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‘ '~ Teacher Jonathan Schwartz and his o < R % T can serve
students got nothing but the blues. ) ! - as a basis for
classroom
music explorations,
interdisciplinary
studies, and
much more for
all grade levels.

BY CATHY APPLEFELD OLSON

EACHERS LOOKING FOR 2 way Lo sel
their students down “the royal

road 1o Americana,” in the words
of Jonathan Schwartz, might

consider i:l!'ui.:itlu'!'_r, their classroom

with the blues. Schwartz is an educator

and founder of the Rockademix
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nonprofit program (rockadenrix.ong) that

uses music and technology 1o
help children learn academics,

While both jazz and blues
are both prominent in higher
education, blues can be more
accessible to younger students,
beginning in the earliest
elementary grades. “We need to dip as
low as we possibly can in terms of age
to get them interested, or at the least
provide some stimulation so they can
continue to explore not only the blues
but other art forms,” says Mark Malone,
L0 ﬂ.{ii'l ALOT L':f-:l'ril.l:i:i-:_i ﬂ'L'!U-::.:IIi:'H\ !-:'rf
graduate and undergraduate studies at
William Carey University in Hatties-
burg, Mississippi. Malone was the key
architect of a six-part, blues-centric

curriculum specifically for fourth
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graders in Mississippi, which he
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developed in 20112 after the state |
receivied a Folk Arts Infrastruc-
ture Grant from the Mational
Endowment for the Ares. The
goal is to teach students how blues
music developed and how it continues
to impact contemporary culture.
Fourth grade is the “sweet spot”
because it's the vear social studies classes
focus on state history. *It's about
preserving the heritage of arts here in
our state. There's such a large following
tor blues im Asia, South America,
Europe ... but we're losing the young
people here in the States who don’t
have any knowledge of it,” says Malone.
But there are many ways to engage
students with the blues in classroom
general music across the elementary,
middle, and high school levels. And
once teachers open their ears and minds
to the music, they'll find the blues and
its story cross a number of subject areas.
“With blues, there’s something that
seems almost to demand we pay
attention o African-American cultural
origins,” savs Adam Gussow, associate
professor of English and Southern
studies at the University of Mississippi
in Oxtord, and a blues harmonica arose
and instructor. The blues story “begins
on the slave ships of Africa, is born in
the cotton fields of the deep South,
moves up to Chicago, builds like a
snowhall, and now 15 2 music
everyone can play.” So
integrated are the blues and
African-American history that
Scholastic listed “listening to
blues music and having
students compose their own
1 2-bar blues musie™ as the thied of 25
ways for teachers o integrate Black
History Month into their classrooms in

February.
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Indeed, while the art form emerged
in the southern Delta, two significant
migrations ot Atrican-Americans from
the South to the Midwest—Chicago in
particular—expanded both influences
on the musie, and s own influence.
The hirst of these Great Migrations took
place during World War I, and the

second after World War 11,

Integrating Blues History into
the General Music Classroom
The first step to bringing the blues into
the classroom is For teachers wo realize
that they don't have to be experts or
aficionados to do so, The second step is
to disavow any notion that the music is
depressing and exists in a vacuum,
“The biggest misconception of the
blues i soamehow blues are sadness,”
Gussow says, “Blues feeling may be sad-
ness, but blues music has almaost a
magical way of transforming sadness

into energy. into resistance. It remoral-

“Blues feeling may be sadness, but blues music
has almost a magical way of transforming sadness
into energy, into resistance.” -apamcGussow
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izes demoralized people. To me, that's
the power.”

Schwartz notes that, “In my
experience, when teachers are thinking
about combining music and academics,
blues 150°t seen as a fountain of materials
from which to launch interesting
discussions. It’s usually viewed as a
dirge. Bur start by bringing in some
Chuck Berry. It's unbelievable what
you can ming from this music.” Afrer
engaging his first- and second-grade
classes at Garrison Elementary in
COceanside, California, in music by
established blues artists and his own
compositions, he developed the Kids
Like Blues program (kiddikelliees. org)
and formed a Blues band with
some of the students. The
troupe gigged around southern
California with their original
songs and even landed on stage
at Legoland.

For students in middle and high
school, deeper conversations about
blues history can abound. Gussow
suggests a deep dive into the migration
of African=-Americans to the norch and

suggests augmenting the discussion

O

g
E
g
g
g
£
:
g
§
:
3
:
;

ARMETROMG

I-I.':li"ul'l.lhl'-

CHYYARTE HOTES THAT
! RS TAN TR

_BY BRINGING INSOME 3
FCHUCK BERRY® &

“It’'s unbelievable
what you can mine

from this music.”
—=J]ONATHAN SCHWARTZ

with portions of the James N, Gregory
book The Seuthern Diaspora: How the
Cireat Miprations of Black and Whire
Southerners Transforned America
(2005, The University of
MNorth Carolina Press) as one
launch point for conversation.
“If you're talking about great
WOLF blues musicians historically,
the great majority of them are African-
American, Do you bring in the Stevie
Ray Vaughans? And since classrooms
are not simply white and black, do you
make any effort to talk about blues in
an international context? What was it
about the music that got so many
people’s attention, to get beyond racial

dichoromies?"” Gussow prompts.

Blues in Interdisciplinary
Studies

Music teachers already know thar art
enhances other academic concentra-
tions. Mo where is this more apparent
than with the blues, which fit perfectly
with the Whaole School Inatiative,

Mississippi’s furat comprehensive,
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statewide arts education program that
uses the arts as a vehicle for promoting
high-quality instruction across core
areas, “The thrust of it 5 o use arts W
teach basic subject matters,” Malone
says. “The basic premise of our blues
project is using blues music to teach
social studies, geography, science, and
English."

History and social studies are natural
places to start interdisciplinary work. “A
lor of history has been taken away from
the academic curriculum because its not
on The Test,” remarks Schwartz, “This
music is the most amazing way of bring-
ing it back in. The key is to figure out
which [state] standards allow teachers o
bring in the music, then finding the
right song and getting involved in the
meaning behind it."

An entire unit of the Mississippi cur-

ricilum is built around transportation.

ESSENTIAL RECORDINGS FOR THE CLASSROOM

“The unit talks about water, the
railroad, bus, and car,” Malone says.
“The water transportation portion is
more local, but train transportation and
bs stations are more universal and get
to the idea of wanting 1o get away from
your troubles quicker. Teachers can ger
kids brainstorming about the definition
of transportation, and it brings blues
into a whole new realm.”

Another Mississippi segment focuses
entirely on politics and civil rights.
“This could spill more into middle
school and high school for an in-depth
loak, and there are [prompts] for
discussion abour gender roles here too,”
Malone adds.

There's also a treasure
trove of teachable blues
liverature, particularly in the
study of poetry for high

schoolers. “This 15 an

Rich in musical legacy and cultural heritage, the blues songbook offers something
for students of all ages and skill levels. Here are just a few of the best blues and
blues-influenced songs that you can incorporate into your lessons.

# "“Downhearted Blues®" —Bessie Smith
# “Jelly Bean Blues”™
—Ma Rainey and Louls Armstrong

# "Dark Was the Night, Cold Was the
Ground™ —Blind Willie Johnson

» “Sitting on Top of the World®
= Mississippl Sheiks
» "Smokestack Lightning™ —Howlin® Wolf

# *Call It Stormy Monday [But Tuesday
Is Just as Bad)" —T-Bone Walker

# "Messin' with the Kid*® —Junior Wells

# *5an Francisco Bay Blues®™ —Jesse Fuller
# "Big River” —Jlohnny Cash

# “Promised Land™ —Chuck Berry

# "Pride and Joy" —5tevie Ray Vaughan

* “Georgla on My Mind" —Ray Charles
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“It's unbelievable
what you can mine

from this music.”
—JONATHAN SCHWARTZ

with portions of the James N, Gregory
book The Southern Diaspora: How the
Crreat Migrations of Black and White
Southermers Transformed America
(2005, The University of
MNorth Carolina Press) as one
launch point for conversation,
HOWLIN “If vou're talking about great
WOLF blues musicians historically,
the great majority of them are African-
American. Do you bring in the Stevie
RF.ay Vaughans? And since classrooms
are not simply white and black, do you
make any ¢ffort to talk about blues in
an international context? What was it
abourt the music that got so many
people’s attention, to get beyond racial

dichoromies?"” Gussow prompts.

Blues in Interdisciplinary
Studies

Music teachers already know thar ar
enhances other academic concentra-
tions, No where is this more apparent
than with the blues, which fit perfectly
with the Whaole School Initiative,

Mississippi’s first comprehensive,
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statewide arts education program that
uses the arts as a vehicle for promoting
high-quality instruction across core
arcas. “The thrust of 1t 15 to use arts to
teach basic subject matters,” Malone
says. “The basic premise of our blues
project is using blues music to teach
social studies, geography, science, and
English.”

History and social studies are natural
places to start interdisciplinary work., “A
lot of history has been taken away from
the academic curriculum becanse 1t's not
on The Test,” remarks Schwartz, “This
music is the most amazing way of bring-
ing it back in. The key is to figure out
which [state] standards allow teachers to
bring in the music, then finding the
right song and getting involved in the
meaning behind ™

An entire unit of the Misisippi cur-

riculum is built around transportation.

“The unit talks about water, the
railroad, bus, and car,” Malone says.
“The water transportation portion is
more local, but train transportation and
bus stations are more universal and get
to the idea of wanting to get away from
your troubles quicker. Teachers can ger
kids brainstorming about the definition
of transportation, and it brings blues
into a whole new realm.”

Another Mississippi segment focuses
entirely on politics and civil rights.
“This could spill more into middle

school and high school for an in-depth

look, and there are [prompts] for

discussion about gender roles here woo,”
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Malone adds,

There's also a treasure
trove of teachable blues
literature, particularly in the
study of poetry for high

schoolers. “This 15 an

ESSENTIAL RECORDINGS FOR THE CLASSROOM

Rich in musical legacy and cultural heritage, the blues songbook offers something
for students of all ages and skill levels. Here are just a few of the best blues and
blues-Influenced songs that you can Incorporate Into your lessons.

» "Downhearted Blues™ —Bessie Smith
#» “Jelly Bean Blues”
= Rainey and Lowis Armstrong
» “Dark Was the Night, Cold Was the
iGround™ —Bhind Willie Johnson

# "Sitting on Top of the World®
—Mizsissippl Shelks
» "Smokestack Lightning” —Howdfin' Wolf
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» “Call It Stormy Monday (But Tuesday
is Just as Bad)® —T-Bone Walker

# "“Messin’ with the Kid" —Junior Wells

# "San Franclsco Bay Blues” —Jesse Fuller
» "Big River” —Johnay Cosh

# “Promised Land® —Chuck Berry

#» "Pride and Joy™ —=5tevie Ray Voughan

#» "Georgla on My Mind" —Ray Charles

Summer Workshop Week: July 13-17, 2015

What They See Is What You Get - Maximizing
the Role of the School Choral Conductor
Dr. Andre Thomas

Conversational Solfege Beginning and
Upper Levels | Dr John Feierabend

Managing a Respectful, Encouraging, Creative
Music Classroom Inclusive of Special Learners
Mary Correia and Eve Montague

Teaching and Learning with Technology in the
Music Classroom | Sean Hagon

Bridges to the Community and Beyond
Lillie Feferabend

Conducting to Build Quality Musicianship in the
Instrumental Ensemble | Dr. Robert Hasty

Developing and Revising Curriculum and
Assessment in Alignment with the New National
Core Music Standards | Dr Scott Shuler

EARN GRADUATE CREDIT OR PDPs
www.gordon.edu/workshops

Week-long or two-and-a-half-day workshops
available.

DEGREE PROGRAM
Summers-only Master of Music Education

Online | In the classrroom | In ensemble

GORDON COLLEGE | 255 Grapevine Road, Wenham, MA 01984 | www.gordon.edu/gradmusic



