
Orchestra 
Curriculum



FASE has been promoting access 
and equity in string education
since 1978.

It was founded by George Bornoff, who pioneered 
the field of classroom string pedagogy for mixed 
instruments. He developed a system of technique 
that scaffolds from the very first sounds to the 
most advanced string skills so that all students 
could learn and achieve without the need for 
private lessons.



Characteristics of an effective curriculum. Rationale for mapping.

1. What + Why

2. Models
Example formats and resources for curriculum mapping.

3. DIY Strategies
Designing and using a curriculum.

Orchestra Curriculum



What is a curriculum?
What do we love/hate about curriculum?

Does your district/program have one?

Does it currently help?



Curriculum is…
a framework of values, objectives, sequences, and strategies that support

teaching and learning by answering what, why, when, and how students learn.

Comprehensive and Clear

Helpful, Reproducible, and Sustainable
Curriculum should support by providing clarity and consistency. It ensures that all students 
have similar core experiences and opportunities.

Inclusive and Responsive 
Considers students, community, and society at large. Teachers, too – but not the focus.

Flexible, not fixed! (A living document.)



Curriculum in STRINGS is also…
Cultural 
“Musicking” is a set of artistic skills and norms passed on from person to person. String 
education primarily focuses on European musical traditions, but we can become fluent in 
multiple practices. (David Elliott: Praxial Music Education)

Skills Focused
The ability to create and express is correlated with technical proficiency.

Concurrent and Continuous
“Units” of learning occur simultaneously and across multiple years, with core topics 
remaining constant and evolving through levels of difficulty (spiral design). 



Curriculum is NOT the repertoire.
A concert-focused curriculum is akin to “teaching to the test.”

● Bulk�of�state�and�national�music�standards�exist�outside�of�performance.

● A�skills-first�curriculum�avoids�plateaus�and�supports�student�agency/equity.��

● Engaging�with�culture�and�context�is�the�only�way�to�meet�all�standards,�plus�it�provides�

opportunities�for�enrichment,�connection,�and�validation.

● A�primary�goal�of�music�education�is�to�prepare�students�for�lifelong,�independent�
musicianship.�That�requires�an�entrepreneurial�mindset,�deep�knowledge,�and�
self-efficacy�acquired�from�successful�opportunities�to�apply�learning�independently.

“Did�the�kid�learn�about�music,�or�did�they�just�the�[Violin�2]�part�to�[Dragonhunter]?”
­�Dr.�Ann�Porter



Orchestra 
Curriculum 

Models



ASTA Curriculum

Click for Overview
** Revised 2021

https://drive.google.com/file/d/13Lc0sEFmT3E8CSCTGfWbTANKYe5lHyjI/view?usp=drivesdk


ASTA Curriculum



ASTA Curriculum



ASTA Curriculum



Habits of a Successful Director



Selby�recommends�that�learning,�like�his�books,�be�organized�into
skill-centered�“units”:

1. Instrument�position

2. Left-hand�skills�(including�position,�vibrato,�shifting)

3. Right-hand�position�(bow�hold)

4. Tone�and�articulation�(bowing)

5. Intonation

6. Pulse,�rhythms,�and�rhythmic�literacy

7. Tonal�literacy�and�creativity

8. Ensemble�skills�and�concert�music

Habits of a Successful Director



Long-range�plans�(i.e.�curriculum)�include�the�following�
components:

1. Pedagogically�sequenced�objectives
2. Goals�for�how�much�students�will�learn�at�each�level
3. Assessments
4. Teaching�materials�­�exercises,�etudes,�music
5. Teaching�strategies

Units�are�leveled�according�to�NAfME�framework:

● Novice
● Intermediate
● Proficient
● Accomplished
● Advanced

Habits of a Successful Director



Teaching�and�learning�is�organized�around�three�primary�domains:

Right�Hand
Tone�Development
Bowing�Techniques/Articulations
Rhythm

Left�Hand
Bornoff�Finger�Patterns
Tonal�Patterns�­�in�position
Rhythm�­�slurring�variations

Literacy
Note�reading�and�rhythmic�literacy
Ensemble�skills�and�repertoire
Musicianship�skills
Stylistic/cultural�fluency

The Bornoff Approach



The Bornoff Approach
Primer Beginning Level | Finger Patterns 1-3; Pizzicato, Detache,
Staccato, Spiccato; Music Literacy for all four strings in 4/4, 3/4, 2/4; 
Repertoire in Major and Minor; Intro to Jazz Improvisation

Finger Patterns Intermediate Level |  Finger Patterns 1-5; 
Bowing Variations for slurs, duple vs triple meters, string crossings, 
mixed bow strokes, bow placement; Intro to Scales and Shifting

Patterns in Position Advanced Level |  Harmonics; Fingered 
Double-Stops; Thumb Position; Shifting and Fingering Variations

Bornoff�also�implements�core�frameworks�to�help�students�organize�learning�for�
themselves�and�to�create�fluid�continuity�between�levels�(scaffolded/spiral�design).�
Click�here�to�learn�more!

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1w8visbYH0UP4BNEao_TJ3EpDFAqAzrADFYoERnJVueE/edit?usp=sharing


Kansas�City�Schools
String-specific�learning�standards
Comprehensive�pacing�guide

Forest�Hills�School�District�(DRAFT,�Morales-Torres)
Adaptation�of�ASTA�curriculum�and�KC�Schools
String-specific�standards
Overview�templates
Weekly�planning�templates

NYSSMA�Orchestra�Sequence
Leveled�pacing�guide
Includes�learning�standards�outside�of�performing

Upper�Arlington�Standards-Based�Report�(Zunic)

Other Model Resources

Scan�this�QR�code�to�access�the�
slides�and�explore�resources.

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1d0Dw2D9YDW_20wQuEYn2gfI7gG6SwZBr
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1-0xOKA5rRdCXGjxQcpk05EVjCPiPha4z
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wQBucekhoo3LZ7nFEw08MA34vw9k11SW/view?usp=drivesdk
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KzpY8BRh9MosVcslbyAS-2hoqDHKlpu0/view?usp=drivesdk


Mapping 
YOUR Program



Starting�Age�and�Grade

Number�of�classes/lessons/rehearsals�per�week

Instruction�format
Individual�vs�Group�•�Homogeneous�vs�Heterogeneous

Prior�learning
Private�instruction�•�General�music�•�Individual�experiences

Conditions�for�personal�practice
Availability/quality�of�instrument�•�Physical�space�•�Home�support

Teacher(s)
Solo�vs�Team�vs�Aligned�teaching�•�Teacher�training�•�Personal�background

Variables that Influence Curriculum



Why are you teaching strings/orchestra?

● What do you hope students gain?
● What do you hope students feel?
● What do you hope to pass on to your students?
● What do you hope to change for your students?
● What do you hope to provide for your students?
● What would a student miss if they didn’t participate?
● What is the point of it all?

Impactful teaching is guided by a clear, concise philosophy.

1.
Why



Whom are you teaching?

● Age, grades
● Community profile
● School profile
● Student subset

Curriculum should always reflect the needs, interests, 
and desires of the people. Imposing default or uniform 
objectives without accommodating the people is a form of 
colonialism.

Check out: Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire), Culturally Responsive Teaching in 
Music Education (Lind/McKoy)

2.
Who



3. 
When 

& WhereWhen are you teaching?

● How often?
● Time of day/year?
● Social and historical influences?

Where are you teaching?

● District structure (alignment)
● Physical space
● Local - regional - national - global contexts

#realisticexpectations



4.
WhatWhat should you teach? 

What can you teach?

1. Begin at the end – imagine the ideal graduate
based on your WHY and WHO. Ask for input!

2. Outline standards achievement benchmarks for 
each year or level of your program. Start with one 
domain (or split with a team), then expand/combine.

3. Get specific based on your WHEN. How much can 
students consistently learn in your specific setup?



4.
What

Unit�Planning�Model�from
�Habits�for�a�Successful�Orchestra�Director�

(Selby,�p.�177)



5.
HowHow will you teach and meet your goals?

● Based partly on WHEN and WHERE.

● What are the core learning tasks and experiences
for your curriculum?
○ Consistent/equitable student experience from 

year to year → a systematic program

● Is there a need for vertical or horizontal alignment with 
other teachers?
○ Is there a unifying pedagogy?
○ Need to negotiate core tasks/experiences



5. 
HowHow can the curriculum support new or future 

teachers? 

● If curriculums actually reflect our communities, 
then they should outlive individual teachers and 
grow/adapt with new ones!

● Create or link to a bank of strategies/resources that 
align with your objectives and overarching philosophy

● Establish procedures/schedules for updates. Provide 
opportunities for input, customization, and access.



5.
HowHow will we know (prove) students have met the 

curriculum’s aims and objectives?

1. Refer to benchmarks and develop corresponding 
summative assessments. Doesn’t have to be a test!

2. Outline strategies/options for formative assessments 
that can track individual progress and provide useful 
feedback to your students. 

3. Provide expectations for students (daily!) and engage 
them in managing their own progress.



Practical Examples: Curriculum Calendar



Practical Examples: Skills Timeline



Click�here�for�a�full�first-year�timeline�
of�Debbie�Lyle’s�Bornoff�curriculum!

Click�here�for�Year�2.

Another�example:�
EE�Teacher�Resources�Kit�

(different�than�teacher�score)

Practical Examples: Individual Lesson Plans

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1inuq-_zZIeBigw-_ZT1U2UBSttZVDdOv/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=106974510558789660835&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1oIt_dpA6gPTi7jbqWsHANHHnJMzpkssWDwnjn_S17xs/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.halleonard.com/product/868072/essential-elements-for-strings-book-1


Connect with Us!



Our Team

Executive Director & Lead Clinician
debbie.lyle@fase.org

Assistant Director & Program Manager
felipe.moralestorres@fase.org

Debbie Lyle

Felipe Morales-Torres




