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MUSIC PRINCIPLES AS HELP FOR THE STRUCTURAL MODEL
OF A SCHOOL LESSON

Jana Konvalinková

Annotation
The powers of thought, emotion, and will are seminal elements of human 

personality. Purposeful work with these elements in the teaching process is 
conducive to deeper understanding and absorption of the curricular subject 
matter, as well as infl uencing long-term memory, and stimulating creativity. 
Let’s therefore draw up an imaginary structural model of a school lesson built 
upon these very principles.
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I took the basic elements of the Waldorf Method as the starting point 
of my paper on creativity in the approach of a primary education teacher.

As I am now going to draw on the principles established by the Waldorf 
Method in education, I believe it will be useful to start by a brief outline of 
the history of this alternative movement in schooling.

The fi rst Waldorf school was established in 1919. Its foundation should be 
viewed from the perspective of the broader economic and political context, 
of Central Europe devastated in the aftermath of the First World War and 
marked by the collapse of the former state entities on whose territories a lot 
had to start anew from the scratch. This also applied to schools that stood
vis-à-vis the inevitable decision on whether to carry on implementing time-
tested thought patterns, or rather to try and set up new systems that would 
be tuned to the exigencies of the time. This was a time of an immense boom 
of innovative teaching methods: one should recall here the work of Marie 
Montessori in Italy, as well as the fact, in the same year as the Waldorf 
school came into existence, Helen Parkhurst formed an experimental school 
in Dalton (the method being since then referred to as the Dalton Plan), 
and there were others, including Peter Petersen’s Jena Plan, or the French 
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country teacher, Célestin Frenet (1896–1966), spiritual father of the Freinet 
teaching method.

The Austrian industrialist, Emil Molt, owner of the Waldorf Astoria ciga-
rette factory, asked Rudolf Steiner to set up a school structured in accord 
with the new makeup of society at large, which would cater to the off spring 
of the company’s staff , managers and blue-collar work force alike. The system 
was to comply with Molt’s urgent call for the introduction of an education 
system that would bridge the gap between the classes instead of deepening it. 
Basing himself on his own spiritual studies, Rudolf Steiner invented a teach-
ing method which set before itself the goal of bringing up a harmonious 
and all-round human being whose will, intellectual powers and emotions 
would be equally balanced and would thus become an asset for society as 
a whole. In his endeavor, he drew on his own concept of the development 
of the human individual on a time scale divided into stages of seven years 
each. The fi rst stage involves primarily physical development (walking, hand 
skills, aspiration to imitate); the second seven-year period activates the in-
ner processes involving reshaping and development of inclinations, habits, 
conscience, character, memory, and temperament; the third stage is a time of 
mental and emotional maturing, which corresponds to the emotional probing 
and ripening of adolescence; and the last stage relevant to the educational 
process draws on the powers of the human Self relating to adulthood. Like 
Marie Montessori, Rudolf Steiner was well aware of the need to approach 
students with the use of teaching matter adequate for each particular stage 
of development, believing that if these educational opportunities were either 
neglected or ignored, it would have negative impact on the individual’s de-
velopment as well as on his or her readiness and willingness to learn. Later 
on in life, it would also affl  ict their positive self-confi dence, mental fl exibility, 
and creativity. For her part, Marie Montessori defi ned these stages of devel-
opment as the period of sensitivity, assuming that if the teacher imparted to 
his students information centered around themes typical for this sensitive 
period, the latter were eager to work and made good progress with relative 
ease. For a child to develop this sensitivity in the proper healthy manner, it 
was up to the tutor or teacher to exert due infl uence on the child’s will, and 
intellectual and emotional capacities.

Rudolf Steiner’s method of teaching was based on elements pertinent to 
the domain of music, on which he modeled the standard pattern of a school 
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lesson. To him, the teacher’s conscious work with these elements was in-
strumental in strengthening the students’ will and their capacity to absorb 
ideas in the form of new teaching matter, with a view ultimately to engag-
ing personal experience leading to fulfi llment in the emotional dimension. 
Under this system, the prime musical elements likely to address the child on 
a comprehensive scale, are RHYTHM, MELODY, and HARMONY. Rhythm, 
as the vehicle of will, awakens activity, dynamism and attention; melody 
corresponds to thinking, the capacity to absorb, create and connect. Finally, 
harmony projects emotional experience, the world of imagination and images 
of the mind. That which awakens in the sphere of the will, is enriched by 
the thought, and settles down through experience. This trilateral approach 
to teaching results in its comprehensiveness, all-roundedness, and the unre-
served involvement of all aspects of the human personality in the process. 
In the Waldorf school, these principles govern the structure of the teaching 
lesson. Its fi rst fi ve to fi fteen minutes is devoted to the rhythmic part, off er-
ing room for revision, memory exercise, and a process of variation involving 
specifi c themes of study. The following 20–30 minutes is taken up by the 
learning, or melodic stage; and the fi nal ten minutes, or the harmonic stage, 
is reserved for experience, emotional absorption, imagination.

Let’s now try and take this pattern of a school lesson as a source of 
inspiration for the teaching of specifi c subjects, to demonstrate the ways 
whereby a creative teacher working under any educational system can make 
use of this phenomenon.

Czech language teaching. In the rhythmic part, the teacher will pick the 
form of rondo. In music, this is a compositional genre based on the continu-
ous repetition of Part A, with the successive interposition of parts B, C, D 
and so on, which bring into play the element of variation. In the case of 
Czech language, it may be for instance the continually recurrent motif of 
the syllables HY, CHY, KY, RY, DY, TY, NY representing Part A of the rondo 
form, and words formed individually by students, as the interposed variables: 
e. g., rychlost (B), hydrant (C), tykev (D), yielding a game pattern such as 
A B A C A D, where Part A involves the whole class, whereas the other 
parts are assigned to soloists, or individual students. Whenever the teacher 
works with a group, Part A is invariably common for all students, with the 
group defi ning their own input in accord with a specifi c set subject. Students 
may accompany each occurrence of the main theme by various manifesta-
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tions, such as a movement, a hand-clap, a tap, a marching step, etc. What 
is essential in the process is the constant presence of rhythmic pulsation as 
an auxiliary element in the transition from common activities to solo and 
group performance. The teacher should never forget to off er students time 
for refl ection. The rondo form can thus be applied for instance to exercises 
involving words sharing a common initial letter, or words sharing a particular 
morphological feature; or elsewhere, it may serve as a vehicle for the training 
of variation on the lexicological level overlapping to the semantic, off ering 
a wide scope of variational options. Similarly, the rondo form can likewise 
be used in a “question and answer” game, where the question will be com-
mon for the whole class, while the answer will be provided by an individual 
student or a group. Both the teacher and students are free to suggest one 
of an endless repertoire of questions or themes (such as, “Which irregular 
verbs do you know?” or “Invent an interjection, a verb, a noun,” etc.). More 
elaborate patterns include a rhythmic relay, where Part A occurs at the start 
and is then followed up in continual sequence by Parts B, C, D, E, then the 
recurrence of the common Part A, succeeded by Parts F, G, H, I, with the 
students passing on an imaginary relay post. Another variant is the forming 
of a “snake,” with Part A occurring only at the start and then at the end, 
the individual answers and suggestions following each other in continual 
sequence. Thus every student gets a chance to be heard, while at the same 
time respecting the team as a whole, being part of it.

The format of variations on a theme encourages active involvement, 
promptness, the capacity to work with words, concepts and themes, fl exibil-
ity, and the awareness of being part of a whole; its sense of rhythmic order 
implies the individual’s free choice of opinion. It exemplifi es the principle 
of team work governed by clearly defi ned rules. The rhythmic aspect may 
also involve such variants as the rhythming of limericks and nursery rhymes, 
common recitation of a text, declamation of the alphabet, or teachers and 
students inventing their own rhymes. Teachers in Waldorf schools often make 
short rhymes, and students are involved in group recitation of very short 
stories. Teacher and class may thus recite a text, and clap their hands, jump 
up or squat down at each occurrence of, say, a verb. Identical approach can 
be applied to other parts of speech as well: a noun is signaled by a step for-
ward, an adjective by a step back, a verb by a more dynamic movement, like 
a skip, and so on. Moreover, devices such as glockenspiel can be used for 
greater variety and to enhance the element of playfulness. The teacher utters 
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simple sentences, with the class divided into three groups, each representing 
a defi nite part of speech manifested by a specifi c tone: a noun = C1, an adjec-
tive = E1, a verb = G1; “Auntie’s dancing a fi ne jig” (C-G-E-C).

In its turn, the melodic part off ers room for the reception of new infor-
mation. Following the active start of the lesson which involved all students, 
the class concentrates on more intensive work. A fi rst-form student, who 
was in the opening part engaged in inventing words starting with “T”, recit-
ing rhymes containing these words, painting imaginary letters in the air, 
tiptoeing to a rhythm, and shooting an arm up staccato-like in an attempt at 
“hitting the sun” with a particular letter, can now, in the second part, fully 
concentrate on writing.

The harmonic part may bring up a story, like the one about Little Tony 
building a tunnel with dry grass, his dad helped him out, while aunt and little 
Theresa picked cherries, and a long line of poplars pointed up to the sky. The 
children listen to what they will next time paint, and then act out as a drama 
sketch; they can sing a song or listen to a piece of music whose staccato motif 
resembles a short, cheerful “T”.

Mathematics. Movement and rhythm are the best track to the world of 
numbers. The way a child learns to count sets the groundwork for his patterns 
of thought in adulthood. It is here that foundations are already being laid for 
a grown-up individual’s concept of the world, whether it will be atomistic, 
or synoptic. A better understanding of numbers and their meanings can be 
achieved most notably with the help of various rhythmic actions and elements 
of “playing” one’s own body, as an instrument. Let’s take a few examples:
–  children form a circle, counting from one to twenty, clapping their hands 

on every even number
–  students walk in circle, counting, stamping their foot on every third 

number (alternatively, they may snap their fi ngers, hunch down, skip, etc.)
–  children line up and follow the teacher marching forward, counting one, 

two, three, four (one step – one number), then walk back, this time count-
ing four, three, two, one; at the next stage, they carry on, again in the 
progressive order, starting from number fi ve (fi ve, six, seven, eight; and 
back, eight, seven, six, fi ve); then restart from nine, thirteen, and fi nally, 
seventeen

–  students form a circle, taking turns in calling out numbers from one to 
twenty; the one who calls one claps, number two slaps his belly, number 
three slaps his thighs, number four stamps (fi ve = hand clap, six = belly 
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slap, seven = thigh slap, eight = stamp, etc.); the process is repeated sev-
eral times over, so all children take their turns at the various elements; 
counting in reverse order may ensue

–  the teacher plays a simple tune on the recorder; after a while he/she will 
cease playing, and students are asked to count the notes that have been 
lost.

In exercises involving numbers, a wide range of aids can be used other 
than the student’s body. Preferably, these are made of natural materials, such 
as diff erent kinds of nuts, berries, marbles, small packets fi lled with miscel-
laneous stuff , etc.

The teaching of multiplication is particularly interesting, since naturally 
enough, neither there should the process be focused on imparting a purely 
mechanical skill, but should once again involve an appropriate type of exer-
cises. Under the teacher’s supervision, students themselves can invent such 
exercises, which is a hugely popular approach. Thus for instance:
–  students walk along a square-shaped perimeter, counting, calling out loud 

every multiple of the number four, then moving on along the adjoining 
side of the square (one, two, three, four = one side; fi ve, six, seven, eight = 
next side; nine, ten, eleven, twelve = next side; the counting goes on up to 
number 40)

–  children form a circle, taking turns in counting from one to sixty; the task 
will be for each student whose turn will be a multiple of six, will hunch 
down; multiple values and types of the students’ movements are altered 
according to need

–  the whole class move in circle, counting aloud; on each number, they 
make a small skip, on multiples of four they stamp their feet; the process 
is then repeated in reverse (both the counting and the movements)

Exercises may be carried out in groups of two, three or larger, either with 
all groups being assigned the same task, or with each group inventing their 
own exercise which they will subsequently teach to the rest.

The lesson’s melodic part will then bring the actual arithmetic training, 
acquisition of new mathematical skills, or solution of problems which are the-
matically related to the general elementary curriculum, to the characteristics 
of the current season of the year, festivals and holidays, etc.
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The harmonic part will survey the world of numbers from the perspective 
of stories and images: One is Earth; one is Sun; one is Mother, which may 
entail a solo instrument performance, or alternatively, a duo, trio or quartet 
with stories involving the corresponding numbers.

The rondo form, rhythmic relays, the game of echo, rhyme rhythming, 
or games with words, concepts and themes, are all helpful in the teaching 
of foreign languages, elementary teaching or local history and geography. 
In all of these subjects, though, the time reserved for the actual teaching of 
new subject matter should be followed by adequate space off ered to acting, 
singing, listening, drawing, body movement, and miming. 

Any activity combining the elements of will, thought and feeling implies 
the awareness and concept of wholeness, contributing to the individual’s 
harmonious development, and consolidating newly acquired knowledge. It 
will likewise embrace the attributes of playfulness, personal experience, and 
discovery.

“The development of the faculty of thinking receives a good deal of atten-
tion in the process of education. In the aftermath of the debacle of the last 
decades, new ways are now being sought leading to the development of moral 
powers. And yet, all of this is worthless if these powers do not go hand in 
hand with a healthy, fully developed emotional life of the human individual. 
The teacher must never bring the teaching process to a halt at the peak of 
suspense. He/she has to carry the suspense (attention) to its extreme, and 
then to prepare the ground for relief. If he/she fails to do so, the children 
will burst out of the classroom and bring the whole school down. Indeed, 
the teacher must compose his/her lesson so as to turn it into a kind of a little 
symphony, or a sonata, complete with an introduction, a middle part, and 
a fi nale.” (Bernard CJ Lievegoed, Phases of Childhood / Vývojové fáze dítěte, 
Baltazar, Prague 1992). The prospects of a new study opened up within this 
context represent a major challenge with a view to drawing up a methodol-
ogy, theoretical cornerstones and musical listening material that would duly 
refl ect this phenomenon. Last but not least, they invite us teachers to spark 
off  an impulse for a truly creative work with students, leading up to a situation 
where the latter would draw on the newly acquired principles while engaging 
in their own creative work, tuned to their specifi c needs in the fi eld, in their 
classrooms.
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