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Lesson Plan 1: Focused Listening

Helping children to focus is a crucial element of the Connecting to Music programme. This lesson will ensure your children listen carefully and creatively to the music they hear.

Equipment:

1 cushion per child

Human figure template, one per child (see end of Plan) 

Pencils

Crayons

CD/MP3 player

CDs/Downloads 

- Music suggestion for Focusing Exercises

Thomas Newman (b.1955)
· Any Other Name from soundtrack to American Beauty, Dreamworks, 1999 (4’11)

- Music suggestion for Focused Listening

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 – 1827):
· Allegretto from Symphony No. 7 in A major (8’09)

· Adagio un poco mosso – attacca from Concerto for piano and orchestra no. 5 in E flat major (8’36)
· Adagio Cantible from Piano Sonata No.8 in C minor Pathetique (6’18)
· Larghetto from Concerto for Violin and Orchestra in D major (10’49)


Maurice Ravel (1891 – 1853):
· Adagio assai from Concerto for Piano and Orchestra  in G major (9’03)


Bela Bartok (1881 – 1945):
· Adagio Religioso from Concerto for Piano and Orchestra No.3 in E major (9’27)


Philip Glass (b.1937):
· Opening from Glassworks (6’18)

Time Required: 

45 – 55 minutes

Introduction:

Explain to the children that we are going to listen to a piece of music, a piece that they probably haven’t heard before and know nothing about. Make it clear that you will not tell them anything about it. Tell the children that they will listen to the music by lying on the floor with their eyes closed, but that before they lie down we will do some simple exercises to help focus our attention and to create some space inside and outside of us for listening to music. Keep your voice at normal speaking level, soft but clear.

Instructions: Focusing Exercises (10 minutes)

These are the instructions you should give to the children as you progress through the session. You should undertake the exercises yourself, as much as you can, while talking. As well as talking, you can use a piece of music at the same time to help create focus. See the music suggestion above.
1. Find a space on the floor and sit down, leaving your cushion to the side.

2. Cross your legs and look straight ahead, with eyes soft.

3. Take a deep breath in, and as you exhale grow yourself tall, straightening your spine.

At this point you should look around to check everyone is sitting with good posture, backs straight, shoulders relaxed.

4. Now breathe. Everyone take a breath in through the nose, hold it, and then release through the mouth.

Do this group breathing three or four times. The breathing should be steady, not exaggerated or tense.

5. Now we are going to wake up our brains. Sit up straight. Take both hands up to the back of you head and, beginning at the base, tap all of your fingers over your skull. Work your way up the back of your head towards the top, tapping your fingers gently as you go. 

Check that the children are using both hands and tapping gently, but with purpose.

6. Now move your hands to your ears. Starting at the top, unroll each ear all the way down to the ear lobes. We’ll do this three times.

Ask the children who wear spectacles to remove them for the next few exercises.

7. Now move your hands to the soft parts of your cheeks. Gently massage them, making round movements with the tips of your fingers. Massage to the sides, up onto your forehead, back down towards your upper lip and down to your chin.

Explain to the children that we are going to do some simple movement exercises for the eyes. Say that the only part of the body we will move are our eyes.  

8. Begin by looking up to the ceiling and then down to the ground, up to the ceiling and down to the ground. Do this three times. Now move your eyes from the right to the left, and again from the right to the left. Do this three times. Finally, move your eyes up, right, down and left; up, right, down and left. Now do it the other way - up, left, down and right; up, left, down and right. We’ll do this three times each way.

9. Now place the palms of your hands together and give them a rub to generate a little warmth. Place your hands gently over your eyes and have a moment to yourself. 
Make sure the children hold their hands over their eyes for approximately ten to fifteen seconds. Now ask any children who have removed their spectacles to put them back on.

10. Now we will do some stretching. Place your right hand on the floor next to your hip and stretch your left arm above your head and over to the right. Keep your arm straight and pointing up to the ceiling. Now do the same with your left hand on the floor and your right arm stretching up. We’ll do this two times on each side.

11. Finally, imagine there is a large beach ball in front of you. Sit up straight. Round out your arms in front of you to pick the ball up and hold it. As you breathe in, lift your arms above your head as though they are holding the ball. As you breathe out, bring your arms gently down each side of you to the floor, before picking up the ball again and holding it out to the front. We will do this five or six times, each time breathing in when we lift our arms up, and breathing out when we let our arms down.

Make sure that the children do this exercise calmly and with control, sitting straight, holding their arms out in front of them and letting them down gently to the floor rather than dropping them. Try to get them doing it in time as a group.

Instructions: Focused Listening (10-15 minutes)

Now explain to the children that we will do the listening to music exercise with them lying on the floor. If you have any kind of mats or gym mats these can be used to lie on, and should be distributed at this point. However, they are not crucial. Use the cushions for the children’s heads.
Make sure you have the music you are going to play cued up on your CD or MP3 player. Now dim the lights.
As the children are lying on the floor talk them through the following Focused Listening Instructions. Consider the tone, tempo and volume of your voice. Speak clearly and calmly, just loud enough to be heard.

1. Spread yourselves out a little without talking to anybody. Now lie down on the floor with your head on your cushion. 

2. Allow yourself to be fully supported by the floor, let yourself sink into the floor.
3. Listen to the simple instructions I am about to give you and focus on your breath and my voice. Let all distractions in the room fade into the background.

4. When you are ready, please close your eyes.

5. You are going to take your breath on a journey. Use your imagination to take your breath all the way down to your toes and, when it gets there, if it finds any tiredness or tension just let your breath go in and gently allow the tension to float away.

6. Now we will do the same with our ankles.

Work your way through each body part with the children: toes; ankles, calf muscles and knees; thighs, hips and pelvis; spine, shoulders, arms, elbows, wrists and fingers; tummy and chest; lungs and heart; head, face, ears, eyes, mouth and nose.
7. Finally take your breath into your mind and let it breathe some space into your thoughts. Let your thoughts pass through as you stay focused on your breath.

8. Now all you have to do is stay with yourself in the space you have created and listen to the music.
Play the music you have selected now (see above for suggestions) ensuring the volume is appropriate for the size of the room. Once the music has ended allow the children to remain lying on the floor for a short while, before asking them to gently bring their focus back to the room and sit up.
Instructions: Responses to Focused Listening (25-30 minutes)

Before you start this exercise be aware that to some extent what happens while we listen to music is a mystery, especially when we may have listened very deeply, shut away from the usual distractions that keep us in the outer world. Because of this, expressing what happened in our inner world while the music plays is not always straightforward but, if attempted, can provide us with a better understanding of what might have happened within our minds and bodies. 
Often with this exercise it is not a case of analysing what any particular child expresses about their experience, rather it is about allowing the expression of it in the first place. 

Distribute the human figure template to each child. Hand out the pencils and crayons. Now ask them the following questions.
1. Imagine that this is an image of you lying on the floor while you listened to the music. What happened to you when you heard the music? Did you enter into your own world where your thoughts, feelings, imaginations and memories live? What happened when you went there?

2. Describe the journey you went on while you listened to the music using this template. You can use words. You can use pictures. You can use light and shade. 

3. You can also tell us about what happened to your body while you listened to the music. Did you experience feelings or sensations in your fingers, your feet, your chest, or other parts of you? Were you hot, cold or warm? Draw these sensations in.

4. Remember that there is no right or wrong experience, only your experience. 

Give the children 15-20 minutes to complete their human figure templates. As they work, go round the room and talk quietly to each them about what they are doing.

At the end allow 10 minutes for a show and share. Encourage the children to share their work with their classmates. Allow them to speak, and encourage everyone to listen to them without judgement or putting meaning onto what they say.
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