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Theoretical background or Context

As a change from arrangements of folk tunes and reductions of well-known classical
works, we (two Australian composers) wrote a book of 22 pieces for 1% year pianists,
each piece representing an Australian animal — mammals, birds, reptiles, insects. The
combination of words and music has long been recognised as an effective way to
engage students when they begin learning to play the piano (Thompson, 1937), and for
Cook (1998) music itself does not so much have meaning as potential for meaning,
with this potential being a function of the context within which the music is received.
Therefore, music and words combined with original drawings creates a multisensory
experience for students and teachers.

Aims

The aim of this paper is to discuss the thinking and creating behind the pieces,
especially how we sought to engage students by developing their imagination and
creating curiosity about how the animals live and behave through a multisensory
approach.

Methodology

Adopting a practice-led research process in which the research was ‘initiated by an
artistic hunch, intuition, or question, or an artistic or technical concern generated by the
researcher’s own practice...’ (p. 6, Rubidge, 2005), we drew on our experience as
teachers, composers and writers.

Results/Findings

The context for these animal pieces is multi-faceted. The pieces are short and song-
like to interest first year piano students and the pieces can be sung and/or recited, the
rhythm clapped to capture the spirit of the music as a prelude to learning the notation,
and to make the Australian animals come alive we wrote words and music (Thompson,
1937). Looking at the way animals behave is interesting for children and we sought to
create pieces which capture these activities by making the music itself convey meaning
(Cook, 1998) through compositional parameters including rhythm, articulation,
dynamics, register, harmony and mode. We aimed to enable younger students to focus
better, to enjoy the learning process and to perform the pieces with enthusiasm by
encouraging them to imagine being that animal. Each piece is accompanied by a
drawing of the animal with the aim of assisting teachers to create more stories about
the animals.

Conclusions/Final considerations
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By creating a rich multisensory context for each piece, we hope that learning this way
will bring an emotional response to the animals, encourage musical appreciation, and
create imaginative and engaged performances which can be appreciated by an
audience.
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