
8  |  WEST SIDE MONTESSORI SCHOOL | GREAT BEGINNINGS | SPRING 2015 | WWW.WSMSNYC.ORG

makes musical intelligence so special is its 
function as a primary organizer for cogni-
tion.   His breakthrough thinking has rein-
forced the importance of teaching music to 
young children and helped teachers use a 
wide range of approaches to help children 
develop their full potential.   

Music is a particularly important tool in our 
classrooms at WSMS. Singing, keeping time 
with and moving to music—easily accessible, 
enjoyable experiences for young children—
provide opportunities for them to listen, re-
spond, imitate and use their voices, fingers, 
hands, arms and bodies in creative ways. In 
addition, music is a delightful way to teach 
children the alphabet and number seriation, 
how to add to and take away concepts, and 
the meaning of conceptual pairs like up/
down and over/under (Gardner, 1999).    

THE POWER 
OF MUSIC

I was fortunate to be born into a family of 
musicians: Mom was a classical pianist and 
Dad played the French horn when not play-
ing guitar in a rock band. Music of every 
genre was performed and enjoyed by my 
family and by the range of friends who vis-
ited our home in northeastern Wisconsin. 
By five, I was attending a Montessori school 
where the Carl Orff method was used to en-
courage children to learn rhythm and make 
their own music using percussion instru-
ments and vocalization; I also played the 
piano at home. I gained tremendous confi-
dence in making music in the early grades 
and continued singing—in choirs and en-
sembles—throughout my schooling. I com-
pleted high school and received my BFA at 
the North Carolina School of the Arts.    

In 2007 I came to West Side Montessori 
School after completing my Montessori cer-
tification in Chicago. I wanted to relocate to 
New York and a classmate in the Montes-
sori program told me that WSMS was tops.   
In mid-May I will complete my MA in Early 
Childhood Education and Special Education 
at Bank Street College of Education. I’ve 
learned through my own experience, as well 
as through practice and theory, that music is 
a powerful and joyful means for helping chil-
dren grasp language, numbers and content, 
as well as master social skills.  

Research by Howard Gardner, a develop-
mental psychologist and Hobbs Professor 
of Cognition and Education at the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education, has con-
firmed my focus on music. Gardner studies 
the different types of human intelligences—
linguistic, logic-mathematical, musical, 
spatial, bodily/kinesthetic, interpersonal, 
intrapersonal, and naturalistic—and asserts 
that they are relatively independent of one 
another. According to Gardner (1999), what 

I use music in 3E to:
Build a sense of community and individual 
confidence: Playing group games, such as 
Charlie Over the Ocean or Doggie, Doggie, 
Where’s Your Bone, encourages communi-
cation and collaboration, and allows children 
to take on leadership roles. Charlie Over the 
Ocean is a call-and-response singing game, 
which makes use of a lead and echo. Both 
sides must rely on the effort of each other 
to create a conversational exchange. The 
lead child sings, “Charlie over the ocean, 
Charlie over the sea, Charlie caught a black-
bird, Can’t catch me!” and is echoed by the 
group at each line. The lead child models 
rhythm and melody for the group, and other 
children are exposed to the musical aspects 
of the game before they are asked to lead. 
The game also involves chasing, creating 
excitement and intrigue. As children are  
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rallying for others to move quickly or do well, 
they build a sense of empathy and respect. 
While playing Doggie, Doggie, Where’s 
Your Bone, a lead child hides as a “bone” is 
hidden behind a group member’s back. The 
group must keep a collective secret while 
the lead child guesses who has the hidden 
bone. It can be difficult to resist calling out 
the answer. Children must delay gratification 
to give their peer the opportunity to guess 
and continue the game.   
 
Encourage language acquisition and learn-
ing numbers: During circle and transitions, 
we often use the same repeated songs to 
practice important language and establish a 
routine. For example, every day we sing a 
hello song that features the greeting in lan-
guages from around the world. We also sing 
songs about the days of the week, months 
of the year, and seasons. When lining up to 
leave the classroom, we sing a song to count 
the children, often in different languages. By 
repeating songs at certain times throughout 
the day, children have many opportunities to 
learn and use language. Careful music rep-
etition builds brainpower.  
 
Foster hand, body, and voice coordina-
tion: Song and movement games and mu-
sical instruments provide entry points for 
artistic, sensory and cognitive development.   
Children listen, respond, and imitate, and 
use their voices, fingers, hands, arm and 
bodies in creative ways. Multi-sensory ac-
tivities like these encourage a wide range of 
participation; children hear and feel sounds 
as they play instruments and sing songs, 
move in musical ways, and see adults and 
children repeat movement.   
 
Teach content: For each new unit, we in-
corporate content-specific songs to encour-
age understanding and interest in learning.   
For example, when studying the tropical 
rainforest, the children learn The Rainforest 
Song—about the different layers of the rain-
forest and the animals that inhabit them.  
 
Signal the start of a routine: When begin-
ning a circle or lesson, teachers often use a 
song to gain the attention and interest of 
children. Sharing information or giving mes-
sages is more easily heard and accepted 
through music. During group time, a song 

often helps to collect and focus the group, 
signaling that the lesson has begun. Chil-
dren begin to “listen” without a teacher hav-
ing to say, “Please listen!” A song is often 
experienced as a change and inspires atten-
tion and focus.
 
Manage transitions: Music makes routines 
predictable and helps children anticipate 
events. Songs have a beginning, a middle, 
and an end, and thus signal to children how 
long they have to prepare themselves. For 

example, when cleaning up, children know 
how much time they have to finish by listen-
ing to the scope of the song. While lining 
up, a song alerts children to the expectation 
of walking in the hallways, and is an indica-
tor of when we will leave (when the song 
ends!). Songs can be useful for arrivals and 
departures.  

Your children love to sing and move to mu-
sic. I encourage you to use some of our tips 
to keep that music going at home too!

TIPS FOR ENCOURAGING MUSICAL  
DEVELOPMENT AT HOME!
Long commute or just around the cor-
ner, singing songs and playing games 
while traveling makes time fly by! Play 
Skip to My Lou, changing the locomo-
tor movement for each verse. Play the 
A-B-C game, by looking for the letters of 
the alphabet in the environment. Play I 
Spy. Share your favorite nursery rhymes. 
Sing language-rich songs like On Top 
of Spaghetti, Monkeys Swinging in the 
Tree, How Much is that Doggie in the 
Window?, or Down by the Bay.  

Trouble getting out the house in the 
morning? Make a piece of upbeat, re-
corded music your “leaving the house 
song.” When the song is finished, it’s 
time to walk out the door! Use another 
song for “clean up time.” And you can 
always use an egg timer as a visual re-
minder of time passing.

Leaving the house:
A-B-C: Jackson Five
Good Vibrations: Beach Boys
Good Day Sunshine or 
  Here Comes the Sun: The Beatles
Don’t Worry, Be Happy: Bobby McFerrin
You’ve Got a Friend in Me: 
  Randy Newman
 
Cleaning up:
Whistle While You Work
Clean up! Clean up! Everybody, 
  everywhere! 
Tokido: Samite

Need help at bedtime? Incorporate 
a nightly lullaby before bed or lull chil-
dren off to sleep with peaceful, dreamy 
recorded classical or jazz music. Sing 

All the Pretty Little Horses, Somewhere 
Over the Rainbow, and Hush Little Baby.  
 

Classical music:
Trios Gymnopédies: Satie 
Prelude Apres Midi D’un Faune: 
  Debussy
Air on the G String: Bach
Raindrops: Chopin
 
Jazz music:
Hit the Road to Dreamland: Mel Torme
Dreams are Made For Children and  
  Russian Lullaby: Ella Fitzgerald
Two Sleepy People: Johnny Hodges
Lullaby for Helene: Bill Evans
Conversations with Baby: 
  Abbey Lincoln

Have a weekly family dance party! Pick 
one night to dance to a new style of mu-
sic. Share your dance moves with your 
kids, blow off some steam, and expose 
your children to a diverse range of mu-
sic. Try reggae, jazz, blues, Latin, funk, 
classical, world music, etc. Ask them: 
“How does this music make you feel?”

Use music to instill important informa-
tion. Try teaching your child your ad-
dress, telephone number or safety in-
structions by linking it to a simple tune. 
For example, to the tune of Row Row 
Row Your Boat, try this: 

Three three three oh nine
Ninety Second Street 
That’s where I live 
Where I go home
On 92nd Street
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       There are many ways to make a   
      beat, and children respond very 
quickly to repetition and rhythm. I tell 
my students that their body is an instru-
ment—and wouldn’t it be cool if we 
could make music JUST with our bod-
ies? This question typically gets their at-
tention. I begin with a simple song and 
have the children keep the beat: with 
their feet, with their hands, and even 
using their mouths to make varying 
sounds. Once they get caught up in the 
fun of making music without maracas or 
drums or tambourines, I begin to add 
more complexity.  

For example, we move on to a game 
called the “Cup Game.” This circle 
game enables me to teach children in-
creasingly complex directions and lan-
guage, while keeping it fun and lively. It 
works like this: 
• I ask the children to repeat after me. 
• They say a succession of words: tap, 

up, down, pass.
• We then accompany the words with 

motion. 
• After that we eliminate the words and 

just do the motions. 
• After much repetition to get the mo-

tions in unison, I finally introduce 
a cup on the floor and we perform 

the motions on the cup as we pass it 
around the circle. 

There are many variations on this, but I 
think you get the idea. This game illus-
trates how children can learn to keep a 
beat and experience it internally. It also 
develops large motor skills and coordi-
nation, as children learn to speed up the 
tempo while accurately following direc-
tions. Most of all, the children enjoy it 
and learn in the bargain.  

Some other examples of how we use 
music and rhythm are:
• The children sing the days of the week 

to the “Adams Family Theme.”
• The children learn syllable segmen-

tation: how many sounds are in  
butterfly, hippopotamus, awesome, 
and other words?

• The children create a personal rhythm 
performance for their classmates ac-
companied by a three-minute music 
CD. 

There are many other ways that I use 
music and rhythm in the classroom, 
which I would be happy to share with 
the readers of Great Beginnings. If you 
are interested, please email me at 
4W@wsmsnyc.org.
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Happy and engaged children learn more 
easily and better—this fairly obvious state-
ment happens to be supported by a growing 
number of studies on how the human brain 
develops most successfully. Maria Montes-
sori understood this truth more than 100 
years ago, and science—having caught up 
with her prescience—has proven her right. 
The children in 4W, and in fact throughout 
WSMS, are fortunate beneficiaries of this be-
lief. As a teacher in 4W, Donna Longdon is 
a master at using creative ways to engage 
children in developing multiple skills, while 
simultaneously learning literacy and numer-
acy. What’s her magic?

One of the tools that she uses so effectively 
is grounded in an approach to music with 
children developed by well-known compos-
er, musician and educator Carl Orff. Donna 
attended a series of workshops on the Orff 
technique as part of WSMS professional 
development program and was inspired to 
adapt specific aspects of the Orff approach 
in her own classroom. Over the years, she 
has honed her technique and describes 
some of her skills on this page.

Donna Longdon began her distinguished 

career at WSMS in the fall of 1991.  With 

a BA in education from Hunter College, 

Donna completed her Montessori training 

through our own WSMS-TEP and earned her 

MA in early childhood education from NYU 

School of Education.  

“

”

REPETITION
AND RHYTHM
WITH DONNA LONGDON, 4W
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DEVELOPING
KINDNESS
AND EMPATHY

TEACHER TALK

Little Dude is a 15-pound dog—part Shih 
Tzu, part Poodle, part Bichon—with a very 
big heart and has earned a degree in “peo-
ple skills” from The Good Dog Foundation. 
Cara Zelas, Little Dude’s owner and biggest 
fan, is a teacher in 4Epm. She is also on a 
mission to build more kindness in the world. 
One of the ways she does this is as a volun-
teer in local hospitals, assisted living centers 
and the Charter School for Autism, bringing 
Little Dude to provide affection and comfort 
to adults and children alike. But that’s not all. 

Little Dude is an asset in the classroom as 
well. He can often be found  in 4Epm, where 
he helps Cara and her fellow teachers work 
with students to:

• develop social and emotional under-
standing

• promote social behavior and empathy
• build community and a positive classroom 

atmosphere

Maria Montessori wrote, “Character forma-
tion cannot be taught, it comes from expe-
rience and not from explanation.” Always 
ahead of her time, the idea that social, 
emotional and ethical concepts need to be 
taught and practiced, starting in early child-
hood, is now well supported by research. 
Notable among other researchers are the 
Making Caring Common Project* at Harvard 
University and the National School Climate 
Center (NSCC) at Columbia University. As 
Jonathan Cohen, Co-founder and President 
of NSCC, says, “We must educate minds 
and hearts… because the three R’s are not 
enough.”   

So what does Little Dude do in the class-
room? By patting and holding, feeding and 
walking him, the children in 4Epm learn how 
to  take care of an animal. They talk about 
his “toileting” needs and what might make 
him sick, about going to the vet and getting 
shots. Through these activities and conver-
sations, the children make connections be-

tween caring for a dog and caring for one-
self—or for a family member.   

Taking this further, the teacher might talk 
about Little Dude’s experience as a volun-
teer therapy dog. This information provides 
a jumping off point for conversations about 
kindness, empathy and compassion. During 
these dialogues children begin to develop a 
vocabulary to express their feelings of sad-
ness, stress, and frustration, to see a situa-
tion from the perspective of another person, 
and to understand these feelings in them-
selves and others. 

We know that children learn best in a joyful 
environment; Little Dudes’ visits to the class-
room are as engaging and fun as they are 
valuable in developing the characteristics of 
kindness and empathy in our children. 

Cara earned a BA in Elementary Educa-

tion and a BA in Media and Communica-

tions from Macquarie University in Syd-

ney, Australia. She received her American 

Montessori Society early childhood certi-

fication through WSMS-TEP. And, she has  

WITH CARA ZELAS, 4Epm

completed courses in Social Emotional 

Learning Through Kindness in the Classroom 

at Colorado University.

*http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/parenting/
wp/2014/07/18/are-you-raising-nice-kids-a-harvard-psychologist-
gives-5-ways-to-raise-them-to-be-kind/


