Teaching a Rote Song

Rote songs are an essential component of each student's aural/oral foundation. All music teachers, whether they use learning sequence activities or not, should teach their students rote songs. Instrumental students are especially apt to experience years of music instruction without ever learning to play by ear. They should, of course, first learn to sing each song before playing it. Following are some recommendations for effective rote song instruction:

Establish tonality and meter. The "tune-up" is an excellent way to start a song. Shown below is a tune-up for a major song in duple starting on mi (such as "Go Tell Aunt Rhody"). In this simple four beat pattern you establish seven crucial aspects of the song: tonality, meter, keyality, resting tone, starting note, tempo, and style. Some teachers like to precede the tune-up by establishing tonality at the keyboard (tonic-dominant-tonic, for example, in major).

A tune-up for a minor song in triple meter would go like this: 
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Repetition. A class may need to hear a song four to six times before most students are able to sing it accurately. Keep them actively involved in the listening process by adding a new task to each repetition. This sequence works well:

Step 1 - Just listen to the teacher sing the song (unaccompanied).
Step 2 - Move heels to macrobeats while listening.
Step 3 - Move hands (patsch lightly on thighs) to microbeats while listening.
Step 4 - Move to both macrobeats and microbeats while listening.
Step 5 - Audiate the resting tone while listening. Sing the resting tone after teacher finishes singing the song.
Step 6 - Audiate the song.
Step 7 - Sing the song without accompaniment.
Step 8 - Sing the song with accompaniment. 

Delete or add steps as appropriate. You might precede each of the listening steps with a standard tune-up finishing with "Lis-ten, please" or "Au-di-ate" instead of "Rea-dy, sing." If the group has difficulty singing a part of the song, don't go back to the beginning. Isolate the troublesome segment and repeat as necessary, then repeat the entire song.

Sing for students, not with them. Students first need to hear you sing the song in order to learn it. When it's their turn to sing don't provide them with an aural model (your voice or the piano) to imitate. Just listen, or play a keyboard accompaniment without melody. When the melody is always sounded for them, students may learn only to hone their skills of rapid pitch-tracking. They don't necessarily learn to internalize the song through audiation.
Teach the song first, then teach the words. Words are a valid part of songs, but it is best to teach them after students have learned the musical aspects of the song. If you teach the text first, much or most of students' attention will be on the words, not audiation. Children in our culture get plenty of practice learning language, but rather little learning music through their ears. Maximize their opportunity to learn to audiate the song by postponing teaching the words. Then, when you do teach the text, teach it in segments, chanting (without pitch) to the melodic rhythm of the song.
