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1. Preparation for the First Lesson

Congratulations! You’ve decided to become a Suzuki parent – you have an adventure ahead of you. Being a Suzuki parent is a big commitment – but it’s a lot of fun too. Today you are joining a community of learners all around the world, gathered around beautiful music and an ethic of love, trust, and nourishment. As Shinichi Suzuki himself said, “With love much can be accomplished.” 

But hopefully if you’ve made it this far you already know all that. Maybe you’ve read “Nourished by Love” or have attended an “Every Child Can” course offered at a Suzuki institute. Perhaps you have a young child and you have heard that Suzuki caters to working with young children. Whatever your exposure to Suzuki, you’re probably wondering now – what next?

This handbook is going to be by nature very practical. I urge you to read (if you haven’t already) Suzuki’s books – “Nourished by Love” and “Ability from Age Zero”. These are to be read prior to and during the first few months of lessons. Without this grounding, you will probably feel like you are flailing around in unfamiliar territory. These are the guidebooks. Read them, and you’ll feel back on solid ground again.

Also look at the Artistic Expressions website – www.artisticexpressionsviolinstudio.com – and read the articles, policies, and FAQ’s. If you familiarize yourself with the material on the website, you will be well prepared to begin lessons.

Look at the website for the Suzuki Association of the Americas: www.suzukiassociation.org. Check out the website for the Suzuki Association of the Greater Washington Area: www.sagwa.org. Begin to familiarize yourself with the Suzuki world.

It is often helpful if you compile a list of questions prior to coming to the first lesson. During your reading and preparation you may come across many ideas that spark an interesting line of thought that you would like to discuss, or you may be concerned about how a particular aspect of the Suzuki method would work for you. The more communication we have, the better!

Prior to your first lesson, you should pick up the CD of Suzuki Violin School Volume One. Play the entire CD every day for your child. It can be played in the background, while they play. By the time they come to their first lesson, they should be quite familiar with the sounds of the pieces on the CD.

Also look at the Beginning Materials List posted on the website and also included below. Acquire all the items before your first lesson and bring them to your lesson. Then you’re ready to rock’n’roll!

Materials List for Beginning Parents

Please bring the following materials to your first lesson. 

· A quality bow and violin equipped with fine tuners and sized to fit your child. (It is often best if I determine the size for your child during an observation or consultation.) 

For an excellent resource in finding a violin for your child, contact: 

Potter’s Violins 

www.pottersviolins.com  

4706 Highland Avenue 

Bethesda MD 20814 

(301) 652-7070 or (800) 317-9452 

· Rosin (usually supplied with the violin – ask the shop) 

· Suzuki materials: 

· View the video: Nurtured by Love or read the book, by Shinichi Suzuki 

· Buy the book, Helping Parents Practice by Edmund Sprunger 

· Buy: Suzuki Violin School, Vol. 1 

· Buy: Suzuki Violin School, CD recording, Volume 1 

Materials may be purchased from most music stores or off the Internet at: 

http://www.sharmusic.com  

http://www.southweststrings.com  

http://www.musiccitystrings.com  

· White posterboard, 24 x 36 inches

· 6-8 thick cosmetic sponges (if violin is smaller than 1/8 size – choose white sponges. If 1/8 size or bigger, choose red sponges.) Usually available at CVS or Sally Beauty Supply.

· Two blank notebooks and a pencil  

· A large heart and smile

2. The First Few Lessons

At your child’s first lesson, the first thing we will do is familiarize ourselves with the rhythmic patterns used in the Twinkle variations on the Suzuki CD. We will clap, sing, march, shake hands, and a number of other rhythmic activities. These rhythms are the foundation of much of what your child will be learning for the next year, so appropriately, much of our time will be spent mastering them.

With the posterboard that you bring to your lesson, I will make a foot chart for your child. This helps him or her learn how to stand properly, gives them a self-contained space that is “where the lesson happens”, and gives them something to decorate with the stickers they will earn as rewards for jobs well done.

We will talk about the balance of the body, particularly keeping knees unlocked and soft. The stance of a violinist is a crucial aspect of the first year of lessons.

I will set a bowhold for your child and we will do this numerous times. Then I will show you how to set a bowhold at home. We will also set the violin and work with the sponges to figure out how much shoulder support your child needs. We will set the violin many times and give you many chances to set the violin so you are comfortable replicating this assignment at home. 

For the first several weeks of lessons, we keep the violin and the bow separate while the child learns the basic motor skills involved in properly holding each instrument. In working with the rhythms, we also begin to develop the bowing patterns in the arm, by shaking hands and doing bowing rhythms on the shoulder before the violin. 

Keeping the violin and bow separate also helps keep the left and right brains separate at first. The first lesson when we cross over and do both sides at once is often a confusing one for the child and it’s something we ease into slowly.

The focus in the first several lessons is to begin a fun and happy relationship, between the teacher and the student, and also between the child and the violin. Some young children are understandably uncertain of how these relationships will work. It’s a new environment and one that can provoke fear and negative behavior. It’s important for you, the parent, to keep in mind that I will generally tolerate far more in terms of negative behavior than you may tolerate at home. I understand your child’s uncertainty and I know that given time and familiarity, most children become a willing participant in the lesson’s activities. 

One of the BIG temptations for parents early on in the lesson process is to jump in and “parent” their child during the lesson. I urge you to resist the temptation. When I need your involvement (and I often do), I will ask for it. Until that point, please know that I feel comfortable with whatever behavior is going on with your child. I’ve worked with a lot of young children and I know that difficult behavior early on often works itself out.

It may happen that even after several months or a year of lessons, your child is still exhibiting difficult behaviors in lessons or group class. In that scenario a parent-teacher conversation might need to take place about how best to handle the situation. In many cases a child is very insecure about their ability to do well, or their work in lessons is not being properly supported by regular practice in the home environment, or there’s something else going on that is making things difficult. Sometimes a private music lesson situation is the first opportunity to notice certain personality traits about your child. It can be a great learning experience for all of us!

3. Great Expectations

A lot of parents begin a Suzuki program not quite knowing what to expect, OR having unrealistic expectations that end up making the process of learning a musical instrument with their child unnecessarily difficult. It can be very helpful to know what I expect, as well as what the “normal Suzuki experience” is.

I expect that you, the parent, and I, the teacher, will learn to work together to best serve your child. A lot of times we see things differently or see through different lenses to different priorities. The more we communicate, the better things work out. If you have a concern, please tell me! I will do my best to reciprocate. 

Additionally, I expect that by joining my program, you’re ready to commit to a certain basic level of practicing and listening. For young beginners (ages 4-6), I like to see a minimum of 10 minutes of daily practice, striving towards the goal of increasing that to 30 minutes. For beginners ages 7 or older, I like to see a minimum of 30 minutes a day. Without regular, routine practicing, learning the violin becomes frustrating and tedious for all of us. There will appear to be little progress and in essence you will pay for me to teach the same lesson to your child, over and over again. Unlike some extracurricular activities at which you can just drop your child off, violin (and any musical instrument) requires daily attention. My mom (a Suzuki parent three times over) likes to say that she tried to teach us that practicing was like brushing our teeth: we may not want to do it, but it was something we did anyway. 

I expect that you will listen to the Suzuki Volume I CD as often as possible, ideally every day listening through the Twinkles several times and through the entire CD several times a week. This point cannot be overstated. The more your child listens, the faster and easier they will learn. The less your child listens, the more learning the violin will seem like a difficult mountain to climb, where you can never see the top. Listening is the #1 key to success in the Suzuki method.

I expect that you will be on time to lessons, group classes, and recitals. Consistently missing lessons or classes makes it very difficult for your child to get into the rhythm of learning and makes it difficult to forge relationships with the teacher and their peers. Early on, consistency is key.

However, it is equally important to mention what I don’t expect…and why I don’t think you should expect these things either.

I don’t expect that you will practice 7 days a week, no matter what emergencies or illnesses go on. I like to see beginning families strive for 5 days a week, and I’m realistic about how “life events” affect the study of an instrument. That said, my mentor, Ronda Cole, likes to say that “you either have results, or you have reasons.” With many of my families that are having a more difficult time learning the violin, they have a lot of “reasons” why practicing didn’t happen this week. I don’t expect that you will always be able to manage practicing every day, but I will sense a problem if regular practicing is never happening, if there are “reasons” every week why the practicing didn’t take place.

I don’t expect that practicing regularly will be easy. Many beginning parents read “Nurtured By Love” and construct an ideal in their minds of happy, joyful, perfect practicing taking place in living rooms across America….everywhere except their living room. It’s easy to feel like a failure with that sort of expectation placed upon yourself. Let me tell you, it’s not easy. Every Suzuki parent sometimes gets frustrated, cuts the practice short, gets upset with their child, or experiences tears. Don’t let these experiences make you feel like a failure, nor let them make you consider quitting. The common thread that Suzuki parents share is NOT being model parents, but rather, wanting the best for their child and being willing to make sacrifices to make that happen – even when it’s hard and even when it’s frustrating. That’s why support from other parents is SO important. Please join the Artistic Expressions yahoogroups (linked from the Artistic Expressions website) and converse with other parents about the reality of being a Suzuki parent, day-in and day-out. If we encourage and support each other, we can all learn and do the best for our children, but if we isolate ourselves, it makes things very difficult.

I don’t expect that teaching young children is easy. I expect a certain amount of difficult behavior in every lesson and group class and I either know how to work with it, or will learn how to work with it! Parents often deal with a lot of self-consciousness about their parenting skills when their child misbehaves in lessons or group classes. Don’t. I’m used to it, and I know what’s normal for your child’s development.

In closing, the most important thing is that I – and I hope you – expect that all things are possible. I see the possibility of the Tchaikovsky violin concerto in every child that walks through my door. It doesn’t mean that I expect every child to somehow be the next Mozart, but that I recognize that there is enormous potential within every child and my goal as their teacher is to set that potential free. I like to see each child working to their highest level of capability, not someone else’s level of capability. 

4. The First Year and Beyond

After several months of “Twinkling”, parents start wondering if it ever ends. It does. But keep in mind that many students – especially those that begin at age 3 or 4 – spend a year or more just on Twinkles. Guess what? They’re not bored! It’s really easy for parents to get bored of listening to and practicing the same basic things over and over, but generally speaking kids of that age don’t get bored with repetition the same way we adults do. Expect to spend a year or more on Twinkles if your child is 3 or 4. If your child is older – say, 7 or 8 – you can expect to move much faster. 

The important things for the first year are truly the same things I teach in every lesson with every student, no matter what piece they’re on or what stage of development they are at:

· Balanced body

· Soft bowhold

· Flat violin

· Clear tone

· Strong rhythm

· Ease of song

It often helps parents if they remember that when their child is Twinkling, they’re also practicing the raw elements of a Mozart sonata or the Tchaikovsky concerto. 

During the first year, your child will have several performance opportunities: as part of a Pre-Twinkle demonstration, and often by the end of that year they are ready to play a small solo. Young children love performing and when they do so from young ages in a safe environment, stage fright or nervousness is virtually unheard of.

The Suzuki Association of the Greater Washington Area (www.sagwa.org) sponsors a Suzuki festival each spring where several hundred Suzuki children perform together after a Saturday full of workshops and classes. There are always Pre-Twinkle classes so even if your child is not yet ready to play the Twinkles, they can participate in the classes during the festival. It’s a great exposure to the Suzuki world and is a huge motivator for kids.

Each June, SAGWA sponsors a week-long institute where the finest Suzuki teachers from all over the nation make up the faculty. Again, it’s a huge source of inspiration and community, a time of deep and intensive learning that often propels progress forward. Please consider participating!

I hope that this first year of being a part of the Suzuki community is full of exciting growth, talent development, fun, and friendship. I hope it is the gateway to a lifetime of inspired learning for you and your child. Please let me know at any time if I can help or answer any questions that you might have. Live, love, and play the violin!
