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 Strategies for Reading Rhythms In The Performance Classroom 
 
 

 Main Idea #1 – Stay On The Same Concept For A Long Time 
o Method books & even rhythm methods move too fast 
o Each new rhythmic concept requires time and repetition to become comfortable and 

transferrable 
o Use your materials in a variety of ways 

 Ex. Rhythmic Projections pp. 1-6 – ¼ note & rest 

 Count & clap 

 Pluck on open strings 

 Pluck on D scale 

 Bow on open strings 

 Bow on D scale 

 Copy and write in counting 
 
 

 Main Idea #2 – Count Out Loud…A Lot…All The Time 
o Always sing parts on counts 

 When you model for them 
 When they sing their parts 
 When they silent finger their parts 
 When they play their parts 

o Develop an understanding of how each rhythm is broken down 
o Neighbor counting 

 Divide inside/outside or by sections and have one group count for the group that’s 
playing.  Then switch 

 Frequently, you’ll find that the most work needs to be done for the group 
that’s doing the counting. 

o Count a measure before playing 
 Count it using the problem rhythm 

o Call out each beat 1 and beat 3 
o Teach multiple counting strategies 

 1--&3--& 

 1&2&3&4& 

 ‘half-note’; ‘dot-ted-half’ 
 Hand motions to associate with certain durations 

http://www.gambamusic.com/
mailto:gamba@fultonschools.org
mailto:sethgamba@yahoo.com
http://www.jwpepper.com/Rhythmic-Projections-%3A-Rhythm-Exercises-for-Building-Mastery/10492953.ritem#.VliH18vbJjo


 Main Idea #3 – Use A Variety Of Methods to teach each concept 
o Keep something new in front of them 
o Writing Unit 
o Do a sight reading unit 

 Go down 2 levels and read something new every day for 2 weeks 
o One Week Pieces 

 Pull from a variety of method books & supplements so you can stay in the same 
place, but keep it fresh 

o Rhythmic Projections 
o Board Rhythms 
o Melody pass arounds 
o This is the key to Differentiated Instruction 

 Lots of strategies for each skill 
 
 

 Main Idea #4 – Where Am I? 
o Know what beat each note happens on 

 Play “What Beat Is This?” 
o Melody Pass-arounds 

 Divide by sections and have each section take a measure, then ½ a measure, then 
one beat, then one note 

o The hardest part about counting rhythms are the rests & sustains 
o Clap once on the &of2 

 Scaffolding in this exercise 

 Start by counting and clapping with them 

 Take out your clapping 
o Can still help with vocal emphasis 
o Then take out emphasis 

 Take out your counting 

 Take out their counting 
o Add your conducting 

o Student conductors for warmups 
 really gets kids watching 
 emphasizes for students the importance of keeping going 

 when the student conductor misses a beat because they messed up the 
pattern, it's really noticed and everyone has trouble.  When the student 
conductor messed up the pattern, but keeps a steady beat, the group can 
always keep following 

o Make sure they can always identify 1 & 3 in the conducting pattern 
 where are the 'touchpoints' in each measure 
 while kids are playing, have them call out "1" & "3" during each measure 

o Dotted rhythms 
 Frequently, the issue is not how long the note lasts, but do you really know where 

the beat is that you should change on. 

 Dotted ½ = Where is beat 4? 

 Dotten ¼ = Where is the & of 2?  Where is the & of 4? 
  



 Sequence for teaching dotted ¼s  

 Start with basic syncopation 
o The dotted ¼ won’t be right until they can quickly identify each 1/8 

beat of the measure 

 Do lots of ‘point and names’ on the beats 

 Focus on &of2 and &of4 

 Introduce dotted ¼ note. 
 
 

 Main Idea #5 – Work rhythm exercises into your rehearsals 
o Not just a warmup 
o Vignette lessons 

 When you encounter a rhythm problem in a part, stop rehearsal and get everyone 
back to a brief fundamentals exercise 

 Everyone play a scale emphasizing the problem rhythm, then go right back 
to rehearsal 

 Ex rhythm – ½ tied to 1/8 with articulation on &of3.   
o Everyone clap once on the &of3 
o Everyone play a G scale only playing on the &of3 

 Partner Counting 
 Sing your part on counts 
 Sing on counts while you play 

 
 

 Recommended Reading 
o Teaching Rhythm: New Strategies and Techniques for Success 

 David Newell 
 

 Other resources 
o Essential Musicianship for Strings books 1 & 2 

 Allen, Gillespie, Tellejohn-Hayes 
o Fine Tuning 

 Spinosa, Rusch 
o Sight Read It for Strings 

 Dabczynski, Meyer, Phillips 
o Christmas Kaliedescope 

 Frost 
 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 


