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HARNESSING THE POWER OF STORYTELLING WHEN
TEACHING BEGINNERS TO READ MUSIC

Rebecca Wilson

Storytelling is a powerful pedagogical tool. (Caldwell, 2012) A well-told story is
engaging and captivating, and can be a vehicle for imparting knowledge. "Stories help us
to organize and remember information, and tie content together.” (Caine and Caine,
1994; Egan, 1992) “Young children find it easier to assimilate new ideas when they are
presented in the form of a story and even older students look to anecdotes to help them
understand new concepts.” (Wells, 1986)

I want to show teachers how they can turn the piano keyboard and the grand stave into
a big story board, and the notes into characters. I have found that teaching children to
read music this way is incredibly powerful. It results in students who are able to read
music easily and progress in learning the piano without the barrier of not knowing the
notes.

Learning to read the notes can be so difficult for beginner pianists, but when you teach
the notes with stories, you can turn it into the most fun and easy thing to learn! By the
teacher taking a few minutes to tell stories each lesson, their beginner students can be

enabled to learn the notes and read their music easily.

So, why does teaching with stories work so well?

IRRESISTIBLE

Stories are a powerful tool to engage your audience - this is becoming more and more
recognised, in education, in business, in marketing, in science, in public health; whenever
you want to convey a message and influence people to action, storytelling has an
irresistible power - much more than just presenting the facts, no matter how compelling

they are.

“Storytelling is one of the most powerful techniqgues we have as humans to

communicate and motivate.” (Widrich, 2012)

“Story has the power to capture our imagination and engage our thinking and
emotions.” (Green & Brock, 2000).

“Evolution has wired our brains for storytelling.” (Widrich, 2012)
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“In business, storytelling is all the rage.” (Gottschall, 2012)

“Science is the process of solving mysteries; in fact, writers of journal articles are

often advised to make their findings into "a good story."” (Green, 2004)

CHILDREN LOVE STORIES
Children love stories. Right from when they are little we're always telling them stories. To
them it’s a natural way of learning, of thinking about things, of seeing the world. They

love stories! Start telling a child a story, and straight away you’ll have a captive audience.

“*If you want your children to be smart, tell them stories. If you want them to be

brilliant, tell them more stories.” — attributed to Albert Einstein.” (Marsh, 2012)

“Stories are a natural mode of thinking; before our formal education begins, we
are already learning from Aesop's fables, fairy tales, or family history.” (Green,
2004)

CAPTIVATING
It’s called “the hush” - when you tell stories to children, and stillness descends upon them.
(Hamilton and Weiss, 2007) Stories have a captivating power. When I start telling a child

a story during a piano lesson, the child sits quietly still and I know they’re “all ears”.

“Telling a story engages the audience in a unique way. The magic of storytelling
changes the atmosphere in the classroom and in so doing enhances the learning
environment. Stories serve to open the mind so that the hearer is ready to take
things in. In short, stories appeal to the heart, and, once the heart is won, the mind
is open to hear!” (Caldwell, 2012)

“Stories captivate our imagination and engage our emotions. Stories appeal to
the heart and open the mind so that the hearer is ready to take things in.”
(Hamilton and Weiss, 2007)

“Sixth grade teacher Sharon Gibson says: Many teachers think that storytelling will
take away from class time, but it doesn’t. Storytelling is part of your lesson, and

makes the actual lesson much more powerful. By about the third time that I start
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my sixth-grade class by saying “I'm going to tell you a story,” they’ll settle down

and listen - and I've got their attention for the whole period, long after the story

ends. Even not particularly dedicated students will remember the stories and at the

end of the year they are still referring to them.” (Hamilton and Weiss, 2007)

Stories are like Trojan horses. (Gottschall, 2012) Children think a story is a gift, something
fun and interesting, so they open up their hearts and minds, like the citizens of Troy
opening up their gates to the Trojan horse. But inside the story you can load up the
information you want to teach, and without your listeners even realising it, you're causing
them to assimilate that information right into their minds. It's a sneaky trick that you can

use to very good effect!

“A story is a trick for sneaking a message into the fortified citadel of the human
mind.” (Gottschall, 2012)

POWERFUL PEDAGOGICAL TOOL

Storytelling is a powerful pedagogical tool. (Caldwell, 2012) When new information is
presented in the form of a story it’s easier to assimilate and remember than facts alone.
Stories help the learner to organise information and tie it together in their minds.
Remembering the flow of a story is much easier than remembering a list of facts. (Green,
2004)

“Our brains become more active when we hear stories.... A story can put your whole
brain to work.” (Widrich, 2012)

“Stories promote lively imagination on the part of students. When students listen
to a story, they create mind pictures, make inferences and predictions, and fill in
the gaps. They in a sense become involved in creating the story, thus forming a

relationship with the narrative.” (Caldwell, 2012)

“The features of a story help us remember much more than just facts alone. Our

brains seem wired for story structure.” (Callahan, 2015)
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“Stories are the way we store information in the brain. A list of facts will be
forgotten, but stories are remembered. Stories help us to organize information,

and tie content together.” (Hamilton and Weiss, 2007)

When listeners hear a story, they create images in their minds. That imagery is very

powerful in imprinting things on the mind and enabling them to be recalled later on.

“Stories engage our thinking, our emotions, and lead to the creation of mental
imagery.” (Green & Brock, 2000).

“Imagery activity may be a key to the building blocks of intelligence and education.
When the brain images the brain releases endorphins and recent research has
demonstrated that imagery also expands the size of the brain through the growth
of new dendrite ... Imagery therefore speeds communication within the cells and
between the cells in the brain.” (Marsh, 2012)

TEACHER-STUDENT RELATIONSHIP

A teacher who tells stories to their students “reveals an approachable, likeable, and human
side to his or her personality. This helps to close the distance between the teacher and
the student.” (Caldwell, 2012) “Storytelling brings a sense of intimacy and community.”
(Hamilton and Weiss, 2007)

Children really warm to you when you tell them stories, and with the stories you and the
student both share something, a “sense of community”, of having something shared
together. In this way, storytelling helps to develop a positive relationship in that first year

of teaching beginner students.

STORIES ARE AN EXCELLENT TEACHING TOOL
Teaching with stories is wonderful! Children really like it, and they learn so well through

stories.

PIANO AND STAVE STORIES

Every story needs characters and a setting. You can to turn the piano and the stave into
the setting for the stories, and all the notes become the characters in the stories. And
from the first lesson, you begin to take the student on a journey - the journey is the story,

that develops week by week.
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In these stories, the treble stave is Treble

Stave Street,

and the notes above the stave are on the

- A

W7 BT Treble Mountains.

The bass stave is Bass Stave Farm,

")I and below the farm is the Icy Sea of the
lm:—:?-.k‘ = South.

This sets the scene on the stave.

To set the scene on the piano, there is a page of pictures in the middle of the first Easy
Notes book; the pictures can be cut out and placed on the piano. This sets the scene on
the piano and connects the piano to Treble Stave Street and Bass Stave Farm. For
' ’ example, there is a kennel
which goes on the middle two
] black notes of the piano, and

inside the kennel is one of the

characters in the stories, a
dog called “Dog D”. Above the kennel is a lily pad which matches the three black notes.
Hiding under that lily pad is a frog, Frog F, and sitting on top of the lily pad enjoying the
sunshine is Bug B. Above the lily pad is a ladder, and climbing up that ladder is Dad D. He
climbs up the ladder to spray the bugs.

There are also gate, treasure
chest, mountain, and rainbow

pictures. Placing these

pictures on the piano turns
the piano into a kind of “land” or a map, which helps the student to know exactly how

each note on the stave and the piano connect. They don't need the pictures there all the
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time because once they know the story, that piano road map becomes internalised, an
image in their minds, in the same way that you can find your way around your

neighbourhood because you have the map internalised in your mind.

The stories not only link to the notes’ positions on the piano, but also to their positions on

the stave.

On Treble Stave Street, Dog D

fan NEN WEN
SV e WM

waits below the bottom line,

hoping someone will let him into i
This is Dog D waiting at the front door of This is the Dog D note. He is

Girl G's house, hoping someone will let him in waiting below the bottom line

the house.

The student knows that on the piano Dog D is in the middle kennel, so now the note on

the stave and the note on the piano are linked through the story.

Frog F hides in the first space of
Treble Stave street because a EL -
. Frog F
boy, Boy B, wants to catch him hiding i e frt space
Frog F is hiding in the first space. “Hey, Frog F, it's OK! Boy B will never find
an put h|m in a jar in hIS room. He likes to hide here from Boy B. you if you keep hiding in the first spacel”

And on the piano he hides under the lily pad. So again, the stave and piano are linked

through the story.

On a cold day in Treble Stave Street, the warmest, cosiest place for a note to be is right in the middle
of the stave, on the middle line. If you were there, you would be “as snug as a bug in a rug”.

Bug B is as shug as a bug in a rug
on the middle line of Treble Stave ﬁ EEEE— —

Street, where it’'s warm and cosy.

Hereis Bug B, as snug as a bug in a rug
on the middle line of Treble Stave Street.

Bug B
snug on the
micdie tne

And when the sun comes out, Bug B flies down to the piano and sits on top of the lily pad,
enjoying the sunshine. Frog F hides under the lily pad, hoping to catch a tasty treat.
“Watch out, Bug B!”
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“Right, that’s it!", said Dad D, and off he went to get his ladder. Before you could count “1, 2, 3, 4",
he was up the ladder spraying the bugs with bug spray. “There will be NO bugs on my house!”
declared Dad D.

Dad D climbs up the ladder,

|h»-ﬁ 4__up the ladder
N a?
797

1 2 3 4, to spray the bugs with

VYV

Y

bug spray.

Dad D 12 3 4 up the ladder spraying Bugs. Bug B Dad D
snug on the 1234
middle line up the ladder

And where is he on the piano? Up the ladder - still spraying those bugs!

These stories show the principle of how you can teach beginners to read music and
recognise the notes with stories. I just can’t tell you how wonderful it is! Not only is it

effective, but it’s also fun, and children really connect with it.

CONCLUSION

e Teaching with stories is so powerful. With stories you can easily engage your
beginner students.

e Children love stories. To them, it's a natural way to learn - it suits them to learn
this way.

e Tell a child a story, and you'll have their full attention. The “hush” will descend, and
they’ll just listen to you.

e Stories are like Trojan horses — we can deliver so much into our students’ minds
through stories, and they are able to easily assimilate it. Even the little kids.

e A teacher who tells stories is a very cool teacher! It's good for the teacher-student
relationship, and it puts a bit of fun into piano lessons - which is good for the

“student-piano lesson” relationship!

STORYTELLING RESOURCES

The Wilbecks Easy Notes books teach four octaves of notes with stories, and have written
exercises and flashcards for further note practice. This learning can be enhanced by using
the Wilbecks Magnetic Stave and Character Magnets. This enables hands-on activity, which
is a great way to have the student actively practise and engage with what they have

learned. To find out more, you can go to www.easy-notes.com.
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These products have been sold in Australia (by Devirra) and New Zealand since 2010.
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