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I was honored this year to be the recipient of the Albert Rawlings Memorial Scholarship, making it possible for me to attend the 2010 National AOSA Conference in Spokane, Washington.  I have been attending these conferences since 1997, finding useful tools and thought-provoking ideas to use in my work whether as a Master Teaching Artist in Connecticut’s schools, or in my classroom at Pomfret Community School in Pomfret, CT, where I have taught since 2001. 

When I arrived at the Minneapolis airport to change planes for Spokane, lo and behold I found our plane was very heavily laden with music teachers of the Orff persuasion.  As we stood in line waiting to board, we made a pact to sing “Viva La Musica” after the safety announcements were given.  And indeed we did!  What a great start to a fabulous weekend.

I attended several workshops that were truly inspirational.  First I went to a two-session workshop by Jim Solomon on drumming.  This is one of the weaker areas of my teaching.  The session started with a student demonstration, which had me itching to join in.  When the demonstration was finished we used the technique of transferring rhythmic speech to body percussion and at last, to the instrument to create polyrhythmic pieces.  The initial emphasis was on basic techniques, such as making the high and low sounds on the drum, and then moved to playing multi-part pieces.  We developed speech for learning each part.  I left this workshop feeling empowered to use more drumming in my classroom.

Betsy Kipperman led a workshop on discovering gems in the volumes.  I’m sure I am not alone in wanting to use pieces from the volumes, but I find it hard to make the time to play with the pieces myself.  I came away from this workshop with several new starting points, which will get the volumes off my bookshelf and into my classroom.

I explored mixed meter and speech with Judith Thomas-Solomon and Danai Apostolidou-Gagné.  Individually these are two of my favorite presenters.  Together they create magic. It was a treat to watch them work together as presenters, and a joy to soak up new ideas for teaching mixed-meter through speech and movement.

Steven Calantropio and Donna Fleetwood presented the most unusual and personally fulfilling workshop I attended all weekend.  I was very impressed when I heard Calantropio’s CTAOSA workshop several years ago, so signed up for this one, not knowing what to expect, but believing it would be fun.  It was that and much more. Calantropio and Fleetwood explored astronomy and the basic ideas of science through improvisation and the Schulwerk.  We became the planets and created an entire universe in a two-session workshop.  This is the workshop that fed the needs of my own creative soul.

Jane Paulsen from Florida presented a new look at old chestnuts with great exuberance and humor.  We laughed, danced and played together while taking new looks at “I Let Her Go-go”, “Sasha” and “Aquarium”, among others.  Her suggestions for alternate approaches to old material were useful, not to mention fun, and will help me to dust off some of my old favorites.

Other highlights of the conference were many.  Time spent singing with the Amidons, whose work often informs my own, was a gift.  I also was moved by several children’s performances including “Nza”, a group of 14 4th-6th graders from Kent, WA, directed by Matthew Kelly, who performed marimba music from Zimbabwe, and “Rhythms of the River” performed by 3rd-5th graders from Spokane, directed by Judy Pearson Hafso.  I’m always overwhelmed by the talent and skill of these young performers and wonder how, at the beginning of the school year, they can be so polished with such complex pieces.  The answer of course is practice, practice, practice.  They begin rehearsing the previous year and continue to practice throughout the summer in order to be ready for their appearance at AOSA.  In any case, they were very impressive.  

As always happens at the AOSA conference, I fed my soul.   I am very grateful to CTAOSA for the gift of the Albert Rawlings Scholarship. It allowed me to attend my favorite conference, a place where I learn, laugh and love through music and movement.  I rediscover that musical magical glue that connects us all.  If you haven’t had the opportunity to attend the conference yet, go!  It will definitely improve your teaching and it might even change your life!
