, particularly when these styles are taught in the more informal context 

of a community of practice (Wenger, 1991).  

Designing a classroom environment that makes space for alternative styles of teaching is going to look 

different depending on how much student choice an educator feels comfortable incorporating. Advocates for 

redesigning a music classroom acknowledge there is inherent risk in creating “opportunity for critical divergence” 

(Allsup, 2016). This doesn’t mean that a more student-centered approach can’t be planned, rather that the lesson 

plans will provide more opportunities for student-led activities. However, if we don’t foster opportunities to 

diversify our curriculum, we risk stagnation when we “start with knowledge already organized and proceed to ladle 

it out in doses” (Dewey, 1938). A more multicultural perspective on teaching style and content is highly applicable 
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to the music classroom, where there is an opportunity to view music as a “global phenomenon” (Anderson & 

Campbell, 2010).  

Existing Curriculums  

While there are many fiddle books and resources available, with different difficulty levels for tunes, there is 

no existing curriculum that is designed to teach tunes in an authentically-informed way. For the teaching of 

intermediate string classes, a resource currently available is Fiddlers’ Philharmonic, which states the value that 

“fiddle music offers a vast pedagogical and motivational resource that can only enhance the musical development of 

any string player” (Dabczynski & Phillips, 2007, p. 3). While this curriculum uses heterogeneous arrangements, 

accompanying recordings, and historical contexts for tunes, the notation of melodies indicates that they are designed 

to be used in a typical orchestra class setting, with no rote teaching (Dabczynski & Phillips, 2007).  

A similar fiddle method is the Mark O’Connor “New American School of String Playing” (2012) which is 

also in the format of written melodies with an accompanying CD. Although Mark O’Connor is a renowned fiddler 

who is immersed in the practices of this tradition, his curriculum (2012) is not designed to be taught in a culturally 

authentic format. Rather than create an innovative curriculum rooted in the practices of traditional American fiddle 

music, the O’Connor curriculum (2012) is in the format of method books such as Essential Elements (Allen, et. al., 

2004), with written out music theory skills preceding each tune that are focused on notation, rather than stylistic 

elements specific to traditional music. Although lacking in cultural authenticity, these sources can provide educators 

who are novices to traditional music with a resource to learn the tunes in a familiar format. 

Resources for educators seeking to expand on the following curriculum include online forums such as the 

Session (n.d.), where traditional Irish musicians have created a space for discussion and dissemination of tunes and 

ornamentations (Keith, n.d.; The Session). With comments in the discussion posts dating back decades, educators 

can use this resource to discover historical contexts for tunes, as well as recommendations for various ornament 

placements and versions of the same tune. It is through forums such as these that educators can be directed towards 

further resources that are commonly used within these communities. A useful example can be seen in Chris Haigh’s 

video series on teaching old-time tunes (2020), where the tunes are introduced in a folk festival format, with 

different levels of difficulty, suggestions for tags (endings) and accompanying chords (Haigh, 2020, 6:48).  
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It is also worth noting that while innovation is often met with skepticism, providing recordings as a 

resource is not a new phenomenon in folk music traditions. The introduction of recording technology was a 

contributing factor in the folk music revival of the 1950s, along with the establishment of folk music festivals such 

as Newport and Smithsonian Folklife Festivals (Ferris, 1982). The recordings for these series are useful for 

educators seeking an authentic recorded resource. While the introduction of the tape recorder to some extent 

supplanted the traditional neighbor-learned social learning, it also paved the way for an increase in interest and 

participation in folk music revivalists (Ferris, 1982). The use of recordings as well as sheet music gave cause for 

traditionalists to worry that homogeny of styles would take place, however, William Ferris (1982) maintains this has 

not occurred.  

Conclusion 

The alternative format of teaching that is necessary to authentically teach traditional music requires some 

adjustment for an orchestra classroom accustomed to a more Euro-centric approach. However, the benefit of 

incorporating multiculturalism can improve motivation, retention, and cultural sensitivity. The questions regarding 

how to meet these ethnographic goals of teaching traditional music in a culturally inauthentic context will be 

addressed in the methodology that was used to create this curriculum.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The purpose of this practicum was to create a series of nine lesson plans that could be used as supplemental 

material for an intermediate string orchestra class. The curriculum is designed for a heterogeneous string classroom, 

with arrangements including parts for violin, viola, cello, and bass. The curriculum is flexible, with the option to 

teach a lesson plan for a single tune or to use the suggested groupings, with three tunes of similar difficulty in each 

unit. Within each of the units, I will include strategies for ways to vary repetitions, and opportunities for 

reinforcement of each concept.  

Framework for Lesson Plans 

The format for the lesson plans in this practicum was borrowed from the “Teaching Music Through 

Performance in Orchestra” series, which was used as a model (Allen, et al., 2003). Each lesson plan is in the same 

format, beginning with historical context, and a warm-up exercise. Anytime there is a new bowing technique, 

students will first practice it in a familiar context, such as the major scale they are currently working on, before 

contextualizing the new technique into the repertoire.  

Whenever there is a new tune introduced, I used Michael Allen’s model for delineating three skill areas 

(right hand, left hand, and music-reading) “independently and concurrently” (Allen, et al., 2003). By having students 

practice shadow bowing, air bowing and singing, and pizzicato, I have included approaches to reinforcing different 

pairs of these three skills. The figure below illustrates the reasoning behind the suggested strategies for having 

students isolate these skills, while changing the combinations of each with successive repetitions (Allen, et al., 

2003).  

 

Figure 1: Michael Allen Skill Areas 
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Many methods books that include fiddle tunes, including Fiddlers’ Philharmonic and Essential Elements, 

include notated melodies with the intention that students will learn the songs by reading them (Allen, et. al., 2004). 

While I found the Fiddlers’ Philharmonic a helpful resource in informing certain choices I made, such as the 

inclusion of guitar chords, and the provision of different levels of the same tune, a key difference in the curriculum 

in this practicum is the view on note reading (Dabczynski, 2007). Because this is distinct from the traditional way 

these folk melodies are taught, I chose to make all of the arrangements homophonic and designed to be taught by 

rote. The inclusion of written arrangements is intended for instructor use only.  

The technical goals across tunes were chosen to match the sequence of material used in Mimi Zweig’s 

String Pedagogy online database (Zweig, 2002).  After a warm-up exercise, there are detailed steps for instructors to 

use to teach each tune by rote. There are suggestions for strategies to vary repetitions that are optional for instructors 

to use as they see fit. As students progress to more advanced units, the chunks of melodic material taught are 

lengthened, with the end goal being that students can participate in an authentic session, where they learn a tune by 

hearing it in its’ entirety, joining in as they gain familiarity with the melodic material. This also correlates with the 

organization of the pieces, with tunes of increasing difficulty grouped together into units.  

Selection Process  

In order to choose these tunes, I drew upon several resources. As someone that grew up learning fiddle 

tunes while a beginning violinist, I first examined the tunes that I was introduced to by my teachers. Tunes such as 

Cripple Creek, My Old Hen, and Ashokan Farewell came from my early introduction into the old-time tradition, and 

were taught to me by Aisha Ivey and Shelley Weiss. The Irish tunes (The Southwind and Mairi’s Wedding) were 

taught to me while attending an Irish fiddle camp, where I studied with Scott Walker and Robby Wells. While 

completing my student teaching under the supervision of music educator Erik Bryan, I learned Candy Girl and 

Spotted Pony as part of the standard curriculum for his intermediate orchestra. Many of these tunes were also 

mirrored on lists provided by fiddle teachers from blogs and forums such as The Session, where the The Southwind 

was found (Meidhreach, 2002). Through this forum, I found fourteen different transcriptions of the tune, as well as a 

detailed discussion that included information on the origins of the lyrics, personal anecdotes, and suggestions for 

ornamentations (Meidhreach, 2002).  
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It is worth noting that there were tunes I originally included but ultimately removed, after examining them 

for historical context. These include Golden Slippers, Liza Jane, and Turkey in the Straw. For some of these, they 

carry a history in minstrel music, while others include lyrics that denigrate Black musicians. For me, there was no 

question that they should not be included in this curriculum. There were other tunes that were removed for more 

string pedagogical reasons, including St. Anne’s Reel, and Swallowtail Jig, which after being sent to review to 

Brenda Brenner, an experienced and renowned pedagogue, it was pointed out were too ornamented for this level of 

ensemble.  

The organization of the selected tunes changed over time, with earlier drafts grouping tunes of disparate 

skill levels within the same unit. Through the editing process, I chose to group these tunes into three units, defined 

by enabling technical skills that are necessary to play them (Shaw, 2018). The first unit contains tunes that are all in 

D Major, with separate bows, while the last tune (Spotted Pony) introduces slides, as an introduction to the finger 

patterns they will use in G Major. The following unit varies the genre of songs being introduced, including an 

example of an Irish waltz (The Southwind). While my initial versions of the final unit contained tunes that were too 

ornate for this level of student musician, Unit 3 still represents the most advanced music in this curriculum, in terms 

of length and complexity of each tune.  

Considerations for Application 

Many old-time tunes that have roots in bluegrass and Appalachian folk traditions are in keys that are 

suitable for the intermediate orchestra, and the lesson plans will introduce articulations and embellishments that can 

provide teachers with an opportunity to address students of varying levels within the same ensemble while 

encouraging a culture of peer-mentoring. While this curriculum seeks to provide an introduction to a few of the 

many folk musical styles that exist, it will also aim to reinforce bowing styles, left-hand intonation, and aural skills 

in identifying motifs and chord progressions. These transfers are included with the aim of advocating for the 

inclusion of folk music within existing curriculums, and are designed to show that diverse music course offerings 

can benefit across genres, and do not detract from student learning. 

Prior to using these lesson plans, there are several skills that students need to have in order to experience 

success and growth on these tunes. There should be a familiarity with songs in the key of D Major. It should be 
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noted that the melodies have been arranged so that shifting is not immediately required for basses. All bowings are 

separate for the first unit, so slurring is not a skill that is initially necessary. Rather, there is more of a demand on left 

hand technique in these tunes, within which there is increasingly virtuosic passagework as the lesson plans progress. 

For the first couple of tunes, students need to be able to successfully use independent fourth fingers (cello and bass) 

and third fingers (violin and viola). Additionally, students should be able to lift multiple fingers at the same time 

between bow strokes.  

Within the lesson plans, there are suggested strategies for varying repetitions that are borrowed from 

Michael Allen’s model, such as pizzicato, shadow bow, and clapping while singing rhythm syllables (Allen, et al., 

2003. So that these strategies are effective, it is recommended that the instructor only use them if students are 

already familiar with them. Otherwise, their complexity may distract from the learning objectives, rather than 

reinforce them. Additionally, a foundation in aural skills will aid in this process.  

These suggested strategies and considerations were added to the curriculum after the initial review by Dr. 

Brenner. The final step of the editing process was to pilot the curriculum within my own string techniques class 

(F261 at the Jacobs School of Music). Although not an exact proxy of an intermediate orchestra class, these students 

represented novices on string instruments, with only several months’ experience on them. This pilot proved 

illuminating, as it revealed that there were several parts for the basses that were unplayable across slurs, and so I 

changed them so that the bowing was separate for all instruments, maintaining homogeny in bowing while 

accommodating for all instrument types. After the pilot, and the resulting edits, the curriculum was sent to Dr. Frank 

Diaz, an experienced string educator, for feedback, his expertise was invaluable for confirming that the suggested 

fingerings and bowings for basses were feasible.   

Chapter 4: Lesson Materials 

This curriculum is designed as supplemental material to the standard middle school orchestra curriculum, 

and it should be noted that it may take different amounts of time to get from one unit to another. Instructors are 

encouraged to use the Appendix for further resources to reinforce the milestone skills introduced in these tunes 

before moving on to the next tune in the list. Additionally, instructors can implement this curriculum as a series of 

stand-alone units spread across multiple semesters, or one unit condensed for more advanced ensembles. 
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Definitions 

• Aural Traditions: One of the few commonalities that nearly all folk traditions share, and is defined as the 

primary form of disseminating folk music and traditions  

• Session: A term applied to an informal gathering of musicians to play music together. This style of music 

making spans traditions from jazz, Irish, and old-time (Napier, 2022) 
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Lesson Plan 1  - Unit 1  

Class Setting: Heterogenous Middle School Orchestra classroom environment for students with 1-2 years' worth of 

experience on their instrument. Students are comfortable with learning pieces in D Major by rote.  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use).  

Objectives:  

a. Students will practice the following aspects of community music-making: group learning, peer mentoring, 

and aural learning.  

b. Students will be able to play Cripple Creek by memory on their respective instruments.  

c. Students will be able to match a steady beat as given by the instructor, demonstrated through changes in 

tempo as familiarity with the tune increases.  

d. Students will be able to transfer their understanding of the Nashville Shuffle bow stroke from a scale to the 

tune Cripple Creek (Christopher, 2015).  

Background 

i. Cripple Creek is a tune from the late 1800s that is Scottish in origin. Brought over by musicians from the 

British Isles to America, it gained popularity in Appalachia (Matteson, 2008). The lyrics refer to a creek 

that meanders its’ way down a mountain. Because these lyrics also allude to themes of drunkenness I chose 

to omit them from the curriculum. This tune is a reel which is a type of dance where there are four beats per 

measure (Taylor, 2021). Several versions of this tune exist, some of which have taken on different names, 

such as Red Creek, Shootin’ Creek, and Goin’ Up Brushy Fork (Matteson, 2008). 

 Procedures 

1. Space will be prepared so that all students will be sitting in a large circle, with instruments in the rest 

position and the teacher in the middle of the circle. If the class size is too large to accommodate this 

arrangement, students can be seated in a standard string orchestra seating arrangement. With both seating 

arrangements, instrument types must be grouped so that when students sing finger numbers they are 

similarly grouped. 



 
INCORPORATING THE PEDAGOGY OF TRADITIONAL FIDDLE PRACTICES 
 

   
 

17 

2. The teacher will provide interest in learning this tune by playing Cripple Creek up-tempo with 

ornamentations. A recommended recording to play is by Ian Walsh, who demonstrates some additional 

techniques to use over this tune: Cripple Creek Recording (Haigh, 2022). 

3. The teacher will begin by having students play the rhythm shown in Fig. 2 on an open D string, and then 

repeating on a D Major scale and arpeggio, which the students have previously learned. The teacher will 

explain that in the fiddling tradition, there is a range of bowing techniques. In this tune, they will use the 

"shuffle bowing," which is also called the "Nashville Shuffle" (as seen in the figure below) (Christopher, 

2015). 

 

Figure 2: Nashville Shuffle 

4. The teacher will explain common practices in fiddling communities, i.e. the tradition of passing on music 

by aural memory without written pitches through group learning, where a new tune is repeated in a session 

until everyone has learned the melody. It will be explained that eventually, the class will learn new tunes 

in the same way old-time sessions do, where the whole tune is run through by a leader that brings the 

tunes in, but for now, they will practice by learning small 2-measure sections of the tune. 

5. Beginning with the first two measures, the teacher will teach by rote, then move on to the next two 

measures until the entire A section is learned, pointing out where the melodic line descends rather than 

ascends. To disguise repetitions and to provide scaffolded learning, the teacher will go through the 

following steps with the group as a whole:  

1. Clap and count the rhythm using rhythm syllables 

2. Airbow and sing the finger numbers 

3. Shadow bow and play with the left hand silently 

4. Pizzicato 

5. Play with the bow and left hand 

https://youtu.be/CGZKGBVfY50?si=BF4n7iI_JYE1FhYc
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ii. Optional: If extra repetitions are needed, the teacher can count students off one at a time, 

having each number practice a different step of this sequence, before rotating so 

everyone has an opportunity to play every step.  

This sequence also provides teachers with the opportunity to assign seating before the lesson so that novice 

students can be in a chair that provides them with four repetitions before they play pizzicato. After all the 

students have cycled through each of these steps, the teacher will move on to everyone playing with the 

bow, and then on to the next two measures.  

6. Once the A section is learned, the teacher will move on to the B section using the same sequence, 

explaining that both sections repeat, for a final form of AABB. 

7. The teacher will encourage students to turn to a neighbor for help in the process of applying aspects of 

community music making. In order to accomplish this, students will use the following sequence: 

a. Count stands off as #1 or #2. 

b. Prompt: “Turn to your stand partner, 1’s plays the first two measures together 5x and then once for 

each other. Think of one thing your partner did successfully and tell them after they are done 

playing.” 

c. Prompt: “Now turn to the stand behind or in front, find someone who is a different number than 

you, and take turns playing your two measures for each other 5x through. If there is one spot that 

your partner needs extra help to learn, isolate that section until you can play through all 4 

measures together.” 

8. The instructor will have the students run through the entire tune multiple times, have student volunteers 

take a solo of one section (optional solo with a buddy), and a traditional foot raise from the leader of the 

session (in this case the teacher) will signal the end of the tune.  

a. Optional: It can be helpful to provide a harmonic basis for students to listen to while they play, 

either on guitar or with a backing track. Only a few chords are needed to accompany students on 

these tunes, written above the staff for instructor use, with chord charts included in the Appendix 

section of this curriculum. 

Assessment  
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a. The teacher will observe students while they proceed through the activities, taking note of difficulties 

encountered by students on particular sections of the song.  

b. Successful completion of this activity goes beyond just learning the correct notes, but include the 

community expectations made clear at the beginning of the lesson. The Teacher should take note of 

students who asked for help from the neighbors, and for peer mentoring that took place during Step 3. 
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Example 1: Cripple Creek, Traditional, arranged by Tekla Mendez 
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Lesson Plan 2 – Unit 1 

Class Setting: In the previous lesson, students were introduced to the tradition of fiddle music with an example of 

Appalachian-style old-time music. The second tune in this first unit will continue exploring Appalachian fiddle 

music with an introduction to the tune Candy Girl, and the fiddling bow technique known as “chopping” 

(Lieberman, 2001).  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use). Metronome app, classroom 

speakers.  

Objectives:  

a. Students will be able to play with a “chop” bow stroke on a quarter note beat with D and A strings.  

b. Students will be able to apply a “chop” bow stroke to the tune Candy Girl as an accompaniment figure on 

alternating repetitions of the song (i.e. half of the class plays the melody, the other half plays chops on the 

off beats of each measure).  

i. Optional: for more advanced students, introduce bow “pulsing” on the quarter notes, 

using the following steps:  

1). Sustain long bows on open D and A as double stops. 

2). Starting with a quarter note beat, rocking back and forth from D to A on a 

downbow slur, 4 beats total. 

3). “Pulse” on open A while sustaining open D the entire time  on a bow stroke, 

maintaining the pulses on the quarter notes  (Resource). 

Background 

i. Written by “Uncle Bunt” Stephens in 1926, Candy Girl was a tune that won him the blue ribbon in a fiddle 

competition sponsored by Henry Ford. Bunt was also the author of Arkansas Traveler, and Sail Away 

Ladies. Bunt Stephens was known for incorporating bow rocking (pulsing), where other strings would be 

played as an accompaniment to the melody, which would be accented on down bows (Recording of Bunt 

https://youtu.be/iIzwBkjFTIA?si=uSEzWOoZLgqjxpu8
https://youtu.be/y064kgSr0gc?si=Rpv9xv_muygBDGNW
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Stephens Playing Candy Girl) (Stephens, 2010). A possible variation to this tune would be to add an A 

drone in the first section while sliding the finger being used for C# to start on C and slide up the half step 

during the first measure.  

Procedure 

1. Space will be prepared so that all students will be sitting in a large circle, with instruments in the rest 

position and the teacher in the middle of the circle. A metronome will be connected to classroom speakers. 

For larger classrooms, they will be seated in a traditional orchestra seating or their usual setup. 

2. The teacher will provide interest in learning this tune by playing Candy Girl uptempo with a pulsing bow 

stroke. Another option is to play this recording of Bunt Stephens performing his tune (link) (Stephens, 

2010).  

3. The class will begin with a review of practices in fiddle music that differ from what students have 

experienced in the orchestra classroom setting. 

4. The teacher will review downbows and upbows and ask students to reflect on how the weight of the frog 

influences the articulation differences. Replacing the traditional terms for bowing with push (upbow) and 

pull (downbow). The teacher will then demonstrate how to “chop” on open D and A strings, using the 

following steps:  

1. After students reflect that the frog of the bow is much heavier than the rest of the bow, have 

them place their bows at the frog so that they are balanced on the D and A strings. 

2. Using short, vertical strokes onto the string, have students “chop” by creating percussive 

strokes with a metronome set to quarter note = 80 (Example).  

5. The teacher will lead an exploratory activity, setting the metronome to quarter note = 80, and having 

students play with pulsing open D and any note on A within the D Major scale.  

6. The teacher will introduce the tune Candy Girl from the Tennessee fiddler Bunt Stephens, by rote, 

beginning with the B section. First teach measures 5-6 as the “call,” and then measures 7-8 as the 

“response” with students singing on a neutral syllable, such as “la” to help familiarize their ears with the 

melody.  

https://youtu.be/y064kgSr0gc?si=Rpv9xv_muygBDGNW
https://youtu.be/y064kgSr0gc?si=Rpv9xv_muygBDGNW
https://youtu.be/NbFuuF9w2PM?si=t-Mt9EANiTjgOYZv


 
INCORPORATING THE PEDAGOGY OF TRADITIONAL FIDDLE PRACTICES 
 

   
 

23 

a. Optional for low strings: have cello and bass students snap pizzicato on the off beats any time 

there is a quarter note on an open D string. 

b. Optional for upper strings: have students use the pulse bow stroke on the quarter notes in the B 

section.  

7. Establish student confidence in their playing ability in this section by varying repetitions using some of the 

suggested strategies:  

i. If students are in a traditional orchestra seating arrangement, have inside players play 

pizzicato, and outside players play with the bow.  

a. Note: if students feel too isolated playing with the bow in a smaller 

group like this, outside players can air bow and sing, or bow while the 

recording is played.  

ii. If the class size is small enough to facilitate a circle formation, count students off in 1’s 

and 2’s, giving each number an option, then switch. 

a. Note: if extra repetitions are still needed, fun variations are to provide 

prompts such as "If you think a hotdog is a sandwich, play with the 

bow, if you don’t think so play pizzicato!” 

8. Once the B section has been solidified through varied repetitions, the teacher will introduce measure 1. 

Once this measure can be played three times in a row successfully (defined as using short bows on the 

sixteenth notes and coordinating the note change from E to F# with their bow changes), the teacher will 

introduce measure 4 note by note, slowly.  

a.  To aid in speeding this measure up, it is recommended that the teacher uses practice rhythms to 

strengthen the connections between each pair of notes. See the figures below for an example of the 

two versions of rhythmic displacement to practice: 

i.  Note: these rhythms are intended to be taught by rote and are written out for instructor 

use. 
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Figure 3 : Notated Rhythm 

9. Before running the tune, the teacher will introduce the vocal cue of the leader calling out "hup" during the 

final B section to signal that the class will continue immediately on to the next tune (agreed upon 

beforehand) without stopping.  

10. Students will run through the tune from the beginning multiple times to solidify. Using the traditional 

“hup” vocal cue for tune changes, students will then move on to Cripple Creek for review, before finishing 

the last B section with a kick cue from the teacher. 

i. Optional for more advanced students: Students can slide on the new bow (up bow) from 

E to F# in the first three measures of the A section, rather than playing as separate 

pitches. 

Assessment:   

a. The teacher should constantly be observing students’ ability to learn new melodies by rote and take note of 

students who need more repetitions.  

b. Have students “pair and teach” each other a place in Cripple Creek that can use a chop bow stroke while 

observing their ability to translate a technique to a novel musical sample.  
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Example 2: Candy Girl, Traditional, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 
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Lesson 3 – Unit 1 

Class Setting: Students have explored two Appalachian-style fiddle bow strokes and have learned two tunes within 

the tradition while practicing aspects of the culture of aural learning and actively reflecting on the differences 

between this and a traditional orchestra.  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use). 

Objectives:  

a. Students will be able to slide from F natural to F sharp at different speeds in their left hand while 

maintaining an even bow speed.  

b. Students will perform the tune Spotted Pony on their respective instruments.  

c. Students will implement the Nashville shuffle bow stroke as an introduction to the tune Spotted Pony. 

Background 

i. This tune is what is referred to as a “breakdown,” which means it is played up-tempo while playing 

multiple strings together (Tall, 2007). Spotted Pony comes from the Missouri fiddle tradition, which 

represented a synthesis of Scotch-Irish settlers and descendants of French musicians from St. Louis (Smith, 

2015). Although it is debated who the composer was, there are two distinct tunes by the name of Spotted 

Pony, with both originating from Missouri.  

ii. Before playing a tune, "taters" establish the speed of the tune and are played by the leader of the tune. See 

the figure below for an example to be used for any tune in D Major (change so that taters are always 

diatonic):  

 

Figure 4: Notation of "taters" Rhythm 

Procedure:  
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1. To begin, the teacher will play a recording of the tune Spotted Pony ((Link) (Quern, 2015). 

2. On open D and A strings, the teacher will have students review the Nashville shuffle. Once students are 

using the bow stroke consistently they will apply the shuffle to the D Major scale, now adding an accent on 

the first eighth note (see Fig. 2).  

3. The teacher will give an overview of how sometimes we use slides to embellish a melody, and will 

introduce a slide practice from F natural to F sharp. The teacher will have students place fingers down for 

F#, and then slide that same finger back until it is over F natural (have students play until we all “agree” on 

an F natural). The teacher is encouraged to adopt a sense of play in this exercise, having students play two 

bow strokes with a slide up to F#, varying the speed of the slide. Students will be asked to reflect on where 

in the bow they are when their slide arrives at F#. Partners will play their slides for each other, discussing 

their preferences for speed and arrival points for slides.  

4. Beginning in measures 3-4, the teacher will slowly break down this section by having students use the 

number system outlined in Lesson 1, playing twice as slowly, gradually increasing the tempo with each 

rotation of the playing assignments (i.e. "if your number is 1 clap and count, 2's air bow and sing finger 

numbers, 3’s shadow bow and silent left hand, 4’s pizzicato” and then switch by one). For this tune, it is 

recommended to omit clapping and counting as an option, as the rhythm is more straightforward than 

Candy Girl, but has more ornate left-hand work. Once these two measures can be played confidently at the 

final tempo, the teacher will add measures 5 and 6. The teacher will then play measures 9-12, asking 

students how the two sections are different.  

a. Optional: Students have the opportunity to figure out measures 9-12 on their own for 30 seconds.  

5. Using chunking to aid in memorization, the teacher will move on to teaching the B section by rote, first 

playing through the entire passage and having students raise their hands at familiar passages. Have students 

identify the differences between the phrase at measure 13-19 vs 20-26.  

a. Optional: Have students come up with lyrics for the two measures that change between the B and 

B’ parts to help memorize the melodic figure.  

6. The instructor will have students review double stops between D and A with the bow balanced on both 

open strings at the same time. The teacher will then demonstrate how many shuffles to play for “taters” (see 

Fig. 4). Note: the last note is an eighth note. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKCv8i18SH0&pp=ygUTc3BvdHRlZCBwb255IGZpZGRsZQ%3D%3D
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7. The teacher will ask for student volunteers to solo over either the A section or the B section, with 

interspersing of the group playing all together between each soloist.  

a. Optional: Use a random selection tool to call on a student to lead (i.e. in charge of writing the 

order of soloists on the board, playing introductory taters, and giving the kick cue on the last run-

through).  

8. As the capstone activity for this unit, students will engage in a jam session by breaking into small groups, 

with students taking turns suggesting a tune to play through.  

Assessment 

a. The teacher will periodically check on students' ability to replicate melodies on their instruments by asking 

small sections to play using strategies such as random selection by drawing names from a cup.  

b. Student’s ability to succeed in expectations of community music practice will be evaluated during the 

capstone small group jam session.  
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Example 3: Spotted Pony, Traditional, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 
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Lesson 4 - Unit 2 

Class Setting: Students have had an introduction to the C major scale and have played with dotted quarter–eighth 

note syncopations. 

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use), speaker set-up for playing 

recordings. 

Objectives:  

a. Students will be able to use singing to assist with intonation on their instrument, specifically on C and F 

natural.  

b. Students will be able to apply dotted quarter note – eighth note rhythm to a C Major scale and the tune 

My Old Hen.  

Procedure:  

1. The teacher will introduce the lyrics to this song four measures at a time, by rote with “my turn, your turn.” 

First just speaking the lyrics while keeping a steady beat (patting, stamping, clapping, or snapping), then by 

singing while the melody is provided on an instrument or recording (Resource) (Haigh, 2020). 

2. The teacher will have students warm up on an open G string (if violin/bass) or C string (if viola/cello) using 

the rhythm in the image below, beginning with a downbow. The objective here is to begin downbow, using 

equal amounts of bow on the upbow. Once students demonstrate they can use bow speed on the eighth note 

to get back to where they started in the bow, the teacher will have them play a C Major scale using the 

same rhythm, with all separate bows: 

 

Figure 5: C Major Rhythm Warmup 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F44ta51yXAE
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3. By this point, students should be familiarized with singing the melody of the tune, and they can be taught 

by rote how to play the tune with higher pitch accuracy, two measures at a time. It is helpful for students to 

learn the lyrics first, as it is an aid in organizing the notes of a tune.  

4. It is recommended that the teacher takes this time to refine the intonation on C naturals, particularly by 

examining how the students' left-hand setup is affecting the pitch. It is recommended that the teacher has 

students repeat the first three notes while moving around the classroom to check the intonation. Remind 

students to keep the left hand relaxed and on the pad of the finger by instructing students to tap their 

fingers, releasing the tension, before conducting a play-through. During the play-through, the teacher can 

provide individualized feedback without isolating a student in front of the group. 

Assessment:  

a. The teacher will walk around the class during the run-through, taking note of students' abilities to match 

pitch while singing, and which students may need later encouragement to sing. 

b. During Step 4 the teacher will assess student’s ability to play in C Major by observing their accuracy of 

placement on finger tapes.  
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Example 4: My Old Hen, Traditional, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 
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Lesson 5 – Unit 2 

Class Setting: Students have had an introduction to Appalachian-style fiddling and have put into practice the 

classroom behavior expectations for community music-making, such as peer mentoring and group learning.  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use), speaker set-up for playing 

recordings.  

Objectives:  

a. Students will be able to recreate dotted rhythms on a D Major scale using the rhythm in Fig. 6.  

 

Figure 6: Dotted Rhythm Example in D Major 

b. Students will perform Down By Sally Gardens with placements of slurs chosen by students.  

c. Students will be able to describe the genre of an Irish reel.  

Background 

i. This tune was originally called The Maid of Mourne Shore, and had no lyrics to it until the Irish poet 

William Butler Yeats wrote his poem to the tune. His inspiration began from being unable to remember the 

words to another tune, called Ye Rambling Boys of Pleasure, within which there is a reference to Salley 

Gardens. The word Salley comes from the Gaelic “saileach,” which means willow, and so the title of this 

version of the tune refers to a willow garden (Barrett, 2023).  

Procedure:  

1. The teacher will introduce students to the tune Down by the Salley Gardens with a recording by Maura 

O’Connell (Link) (2014) giving the history of the tune (Barrett, 2023). The teacher will explain that this 

song was popularized by O’Connell, who sang with the words of a poem by Yeats, but is set to a melody 

that has existed in Ireland for much longer by the name of You Rambling Boys of Pleasure.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NJxXD9Is-L0
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2. The teacher will lead students in a warm-up activity using the rhythm in Fig. 7, first by playing two beats 

per pitch (Fig. 7), and then changing pitches up the scale on the eighth note (Fig. 8). Because this tune has 

many arpeggiated skips throughout the melody, students will apply this same exercise to the D Major 

arpeggio which they are familiar with.  

 

Figure 7: Two Beats Per Pitch 

 

Figure 8: Changing Pitches on the Eighth Note 

3. Play the tune and give students 1 minute to explore their instruments and figure out as much as they can. 

This will be repeated until the teacher observes students picking up at least two measures of melodic 

material while encouraging them to turn to a neighbor and work it out together. The class will then play 

through the A section as a group on a loop until everyone has the melody worked out.  

a. Optional: If students are not yet ready for this transition away from chunking rote learning, the 

teacher can use the same sequence from Unit 1. However, it is encouraged to give this approach a 

try, as it is a crucial stepping-stone to one of the final goals, which is for students to participate in 

a traditional session by successfully learning a new tune in a setting where the tune is played.  

4. Because this lesson is used as a stepping-stone towards more independent student learning, the teacher will 

use rote teaching for the B section, pointing out the syncopated rhythms that the students used in the 

beginning warm-up.  

5. In Irish music, there is never a concrete plan for slur placement, but the goal is typically to arrive at the 

beginning of a phrase’s downbeat on a downbow. For this to happen, some slurs have to be used. To this 

end, the teacher will allow students to decide where they want to place slurs in the melody to accomplish 

this goal.  
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i. If a large classroom, have students turn to their stand partner and come up with a plan for 

slur placement in the B section.  

ii. For smaller classes, this can be conducted as a group discussion to take student 

suggestions before having everyone try out the ideas. 

Assessment:  

a. The teacher will observe students’ ability to transfer new techniques, such as syncopations, into familiar 

settings (i.e. D Major scale and arpeggio).  

b. The teacher will be informally assessing students’ ability to learn a new tune with less structured teaching 

practices.  
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Example 5: Down by the Salley Gardens, Traditional, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 
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Lesson Plan 6 – Unit 2 

Class Setting: Students have been given an introduction to the Irish fiddle tradition, and have applied quarter note 

eighth note syncopations to their scales, arpeggios, and a new tune. Students are familiar with a one-octave G Major 

scale and arpeggio by this point.  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use, speaker set-up for playing 

recordings). 

Objectives 

a. Students will be able to demonstrate the syncopation shown in Fig. 9 on a G Major scale and arpeggio.  

b. Students will describe the qualities of an Irish polka, and demonstrate understanding of an example by 

playing Mairi’s Wedding.  

Background 

i. A wildly popular tune, this is an example of a genre of songs called “polkas,” which feature syncopations 

and faster tempos. No one knows who wrote this song, but the words for it were composed by John 

Bannerman, who heard the singer Mary McNiven win the 1934 national Gaelic singing competition and 

wrote the lyrics in dedication to her (Gunn, n.d.). 

Procedure  

1. The teacher will introduce the tune by playing the tune on an instrument or a recording of Mairi’s Wedding 

(Link) (Gunn, n.d.).  

2. The teacher will introduce the genre of “polkas” by explaining that this category of Irish fiddling tunes 

features syncopations and faster tempos. They will demonstrate an example of the genre by performing 

Mairi’s Wedding, and showing videos of traditional Irish instruments that would be used to accompany this 

tune, such as the bodhrán (frame drum), clairseach (Celtic harp), and uilleann pipes (teachers are 

encouraged to use these Gaelic spellings rather than the English translations). The teacher will also provide 

background on this tune, by explaining that no one knows who wrote the song, but similar to Down by 

Salley Gardens, there were lyrics set to it later, in this case by John Bannerman (Gunn, n.d.).  

https://www.irishmusicdaily.com/mairis-wedding
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“Over hill ways up and down / myrtle green and bracken brown 

Past the shielings thro the town / all for sake of Mairi.” 

3. The teacher will briefly review the rhythm in Down by the Salley Gardens, before introducing the written 

rhythm of the first measure of Mairi’s Wedding, pointing out that the rule for dotted rhythms is consistent, 

but we will now be dotting a smaller rhythmic value (an eighth note). Using the melodic pattern of the first 

measure, the teacher will then have students apply this on an open G string, and then a G Major scale.  

4. The teacher will again play through Mairi’s Wedding on an instrument or recording (Recording Link), 

having students close their eyes and raise a hand when they identify a different version of the A and B 

section, assessed respectively. Beginning with the B section, the teacher will work from the end of the 

piece and work backward two measures at a time, notating the two different forms of syncopation (see Fig. 

9) on the board so students can identify them throughout the song.  

 

Figure 9: Two Kinds of Syncopation 

5. Beginning by teaching the A section with straight eighth notes, the teacher will break this section down into 

two-measure chunks. Once students are confident with the left hand, the teacher will introduce the 

syncopations, isolating the downbeat of measure 1, the second beat of measure 3, and the downbeat of 

measure 9. Throughout this exercise, the teacher should encourage relaxed and curved left hands, 

instructing students to think of their fingers as bouncing on the string for the syncopation, rather than 

pressing.  

a. Optional: Have students silently tap the finger playing the sixteenth note for each syncopated 

example, ensuring relaxed left hands.  

6. The teacher will write the text for the third verse of the song (see Objective), splitting the class in half, 

having one group sing and the other play before switching.  

Assessment  

https://www.irishmusicdaily.com/mairis-wedding
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a. The teacher will observe students’ left-hand facility, particularly in the faster syncopations, to gauge 

student preparedness for the next tune in this unit.  

b. The teacher will observe students showcase signs of understanding expectations of playing music in a 

group learning context.  

 

Example 6: Mairi's Wedding, Traditional, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 



 
INCORPORATING THE PEDAGOGY OF TRADITIONAL FIDDLE PRACTICES 
 

   
 

40 

Lesson Plan 7 – Unit 3 

Class Setting: Students have been given an introduction to 3 /4 time, and pick-ups into phrases, as well as slower 

fiddle tunes. Students have had an introduction to singing over fiddle tunes, and are familiar with playing in the key 

of G Major.  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use), speaker set-up for playing 

recordings, and projector screen for videos and pictures.  

Objectives 

a. Students we be able to describe the qualities of an Irish “air,” a slow, typically melancholic style of Irish 

tunes.  

b. Students will perform The Southwind as a class, both on their respective instruments as well as singing one 

verse.  

Background 

i. Originally called Oh Wind from the South, before Donal Macnamara set lyrics to it, driven by his longing 

for home in the Irish town of Mayo. 

The Southwind (A Ghaoith ó nDeas) 

“From south I come with velvet breeze, 

My word all nature blesses,  

I melt the snow and strew the leaves 

With flowers and warm caresses; 

I’ll help you to dispel your woes, 

With joy I’ll take your greeting 

And bear it to your loved Mayo 

Upon my wings so fleeting” (Waldron, n.d.).  

 

Procedure  
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1. The teacher will give an introduction to the tune Southwind, by informing the class that this is an air, 

playing an example of the tune (Recording) (Idlewild, 2015). 

2. The teacher will have students warm up on an open G string, with two stopped notes per bow, and then 

with three stops per bow. Once the students are able to consistently articulate the beginning of each note, 

the students will repeat this bow pattern over a G Major scale, using two stopped notes per bow, and then 

three. Once the coordination between the left and right hand is established, the teacher will have everyone 

play with three slurred notes per bow, emphasizing the triplet feel.  

 

Figure 10: Two Stopped Notes Per Bow 

 

Figure 11: Three Stopped Notes Per Bow 

 

Figure 12: Three Slurred Notes Per Bow 

3. The form of this tune is ABB’, each phrase lasting 8 measures long. Beginning with the first phrase, the 

instructor will loop 8 measures at a time, slow enough for students to pick up the notes, all separate bows, 

moving on to the next phrase only when everyone has gotten the notes for each previous phrase.  

4. Only once students have gotten all of the notes, the teacher will use the projector to show the notated 

pitches with the words underneath and will divide the class in half for singers and instrumentalists, and then 

switch. 

https://youtu.be/veui9_DgDdg?si=PgWlYVshgnZK-S25


 
INCORPORATING THE PEDAGOGY OF TRADITIONAL FIDDLE PRACTICES 
 

   
 

42 

Assessment 

a. The teacher will be informally assessing students throughout the learning process for speed of note 

acquisition.  

b. An examination of the student reflections in tune books will reflect student understanding of defining 

characteristics for this tune category.  

 

Example 7: The Southwind, Traditional, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 
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Lesson Plan 8 – Unit 3 

Class Setting: Students have learned a handful of Irish tunes, and Appalachian-style tunes, and have had an 

opportunity to participate in a jam session with their peers.  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use), speaker set-up for playing 

recordings. 

Objectives 

a. Students will be able to reflect on a time that music helped them process an experience or emotion.  

b. Students will be able to describe the definable qualities of a Scottish lament.  

c. Students will be able to successfully play C#’s and C’s within the same tune - Ashokan Farewell.  

Background  

i. Written in the style of a Scottish lament, the composer Jay Ungar was a Jewish-American fiddler who 

wrote Ashokan Farewell at the turn of the 20th century as a dedication to his camp, Ashokan Camp. This 

summer festival marked a yearly gathering of fiddlers, and Ungar penned this tune to commemorate the 

closing of camp each year and a celebration of the camaraderie born during the time of music-making that 

its participants shared. 

Procedure  

1. The teacher will begin by playing a recording of the tune Ashokan Farewell played by the composer, Jay 

Ungar (Link) (Ungar & Mason, 2011).  

2. The teacher introduces the history of this tune, Ashokan Farewell, which is an embodiment of the folk 

music diaspora. The teacher will explain that he penned this tune as a way of commemorating the closing 

of his camp every year as well as a celebration of the camaraderie born during the time of music-making 

shared by its participants. The teacher will ask students to inwardly reflect on an event or period in their 

lives where a specific song or album helped them experience their emotions.  

https://youtu.be/2kZASM8OX7s?si=DeyOy1MtPX6Jl2AS
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3. Using the rhythm of the first complete measure, the teacher will have students bow this rhythm on an open 

D string, traveling to the tip on the downbow dotted quarter note, and using the next three eighth notes to 

get back to the lower half of the bow. 

4. Because this is the first tune in this curriculum that is in 3 / 4 time with a waltz feel, the teacher should 

begin students keep a steady beat for the tune with one beat per measure, feeling a sense of buoyancy with 

the three beats fit within. While students are doing this, the teacher will play through the tune. Next the 

teacher will teach them the song by rote. Because this tune is simpler in left-hand technique, the teacher is 

encouraged to teach them phrase by phrase, rather than 2-4 measures at a time.  

i. Note: Make sure to point out that there are upbeats into each major section. 

5. Now that students are more familiar with the subphrases of the tune, the teacher will then repeat the song, 

this time having students draw out a diagram for what they think the phrase structure for the tune is. Having 

students pair and share, the class will discuss how there are varying levels of phrases, and that we could 

analyze this piece based on 4-bar phrases or 8. 

6. Using the phrase diagrams from Step 5, the teacher will ask for student volunteers to play through the piece 

in a way that reflects their interpretation of where the phrases should be, guiding them towards realizing 

how it organically fits within a 4-bar phrase format. 

a. Optional: Have students strum the downbeats of each measure in the chord progression for the 

tune written on the board.  

i. Note: If encountering the same student volunteers, turn to the popsicle stick method of 

selecting names from a cup (you may stack the deck as well, to ensure that more novice 

students aren’t put on the spot until they are showing understanding of the tune while 

playing in a group).  

Assessment 

a. The teacher will examine the phrase structure diagrams that students turn in, taking note that the lengths of 

phrases may alter their interpretation of the form of the tune (AABB’). 
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Example 8: Ashokan Farewell, by Jay Ungar, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 
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Lesson Plan 9 – Unit 3 

Class Setting: Students have been given an introduction to choosing slur placements and have learned shorter Irish 

reels.  

Materials: Violins, violas, celli, bassi, guitar or banjo (optional, for instructor use), speaker set-up for playing 

recordings. 

Objectives 

a. Students will be able to memorize a longer reel form by playing the Concertina Reel. 

b. Students can play accented ties across bar lines.  

Background 

i. Sometimes confused with another tune called the Old Concertina Reel, this is an old Irish reel named after 

the instrument the concertina, invented in 1829 (Concertina Resource). (Scahill, 2017). This tune is also 

known under the name The New Concertina Reel. 

Procedure  

1. The teacher will introduce this tune by playing it on their instrument or a recording (Link) (Scahill, 2017). 

2. The teacher will next provide a history of this tune, which is another example of a reel, and asking the class 

what other tune they've learned that falls under this category (Down By the Salley Gardens). Sometimes 

known as the New Concertina Reel, this is an old Irish reel named after the concertina instrument, invented 

in 1829.  

3. The teacher will teach students the bowing pattern in the first two beats of the tune on an open D string, 

incorporating a bow lift after the first downbow. This pattern is the same every time it is repeated. 

4. Because reels feature many running eighth notes and it can be easy to get lost in the ornamentation, it is 

recommended that the teacher use a guitar or banjo to maintain a steady beat to provide students with a 

frame of reference. If this is not an option, the teacher can use software such as iReelPro (n.d.) to import 

the chord changes of the tune to play along with (Resource). The teacher will begin by teaching melodic 

fragments, beginning with measures 3-4 as a unit, measures 1 as a unit, and measures 8-9 as a unit. The 

https://hobgoblin.com/instruments/instrument/concertina
https://youtu.be/USHPlOqp7aE?si=zzZTYKGBcD5gLPJz
https://www.irealpro.com/
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teacher will name these fragments using student-suggested terms (often chosen based on prominent notes, 

such as the "D Major Arpeggio Motif"). Based on the aural skills of the group, the teacher can choose one 

of the following options:  

a. Option 1: The teacher can teach this tune in a contextually accurate way, by playing the tune all 

the way through, encouraging students to jump in on familiar melodic fragments, and expanding 

these fragments with each repetition. 

b. Option 2: The teacher can teach the sections by rote in order of; A, A’, B, B’, while writing the 

placement of the melodic fragments learned in Step 4 on the board, with blank spaces under areas 

to be learned, so that students have anchor points. 

5. The capstone exercise for this unit will be to have students play a traditional Irish set, meaning a collection 

of three tunes played together, each being repeated 2-3 times.  

i. Optional: If there is a nearby Irish Trad session, reaching out to local musicians may 

provide students with an opportunity to play with authentic Irish instruments.  

Assessment 

a. Students will give a practice performance of one of the three tunes, optional in front of the class or one-on-

one with the teacher.  
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Example 9: Concertina Reel, Traditional, Arranged by Tekla Mendez 



 
INCORPORATING THE PEDAGOGY OF TRADITIONAL FIDDLE PRACTICES 
 

   
 

49 

Chapter 5: Discussion  

Purpose of the Practicum 

 The purpose of this practicum was to design a series of nine lesson plans that provided a resource to string 

music teachers who wanted to incorporate traditional music into their curriculum in an authentic way. In order to 

develop these lessons, I first examined the national standards for K-12 music, existing curriculum, and large 

ensemble evaluation repertoire lists. While there are standards that encourage music educators to incorporate 

multiculturism into their classroom, there are no tunes on state repertoire lists that are being evaluated or learned in a 

culturally informed way. Once I identified this gap, I began the process of selecting and researching a list of tunes to 

use. Beginning with Mimi Zweig’s sequence of technical skills, I examined tunes that would match her systematic 

approach to developing right and left-hand skills (Zweig, 2002). I then drew on resources such as the Session (n.d) 

for tune lists that are used within the Irish fiddling community, as well as reviewing the first tunes I was able to learn 

in sessions I attended as a novice fiddler.  

After settling on a tune list and transcribing parts for a heterogeneous classroom, I sent them to multiple 

educators for feedback. Thorough review with Dr. Brenda Brenner proved invaluable, and her experience as a 

pedagogue led to the careful editing of sections that would be outside of the ability of an intermediate ensemble, 

particularly in the low string arrangements. I made the necessary edits before running a pilot of the curriculum with 

my string techniques class at the Jacobs School of Music before finalizing the curriculum.  

 A challenge I encountered was how to balance cultural authenticity with pedagogical feasibility, 

particularly within the constraints of a heterogeneous classroom. Although most traditional old-time fiddle sessions 

introduce new tunes by playing through them in their entirety, this may not be the ideal approach for students who 

are novices to this aural-based form of learning. During my pilot, I found some students were immediately enthused 

to learn in this format, while some were frustrated by the lack of notation and structure. By using melodies that were 

easier than their current music reading level, I found students became more confident in their ability to learn by rote. 

Additionally, I chose to maintain a homophonic melodic structure to enable rote teaching, as well as provide 

melodic material to bass students, rather than choosing to give them a simpler harmonic line.    
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 Another difficulty that should be taken into consideration is how to balance advocating for traditional 

music with the expectations of state assessments. While some states give educators the option of choosing 1 of their 

3 repertoire selections from outside of the required list, traditional music represents a learning style that may be 

unfamiliar, and require additional class time in order to authentically experience. It is not expected or necessary that 

educators use this curriculum in its’ entirety within a certain time frame, or in the listed order. Rather, I hope that 

this resource provides an entry point for introducing students to traditional music making in a way that works best 

for their curriculum goals, skill level, and class time without the need for assessment.  

Implications for Future Study 

 Moving forward, more research on strategies for implementing community music making practices into the 

heterogeneous classroom are needed to provide resources to educators seeking to bridge this gap. Additionally, 

advocacy for professional development on these topics, as well as diversifying repertoire lists will facilitate the 

implementation of traditional music and alternative modes of learning in the music classroom. In order to 

accomplish this in a culturally informed way, it is my recommendation that future researchers reach out to culture 

bearers to guide this process. Although it is a challenge to be the leader in a classroom with no culture bearer, I 

encourage educators to use these resources to communicate with communities whose traditions they are interested in 

representing (Blanton, et. al., 2014).  
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Appendix: Additional Resources  

Chord Charts – a collection of chord charts for the guitar chords included in this curriculum 

https://truefire.com/guitar-chord-charts 

Chris Haigh YouTube Channel – includes instructional videos on learning tunes, includes links 

to his website for a subscription to his fiddling courses 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F44ta51yXAE 

Fiddlers’ Philharmonic – a sequenced curriculum with brief historical context for each tune, as 

well as solo and group arrangement options for each https://www.alfred.com/fiddlers-

philharmonic-encore/p/00-18080/ 

Mark O’Connor Method Books – a resource useful for finding tune names and expanding 

educators’ traditional tune repertoire. https://www.oconnormethod.com/O-Connor-

Method-Digital-Downloads.html 

Old Time Music – provides meanings behind songs lyrics https://oldtimemusic.com/the-

meaning-   behind-the-song-down-by-the-salley-gardens-by-maura-oconnell/ 

The Session – an expansive online forum that continues to compile Irish traditional tunes, 

anecdotes, ornamentations, and discussions among the community . 

https://thesession.org/ 
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