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Report on the Music Teachers’ Association of South Australia Summer Conference held at The 

University of Adelaide, 22 – 23 January 2020. 

 

The Conference, spread over two days, was held in Hartley Concert Room and Hartley Room 108a, often 

with two events taking place simultaneously. This led to challenges for conferees as to which to attend 

at times. Frequently I would have liked to attend both sessions on offer and I’m unsure whether the 

content of events I was unable to attend will eventually be made available on MTASA’s website or in its 

Journal SA Music Teacher.  

The conference commenced with a Keynote Address by Susan Head who is a specialist in training pupils 

in general musical skills. The Conference theme was Beyond the Instrument: musicianship in the private 

lesson and her presentation focused on how you can introduce pupils of all ages to basic musical 

concepts such as pitch, rhythm and expression, irrespective of the instrument you teach.  

As a previously active classroom music teacher with specialist skills in working with primary age children 

I am now engaged in teaching piano pupils at St Andrews School, Walkerville and so am very aware of 

how my pupils are far more constrained by having to learn a specific instrument in a small practice cell 

at school without space to move much and without that incentive to enjoy music in a group or class.  

Susan Head was once a classroom teacher also and trained in many of the classroom music special 

methods such as the Carl Orff, Zoltan Kodaly, Jacques Dalcroze approaches. Like me she now teachers 

quite a lot of piano pupils one-to-one and so has insights into how to get these pupils some feeling for 

good classroom music activities but in a much smaller space and without the incentive of having their 

class friends around.  

With my own classroom training and experience with young and very young learners I also appreciated 

the initial presentation by Alice Yap, who manages a large music school in Singapore with an emphasis 

on keyboard tuition but other instruments represented as well. That sort of music school model is 

frequently found in Asian countries where learning keyboard is I’m told probably more common than in 

Australia.  

Alice was a very forceful speaker, which contrasted strongly with Susan Head’s platform approach. 

Clearly Alice motivates and energises her pupils very vigorously and although she smiled a lot I can 

imagine that she “doesn’t suffer fools gladly”. That said, she did have many good tips to pass on 

regarding what she calls the synergy between creativity, music learning and music making and I think 

many of her keyboard pupils learn in small groups rather than  individually.  
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Having networked with many other teachers over the years I’m only too aware that one-to-one lessons 

have many drawbacks but unfortunately private schools often insist on it rather than group teaching. I 

think parents paying high fees may well imagine that one-to-one teaching is better, thinking of tutoring 

and coaching. And in a way, when the goal is simply acquiring playing skills without too much inner 

thought, that sort of teaching does work.  

However I know from my classroom experience that simply acquiring playing skills doesn’t allow the 

pupil to foster a love and enjoyment of music that deeper understanding gives. And that sort of 

understanding is greatly enhanced through class/group activities where problems are shared and 

discussed between pupils.  

Alice Yapp made that plain too, and both she and Susan Head have helped me to continue trying to 

incorporate as much of the spirit and fun of classroom music games and fun as I can into my one-to-one 

lessons. I don’t think I’ll ever change my school’s mind regarding the importance of group instrumental 

music learning however, and as with many private schools, St Andrews does have fine regular classroom 

music lessons for all the children which mitigates their circumstances to some extent. 

There were some other presentations at the conference that pursued a similar theme but there were 

also many that dealt with other subject areas that didn’t interest me as much. Hearing high-level Master 

Classes and brilliantly talented children playing was of course inspirational but I know that is an area 

frequented by only a few MTASA members. Perhaps many aspire to do that though, and therefore such 

events have to be included.  

However, when it comes to the ”bread and butter” of instrumental teaching it is at the less advanced 

end and I sometimes get concerned that so many teachers think teaching at an advanced level is more 

prestigious and will earn them more money. As a consequence they often seem to neglect the beginning 

and elementary areas or only concentrate really hard on their “better” pupils who have the potential to 

win prizes and give their teacher a high profile.  

In that regard, highlighting speakers like Susan Head and Alice Yapp is a very good thing for MTASA to be 

doing as it shows that speakers who “look after” beginners and elementary pupils should be respected 

and listened to.  

I shall certainly remain steadfast in my promotion of good educational methods that help younger 

children learn music in a way that is fun and doesn’t necessarily just rely on passing AMEB grade exams 

with high marks. Susan and Alice succeeded in showing the complexities in teaching beginning and 

elementary pupils properly with due attention to the age range, pupil appropriate musical activities and 

development of children’s whole-body integration into the musical instrument being played. Such an 

approach enables both the pupil and listener to engage far more strongly than when only playing skills 

are emphasized. 
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I find that MTASA has been quite useful in disseminating this kind of information and am happily on the 

same page regarding my discussions and networking with friends and colleagues. Without MTASA and 

similar organisation to act as a focal point the freelance music teaching profession would be much less 

able to advance the cause of good music learning. 

 

Celine Beaton-Smith 

 


