
Computer Centers 
For Students 

B Y E l i z a b e t h A n n R e e d 

Zachary Amittay studies theory by using programs that match musical symbols and definitions. 

S everal years ago 1 was preoccupied with 
some students who lacked a good under
standing of theory despite our work with 

theory games, drills, workbooks, and flashcards. I 
decided to set up a computer with music software 
plus a cassette tape player with a cassette library in 
a learning center for students to use by themselves 
for 20 minutes before or after each lesson. In the 
beginning of the year, 1 explain how to operate the 
equipment and cbeck periodically to see if anyone 
has questions. More often than not, students dis
cover some clever shortcuts. Throughout the year 1 
buy new programs, and as part of this special center 
I provide two three-ring binders with students' 
computer and listening assignments, which are 
updated approximately every five weeks. 

The Computer Center 
It is best to set up the computer so all music pro

grams can be installed on the unit's hard drive, 
being sure to avoid older programs that are started 
with floppy disks. The programs should operate 
only through a menu, such as PC Dynamics Menu-
work Personal, so students don't open any personal 
programs or files. Menus can be expanded to in
clude new programs and others can be temporarily 
removed. 

There are theory programs for students to learn 
such concepts as recognizing ledger lines and 
spaces, identifying key signatures, defining musical 
terms, and identifying chords. 1 suggest keeping a 
chart for each student, listing assignments. Stu
dents should note difficulties with a program or the 

material in a column on the side, adding comments 
to indicate if a game was too easy, too hard, or fun. 
Many programs list honor roll students who accu
mulate high enough scores for this distinction. 

1 assign additional programs as pupils progress, 
but most students are natural explorers and will try 
out other programs or games that are not listed on 
their chart. For the first time in my teaching career, 
students actually beg for me to teach them how to 
identify key signatures so they can play a particular 
game. I have seen dramatic results. One student 
struggled for five years to remember the rules for 
identifying flat or sharp key signatures; after two 
months on a computer program she could recognize 
the keys of new pieces without hesitation. 

Select easy programs that present information 
clearly and have attractive graphics. Some faster-
paced programs avoid cute graphics and contain 
advanced material that is unsuitable for beginners; 
these are better for older students. Many programs 
have record-keeping capabilities that allow the 
teacher to check students' scores to see if they need 
help with a particular assignment. Among the 
many programs available, I have included a brief 
description of some of the programs that 1 use. 

Elizabeth Ann Reed holds bachelor ar\d master of 
music degrees' in piano performance from Boston 
University. A piano teacher in Belmont and 
Winchester, Massachusetts, she previously taught at 
private and community music schools in the Boston 
area. Reed performs as a soloist and with her sister as . 
a duo-piano team. 
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Early Music Skills helps young beginners identify 
notes on lines and spaces, their numbers, notes 
moving up and down, and steps and skips. It is a 
simple but valuable program because students can 
use it at their first lesson (Electronic Courseware 
Systems, Inc.). 

Alfred's Basic Piano Library, Levels l A through 5, 
is a worthwhile supplement to Alfred's Basic Piano 
Library books. There is also an updated version 
called Theory Games for Windows. The graphics are 
appealing, the material is well presented, and stu
dents enjoy the games. Those working with other 
method book series can also use this theory program 
because the concepts are not specific to actual 
pieces of music (Alfred Publishing Co.). 

Notendo is a good program for sharpening note 
identification skills in treble and bass clefs, with 
three enjoyable games that have cute graphics 
(WBW Software). 

Symbol Simon has two creative games in which 
players match musical symbols and terms with their 
definitions. Students will vie with each other to 
place highest on the honor roll (Electronic 
Courseware Systems, Inc.). 

Maximum Learning Skills in Key Signatures teaches 
students about major and minor key signatures with 
three games. My students play "Sigtrek" the most. 
When a key signature flashes onto the screen, the 
player identifies the key. If the answer is correct, a 
spaceship moves closer to its destination; if the 
answer is incorrect, the spaceship rocks turbulently 
and lowers its protective shield. This relatively old 
program may have less sophisticated graphics than 
newer ones, but students of all ages, even high 
schoolers, enjoy the games (WBW Software). 

A fan of the game Tetris will certainly enjoy 
Musicus. Blocks of notes with various rhythms 
appear at the top of the screen for the player to 
insert correctly in the measures at the bottom, the 
object being to f i l l in as many lines as possible with 
full measures. The rhythms are visual, so students 
see that a half note takes up half of a ^ measure. The 
only drawback is that students like this game so 
much they often neglect other assignments, so 1 
periodically remove it from the menu of programs 
(Electronic Courseware Systems, Inc.). 

With Composers students learn interesting facts 
about the lives of various composers, identifying 
them from clues. If the answer is correct, a picture 
of the composer appears and the student bears a 
theme from one of the composer's popular pieces. 
The program gives no information about the com
poser before the game begins, so my students read 
the composer biographies that 1 include in their lis
tening binders first (WBW Software). 

I use two programs to review rhythm. Tap-it 
(Electronic Courseware System, Inc.) is an easy 
program for elementary and intermediate students. 
After listening to or reading a rhythm presented on 
the screen, students tap it out. The rhythms are 
fairly simple; with eighth notes and eighth-note 
triplets as the shortest note values. Rhythm Ace (Ibis 
Software/Alfred) works on rhythms at many levels 
so an assignment can closely match a piece the stu
dent is studying. The only disadvantage to this pro
gram is the complicated instructions, so 1 assign it 
only to older students. 

Functional Harmony-Basic Chords teaches chords 
in four-part voicing. The student identifies the 
chord within the key signature. There are no cute 
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For listening and computer assignments, a student writes down the name of composers or computer programs, then comments on them. 
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graphics, but this program is geared for advanced 
students (Electronic Courseware Systems, Inc.). 

1 considered charging students an additional fee 
to use the computer center but decided against it 
because 1 thought some parents would not commit 
to the extra cost. Instead 1 raised tuition slightly 
over a period of three years to pay off the initial 
expense of the equipment. Parents had only enthu
siastic responses and were pleased their children 
would have extra time studying music with the lat
est technology. 

About five years ago most programs were 
designed for older Apple models and did not need 
substantial memory or power. 1 did consider buying 
a used computer, but now programs use more mem
ory. There are many Windows-based programs with 
attractive graphics, so 1 chose a PC instead of a 
Macintosh. A computer and monitor were suffi
cient because older theory programs did not require 
a MIDI keyboard. 

The typical price for a software program is $40-
$50, although many programs sell for as much as 
$100. Evaluate the program before buying it by 
reading reviews in keyboard magazines, talking 
with other people who use them, and downloading 
samples from the Web sites of software companies 
on tbe Internet. The Guide to Music Instruction 
Software (M.T.N.A.) is a useful publication, and 
software companies provide catalogs with descrip
tions of their programs. Local music teachers' asso-

Ayelet Amittay plays her lesson for teacher Elizabeth Ann Reed. 

ciations may have members who already use com
puters and will share any information they have in 
that area. Computer software dealers are also a great 
resource, especially if they are teachers themselves. 

The initial expense of a good computer can be 
$1,500 or more, but it is a worthwhile investment 
that can be recouped through additional fees. 1 
believe that computers will never replace reading 
and writing music, but they are a useful way to 
teach basic skills without using lesson time. 

T h e City ofj-familton 
in association with 

The^merican Jfiszt Society 
and 

McMaster TJnwersity 
School of Art, Drama and Music 

is proud to present its 

Third International Music Jlstiml 

The Great ^mantics 

Chopin, Schumann, jCiszt 
and their contemporaries 

Thursday, November 6 through Sunday November 9, 1997 
The T h i r d Great Romantics Music Festival w i l l feature music, lectures, and 

concerts by speakers and artists of internat ional repute f r o m over ten countries 
worldwide. A grand historical candlel ight banquet based o n a menu evoking Liszt 
and "The A l t e n b u r g " (his home i n Weimar ) w i l l be held i n the great bal l room of 
the Royal Connaught H o t e l . We extend a warm i n v i t a t i o n to you to register now! 

Festival Registration: $60.00 
Festival Banquet: $60.00 

To register, please send cheque or money order to " T h e Great Romantics Festival" 
c/o A l a n Walker, Festival Director 

McMaster University, Togo Salmon H a l l , Ro o m 414; Hamilton, Ontario, Canada L85 4M2 
(905) 529-7070, ext. 23674 

Orchestras 

Leipzig A c a d e m i c Orchestra 
Director : Horst Fiirster 

S y m p h o n y H a m i l t o n 
Director : James M c K a y 

Pianists 
\M M y k o l a Suk 
i l l Kemal G e k i c 
Z::".' Valerie T r y o n 

A n n Sche ln 
l i i s j a n i c e Weber 
I l i s H e l i t a True 
i l G M i r i a m Gomez M o r a n 
I j p i F e r n a n d o Laires 
V: Just in K o l b 

Kriszta KovScs 
o;: W i l l i a m A i d e 
i l l ; : B()ris Z a r a n k i n 

i n n a Perkis 
• R o b i n H a r r i s o n 

Voice 
: Janet Obermeyer z.:,:::;::;-.; 

Strings 
M a r t i n Beaver 

J Quar te t Panache 

Orgtin yWS:S:iM>^ 
Ian Sadler ••••[•ViffgiMMiWfih 

Speakers 
N a n c y Re ich 
Frank Cooper 
Ba l in t Vazsonyi 

J: John T b b e t t s 
D a v i d Cannata 
Gahrie le Erasmi '^''^i'i'rfWi: 

I: James Deavi l le 
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The Listening Area 
The listening section is a low-cost addition to a 

studio and brings many happy surprises to students 
and parents. 1 chose a cassette player over a C D . 
player because cassettes withstand handling by stu
dents. A splitter, available at stereo or radio shops, 
hooks up two sets of headphones to the cassette 
player, so a waiting parent can listen, too. 

Each student keeps a list of assigned recordings in 
a binder and checks off each piece and writes com
ments about it. A t the front of the binder I insert a 
biographical page on each composer, writing the 
biographies using clues from the Composers com
puter program so the reading and listening correlate 
with the software. Clavier's Piano Explorer magazine 
includes excellent period descriptions. Students 
read about the composer and era before listening to 
a tape. 

It is best to use well known pieces that are not too 
long and are representative of the composer's style. 
Some recordings feature music the students have 
studied, and for younger students 1 include record-

T h e products m e n t i o n e d here ate f r o m : T h e A l f r e d 
Publishing Co. , P.O. Box 10003, Van Nuys, Cal i fornia , 818-
892-2452; W B W Software, 5 Rene Drive, Spencerport, N e w 
York, 716-352-3675; Electronic Courseware Systems, Inc. , 
1210 Lancaster Drive, Champaign, I l l inois , 800-832-4965; and 
M . T . N . A . , 441 Vine Street, Suite 505, C i n c i n n a t i , O h i o , 513-
421-1420. 

ings that have narrations on the life of the com
poser and examples of music. 

On their assignment sheet students indicate 
pieces that they would like to study or have previ
ously studied, plus comments about the music. 
Some students ask where they can purchase the 
recording, and often they comment that a piece 
sounded different than when they played it. 

Parents with no musical background can learn 
about music along with their children. One parent 
was surprised to learn that the theme from a radio 
show was actually from a Beethoven symphony. 
Some parents started purchasing classical record
ings. One woman reported that when her two chil
dren tried to discern which composer's music was 
being played on the radio, one announced that it 
was from the Classical period because " i t has that 
noodling bass." Another parent was excited that he 
was able to recognize a piece by Mozart on the radio 
from hearing it on a tape during his son's lesson. 

There are many ways to organize computer and 
listening areas. The computer programs can be sim
ple, focusing on one subject only, such as theory or 
music history, or more elaborate, with a MIDI key
board and a printer so students compose their own 
pieces to take home. Teachers can begin with a few 
software programs, then gradually add more. Eor the 
listening area, teachers can provide recorded tapes 
that supplement the week's assignment, or include 

T h e S e v e n t h 

M I S S O U R I S O U T H E R N 
I N T E R N A T I O N A L PIANO C O M P E T I T I O N 

A p r i l 2 1 - 2 5 , 1 9 9 8 

^^^^ 
"The International Competition of Missouri" 

Senior Division Prizes (age 18-30): 1st - $8,000 plus N e w York debut at Carnegie Recital Hal l ; 
2nd - $4,000; 3rd - $3,000; other finalists - $2,000 each 

Junior Division Prizes (17 & below): 1st - $2,000; 2nd - $1,000; 3rd - $750; other finalists - $500 each 
' ' Entry deadline: January 12,1998 

For information contact: Vivian Leon, Director • Missouri Southern International Piano Competition 
3950 East Newman Road • Joplin, Missouri 64801-1595 USA • Phone: 417/625-9755 • Fax: 417/625-9798 

E-mail: burns-f@mail.mssc.edu • Web site: www.mssc.edu/pages/msipc 
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study sheets with each piece with questions about 
the rhythm or tempo. 

The addition of a learning center had another 
unforeseen benefit for me: a substantial increase in 
referrals. Students and parents spread the word 
about an innovative method that inspires interest 

in music and retains enthusiasm, adding modem 
technology to the traditional study of music instead 
of simply focusing on playing the instrument. 
However simple or complex, a learning center can 
bring tremendous enrichment to students, parents, 
and teachers. • 

Recordings for a Listening Center 
Music by Well-Known Composers 
Bach's Brandenburg Concertos, Two-Part Inven

tions, Three-Part Inventions, selections from 
the Anna Magdalena Notebook. 

Beethoven's well-known piano sonatas such as 
Op. 13, Pathetique; Op. 27, #2, Moonlight; 
Op. 57, Appassionata; Symphonies #5 and #9; 
Bagatelles, Op. 119. 

dementi's Sonatinas, Op. 36. 
Copland's Appalachian Spring. 
Debussy's Children's Corner Suite, La Mer. 
Gershwin's Rhapsody in Blue, Preludes for Piano. 
Grieg's Peer Cynt Suite, Piano Concerto in A 

Minor. 
Handel's Water Music Suite, Keyboard Suites. 
Kabalevsky's Twenty-Four Little Pieces, Op. 39; 

Children's Pieces, Op. 27. 
Mozart's Eine kleine Nachtmusik; Symphony #41, 

Jupiter; Piano Sonatas in G Major, K.283, 0 
Major, K.545, A Minor, K.331. 

Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition. 

Schumann's Scenes from Childhood, Op. 15; Album 
for the Young, Op. 68; Piano Concerto in A 
Minor, Op. 54. 

Tchaikovsky's Piano Concerto #1 in BI" Minor. 

Selections With Narration 
Susan Hammond's Classical Kids Series: Vivaldi's 

Ring of Mystery, Mr. Bach Comes to Call, 
Beethoven Lives Upstairs, Mozart's Magic 
Fantasy, Tchaikovsky Discovers America, and 
Hallelujah Handel (The Children's Croup, Inc., 
1400 Bayly Street, Pickering, Ontario, Canada, 
LIW 3R2), available at music stores. 

Carl Reinecke's The Nutcracker and the Mouse 
King (Double Trouble Records, P.O. Box 613, 
Belmont, Massachusetts). 

Andrew Belling and K. Meyrick's The Musical 
Life of Custav Mole (Child's Play, Ltd.), avail
able at bookstores. 

Sergei Prokofiev's Peter and the Wolf. 
Camille Saint Saens' Carnival of the Animals. 
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few finally have, such as the beautiful En reve, 
which is a wonderful jewel. 

The huge Liszt-d'Agoult correspondence was 
published by her father in Erench, but Blandine 
wanted the English-speaking world to know more 
about this correspondence. Associated Music 
Publishers in New York had published my first 
book, so 1 spoke with Ron Herder, the executive 
editor, about translating the correspondence to 
English; that brought about Blandine's first trip to 
the United States. The book was too expensive for 
Associated to do, but the English translation was 
recently published through one of the Liszt soci
eties. Ed Waters, a Liszt scholar, once mentioned 
that the original, unpublished correspondence in a 
Paris Library is slightly different from the published 
French version, where Liszt appears to do no wrong 
while the Countess d'Agoult seems to have a list of 
shortcomings. Apparently the correspondence was 
censored. 
Was anything in your research about Liszt's teaching 
particularly helpful? 

His teaching was always integrated with the arts. 
He read poetry and literary pieces to his students, 
trying to bring the meaning of the work to light. 

and he wrote specific exercises geared to particular 
students after finding their weakness. Valerie 
Boissier had many exercises written just for her; she 
took as many as three or four lessons a week, ac
cording to her needs and Liszt's schedule. Valerie's 
mother wrote that he was very moody, recalling 
that one week he was a sweetheart and the next not 
so happy. Madame Boissier added that Liszt's 
mother was often in the kitchen cooking while he 
taught from morning to night, and that he some
times appeared gaunt. She also commented about 
how heavenly it was when he sat down to play. 

There are many interesting facets to your career. How 
do you find time to accomplish so much? 

It takes a lot of strict budgeting of time and it is 
not always easy. Getting married and raising a fam
ily made it more difficult to find practice time. 
With children sleeping it was hard to practice at 
night, so that is when I squeezed in writing. 1 wrote 
one book of interviews while expecting a third 
child. When I look back 1 don't know how 1 did it. 
If there is a passion, if something is important 
enough, people find time to do it. I made my 
choices, and I'm very happy with them. • 
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