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Preface

A teacher affects eternity.
He can never tell where
his influence stops.
   Henry Adams

It has been over fifty years of teaching classical guitar.  What an incredible 
journey this has been. The following stories are presented with the hope 
that other music teachers will find some fresh ideas and that parents and 
the general reader will find the stories interesting.

In addition, I have also included many ideas about teaching children and 
adults effectively as well as ideas about practicing. 

Students have come to me from all walks of life: the very young with their 
parents, the pre-teens and eager teen agers, busy adults, attorneys and 
doctors as well as young mothers and even a few elderly.

I had the privilege of teaching a class of blind students and had the 
experience of teaching an autistic child.

Whether I was teaching in Los Angeles, Chicago, Gerardmer, France or 
Ofra, Israel I have been happy to welcome every new student.  Each one 
wanted to learn more about guitar and music.

It is worth noting that all the names of students and parents mentioned in 
The Joy of Music  have been changed in order to protect their individual 
privacy.
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Each student came with a different background and life story and each 
one helped me to become a better teacher.  They say we learn more from 
our children than our parents.  I think this is also true in teaching music.  
We learn more from our students than from our own teachers.

Students present all sorts of problems; technical difficulties, lack of 
practice time, emotional problems, too much or too little home support, 
big egos, or lack of self esteem.  Yes, they reflect the human condition.

My job as teacher has always been to listen carefully, to try to understand 
the problems and try to solve them.  Through such challenges each student 
has helped me to grow as a teacher and as a person.

An adult student once said to me “You are really a problem solver.”  That’s 
a good way of looking at teaching.  And since each student has a unique 
personality I’ve never found a perfect method that fits all.

Really listening and trying to understand each student has been one of my 
foremost goals.  What did each one want and expect from music lessons?

Many students had no idea why they wanted lessons.  Some of course, 
came to my studio because their parents decided that this was a good 
thing for a child to do.   Maybe an older sibling was taking lessons and was 
a role model?

Others came to me because their friends were taking music lessons. 
Some because they had heard a certain performer on TV or YouTube and 
wanted to play the same way.  And still others came to my studio because 
they were drawn to music and wanted to know more.  My challenge was 
to try and create as we went along, an individual teaching program for 
each one.

Of course this had taken lots of patience and understanding.  But that’s 
what good teaching is all about.  Giving whole hearted attention to each 
student with a caring smile and a listening heart.

Sonia Michelson 
Ofra, Israel 
October 2013
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State College, Pennsylvania

My teaching began in the late 50s in State College, Pennsylvania. At the 
time I was playing folk guitar and began teaching a few college students. 

One student in the back of the class caught my eye because he always 
played folk songs so easily and then would begin practicing classical 
music. I was intrigued. 

I had heard Segovia and Julian Bream perform over the radio and knew 
that what they were playing was called classical guitar. So when I heard 
my student John Marlow performing some simple classical pieces I knew 
then that this was the musical direction that I wanted to go.

Teaching folk guitar was lots of fun. However classical music played on the 
guitar seemed more interesting and certainly more of a musical challenge.



Chicago, Illinois
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Teaching Adult Beginning Students

On moving to Chicago a few years later, I started music study with 
composer- classical guitarist Richard Pick. He suggested I take on a 
few classical guitar students and teach them what I was learning. So in 
addition to teaching folk guitar students, I began teaching classical guitar 
in my own home studio and at the local Community Center.

I realized that there must be other young mothers at the Community 
Center who might want to learn to play guitar. So I offered a Guitar Class 
for Mothers thinking that they might be interested in classical guitar. 
What they really wanted was to learn to play folk music which was much 
easier and required much less discipline.

Janet was one of my more serious students and she elected to study with 
me privately in my studio. After we had worked together for a couple of 
years she started teaching a few students of her own.

I found that teaching the adult beginner presented its own special 
challenges. Of course most of my adult students led very busy lives and 
had little time to practice.

I found it essential in the beginning not only to show them how to practice 
and make the most of the practice time at home that they did have, but 
also to present easy pieces that were musically sound and at the same 
time enjoyable to play. 

Often I would teach an early piece, such as Vals by Bartolome Calatayud 
by rote, that is by ear without having to read notes. The piece has a good 
A-B-A song form so I could explain a little about music theory while 
teaching the piece. 
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The Adult Workshop – Recital

Having a formal recital with my adult students seemed out of the question. 
It would be too demanding. So I created an informal “cheese and wine” 
get together one evening in my home, called it a workshop rather than a 
recital and asked each one to perform only two pieces. 

Why only two pieces?

I remembered only too well a previous adult workshop when one of 
my students, a high-powered attorney had a disastrous performing 
experience.

Ruth was a charming, brilliant and enthusiastic lawyer. She had played 
the piano as a child and now wanted to learn to play classical guitar. She 
made excellent progress with the first beginning lessons. 

Then she decided, against my advice to learn a difficult suite of pieces by 
Robert de Visée an early 17th century composer. I thought this music was 
technically and musically too difficult for her. She thought otherwise. 

“No, Sonia, it’s not too difficult for me. After all I played some Bach when 
I was twelve and I know I can do this de Visée Suite too”

I gave in. 

We started learning the suite of four pieces. She was very determined to 
learn the music and did make remarkable progress. In fact she told me 
that in her professional life she had presented a case before the Supreme 
Court of the United States. I was impressed. 

So when I told her we were to have an informal adult workshop she 
immediately said she wanted to play the whole de Visée Suite of four 
pieces. 

I had my doubts. Reluctantly, against my better judgment I agreed to her 
performing the suite.

And indeed, she already did perform quite well at lesson time.

The night of the workshop arrived. Ruth appeared dressed in a smart 
looking suit and in high spirits. Since she was a fairly new student I 
decided to let her begin the evening workshop.

She rose confidently, took her bow and seated herself in the chair I had 
placed at the far end of the room. She started to play the first piece, a 
Prelude and got only at far as the first phrase. Then she stumbled unsure 
of the notes.

She started again, a bit embarrassed. Again she faltered at the crucial 
measure. Then her right hand started to shake. Was this the high powered 
attorney who had such confidence in her ability to perform well under all 
circumstances?

She tried a third time. At this point I stepped in.

“Ruth, I think it would be a good idea to stop for now. Please play your 
suite of pieces at the end of the program”

Needless to say she was extremely upset. . It was obvious that this sort of 
experience had never happened to her before. She stepped down and the 
workshop continued with the other adults performing quite well.

After the others had finished playing. Ruth started to play the Prelude. 
Once again her nerves took over. Her hands started to shake. She faltered. 
Then she quit playing and tried to make a joke of it. But I knew she felt 
anxious disappointed and humiliated.
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I determined at the close of the evening that I would never again let an 
adult student play more than one or two pieces at the most. I would be 
firm in my judgment about what pieces each one would study. 

And most important I would rehearse, rehearse and rehearse each 
student for many weeks before a workshop or recital.

I hoped never again to allow a student of mine to have a meltdown at 
performance time.

Two pieces. No more.

Ruth called to cancel her lesson that week with some sort of excuse. She 
cancelled the following week too. I was so sorry to lose her as a student but 
I well understood that her performance experience had been a disaster.

Her ego and nerves had taken over at the workshop. Perhaps she had 
forgotten that the music she was trying to play was the most important 
thing. She needed to forget her own self importance and concentrate on 
the music.

So before this present workshop, I had rehearsed with each adult student 
at lesson time for many weeks before hand. We practiced difficult passages 
over and over again. 

We also practiced “Performance”. 

That is, I would have my student stand with the guitar, take a bow, sit and 
be able to perform one or both pieces perfectly, twice in a row. I was the 
audience and listened carefully and critically.

If my adult student could repeat a piece twice in a row without faltering 
or making any mistakes, I felt reasonably sure that all would go well 
with performance at the workshop. I insisted upon all this performance 
practice in order to ensure that each of my students would be able to 
perform easily and well. 

Two pieces. No more. I wanted the performing experience to be a good 
and musical one.

The Transfer Student

An adult student came to me from another teacher. Gloria was a 
straightforward, quiet and attractive woman in her early forties. She had 
studied classical guitar for about three years.

At our first lesson I asked her to play a piece for me. She seemed reluctant.

"I don’t know any pieces.”

“But Gloria, you told me over the phone that you had studied classical 
guitar for three years.”

“That’s right. Three years.”

“Well, then please relax and play a simple piece for me. Then I can gauge 
where we should start our first lesson.”

“I can’t”

“Why not?”

At this point Gloria was quite embarrassed. “I only studied scales. I didn’t 
play any pieces.”

“For three years?”

I could not believe what I was hearing.

“Didn’t you want to play a piece? To learn to play music?"

“Of course. But my teacher said to continue working on scales. That I was 
not yet ready to play a piece.”
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I was amazed with Gloria’s patience, trust and acceptance of her former 
teacher’s approach to studying music.

So we began our first lesson. Yes, she did play a few scales for me first. 
She was hesitant and missed a few notes. She could have been pecking 
away at a typewriter. In all respects Gloria was a real beginner with music 
lessons.

We started right at the beginning with reading notes. Fortunately she had 
time to practice each day at home for about an hour so made very quick 
progress in playing the easiest pieces.

“Sonia, this is great,” She said with a warm smile. “I’m actually playing 
these first three pieces quite easily.” 

I gave her a CD of John Williams playing compositions from the Spanish 
repertoire. 

“Gloria I want you to listen to this CD and then tell me which pieces you 
liked. I want you to become familiar with some aspects of classical guitar 
repertoire. We’ll listen to some pieces by Bach at another time.”

Gloria became so enthusiastic about guitar, music and her lessons that 
I introduced her to some simple duets. She had no idea beforehand that 
playing duets could be so enjoyable. I asked her if by any chance she had 
a friend who played guitar.

“Yes, Miriam plays classical guitar very well. She’s the one who suggested 
in the beginning that I take lessons.”

“Great. Please ask her if she has any time during the week to be part of a 
trio. I’d like the three of us to enjoy playing ensemble music.”

It took us a while to arrange a time when we could all meet at my studio 
for rehearsals but Gloria was persistent in urging her friend to join us.

Finally we started playing some simple early music trios. Before long 
with a little coaching, we began to have an ensemble sound. Gloria was 
learning to listen to us as we played our parts in the music. 

Ensemble playing is quite different from the solo experience and equally 
enjoyable.

Gloria continued her lessons with me until I left Chicago a few years later. 
By that time she was becoming an accomplished guitarist and was playing 
advanced concert level pieces.

“Remember, Gloria when you first came to me and could only play scales?” 
She just laughed.
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Teaching The Very Young Child

Kathy was a sweet and active child of two and half years old when her 
Mom brought her to class. Carol had heard that I used Suzuki ideas and 
techniques in teaching children and thought I might be a good teacher for 
Kathy.

At first all Kathy did was run around the room and paid little attention to 
the musical game I was trying to teach her. I asked Carol to take notes in 
class and repeat what I was telling Kathy at her home lesson. 

Problem: How to get Kathy to pay attention to what I was saying? So I 
created our very first game.

“Kathy, let’s try to see if you can stand still while I count 1-2-3. “ 

At first she couldn’t stand still for even the count of “one”. I called it the 
Standing Still Game. Because we called it a game she began to like the 
idea. After repeated practice with her Mom at home Kathy could finally 
stand still for the count of 10. 

I next invented the Ready Game. I asked Kathy to go to her guitar case, take 
out her guitar, go to her seat, hold the guitar with both hands, stand up tall 
ready to take her bow. What made it a game? I would count slowly from 
1-10. She had to pay attention and move quickly right at the beginning of 
the lesson. I told her to say “Ready” when she had accomplished the above 
steps.

Since this was called a guitar lesson (and she now knew the Ready Game) 
I next asked her to hold the small quarter size guitar with both hands. 
Then I demonstrated how I wanted her to take a bow holding the guitar. 
One, standing up straight, two-three bending from the waist, 4-5 standing 
up straight. 

Carol, Kathy’s mom, was a capable and patient home-teacher. Little Kathy 
was now beginning to listen to what I wanted her to do while standing 
and holding the guitar. 

Step one was now accomplished: paying attention and following 
directions. Step two was more fun. We marched around the room together 
my holding her left hand with my right hand. 

“Left-Right. Left-Right,” we sang together.

At first she had no idea what I was talking about. I asked her if she knew 
where her heart was? She pointed to her left side over her heart. Great. 
Now that is your Left side. Carol worked very hard with Kathy on this 
Left-Right Game. Finally we could walk together in a march rhythm and 
sing a new song together.

“Left-right, left right.

I left the house at quarter past eight.

The bus wasn’t there so I knew I was late.

I waited, and waited and waited some more.

And then by golly I LEFT. 

Left, left right, left,” ….and so forth.

This was a huge accomplishment for a two year old.

Carol had worked in their short practice session each day as part of 
Kathy’s daily routine: “First we brush our teeth, next we get dressed, then 
have breakfast, and then we practice guitar”.
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Carol had very good news to report after Kathy’s six-month medical 
check-up.

“What have you been doing with Kathy?” the doctor  had asked. “She 
shows such an improvement in her brain scan. The brain waves are much 
more regular. What has she been doing at home that is different in the last 
six months?”

“Kathy is doing at home pretty much the same thing everyday.” Carol 
responded. “Oh yes, I forgot to tell you that Kathy has started taking guitar 
lessons with Sonia Michelson and loves it.”

“The doctor was amazed”, said Carol “For a child with ADD this was such 
a marked improvement”

I had no idea that little Kathy had earlier been diagnosed with ADD. I 
guessed that her learning how to concentrate and how to pay attention 
with our game playing had made the big difference in her health.

Our lessons continued. Kathy enjoyed her music lessons and I looked 
forward to seeing her and her Mom each week for several years. In fact 
she took lessons with me until I left Chicago when Kathy was eight years 
old. She was one of my best students. 

Unusual and Unlikely Adult Students

Richard, Eric and Greg were a surprise. They were very unlikely students. 
Richard and Eric were police detectives and Greg was a United Airlines 
pilot.

When Richard, who was in his early thirties, entered my Michelson Studio 
early one evening for his first lesson, he strode forward and shook my 
hand in greeting. 

He immediately turned, stopped in front of a small side table besides a 
large easy chair in the corner. He quickly took out a shiny, black revolver 
from a hidden pocket in his jacket. He laid the revolver down carefully on 
the table and turned to me.

“Shall we start our lesson now?”

I held my breath. 

I had no idea before hand from our phone conversation that he was a 
detective. 

“Of course, let’s begin”

This was indeed a new kind of student and a bit of a shock.

Richard had some previous classical guitar lessons with another teacher. 
I asked him to play something for me so I could gauge where we should 
start our first lesson.

I was very surprised at how good his technique was and how musically he 
played a twentieth century guitar piece. I could start him off with lessons 
as an Intermediate student.
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After a few months of lessons he was ready to join us for the next informal 
adult workshop.

Richard came early the evening of the workshop. It was going to be a small 
gathering of about fifteen of my adult students. I had set the folding chairs 
out earlier and had my usual buffet of cheese and wine. When Richard 
came in he immediately took the farthest chair next to the back wall. I 
asked him if he would like some wine and cheese before the workshop 
began.

“Oh, no. I’m just fine. Thanks anyway.”

A few minutes later the other students arrived. A few had a glass of wine 
and some cheese. Then we were ready to begin. Everyone performed 
easily and well. Richard only moved from his back seat in order to perform 
and immediately returned to his seat. It was a little puzzling but I soon 
forgot about it.

When Richard came for his next lesson, I asked if he had enjoyed the 
workshop and had felt at ease in performing?

“Oh, it was great, Sonia. I really liked some of the pieces, especially the 
last one. I would like to study those pieces myself, especially the Tarrega 
piece.”

“Good. I’m glad you liked the workshop and the music. I have a question 
for you, Richard. I’m a bit curious about why you sat in the farthest back 
seat, next to the wall when there were so many empty seats in front when 
you first arrived?”

He laughed. ”Oh, so you noticed. It’s just force of habit for a detective to 
always sit or stand with his back protected by a wall or a pillar.” Mystery 
solved.

Richard continued to study with me for several years. He even 
recommended me to his fellow detective Eric who also began lessons. It 
was a pleasure having both of them as students.

Greg was another student with an unusual story. He was a United Airlines 
pilot and showed up for his first lesson all dressed up in his smart United 
uniform, cap and all. He started joking around right away. I was not sure 
if he would be a serious student. He had lots of stories to tell about being 
a pilot.

Finally we settled down. Had he ever played the guitar before? “No. I’ll tell 
you why.”

He showed me the little finger of his right hand. The tip was missing. “Do 
you think I could still play the guitar? I’ve always wanted to play music. “ 

He had an accident as a teenager with that finger and since then had felt 
he probably couldn’t play an instrument.

This would be a real challenge. The little finger of the right hand is not 
used very often in classical guitar technique and is only used a great deal 
in playing Flamenco.

“I think we can devise some special exercises for you. And yes I believe 
you can learn to play the guitar”

And so we started guitar lessons. He had a very irregular flight schedule 
so lessons had to be planned with spontaneity and flexibility. However, 
Greg was determined to succeed and finally he did learn how to play some 
easy pieces quite well. 
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Count Down

Teaching young children has always been an enjoyable. experience. When 
Ron started lessons he seemed to bounce with energy and good spirits.

He was a husky and bright eight year old. He liked coming to his guitar 
lessons each week and practiced faithfully each day at home. We had 
made excellent progress with Advanced Beginner pieces.

Then we came to a road block. 

It was a difficult chord that occurred midway in a more advanced piece. 
As much as Ron tried to play the chord easily in correct rhythm, he always 
stumbled at that point in the piece. How could we remove this roadblock? 

I knew that Ron enjoyed looking at videos of space travel. Secretly I think 
he dreamed of being an astronaut.

I had an idea.

“Ron, we’re going to play a new game Count Down. As you know, there is 
always a count down before a rocket is launched into space.

I took the music off his music stand. Then I placed a small inverted “V” 
before the difficult chord.

Above the V, I wrote 4-3-2-1.

Below that : 3-2-1

Then I wrote: 2-1

And finally just -1.

Then BLAST OFF!!

Ron was interested and excited. “But Mrs. Michelson, I don’t understand”

So I demonstrated with my guitar.

“First Ron you count slowly 4, 3, 2, 1 in the rhythm of the phrase. At the 
same time you place your left hand fingers in exactly the correct position 
on that difficult chord. OK? “

Ron nodded. “ OK. But what are all those other numbers?”

Then I explained. “Next you count slowly out loud 3-2-1 and at the same 
time you place your left hand fingers again exactly in the correct place 
with the same fingers as before on the difficult chord. When you finish the 
count 3, 2, 1 you play the difficult chord correctly.

Ron was beginning to catch on. He leaned forward in his chair and I could 
see his eyes beginning to shine. I explained the rest of the numbers: 2-1 
and then just l. Each time it was easier to place his fingers in the correct 
position on the difficult chord and play it easily.

“I know, I know,” Ron exclaimed. “ Then I play without any count down…I 
BLAST OFF”

He grabbed his guitar with excitement. And started the “Count Down”. At 
first the game didn’t work as smoothly as he wanted. He tried again. Then 
a third time.

“Mrs. Michelson, Mrs. Michelson I can do it. I can play that chord without 
making a mistake!” Ron was one happy little eight year old. 

The magic had happened. Success.

I’ve used this Count Down idea with many students including adults. 
Sometimes it seems that a few notes, whether a chord or just a certain 
sequence of notes in a piece cannot be played easily and with correct 
rhythm. The fingers just do not seem to cooperate no matter how hard 
one practices or repeats the difficult passage. 
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However, in my teaching experience this Count Down game never fails if 
a student does the count down correctly and repeatedly in sequence.

I once asked a doctor student of mine why he thought this count down 
game worked? He thought for a moment.

“I have no idea why it works although I’m glad I have Count Down as a 
tool to use whenever I hit a difficult spot in a piece that I’m studying”

I’ve thought a lot about this count down idea and just why it works and 
what the magic might be. 

My theory is that by counting very, very slowly and in correct rhythm, the 
student’s mind is able to absorb more easily the correct finger placement 
without anxiety and without nervousness.

By having plenty of time (to play in the correct rhythm) the neural brain 
patterns are formed more easily. By diminishing the split second count 
slowly before playing the difficult spot, it seems easier and easier to play.

Until at last the counting stops. Then the student can play the passage 
easily and correctly. To be sure this doesn’t happen the first, or even the 
second time as Ron found out. But usually by the third try the magic 
happens.

At the next practice session at home, Ron had to go through the whole 
Count Down process again. And then once again. Finally after a week’s 
practice with great attention and concentration to this difficult spot, Ron 
was continually successful in playing the phrase.

With such determination, such skill and such ability to concentrate maybe 
young Ron would one day fulfill his dream and become an astronaut!

I highly recommend this Count Down game to other music teachers and 
to their students. 

M E N C  
Music Educators National Conference

In March 1975 when I was still giving presentations at national conferences 
and guitar symposiums on the importance of teaching children classical 
guitar, I was invited to give a presentation at MENC (Music Educator’s 
National Conference) in Atlantic City, New Jersey.

MENC is the national umbrella-like organization representing musical 
organizations in the United States. Its principle objective is the 
advancement of music education at all levels from pre-school to university.

The MENC Committee on Guitar Instruction was headed by Professor 
Clare Callahan of the University of Cincinnati’s – College Conservatory of 
Music. Since I was a member of the committee, Clare asked me if I would 
like to make a presentation on teaching children?

Of course I said yes. What a wonderful opportunity to explain to piano, 
violin, cello and flute educators as well as guitar teachers the importance 
of teaching young children classical guitar.

Fortunately I had two talented twelve year old students, Paul and Martin, 
who were now playing in a trio with me and were very enthusiastic about 
our weekly ensemble lessons.

Why not bring them with me to the MENC Convention in Atlantic City? 
This would be a good example of how musically young students can play. 
And further it would demonstrate the importance of young people having 
the opportunity to study and play classical guitar.
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To Go Back a Bit in Time…

In those days, in the 1970s there was very little interest in classical guitar 
circles in either teaching young children or in developing a high standard 
of teaching materials and an adequate pedagogy. 

In fact, very little modern music existed that might interest a young 
classical guitarist. Of course there were the old 18th and 19th century 
standard composers: Carulli, Carcassi, Guiliani and Sor. And certainly 
those older composers and their methods were quite adequate for older 
students and adults, But they were not very good teaching materials for 
young children. In a word, they were boring.

My idea was to change that bleak classical guitar musical scene. I wanted 
to encourage others to compose new easy pieces that children would 
enjoy playing. 

So rising to the challenge I composed a folio of ten Easy Classic Guitar 
Solos For Children and a new method for teaching children New 
Dimensions in Classical Guitar for Children, a text book for teachers 
and parents, which were both published by Mel Bay Publishers and are 
still in print today.

In addition I became involved with ASTA (American String Teachers 
Association) and joined a committee to develop a Graded List of Classical 
Guitar Pieces From Beginner to Advanced.

All of this activity I hoped would create greater interest in classical guitar 
circles throughout the world in teaching children with the best possible 
materials. 

My idea of bringing my trio of two twelve years olds and myself to Atlantic 
City was an effort to demonstrate to other teachers the viability and 
importance of teaching young children classical guitar. 

And it’s interesting to note that this conference in 1976 included not only 
guitar teachers, but piano, violin, cello and flute teachers from across 
America. Many of these teachers would be a bit skeptical about classical 
guitar generally and skeptical about teaching children guitar.

Of course all of them knew about folk guitar but very few had any 
knowledge or interest in classical guitar.

I hoped that my trio and our performance would change some of these 
teachers’ old-fashioned ideas. I hoped we would demonstrate how well 
children could understand and perform musically with the classical guitar.

I approached Martin’s father with the idea of our taking the trio to Atlantic 
City for the MENC Convention. Would he be available to chaperone the 
two boys at the hotel and at the convention? I would be quite busy with 
setting up my presentation and with other matters, so I wouldn’t have the 
free time to look out for Martin and Paul.

Martin’s father said he would think it over and get back to me. I waited 
anxiously for his response. Two days later the phone rang.

“Sonia, this is Martin’s father. I think this would be a great opportunity 
for both boys to attend a music convention and to be able to perform for 
such a wide audience. Yes, I’ll be glad to take a few days off work and 
chaperone Martin and Paul.”

“Wonderful! I’ll be in touch with you with more details as things unfold. 
Thanks so much.”

So it was set. We were all going to the MENC convention in Atlantic City.

I told Martin and Paul at the next rehearsal that we would need to rehearse 
vigorously in the next few weeks. That we, as a trio would perform as part 
of my presentation at MENC Teaching Children Classical Guitar.

The boys were excited. It would be a great adventure for them, since they 
had never flown in a plane before and had never been outside of Chicago.
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I wanted the boys to shine musically and of course hoped they would find 
the experience exhilarating.

“Boys” I told them “this will be a very special convention. Not only will 
there be guitar teachers, but there will also be violin, piano, flute and cello 
teachers. They will be coming to MENC from many towns and cities in 
America. This will be the first time at MENC that young classical guitarists 
will be performing. I was told we will be the highlight of the Convention.”

I planned our program carefully. It covered a wide range of music from 
the Baroque to the Contemporary: a Samuel Scheidt Allemande, both a 
Bach Musette and a Bourrée, Sor’s Etude No 1, a Beethoven Minuet in G 
and finally Leonhard Von Call’s Trio in C Major. The boys liked the music 
and each one practiced well.

The weeks went by quickly and we rehearsed our trio music three times 
each week. I felt we were ready to perform easily and well.

As it turned out I left for the MENC convention a day earlier than the boys 
and Martin’s father. I had left home with a few personal worries on my 
mind.

A huge kitchen plumbing problem had arisen on the morning of my 
departure. Hurriedly I told my youngest son “Please call Mr. Chandler the 
plumber immediately, and please do not try to fix this yourself. OK?” And 
off I went to the airport to catch my plane to Atlantic City.

The next day I was in my hotel room going over my presentation about 
teaching children when the phone rang.

“Yes, this is Sonia Michelson. How was your flight?” It was Martin’s Dad 
on the phone.

“What! They dropped it?”

He explained “They mishandled the guitar when taking it from the plane 
and dropped it on the tarmac. The neck of Martin’s guitar is broken.”

Calamity! 

“All right. I’ll have to think about what to do. Get unpacked and I’ll be in 
touch with you soon.”

This was a real crisis. I could still give my presentation without our trio 
but it would not be nearly as effective or interesting.

What to do?

Then I remembered that one of my guitar colleagues had said he was 
planning to attend MENC and planned to stay at the same hotel. I hoped 
against hope that he had brought his guitar with him.

“Hi George, Sonia Michelson here. How was your flight?” You won’t believe 
this.” I told him what had happened to Martin’s guitar.

“Any chance that you brought your guitar to the convention?” 

“Yes” he replied.

“And would we be able to borrow it tomorrow afternoon for my 
presentation? For just that hour and a half?”

“Wonderful. Thanks so much” and I hung up the phone, greatly relieved. 

I quickly called Martin’s Dad on the phone with the good news. We could 
still perform with three guitars for our trio part of my presentation the 
following afternoon.

My presentation on Teaching Children Classical Guitar was well 
received. A real success. 

A number of teachers (including a piano and a cello teacher) came up to 
us afterwards and congratulated Martin and Paul on how well they had 
performed. 

The teachers were quite amazed and impressed with the musicianship 
that the boys had shown. And apparently they had some new ideas about 
the importance of classical guitar teaching in music curriculum.

The boys just beamed. So did I.
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Teaching the Blind

During the 1960s folk music was all the rage. From Pete Seeger, Peter, Paul 
and Mary to Bob Dylan everyone wanted to play guitar. 

Since I had been teaching folk guitar for some time in Chicago, it occurred 
to me that there might be blind young adults who might want to play folk 
guitar.

Before long I was teaching a class for the blind in East Rogers Park, 
Chicago each Wednesday night.

Never having taught the blind before I was in for a few surprises. 

The students were all in their twenties and all eager to learn to play the 
current folk songs.

I wasn’t sure how to teach the first beginning chord, an easy E minor 
chord. So I explained that I would come around to each student and show 
them where to place the fingers of their left hand. And further how to 
strum the chord with the right hand.

Immediately a young man in the back row shouted,

“You don’t need to SHOW ME. I can DO IT BY MYSELF!”

Oh dear. I had pulled a real boner on the very first night of teaching. 

“Pardon me, I didn’t mean to imply that you couldn’t play this chord by 
yourself.” I explained to him and to the whole class,

“I’m using the same language that I use for sighted students. And YES, I 
need to place my hands on yours to show you what to do. It’s very hard to 
explain with just words. “

“Maybe in the future we can create a Braille Folk Song Book. However, 
for this very first lesson I would like to show you how to play the E minor 
chord.”

That seemed to satisfy the young man and we went on with the first 
lesson.

We become a very friendly group as I learned to know each one of my 
twenty blind students. Each had a different history.

I discovered that two of my students were married and were raising a one 
year old baby by themselves. I couldn’t believe it. What a brave couple. 
What courage!

After a few months of lessons I found out that many of my blind students 
had been premature babies. In those days they didn’t know that keeping 
a “preemie” in an incubator with oxygen for twenty -four hours would 
cause the retina in the eye to separate. It would cause blindness! 

I was quite taken aback with this information. It was upsetting to learn 
that many of my blind students had been premature babies.

Why was I so taken aback?

Because I realized at once that my own eldest child had been a premature 
baby and was now about the same age as my students.

If it had not been for my own mother’s quick thinking and decision to 
have my baby daughter transferred from the hospital where she was born 
to the Children’s Hospital she too would have been blind.



40 The Joy of Music Sonia Michelson 41

In the Children’s Hospital where my own daughter lay in the incubator, 
the protocol in the Prenatal ward was to have the lid of each incubator 
lifted every twelve hours. Twelve hours with oxygen and twelve hours 
without. This saved my own daughter Ann’s eyesight!

As I mentioned, my own daughter with perfect vision was about the same 
age as my blind students. What a blessing that she had been saved from 
the same fate as some of my blind students!

The year that I taught this Wednesday night class for the blind was 
exhausting. But succeed we did. I worked with the young blind couple 
to create a Braille Folk Song Book incorporating all the songs we had 
learned together. They were grateful for the Braille Song Book and I 
appreciated the opportunity to teach them. 

The Sound of Music - I

The librarians at our local Northtown Public Library in Chicago invited 
me to give several programs. The first one involved my family of seven 
children. They all loved listening to the musical The Sound of Music. They 
knew the words to many of the songs. 

I thought it would be interesting if I created a program at the Library 
based on The Sound of Music. With my seven children to take all the parts 
of The Sound of Music children, it seemed like a natural program to give 
at the library.

I asked my family if they would like to be in such a program?

“Sure, Mother,” they all answered “it sounds like fun”

So I got busy in creating a program with guitar accompaniment to their 
singing major songs in the musical based on the Trapp family.

My kids loved it. Each one had a part to play from my youngest six year 
old boy to my oldest daughter. My children enjoyed the performing 
experience as did the enthusiastic librarians and the audience. 
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The Sound of Music - II

Another program at the library involved an advanced student of mine. 
Alan was a tall unassuming math major at the University of Chicago. He 
had a keen interest in studying classical guitar music. He always came on 
time to his lessons and was well-prepared.

We had started playing guitar duets at lesson time and I thought we could 
put an interesting musical program together for the Northtown Library.

In the first half of the program we performed three duets from the classical 
repertoire; Renaissance, Romantic and a Modern piece. 

Since I had become increasingly interested in Flamenco with its wonderful 
melodies and wild rhythms, I thought that the audience might like to hear 
some Flamenco music also. So the second half of the program I played 
several Flamenco solo pieces. The program was well- received.

The Sound of Music -  
Winnie the Pooh

As I remember it, the last program at the library I titled Poetry and Song 
with Sonia – The Music and Words of A.A. Milne. Winnie the Pooh has 
always been a favorite with our family so it seemed like a good idea to 
create a program with that theme.

Arranging music for several of the songs proved easy. I played the guitar 
and sang the A.A. Milne words. The librarians printed up the program 
using Winnie-the-Pooh on the cover.

The Northtown Library librarians were imaginative in their careful 
preparations for this concert. They decorated the library walls and tables 
with A.A. Milne books and posters. It was one of my favorite programs.



Los Angeles, California
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Switching the Strings

It was early on a Saturday evening a few weeks after I had moved from 
Chicago to Los Angeles. A tall slender young woman knocked on my 
studio door. Usually I did not teach on Saturday night. This time I made an 
exception since it was the only time this editor could bring her ten year 
old son Robbie to lessons.

During our phone interview the previous week she had hinted that there 
was a problem. Once seated in my studio she explained,

“Mrs. Michelson, I mentioned a problem over the phone.”

“Yes” I asked her to explain. 

She hesitated for a few minutes. Obviously this was not a small problem 
and she seemed to be having difficulty in telling me about it.

She lifted Robbie’s left hand. The fourth finger was missing. 

“It was a birth defect. Do you think he can learn to play guitar with the 
fourth finger missing?”

I wasn’t sure what to say.

She went on. “The kids in Robbie’s fifth grade class make fun of him 
because of his missing finger. Kids are so mean. I thought if he could play 
the guitar the boys would stop teasing him. Maybe he would be less shy. 
What do you think?”

I had listened carefully to her story. Perhaps we could switch the strings 
and the guitar around? 

In this way Robbie would use his right hand fingers, all four of them to 
press down on the strings instead of the usual left hand. His three left 
hand fingers would create the sound as he played upon the six strings.

It was worth a try.

I took Robbie’s guitar from the case. Brought out some new strings I had 
in a drawer. And with the new strings I switched things around. And re-
tuned the guitar.

We were ready for our first lesson.

I decided to use my method New Dimensions in Classical Guitar for 
Children, a text book for teachers and parents. This method is based 
on teaching the first songs by rote, i.e. playing by ear using the movable 
Do system. In addition we would be using the Curwen hand signals to 
indicate the Do-Sol sounds within the melody.

Robbie looked interested. First I showed him how to take a bow with the 
guitar as I do with all my young students. Once that was accomplished, we 
could actually do something to make a sound with the guitar.

“Robbie, I want you to press down with your third finger of your right 
hand on the second string at the third fret. This is the note D or Sol.” 
Robbie tried this out. 

“Now with your first finger of your left hand I want you to play that note 
using a rest stroke. That is the interval Sol Mi, a minor third.“ Again, Robbie 
was able to do it.

The next step was to sing “Sol Mi, Sol Sol Mi” using the Curwen hand 
signals. At first Robbie was too shy to sing. “Let’s sing together, Robbie. 
And you sing too Mom”

All three of us sang together. “Now Robbie, let’s try to play Sol Mi, Sol Sol 
Mi on the guitar. Robbie tried again. Success.

“Robbie, that’s your first piece Cuckoo, Where Are You? 
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I continued, “There are two things I want you to do at home every day. 
First of all listen to the CD that is enclosed at the back of New Dimensions. 
Listen to Cuckoo every day. 

And second of all, I want you to practice playing Cuckoo at least five times 
every day. Do you think you can do this with Mom helping you each day?”

Robbie nodded his head. There was a big smile on his face as he left my 
studio.

Robbie’s Mom was a good and faithful home-teacher. Before many months 
had passed Robbie was able to play a few simple pieces by ear. He was also 
mastering the Curwen hand signals and was enjoying his music lessons. 

He continued lessons with me for several years. And yes, the kids at 
school stopped teasing him once they knew he could play the guitar and 
performed well in a school program.

I don’t know who was happier with this turn of events, Robbie, his Mom 
or me! 

A Talented Prize Winner

Once in a great while during my many years of teaching classical guitar a 
naturally talented student would show up to take lessons.

Gentle looking Nadia appeared at my studio door at age eleven. She 
had taken a few lessons already with another teacher. As always with a 
transfer student, I wanted to hear how she played and where to start our 
first lesson.

Nadia was not shy. From the start she exhibited a strong and confident 
personality. She picked up her classical guitar.

“What do you want me to play, Mrs. Michelson?”

“Oh, anything that you like and feel you perform well.”

She played an advanced beginner piece without a mistake. She was very 
musical and her tone and technique were excellent. I decided to start her 
with the Segovia Scales and the Intermediate repertoire. 

Here was a very gifted young girl. A born performer!

Soon she was playing Advanced Intermediate pieces. After she heard 
Romance, a beautiful arpeggio piece being played over the radio it became 
her favorite. I’ve heard it said that more people of all ages have wanted to 
study classical guitar once they have heard this piece than anything else 
in the guitar repertoire. It has a Spanish flavor and is a delight to hear if 
performed well.

At one of our early lessons Nadia said, “Can I start playing Romance now, 
Mrs. Michelson?”
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“Well, Nadia maybe we can. At least the first page of the music. We’ll see 
about the second page later on.”

The first page of this piece is quite easy. The second page is a different 
story. It is very demanding of the left hand. In addition she would have to 
read notes in all the guitar positions, I, V, VII and IX. In a word, the whole 
guitar fingerboard.

Nadia mastered the first page in no time at all. 

“Can we start the second page now?” she asked.

What could I say? She was obviously practicing for long hours each day 
and loved playing the music and her guitar.

“All right, let’s begin” I answered.

There were many difficult chords and stretches for the left hand. So I 
marked the most difficult passages with brackets. I suggested that we 
take each phrase and master it before going on to the next phrase. She 
nodded in agreement.

And so we proceeded with Romance phrase by phrase. Nadia practiced 
faithfully each day. A month or so went by while she worked on the piece. 

One day at lesson time Nadia had a surprise for me.

“Mrs. Michelson I’ve memorized the whole piece. Can I play Romance for 
you now?”

She performed beautifully. What talent! It was hard to believe what I was 
hearing.

What musical understanding for an eleven year old! 

“Nadia, I have an idea. Would you like to perform at the Society of American 
Musicians Competition (SAM) that is coming up soon?”

“Sure, Mrs. Michelson. Sounds exciting. I’ve never been in a competition 
before.”

The day of the SAM competition arrived. This competition included 
piano, flute, violin and cello students as well as classical guitar students. I 
entered Nadia in the Intermediate Junior Division. 

In those days, in the 1980s it was very unusual for a classical guitarist 
to enter the prestigious SAM competition. Very few had entered at the 
Senior Division and only once before had a student been entered at the 
Junior Division. 

Very few guitar teachers wanted to have young children as students. Most 
of the teachers were young men who played folk guitar and rock. They 
had no idea how to teach a child. Furthermore, there was little guitar 
pedagogy and very few interesting pieces for a child to play. 

Nadia was an unusual and very gifted student. 

The day of the SAM Competition arrived.

When those in the Junior Division were asked to come up to the stage, 
Nadia climbed the steps with confidence. There was a pianist and a 
violinist who performed before her.

Finally it was Nadia’s turn. She rose, took a bow and sat down with her 
guitar ready to perform.

Nadia played extremely well. She played with great feeling, sensitivity 
and musicianship. I could see that the members of the jury were very 
impressed.

Nadia won First Prize in the Junior Division!

I was very proud of her achievement. A real accomplishment.

Nadia studied with me for several years and was asked to perform at 
outdoor concerts and at other venues.

Playing the guitar became a real focus in young Nadia’s life.
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She has continued to give pleasure over the years to many others through 
her love of music and dedication to composing and performing on the 
guitar.

The First Classical Guitar Symposium

1975 was a banner year for serious classical guitar teachers. The very 
first National Guitar Symposium under the auspices of ASTA (American 
String Teachers Association) – Guitar Division was being organized in 
Cleveland, Ohio.

ASTA was composed of violin, viola and cello teachers. However classical 
guitar departments in a few major conservatories and universities were 
beginning to be recognized throughout the musical world.

A few dedicated and talented classical guitar teachers wanted to gather 
together to share ideas. So this Symposium was a real first in the classical 
guitar world in America.

Clare Callahan, professor of Classical Guitar at the University of Cincinnati 
College- Conservatory of Music was the guiding light in organizing this 
first symposium.

Somehow I found out about this ASTA Symposium. One night when my 
son Louis was home from the University of Chicago, I mentioned it to him. 
He encouraged me to attend. 

“But Louis. I’ve never been to a convention before. I won’t know anyone.”

“Mother, you have to go!”

“Why, Louis?”

“Because you have something to say to others about the importance of 
teaching children classical guitar. That’s why.”
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I still hesitated. It seemed like too big a challenge and too big an adventure 
for me to undertake.

“Mother, I’m calling the airport to make a plane reservation. Start packing 
your bags.”

So before I knew it I was landing in Cleveland, Ohio and was heading for 
my first experience in attending a guitar convention. It was also my first 
experience in staying in a hotel alone.

It was so quiet walking down the long corridor to reach my room on the 
fifth floor. Inside my room it seemed even quieter and a bit lonely. After 
all I had left a bustling family of seven children behind at home. I was not 
used to so much quiet. So I turned on the radio and started unpacking. I 
still was not sure if this was a good idea or not.

The first lecture of the ASTA Symposium-Guitar Division was scheduled 
to start at 8:00 am the next morning. I set my alarm and fell into a restless 
sleep.

On arriving at the lecture hall, I noticed that most of the people in the 
audience were men. As I looked around, I guessed that there were over 
one hundred men present. 

“Where” I wondered “are the women teachers?”

After the last interesting presentation, the chairman of the session asked 
if anyone in the audience might like to make a contribution. Did any of the 
teachers have a specialty or had ideas in what direction classical guitar 
pedagogy should go?

Before I knew it, I had raised my hand and was recognized by the chair. It 
was as if something was behind me pushing me to speak. Almost in spite 
of myself. 

And more incredibly, I found myself standing and introducing myself. 
I had a teaching studio in West Rogers Park, Chicago and taught many 
children as well as teen agers and adults.

I started to talk about the importance of teaching children. That we needed 
more interesting teaching materials for children. After all, I reasoned, the 
piano and violin teachers had colorful and very interesting methods and 
pieces for children. File case after file case were filled with such music in 
our local music stores.

What did the classical guitar teacher have in modern, up to date 
compositions and teaching methods for the young? The answer: none 
that were interesting for children. 

I couldn’t believe how long I was speaking. 

I felt deeply about the importance of teaching children. I was able to speak 
clearly and sincerely. 

Then I sat down. Much to my surprise everyone started clapping.

Right after the session ended, Professor Clare Callahan came up to me. 
“Sonia we need you on board. It was great what you had to say. Would you 
consider joning our ASTA-Guitar Division Committee?”

And that’s how it all started.

Clare mentioned that in the audience was Aaron Shearer, the well known 
author of Classic Guitar Technique. He had told her that he agreed with 
me that teaching children classical guitar was extremely important.

She also pointed out that John Marlow was also in the audience. And 
that John had created the first Guitar Department at a university in the 
Washington, D.C. area and that he was Head of Department. 

“John Marlow?”

Could this be the same John Marlow who was a freshmen engineering 
student at Penn State in Pennsylvania? The same John who had been a 
student in my first folk guitar class back in 1957? The student who had 
impressed me with his classical guitar playing?”

I walked over to the table where John Marlow was sitting.
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“Sonia? Sonia Michelson?” John jumped up quickly as he recognized me 
immediately. “How great to see you again after all these years.”

What a coincidence that we should meet again so many years later at 
this first ASTA Guitar Symposium. And now John was head of the Guitar 
Department at a major university. How wonderful!

0

Shortly after attending the Guitar Symposium in Cleveland things seemed 
to happen professionally very fast.

I was asked to join the national ASTA Board – Guitar Division. And then I 
was asked to be a Special Consultant on education on the Selected Lists 
Committee, headed by Professor Peter Danner a musicologist. This was 
a carefully graded list of classical guitar solos for the university level 
students. It became a work in progress. 

Later I was asked to head an education committee to grade pieces at 
the Pre-College level. Joining my committee were Douglas W. Smith and 
Margaret W Mistak. 

At the American String Teachers Association (ASTA) Guitar Symposium 
in Hartford, Connecticut in 1981 we presented Guitar Study for the Pre-
College Student: A Graded Curriculum. It was received with enthusiasm.

Everyone at the ASTA Symposium that year realized that we needed to 
know more about which methods and pieces were best to teach the very 
young. We needed to grade these pieces carefully and thoughtfully. It was 
a beginning.

0

Later on I contributed to Soundboard Magazine, a national classical 
guitar magazine in the United States. I became co-editor of the column 
Independent Guitar Teachers Forum. First with Margaret Mistak of 
Park Ridge, Illinois and later with Judith Dunson of Meredith College of 
Raleigh, North Carolina.

Here we discussed such topics as A Successful Private Studio in Utah, 
Teaching the Older Beginner and The Secret of Education Lies in 
Respecting the Student.

In 1994 we compiled a Directory of Guitar Teachers of the Young in the 
United States.

All this activity was an effort to educate classical guitar teachers in the 
importance of upgrading guitar pedagogy and the importance of teaching 
children. 
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Teaching An Autistic Child

It was an unexpected phone call.

“Mrs. Michelson, I understand that you teach all kinds of children. Is that 
true?”

“Well, yes. I guess so. What did you have in mind? Is this for a child of 
yours?”

“Yes, Stevie is nine years old. He is autistic and very musical. Do you think 
you could teach him?

“Well, I’ve never taught an autistic child before. I’m willing to try.”

So we made an appointment for the following week.

Stevie seemed rather shy and withdrawn when his Mom brought him to 
class the following Monday.

I asked Stevie’s Mom to take notes in class and be the home-teacher. She 
immediately reached into her purse and took out a pad and pen.

“”Stevie, do you like music?” I wasn’t sure if he heard me for he made no 
response.

Again I asked “Stevie, do you like music?”

Still no answer. His Mom spoke to Stevie rather sharply.

“”Stevie, answer Mrs. Michelson. Do you like music?”

He began to sway a little and started humming a tune. I gathered that this 
was his response to my question. I started with my usual introductory 
lesson i.e. how to hold the guitar, how to take a bow.

So far so good. Stevie seemed interested. Then I showed him the book 
we would be using A Modern Approach to Classical Guitar by Charles 
Duncan. I showed Stevie how to make a rest stroke on the first E string.

It was a very short first lesson. Intuitively I felt that this was a good way to 
begin with an autistic child.

“Shall we come back next Monday for Stevie’s second lesson?

“Yes, I think we’ll get along fine.” And so we continued lessons for several 
months and all seemed to be going well.

Then the unforeseen happened.

Stevie was trying to play a more advanced piece. He kept looking at his 
right hand instead of keeping his eyes on the music.

Just to make it a little more interesting for him, I quickly drew a little 
smiling face above the music with the eyes looking down at the music. I 
often draw little figures or a quick sketch on a student’s music page, just 
to lighten things up a bit.

Big mistake.

Stevie grabbed the pen that was resting on the music stand.

Furiously he started scribbling over the drawing I had made. He was not 
satisfied until he had completely blackened out the smiling face I had 
innocently drawn.

“Stevie, what’s wrong? Why are you so angry?”

No answer.

At that point his Mother knocked on the door ready to take Stevie home. 
She noticed that there was a great deal of tension in the room.
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I did not know what to say.

“Is anything wrong?” she asked

‘Yes, Stevie got very angry with me. And I really don’t know why”

Stevie’s Mom assured me that sometimes, quite suddenly and unexpectedly 
an autistic child will exhibit unreasonable behavior.

At that point Stevie spoke up. “I’m really sorry Mrs. Michelson.

I hurt your feelings, didn’t I?” 

“Well, yes. As a matter of fact you did. I was just trying to draw a little 
smiling face for you.”

The minute Stevie apologized I felt better.

“It’s all right Stevie. We’re still friends. Please practice your lesson at 
home this week. See you next Monday.”

Stevie continued lessons for about a year. Then his parents bought him 
a large baby grand piano. He turned his musical abilities and sensitivity 
toward the piano. I hoped he would do well with his music in the future.

Performing Together

The beauty of playing in a group of three or four in an ensemble is that 
the music can be one or two levels above solo playing. This gives students 
a broader range of music and exposure to more interesting and advanced 
repertoire.

Another benefit of the ensemble experience is that students learn to 
cooperate with each other in a musical framework. Solo playing is fine 
but performing music with others is also very enjoyable.

Playing music with others also offers camaraderie with musical friends. 
After all young classical guitarists are not invited to join the band or 
orchestra at school. And unless a guitar orchestra has been formed at 
school, classical guitar students find themselves practicing and playing 
music alone in their own room at home. 

And it is only once a year that he or she performs with others at the Annual 
Spring student recital. So ensemble playing has much to offer our young 
classical guitar student.

Over the years I have created many ensemble trios and quartets for my 
young students as well as for my adults. I usually take one of the parts 
since I love ensemble playing too.

On one occasion I was asked to give a lecture –demonstration on teaching 
children at the Skokie, Illinois, Public Library. The director of the library 
told me that the presentation would be broadcast on television.
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To make this a more lively presentation, I decided to coach a newly formed 
ensemble of three boys and would include myself as the fourth member of 
our quartet. I wanted to include this musical offering as part of my lecture. 
It would certainly make things more lively.

The boys in our quartet were of different ages: a twelve, ten and six year 
old. All were musical and played with good technique. The only problem 
was how to arrange our necessary rehearsal time. The boys’ families did 
not live close to each other and each one’s parents had demanding work 
schedules.

I phoned each family. “I’ve arranged to have your son perform in a quartet 
at the Skokie Library to accompany my presentation on The Importance 
of Teaching Young Children Classical Guitar. The program will be 
broadcast on television. Do you think you will have the time to bring your 
son to at least two rehearsals a week for the next month?”

Each parent paused. I waited for a response. Each one responded in 
approximately the same way.

“Of course I want my son to be on your program. We’re delighted with this 
opportunity. And yes, I’ll somehow arrange my work schedule to bring 
him to your studio as often as you would like for rehearsals.”

I smiled and thought to myself. What parent wouldn’t want their child to 
appear on television? Think what they would be able to tell their friends 
and family.

So it was arranged.

Then I had to think over what pieces would be appropriate for this lecture-
demonstration. I wanted the pieces easy enough so the boys would not be 
nervous and would perform well. So I chose three pieces by composer 
John Schubert of Minnesota.

Then the intense rehearsals began.

“But Mrs. Michelson, I did play that measure correctly,” said six year old 
David.

“No you didn’t Davey. It was a dotted rhythm. Now let’s go over measure 
12 again. Very carefully and let’s count out loud.”

“Do we have to count out loud?” This from ten year old Steve.

And so it went. Rehearsal after rehearsal. The boys finally caught on that I 
was the “director of the band” so to speak and that they had to listen, pay 
attention. and play together.

This was not easy for either the boys or for me. Rehearsals had to be early 
in the evening because of each parent’s work schedule. It was at the end of 
the long school day for each of them. It took lots of patience from all of us.

Finally we began to sound musical. The boys began to hear the difference 
in the music we were now playing. They also realized that they had to 
listen to each other. It was not a solo act. 

Finally I went over with them all the details of what I imagined the 
actual performance might be like. I didn’t want to take any chances with 
performance stage fright or nervousness.

So we practiced with their entrance holding their guitars. They would be 
sitting in the first row in the audience. Then they would walk up the stairs 
to the stage. Then we had to learn to take a slight bow together and not 
bob up and down like puppets. There would also be TV cameras and crew 
to contend with.

“But Mrs. Michelson, this is really boring.” This from 12 year old Michael. 
“Do we have to do all this stuff?”

“Yes. You boys don’t know what it will be like to perform for an audience 
of about 100. I’m trying to get you used to what it’s like to perform for an 
audience.
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“Now, let’s try this again. I’ll be speaking some introductory words about 
teaching young children. Then I’ll say something about our young quartet. 
At that point you all get up, climb the stairs to the stage. I’ll introduce each 
one of you. Take your bow together, and sit ready to perform. Got it? Let’s 
go through this again.”

The day of performance at the Skokie Library arrived. The boys were all 
quite presentable. No jeans for this performance. Their parents seemed a 
bit nervous. Thank goodness the boys, all three of them were calm.

My lecture-demonstration proceeded as planned. Then the boys took 
their cue at the right time. They came up on the stage, took their bows 
and sat down ready to perform. 

They played beautifully. Every piece was performed musically. Those 
many rehearsals really paid off

The boys were quite excited as the audience burst into applause as the 
last note sounded. It was a great experience for all of us.

The Transfer Student – Los Angeles

Every music teacher whether of guitar, piano. violin or any instrument is 
faced with certain problems with a transfer student from another teacher. 

It’s always a challenge to be open-minded and realize that other teachers 
have their own methods and musical point of view. And to make allowances 
for different ideas about teaching technique and musicianship.

I expected a new transfer student one evening late in June. She had been 
rather vague in answering my questions during our phone interview the 
previous week. All I knew was that she had recently moved to Los Angeles 
and wanted classical guitar lessons.

A knock on the door. 

Donna entered with a brief hello. I extended my hand in welcome.

Donna was an attractive brunette about thirty years old. When she came 
into my studio I noticed that she moved quickly and talked fast. She was 
very nervous.

“I really don’t know if I should be taking more classical guitar lessons, 
Mrs. Michelson. “I’ve recently moved from Minnesota where I took lessons 
with another teacher.”

“How long have you been studying classical guitar, Donna?”

“Let’s see. I’ve been playing pieces in Noad’s first book Solo Guitar 
Playing for about three years.”

“Please get your guitar out Donna. Try to take a deep breath and relax. I’d 
like to hear you perform one of the easier pieces.”
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Donna began to play one of the beginning pieces in the book. It was very 
difficult for her. She was nervous and shaky. She kept “clutching” with her 
right hand at the strings, all the while apologizing for the mistakes she 
was making.

I tried to put her at ease. “It’s all right, Donna. You have just moved from 
Minnesota to Los Angeles and have had to make lots of new adjustments. 
So just try to relax and play the piece again.”

Once more she made terrible mistakes. She was extremely uncomfortable. 
“I don’t know if I should take any more guitar lessons or not. I’m always 
making mistakes. I love the music but maybe I’m just not meant to play 
the guitar.”

I suggested we begin a new piece. A fresh start would be better than trying 
to fix up performance with an old piece. Unless of course there was an old 
piece that she liked so much and that she didn’t want to give up.

Donna thought a moment. “You know what I really like is a piece called 
Canarios. Could we work on that one?”

“I tell you what Donna. We can work on Canarios and at the same time I’d 
like us to begin working on a new piece. I have some ideas about how to 
approach a new piece that I think you’ll like.”

So we started first to work on Canarios. Both her right and left hands 
were very stiff and tense. No wonder she could not manage to play the 
slurs in the piece or any of the notes. Again, she seemed to be clutching 
at the strings, almost as if she were angry. It would take a great deal of 
surgery to correct her bad hand positions and lack of confidence.

This was going nowhere.

“Donna, I suggest we let Canarios go for a while. Maybe we’ll take it up 
later on.” I reached over to a shelf with a stack of music. I pulled out a very 
simple but elegant piece.

“Donna, I’ll play this for you. And if you like it we’ll study this piece instead 
of Canarios. All right?” She nodded.

So we started working on this easy composition. Easy but excellent music. 
One measure at a time.

At first we played the measure very slowly. We counted out loud. I adjusted 
her right hand and arm to a more relaxed position.

“I can’t play this slowly” exclaimed Donna. “And I can’t count and play at 
the same time.”

“Oh yes, you can” I quietly assured her.

I explained that if we could just play this first measure very slowly and 
count at the same time and do it in a relaxed manner, then we could go on 
to the next measure. Finally we would be able to play the first phrase of 
this new music easily. I don’t think Donna believed me. She looked very 
skeptical.

“All right. I’ll try.” She said hesitantly.

After we had managed to play the first phrase together a number of 
times, I asked Donna to play the music by herself. I had learned from 
past experience that if a student can play the assigned phrase correctly 
at lesson time there was a good chance that practice at home would also 
be correct.

Donna was slow to begin. “Mrs. Michelson, I’m really afraid that I’ll make 
mistakes if I try to play alone.”

I encouraged her to just play very slowly, count aloud and be sure and 
listen to what she was playing. 

“I know you can do it, Donna.”

She made a big effort to do as I asked. To her amazement she played the 
three measures of the first phrase perfectly.
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“I can’t believe it Mrs. Michelson. I didn’t make any mistakes. Maybe I can 
play the guitar after all.”

We took things slowly in the months ahead. Sometimes Donna forgot 
some of her new technique and didn’t count aloud. But on the whole we 
made steady progress as she acquired new musical habits. I also noticed 
that she was less nervous and seemed to have more self confidence. And 
she loved the piece we were working on.

Unfortunately after only a year of lessons Donna had to leave Los Angeles. 
Her job was transferred to another state and she had to move once again. 
She promised to stay in touch and would try to find another teacher in 
the new city.

Two months after Donna left, she wrote me a short but charming letter.

“Hello Mrs. Michelson,
Greetings from New York.
I have a great job. And guess what? I found a wonderful classical 
guitar teacher in Manhattan and we have already had a few lessons.
Remember when I first came to you and we played that easy piece? 
Well, I played it for my new teacher and played without a mistake. He 
even said I played it musically! I thought you would like to know.
Hope all is well with you. Thanks again for our lessons.

     Warm regards,
     Donna

Teaching A Five Year Old

Paul Adams, a bright-eyed five year old came to me for lessons with his 
Dad on a warm evening in Los Angeles. I was glad to see that Paul’s Dad 
was able to be the home teacher. They lived some distance away so lesson 
time had to be in the early evening after Dr. Adams had finished with his 
clinic and hospital work.

“Paul, did you listen to the CD for this week’s song. Ring Around the 
Rosie? 

“Oh, I forgot to listen. Dad was away all week so I didn’t listen to the CD. 
But I did practice everything else. And Mrs. Michelson, I can play all the 
songs in Level I up to Ring Around the Rosy.”

Paul was very enthusiastic about playing guitar and looked forward to 
coming to lessons. When he had been studying classical guitar with me 
for about six months, he already knew the basic guitar technique of rest 
stroke. He needed to alternate his first two right hand fingers and by that 
time he knew a little music theory. 

He was too young to be reading music so we played the songs by rote from 
my method New Dimensions in Classical Guitar for Children. And of 
course I stressed that he should be listening every day to the CD enclosed 
at the back of the book.
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To go back a bit in time…

It was the early 1970s and I was teaching at a small music conservatory 
in Highland Park, Illinois. The Music Arts School specialized in teaching 
piano. However the Director, Mortimer Schiff was ahead of his time and 
had invited two classical guitar teachers to be on his staff.

I was already somewhat familiar with piano repertoire having studied 
piano as a child. However as I listened to some of the piano students at 
their lessons, I realized how plentiful were the excellent piano pieces and 
repertoire for young students and how lacking was our own classical 
guitar repertoire for children.

One day I was talking with Mr. Schiff, the Director about this lack of choice 
in classical guitar repertoire for the young.

“Sonia, why don’t you write some good pieces yourself for classical guitar 
if you don’t find any that suit you?”

What a good idea. I really appreciated Mr. Schiff ’s confidence and his 
encouragement. I didn’t have any background in formal composition but 
I decided to give it a try anyway.

After some struggle and tearing up lots of musical notation paper, I had 
a few beginning pieces. I talked to my good friend freelance writer Chris 
Kelly about these new compositions. She suggested that we collaborate 
on a few of the pieces with words as well as music. She wrote charming 
words for three of the ten pieces in the folio: Moon Magic, I’ll Be a King 
and Sometimes I Hear A Song. 

Next I wanted to try out these new pieces with my younger students. 
Since I didn’t have titles for the remaining six pieces I thought it would be 
fun to let my students help me decide an appropriate title for each piece. 

I wrote out three possible titles for each of the six pieces. I played each 
piece to a few of my older students and asked each one to choose which 
title was the best one. The title they liked the most and seemed to say 
what the piece was about.

Here are the titles that we finally came up with: My students were very 
helpful. Each title was quite descriptive and was appealing to the children: 
Starry Night, Here Comes the Band, Free With the Wind, Fantasy, Silver 
Skating, Prelude in D, and finally Misty Dawn. 

Over the years Misty Dawn has become a favorite of not only my younger 
students but my adult students as well. It is an easy arpeggio piece, uses 
sevenths chords and has a modern sound.

I remember Josh, an energetic twenty year old who came to class one 
night with a bit of news about Misty Dawn. I knew he played electric 
guitar and now was taking classical guitar lessons.

“Sonia, it was a great hit last night!! Misty Dawn”

“”Josh, what are you talking about?”

“Well, last night I had a gig at a local place. And just for fun I thought 
I would play Misty Dawn on my electric guitar. It made such a hit that 
someone in the audience asked me to play it again.” 

I was so amused by this turn of events, that I asked him to please bring his 
electric guitar to class the following week. This I wanted to hear. My very 
own Misty Dawn played on an electric guitar? 

Josh brought his electric guitar to class the following week. He played 
Misty Dawn very well. Of course it sounded quite different played on an 
electric guitar instead of on a classical guitar. Astonished though I was, I 
had to admit that it sounded pretty good. 

There was another surprise about twenty years later with Misty Dawn.
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When I opened the May 1997 issue of the international Classical Guitar 
Magazine from England to the Music Supplement section, I looked at the 
page with amazement. Much to my surprise, there was Misty Dawn! The 
editor Neil Smith had chosen Misty Dawn as that month’s music center 
fold for the magazine. 

Neil Smith wrote “From a new and excellent collection of basic repertoire 
comes Misty Dawn. Also included were familiar items by Carulli, Giuliani, 
Sor and modern works by Montreuil, Smith Brindle and Rak. These one- 
page worth while pieces for the Grade One to Two can be found in Young 
Beginner’s First Repertoire for Classic Guitar by Sonia Michelson.”

In 1977 when I first composed Misty Down in my collection of pieces 
that I titled Easy Classic Guitar Solos, I hoped that they would be helpful 
to teachers in presenting imaginative pieces for young classical guitar 
students.

Luis Milan’s idea of teaching easy pieces to beginners is as valid today as 
it was in 1535 when he wrote his book El Maestro.

“Give to the beginner easy music and they will feel happy with 
what they do. Everything will appear easy to them. And the truth 
is that most things are easy when the person can do them well.”

Each piece in Easy Classic Guitar Solos demonstrates and highlights a 
certain guitar technique. For example, in Moon Magic written in a minor 
key the melody is carried in the bass line with the thumb. I’ll Be A King 
uses the time signature 3/8 and Sometimes I Hear A Song has the melody 
in the upper voice with lower voice accompaniment.

Silver Skating in ¾ time illustrates a bass chord technique. Misty Dawn 
is a good arpeggio piece involving the thumb and fingers of the right hand.

Each piece presents an interesting challenge yet is easy to play. After 
only a few months of practice our young student can play a solo at a 
workshop or a recital. This experience not only increases musical ability 
and understanding but also gives the student confidence as a performer.

The goal after all in studying the guitar is not simply to play notes correctly 
but to create music as soon as possible. Someone once wrote,

“Music is a means of expression and communication. 
It can and should be a delight.”

Most of the beginning pieces for classical guitar that I have seen lack both 
metronome and dynamic markings. So I included both in my Easy Classic 
Guitar Solos pieces. How can a child know how fast a piece should be 
played or what the possible expression should be? Both the metronome 
and dynamic markings of soft to loud are therefore included.

...back to the present and teaching my five year 
old student

Paul Adams continued his guitar lessons with increasing enthusiasm and 
skill. By the time he reached Level IV in New Dimensions in Classical 
Guitar for Children he had listened to the CD many times and was familiar 
with all the pieces in the book.

“Mrs. Michelson” he said one evening at lesson time “Can I play Moon 
Magic now? You know, the one with the words and the drawing. I know 
it’s a Level IV piece and I really like the way it sounds.”

I was delighted that Paul wanted to play Moon Magic which I had written 
so many years ago and was now included in New Dimensions in Classical 
Guitar for Children. 
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“Of course you can play Moon Magic. Would you like to play it at the next 
recital? We’ll have to get busy and start working on it now.”

In fact, Paul did play Moon Magic at our Spring Recital along with two 
other Level IV and V pieces. His parents, especially his Dad, Dr. Adams 
were very proud of him. So was I.

A Workshop for Teachers

It was a real first in the United States. It was the first workshop for teachers 
who wanted to teach young children.

It was June in the summer of 1984 when an enthusiastic group of classical 
guitar educators met for two days at the MacPhail Center for the Arts – 
University of Minnesota, in Minneapolis. Teachers gathered from all parts 
of the United States and Canada to attend a workshop entitled Teaching 
Guitar to Children – New Approaches.

I was asked to be one of the clinicians at this workshop which included 
Chairman Douglas W. Smith, Program Director at MacPhail. John Schubert 
and Cliff Suchy, both on the guitar faculty at MacPhail were also on the 
panel.

Margaret Mistak wrote in her review of the workshop “The clinicians 
were able to share their knowledge and expertise with those of us who 
also are interested in working with young children.”

She went on to say, “ This was done through a series of well-organized, 
thoughtful presentations that enabled us to experience first hand the 
development of a young guitarist from the very first lessons through a 
level equal to three or fours years of study.

“The demonstrations were varied and included video tapes of youngsters 
performing at various levels, hands on demonstrations of material with 
audience participation and actual demonstration lessons with young 
children.”
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It was exciting to be participating in this workshop. I had written Doug 
Smith a few months earlier.

“Doug, please ask one of your seven or eight year old students to come 
to the workshop for my presentation. I want to show the teachers how I 
conduct a first lesson. Also I would like to demonstrate how I use rhythm 
and imaginative games from my method New Dimensions in Classical 
Guitar for Children.”

Linnea Larson was a lively blond seven year old who I liked immediately. 
We had no time to rehearse before my presentation. She caught on 
quickly to my rhythm, singing and other musical games. It was a half hour 
demonstration lesson and we moved quickly from one game to another. 
She was able to play an accompaniment to Row, Row, Row Your Boat 
when I explained a simple ostinato bass to her.

0

I thought it advisable to offer a further explanation for my audience of 
teachers about how I created my method New Dimensions in Classical 
Guitar for Children.

“A few years ago I became interested in teaching very young children. 
I searched and searched the music store shelves and looked in music 
catalogs. I could find nothing that seemed suitable or interesting for 
teaching children. 

“How could I teach young children classical guitar technique as well as 
teaching them music without having suitable teaching materials?

I read books by Shinichi Suzuki and Zoltan Kodaly. I attended Suzuki 
workshops and other seminars on violin and piano pedagogy. Luckily I 
found in Chicago a Kodaly teacher, a pianist who had recently left Hungary 
to come to the States. 

So we started studying together the Kodaly music fundamentals from 
the Kodaly Method of Education. She was an excellent European trained 
musician and had a lot to offer.

Livia Ayal was a pianist who had studied with the great composer Zoltan 
Kodaly in Hungary. His ideas stressed the great importance of teaching 
young children solfege and singing musical intervals. 

Kodaly’s method used the melodic hand signals developed by John 
Curwen in 1870 to indicate the movement of these sound intervals within 
a melody. 

Livia Ayal made a suggestion one day during our Kodaly class. 

“Sonia, why don’t you incorporate some of these Kodaly ideas into a 
teaching method for young guitarists?”

It seemed like a good idea, although to be sure it would take a lot of time, 
thought and effort to write a new classical guitar method for children.

So I poured over all the Kodaly books I could find. I wanted to know in 
depth about Kodaly’s educational ideas for teaching music. I found the 
following inspiring quotation:

“Taken separately, too, the elements of music
are precious instruments in education.

Rhythm develops attention, concentration, determination
and the ability to condition oneself.

Melody opens the world of emotions. Dynamic variation
and tone colour sharpen our hearing.

Singing finally, is such a many=sided physical
activity that its effect in physical education is immeasurable---
if perhaps, there is anyone to whom the education
of the spirit does not matter.

      Zoltan Kodaly
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I was certainly impressed by his words. Maybe I could combine some 
Suzuki and Kodaly teaching ideas and somehow create a viable and 
interesting method for teaching classical guitar to children? It was 
certainly worth looking into further.

It took four years to develop this method which introduces basic musical 
concepts for children and has been used successfully with children ages 
three to ten. I began experimenting with my young students in Chicago to 
find out what worked and what didn’t. What pieces were interesting and 
casting aside those that were boring. 

New Dimensions is structured in five levels. And to keep my student’s 
interest high, I created thirty-one Imaginative Games which includes 
listening techniques, rhythm studies and basic music theory. Each lesson 
includes at least one game or a rhythm concept. 

I felt that games are tremendously important to children. If they are 
actively engaged in a game they are not bored They are involved in an 
imaginative way and real learning takes place.

As Maria Piers wisely noted. “The remarkable aspect of 
learning by play is that it is never lost.
Later lessons acquired in school are forgotten. But the
things we learn in play---hard but playfully won---
we never forget."

Initially the rote learning method is used in conjunction with singing the 
Curwen hand signals to indicate intervals within a melody. 

Children find joy in making music from the very first song. They develop 
a round tone, a solid technique, and acquire basic music fundamentals. 
They have the pleasure of singing and playing authentic folk songs as well 
as playing music by Mozart and Bach. 

New Dimensions in Classical Guitar for Children was published in 1991 
by Mel Bay Publications and continues to be in print today. 

An Adult Discussion on Video Tape

I also brought with me to the teachers workshop at the University of 
Minnesota a video tape of an evening discussion session in my Chicago 
studio with several of my students’ parents. Each one was eager to discuss 
a personal reaction to his or her own child’s guitar lessons.

Fred spoke up first. “I’m sure I’ve become closer to my son with not 
only bringing him to lessons each week but also in practicing each night 
together. He’s beginning to play these beginning songs quite well.”

Then the mother of five-year old Susie added her comment. 

“I’ve noticed that Susie has improved her concentration. Also the discipline 
has been good for her. I’m really impressed with how musically she is now 
playing the Level II pieces. It’s great that she can now play in workshops 
in addition to the Spring Recital.”

I added to the discussion “The key to successful teaching is treating 
each child as a unique person, taking into account his strengths and 
weaknesses.” All four parents nodded in agreement. 

Teachers in the audience at the workshop asked many questions at the 
end of my presentation. As many of us gathered together at the end of the 
day’s sessions, we all hoped there would be future teacher workshops to 
share ideas and inspiration about teaching young children.
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Ideas for Teaching Children 
Effectively

Many classical guitar teachers have no idea how to teach young children. 
Many simply state, “I never take anyone under ten as a student.” What a 
shame. Young children love the idea of playing the guitar. Many would 
rather play the guitar than takes piano or violin lessons.

So here are a few ideas that I’ve found effective in teaching young children. 

First and foremost, take one step at a time. First play the piece for the 
child so that the melody catches her interest. Then go slowly. A measure 
or two at a time. 

Be sure that your student really understands your instructions. It’s truly 
amazing that some teachers have no patience to speak slowly to a child 
and be sure the child understands what’s being asked of her. 

Tape the piece so the child can listen to the music at home. Stress that 
listening is just as important as playing. And that it’s equally important to 
listen to one’s own playing. The child has to develop his inner ear and be 
aware of the sounds he is making.

When the whole piece is finally learned I often ask the child.

“Between 1-10 how do you think you played that piece?” And then I hold 
up all ten fingers. 

“I don’t know, Mrs. Michelson" is the usual first response.

“Well, let’s try playing the piece again. And this time listen to what you 
are playing. 

 y Did you play it too fast, or too slow? 

 y Did it have any dynamics or any real feeling? Or did it sound like 
you were tapping away at a typewriter? 

 y Were there too many mistakes? 

 y And last of all, how do you think you can improve your playing?”

These questions help the student think more clearly and analytically. 
We’re not just playing a bunch of notes. We’re trying to play music.

Repetition. And more repetition. At lesson time it’s very important to go 
over the few measures or phrase that you want your student to practice 
correctly at home. I always write on the music “three times or four times” 
to be practiced at each session at home.

Usually it is the parents who get bored or impatient with the child who 
repeats a measure, a phrase or a piece over and over again. Children do 
not mind repetition if they can see that they are actually making progress 
with a piece.

Practice performance with your student. Especially when an older child 
has finally memorized one or two favorite pieces. For example I have 
found that Vals by Bartolome Calatayud is a very good beginning piece. I 
play the piece at lesson time with good expression and tone and usually 
my student likes the piece and wants to play it. More times than not it 
becomes a favorite.

If the child has not yet learned how to read music then I teach this piece 
by rote. We learn measure by measure. The child listens to what I am 
playing, and imitates where I am placing my fingers. The piece has an 
A-B-A composition: a beginning, a middle and the beginning phrases 
repeated at the end. So it’s also a very good teaching piece for form as 
well as an engaging sound.



82 The Joy of Music Sonia Michelson 83

Once my student plays the piece fairly well then I ask him to memorize it.

“Oh, I can’t memorize anything” will often be a student’s response.

“Well, let’s try anyway. We will just play the first three measures together.” 
Usually we have success with this. 

Then I turn the page over. “Now let’s play it without the music” Sometimes 
we have to repeat this several times before we have success. Then I ask 
my student to repeat this at home. First with the music. Then without the 
music. 

When the first few measures are memorized perfectly, we go on to the rest 
of the piece. We take it slowly. I want my student to really enjoy playing 
this piece correctly with proper rhythm, expression and phrasing. And 
most important, enjoying playing Vals without the music on the stand. 

It is important to understand and emphasize the difference between 
learning and practicing. After a student has learned to play a piece 
correctly, then it must be practiced many times over with good tone and 
expression until it becomes internalized.

This system of helping my student to build his or her performance ability 
never fails. If he practices Vals enough times correctly, he will want to 
play it for his family and friends. He feels he is really playing music. He is 
becoming a confident young guitarist.

Please involve parents. This is extremely important. Even very busy 
parents can always find the time at home to listen to their child practice 
at least once a week. 

The child needs to feel that at least one parent thinks what he is doing 
with guitar lessons is important. Without this support at home it is very 
difficult for a young student to make real progress with his music. 

In fact I think this is so important that you will find a whole chapter in this 
book, “Parents Can Help”.

For the very young child it is important to maintain eye contact during 
teaching. This will hold the child’s attention and he will not be threatened 
by your height.

Please be sensitive to your student’s moods. Especially teenagers. 

I remember one very moody fourteen year old who occasionally just 
put his head down on the rim of the guitar when he didn’t want to play 
a particular passage that was difficult for him. So rather than scold or 
criticize him I just said “OK. Let’s skip this piece today. Let’s try the one 
you have just memorized. You really play that one very well.”

In “The Selected Writings of Zoltan Kodaly “ he said,

“…often a single experience will open the young soul to the life-giving 
stream of music for a whole lifetime. This experience cannot be left to 
chance. It is the duty of the school to provide it. No other subject can 
serve the child’s welfare – physical and spiritual – as music.”

I’ve also observed that very little children of four to six may sometimes 
be very tired at the end of the day and can absorb only just so much 
instruction. So after we have reviewed the previous week’s lesson and 
have introduced at least one new concept, we play a musical game, or a 
marching rhythm game. 

Give your student performance opportunities. Plan workshops and an 
annual recital to provide stimulation and growth.

 y the child learns to polish and memorize a piece for performance.

 y gains poise in performing

 y listens to other children perform well and gains inspiration about 
future possible pieces to play

 y enjoys being in a musical environment.

Reward achievement. For example, a child has a tremendous feeling of 
achievement when he can play all the pieces in Level I.
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A Certificate of Merit should then be presented to the child as he completes 
each subsequent level. Success in playing several pieces creates the inner 
drive for the child to want to continue learning music and the guitar.

Work towards excellence and encourage your students, praising them 
warmly and sincerely. Always keep in mind that you want the child to love 
music and love playing the guitar. Be sure that you end each lesson with 
your student wanting to practice the new material at home. Make lessons 
enjoyable. 

To be a teacher
is to have a great responsibility.
The teacher helps shape and give direction
to the lives of other human beings.
What is more important, graver than that?
Children and young people
are our greatest treasures.
When we think of them
We think of the future of the world.
    Pablo Casals

These are truly inspiring words by one of the world’s greatest cellists.

At lesson time, limit the time spent on any one aspect of music to the 
child’s attention span. As soon as your student’s attention wavers or the 
yawns and wiggles begin, switch immediately to another piece, another 
exercise or start a musical game. 

Children love games and real learning can take place if the child is 
interested. For example I’ve had great success in teaching a basic sense of 
rhythm with my Rhythm Sticks Game.

Four year old Susie was bored. She wiggled and she yawned.

“Ok Susie. Let’s play a game now. Please get up from your chair, put your 
guitar in its case and sit down on the floor with me.” I took out several 
popsicle sticks and put them carefully in a rhythm pattern on the rug.

“Now Susie I want you to clap with me this rhythm. And say out loud as 
you clap Ta - for the quarter note and Ti Ti - for the eighth note. 

At first Susie didn’t know what to do. She looked closely at my hands and 
then tried to imitate what I was doing. After the second try she understood 
and played the game perfectly.

“Susie, you’re doing great. Now it is your turn to arrange the sticks. Here 
are a few more. Make up any rhythm pattern you want. And clap aloud 
the rhythm.”

At this point in the game Susie was engaged. She laughed with delight as 
she placed a few more popsicle sticks on the rug in a more complicated 
pattern. And without my asking her, she proceeded to clap the pattern 
accurately. She was having fun. She was also getting a better sense of 
rhythm.

According to John Kendall in the Suzuki Concept, it is important that the 
student become an active partner in his own learning process. How can 
this be accomplished? “Fundamentally through the questions that the 
teacher or parent asks, is ‘How can you do this?'”

Ultimately every guitarist is self-taught. No teacher can give the final 
answers; he can only help the student along the path of self-discovery. To 
begin learning to think for himself.

Make practicing short passages over and over again at lesson time an 
enjoyable event. Kids love games. For example: Play the Marble Game.

 y Put a few colored marbles in a small glass container. 
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Include one “silver” marble, striped marble or one marble that is 
completely different from the others. 

Six year old Alan was having trouble with playing two measures correctly. 
Each time he stumbled and played F instead of F#. It seemed that the 
more he tried the more he made the same mistake. 

“Now Alan, I want you to play these two measures over again five times 
correctly. We’ll play The Marble Game. He began to look interested.

“Now Alan please play those two measure with the F#. not an F. If you do 
that correctly I’ll take out one marble. On the fifth correct time you get to 
take out the “silver” marble. Ready?

This time Alan really tried to do what I asked. Then he tried the passage 
a second time and so on. By the fifth try Alan had mastered the passage.

“Mrs. Michelson, I did it, I did it! Can I take out the silver marble now?” All 
in the name of play we had succeeded.

Play listening games occasionally at lesson time. This is especially good 
for the very young child 

 y Close your eyes. Is this note high or low?

 y Is this a major or minor chord? Does it sound happy or sad?

 y Clap your hands in a certain rhythm. Ask the child to imitate your 
rhythm.

 y Use simple rhythm instruments: drums, triangle or cymbals for the 
child to imitate the rhythm.

 y Play a simple 2/4 marching rhythm and have the child march 
around the room singing Hot Cross Buns or Row Row, Row Your 
Boat while clapping his or her hands in a one-two beat.

Dr. Suzuki writes in his Nurtured By Love 

“The development of ability is straightforward. People either become 
experts at doing the right thing, which is seen as fine talent, or they 
become experts at doing something wrong, which is seen as lack of 
talent.
Depending on these two things: practice and the practice of the right 
things, superior ability can be produced in anyone.”

These inspiring words can help all of us who want to guide and teach 
children to play classical guitar musically with skill and confidence. 
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Parents Can Help

Learning to play the guitar is an exciting undertaking for both student 
and parent. And understanding music can be an exhilarating experience. 
However, any worthwhile accomplishment takes time and effort.

The greatest problem for students, teachers and parents alike is practice. 
I read something recently that John Williams the classical guitarist had to 
say about practice.

The essence of the thing is that work should
be enjoyable. When people are learning instruments,
they should be encouraged and advised. If they say
they don’t enjoy their practice, I always say, well,
find a way to enjoy it.
     John Williams

For very young children it is essential that they enjoy their lessons in class. 
And once a child is at home, it is the parent who will make the difference 
whether the child practices or balks at practicing.

Parents are the key to success.

Most parents these days are so fragmented and so busy with multi-tasking 
that they don’t seem to have the time, energy or patience to practice with 
Johnny at home. On the other hand they do want him to take guitar lessons 
and learn something about music. 

The big question then becomes how do we involve the parent in Johnny’s 
lessons? How do we get a commitment from the parent to be supportive 
at home with Johnny’s practice?

Over the years I’ve come up with a few answers to this question.

First of all is the phone interview when Johnny’s Mom or Dad call to 
inquire about lessons. 

“I’m glad that you called Mrs. Norton and want to enroll Johnny as one of 
my students. I have a request. I’d like you to come to the first two lessons 
and observe how I teach. And yes, I’d like you to bring paper and pen and 
take notes for those lessons and perhaps for a few more lessons in the 
future.”

Mrs. Norton seemed a little shocked at my request. She had thought to just 
drop Johnny off at my studio and be on her way to do errands. I thought 
otherwise. I want my parents to know right from the beginning that I 
expect Mom or Dad to be the home-teacher for Johnny. And to attend our 
class lessons.

As a Suzuki teacher once remarked to me at her workshop “I don’t allow 
lazy parents. No reading of magazines or doing one’s nails at lesson time.
They have to be attentive, take notes at every lesson to be a good home 
teacher for their child.”

Little children under eight years of age have no idea about what daily 
practice means. It is really up to the parent to practice with his child and 
be very supportive. 

Practice sessions can be short. It’s the attitude of the parent that will 
influence the child’s willingness to practice at home. 

One of the reasons I include musical and rhythm games in class is so that 
the young child will think that lessons are fun. And then they will want to 
play the game at home. Of course all the imaginative games will further a 
child’s technique, sense of rhythm and will give inner ear training.

Suggest to Johnny’s Mom or Dad that they set a regular time at home for 
their son’s practice. And mean it. That is, no baseball or soccer practice 
until he has practiced first with his guitar.
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In my own Michelson Studio, I always hand out a Practice Sheet at the first 
lesson. Each of the seven days of the week is listed in a separate column. 
My student is required to fill in the amount of time he practices each day.

If the child is still not old enough to tell time, I suggest that he mark the 
day’s practice with a check. He brings the sheet to each lesson and we talk 
about how his practice went.

Later on when my student has the habit of practicing at least four days out 
of seven, I use the practice sheet only occasionally. Since in all probability 
the habit of practicing has been established.

When my student becomes a teenager, I skip using the Practice Sheet 
completely. I hope by this time that practice has become enjoyable and 
that my student’s real love for music has also begun.

Children go through many stages in their development. I often ask 
parents of little children, “Please be patient and loving with your child 
at practice time as well as other times. With music study as well as 
during the growing up years, children go forward, then may stop or 
reach a plateau and then with encouragement will move ahead.”

Children always start music lessons with enthusiasm. After about a year 
or so the enthusiasm begins to fade a bit. Of course depending on the 
child’s age and personality there will be tremendous variation in progress.

Some students have a natural and easy rapport with the instrument. 
Their hands just seem to be coordinated and playing the notes or chords 
seems easy. Maybe the same child has difficulty in reading notes or in 
sight reading Perhaps another child has difficulty in concentration or in 
really listening to what he is playing. Others have no sense of rhythm or 
pulse.

Each aspect of music fundamentals needs to be addressed and suited to 
each unique child’s needs and disposition. There is no foolproof “right” 
way for anything in music instruction. The teacher and the parent have to 
be sensitive to the young child.

At one point after a year or two of study a parent may hear

“I want to quit guitar lessons.” 

Here is where a parent can be wise. Suggest that your child continue 
lessons but lighten up with practice at home. Children do learn a lot at 
lesson time and that can tide them over until a later stage of development 
when home practice can once again begin.

And when boys and some girls reach eleven or twelve and want to play 
the electric guitar, I always advise the parent to buy one. 

“Let your child play both rock and classical music. Why not?” Both will 
benefit your child.”

The important thing for parents to remember is that your child is unique 
and be sensitive to his or her growing needs and changing moods.

Most parents who enroll their child for guitar lessons have been sorry that 
they quit studying music as children. They don’t want their own child to 
make the same mistake. Real love and understanding is the key to having 
your child continue music lessons.

In practice time at home try to be positive in your comments.

Don’t say “Stop playing so fast.”

Instead: “Do you think you can play that a little slower?”

Don’t say “Play that over again, five times”

Instead “What did your teacher tell you about that passage?”
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Another way to involve the parent in Johnny’s home practice is to have a 
Home Concert once a week.

Suggest to Johnny’s parents that the family get together in the living room 
and ask Johnny to perform a piece he has been learning. His parents 
become involved and Johnny feels good about performing and appreciates 
his parents love and support. He is not alone with his music.

If you, as a teacher, are too busy to manage giving workshops which 
would allow Johnny to perform more often for others, then I have another 
suggestion. This idea will not only benefit Johnny but will also help to 
increase his parent’s involvement in his music lessons. 

Mention over the phone to your parent that your annual Winter or 
upcoming Spring Recital will be held at such a time and place and that 
your child will be playing his two favorite pieces. 

His parents will sit up and take notice after such a phone call.

I’ve observed that parents do worry about how their child will perform 
in public, so they do listen to your announcement about the forthcoming 
Recital. 

Parents usually show much more interest and involvement with their 
child’s practice and Home Concert after such a phone call. Naturally they 
want their child to be a success especially when he is performing before 
family, friends and neighbors.

I usually print up an attractive flyer about the upcoming Recital or 
Workshop a month before the performance. Johnny brings this home and 
it usually appears on the family refrigerator in the kitchen for everyone to 
see and to remember.

Here is another idea to help make parents more aware. Create a monthly 
newsletter and give special mention to those students who have 
outstanding practice records. Also mention which students will appear in 
the next Workshop or Recital.

Parents love to see their child’s name in print and will probably be more 
cooperative and involved in their child’s music lessons as a result of your 
newsletter.

Careful listening is important to Johnny’s progress. Ask the parent at 
lesson time or with a note home to buy a CD of an outstanding classical 
guitarist playing either Spanish music or romantic music. Something that 
is easy listening. Easy to digest. 

Have your parent write down the name of the artist and the CD that you 
suggest. Encourage both parent and child to listen to the CD often. Maybe 
they can listen to the CD in the car as they drive to lessons. Ask Johnny 
which piece he liked best. Don’t forget, we as teachers are trying to educate 
our parents as well as our students about music and the classical guitar.

Kids know when you like them and respect them. Just because a child 
is five or six years old, don’t underestimate his capacity to have his own 
ideas and opinions. Listen to the child carefully and thoughtfully. Be kind 
and interested. With a little patience with both your students and his 
parents and with enthusiasm for the music and guitar you will be a very 
successful teacher.

If you show me I will see.
If you tell me I will listen.
If you let me experience,
I will learn.
   Chinese Proverb
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A Thirteen Year Old Student

Thirteen year old Tommy was a bright and handsome boy who thought he 
knew it all. He also had a big mouth. He was captain of his swim team and 
they had won many firsts at swim competitions.

Tommy played the guitar well. He was developing a good technique and 
was very musical. We were making good progress with his lessons. There 
was only one problem. A big problem. It was his sharp and aggressive 
personality.

The crisis in our relationship came one late autumn afternoon at lesson 
time in Los Angeles.

“Excuse me, Tommy. What was that you just said?”

He just looked down at the floor. He refused to answer me.

Right then I knew I had to set things straight. Enough was enough.

“Tommy, what did you just say to me?”

No answer.

“Listen up my friend. Let me tell you, here and now, that you don’t know it 
all. What do you have to say for yourself?

Still no answer.

“All right then, Mr. Smarty. I’ll tell you a thing or two. Do you ever talk that 
way to your swim coach?”

“No” he grudgingly replied. I had finally gotten his attention.

“Then I never want you to talk to me again that way. I’m your MUSIC 
COACH, and don’t you forget it. Never use that tone of voice or smarty 
attitude with me again. Understand? 

Our lesson is over for today. Leave. Now!”

Tommy was really surprised that I had given him a lacing down. He had 
over-stepped the line with lack of respect for me as his teacher. I had to 
set things straight in no uncertain terms.

Tommy arrived early for his lesson the following week.

“Mrs. Michelson. I apologize for the way I spoke to you last week”

“Good to hear. Tommy. Now let’s get down to work. Please play the piece 
you were practicing this week.”

Once we had set the record straight and Tommy realized that I meant 
business, things changed at lesson time. He calmed down and changed his 
smarty attitude. He realized that day when he was so rude to me was a big 
mistake. He had to change his attitude or leave my studio.

From then on he seemed like a different young man. We weathered the 
difficult and turbulent teenage years together. He became one of my 
best and favorite students. We just had to set the record straight in our 
relationship.
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The Thirty-Minute Lesson

Most guitar teachers have a heavy teaching schedule that allows only 
thirty minutes for each private lesson. Perhaps forty-five minutes for the 
more advanced student.

The question always remains “How much music can you teach in thirty 
minutes?” Or even more important, how can you inspire your student to 
want to practice once he gets home?

Let’s take the challenge of the thirty minute lesson first.

I usually keep a folder for each student and make a quick note at the end of 
each lesson. What should we work on first for the next lesson? Technique, 
music theory, ear training, sight reading? This way we don’t waste any 
time in getting into the lesson immediately

 y When I moved to Israel in 2005, I had the additional challenge of a 
new language. Hebrew is a difficult language to learn at best and I 
had to learn an additional musical vocabulary. It was not easy. 

 y Finally I came up with a solution to the communication problem 
with my Israeli students. I bought some simple paper notebooks 
that the kids use in school. At the end of each lesson I handed my 
pen to the young student.

“Please write in Hebrew what you want to practice. What did you learn 
that it is important to remember?” This happened to be a good idea. If 
my student could articulate and write in Hebrew what I wanted him 
to practice at home, then the chances were good that we were actually 
communicating. 

Also by having my student write out what was important, I was involving 
my student in his own learning process. Once I started this procedure of 
having the student write out his own practice assignment at home, we 
had much better results in our weekly lesson.

 y Vary your routine in starting a lesson. Sometimes I start with 
the piece we are currently learning. Another time we begin with 
a scale or an arpeggio exercise. Sometimes I start a lesson with 
performance. I stand across the room and ask my student to please 
play the piece he has memorized and I act as his audience. 

This variety in the thirty-minute lesson keeps your student on his 
toes, not knowing ahead of time what he will be asked to do first. It 
keeps interest high.

 y After a student has performed a piece, I always ask the 1-10 Question. 
I hold up all ten fingers and ask ”From 1-10 how do you think you 
played that piece?" Sometimes I get a blank look, but more often 
than not after we have done this several times, the student will look 
a little sheepish and say “5.” 

Then I ask “why do you say that? This helps to make my student 
more aware of his own playing.

And of course the next important question is “How do you intend 
to play this piece better? What needs improvement? Dynamics and 
expression? Rhythm? Correct notes? Interpretation? My students 
learn rather quickly that there is a lot more to making music than 
just playing notes.

 y Guitarists are notoriously poor sight-readers. Perhaps one of the 
reasons this is so is that there are very few good sight reading books 
for the first and second year beginning students. 
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When I finally discovered Robert Benedict’s Sight Reading for the 
Classical Guitar - Levels 1 to 3, I immediately started using this 
excellent book with all my students, beginners to advanced, children 
as well as adults. Benedict offers daily sight-reading material with 
emphasis on interpretation, phrasing and form.

 y Rote teaching is a supplement to reading notes. However sometimes 
it is a very valid way to start a lesson with an adult beginner. 

 y Play for your student an easy piece such as Vals by Bartolome 
Calatayud and see if your student likes it. If so, then start teaching 
the piece phrase by phrase by ear. At the same time your student 
will be memorizing each phrase. By the end of studying this piece 
by rote he will already have memorized it. 

 y Go slow. This is especially important in teaching a young child. If 
your student doesn’t really understand what you are saying because 
you speak too fast, and then doesn’t understand what is expected of 
him, how can he practice correctly at home? 

Always ask “How do you think we should practice this phrase?” If 
the answer is not clear, then speak more slowly and rephrase what 
you want the child to do.

 y “Always leave them laughing” an old comedian once said. And that’s 
good advice for guitar teachers too.

When you are about to conclude your thirty-minute lesson be sure you 
finish with your student feeling good about his lesson.

Not exactly laughing as he leaves your studio, but in a happy and pleasant 
frame of mind. Leave him wanting to practice what he has just learned at 
lesson time. Leave him wanting to return the following week for his next 
lesson in anticipation of a good and positive musical experience. 

Ideas About Practicing

One of the more difficult aspects of teaching classical guitar is showing 
your student how to practice at home. Naturally your approach will be 
quite different with the young child, the teenager and your adult beginning 
student. However I think some basic ideas about practicing are valid for 
teaching all students.

Study the piece together at lesson time. First play the piece through for 
your student so he gets some idea of the whole composition. Then begin 
asking questions.

“What can you tell me about this piece? At first you may get a blank look 
and no answer at all.

 y Then make a few suggestions: “What is the time signature? How 
can we count this piece? Where do you think the melody is? In the 
bass or the treble? 

 y What is the form of the piece? Is there a beginning A section that 
repeats? Then a new B section and does A repeat at the end? Maybe 
this piece will really be easy to learn and play well. You only have 
sections A and B to learn because A repeats at the end. Look how 
easy this will be.

Then we may play just the rhythm of the piece using an open string E. And 
we count as we play the rhythm. Once that has been established we will 
probably play the melody alone using the correct rhythm.
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Perhaps there are some difficult chords in the piece. Perhaps we circle 
those chords and suggest that we take out just those chords at first and 
practice them separately. Maybe we want to use the Count Down idea to 
help make learning the chords easier.

All this preparation before actually starting to practice this piece, phrase 
by phrase will awaken our student’s curiosity. It will make teaching the 
piece so much more exciting and interesting.

 y Does your student listen to what sound, what tone he is making 
when he plays a single phrase? Is it musical or is it muddy?

After all music is sound not notes on a page.

 y Sometimes ask your student to tape his practice session at home 
and bring it to class. Or tell your student at lesson time “I would like 
to hear how you practiced this lesson at home” 

You will learn quite a bit about your student by listening to how he 
practices. Perhaps you can give some suggestions to help him use his 
practice time at home more effectively.

Point out to your student that mere repetition without thinking is often 
a waste of practice time. Suggest some new or more interesting ways to 
practice. Just getting his fingers to go mechanically over and over a set of 
notes will not be enough. 

As I often point out to my students, there are at least three ways to practice 
and memorize a piece: 

 y with the ears

 y with the fingers and hand

 y with the eyes.

If there has only been a physical and mechanical repetition with the fingers 
then what may happen sometimes in performance is very upsetting. 

There may be an unexpected noise in the auditorium What if our student 
plays the notes in a chord incorrectly? He knows that he is hearing wrong 
notes. The fingers do not know what to do next. The whole performance 
may come to a complete halt. 

So I emphasize that we have to listen carefully to what we are playing 
and make the correct sounds from the beginning. In addition we should 
be able to see the printed page of notes in our mind’s eye and know at all 
times where we are in the music. 

All three aspects should be taken into our awareness right from the 
beginning of practicing a new piece: Ears, Fingers and Eyes.

This awareness will offer some musical insurance. Even if the student’s 
fingers go on strike, he can somehow pick up the music by visualizing 
the printed page in his mind and quickly know where he stumbled in the 
music and then continue playing his piece at the workshop or recital. 

“But I played it perfectly at home without a mistake.”

How often have we heard this from our students? I point out to my 
distressed student that there are a number of reasons why he played the 
piece with mistakes at lesson time.

1) I was listening intently and acting as an audience.

2) There were one or two difficult spots that still had to be ironed out at 
practice time.

3) Did you use the metronome to check on how fast or how slowly you 
were playing? And so on.

Which brings us to the use of the Metronome. To use or not to use the MM 
markings at the top of the page?

There are Pros and there are Cons.

First the Pros: 



102 The Joy of Music Sonia Michelson 103

I have found that first a student should learn to play the piece all the way 
through without making a single mistake. Then we can check with the 
metronome at a slow speed to see how accurate his playing is. Maybe too 
slow, maybe too fast. 

So we begin working on using three speeds: the tempo he is playing now, 
a bit slower and then the third speed a little faster.

This is a tremendous help if the eventual metronome speed is very fast. 
We go step by step. Each time we master the three speeds we move the 
metronome up another notch. Until finally playing at a very fast speed 
seems natural and not difficult at all. 

The Cons:

Sometimes it is better not to use the metronome at all.

Playing like a clock is not very musical. So we alternate right from the 
beginning between using and not using the metronome. We try to feel the 
emotional content of the piece. To understand and play the music with 
both mind and our emotions.

Remember: fingers, ears and eyes.

Have your student use all three with awareness. If this is accomplished 
with skill and understanding, your student will have one success after 
another in performing musically for others whether at a workshop, recital 
or at a concert.

Training a New Teacher

Seventeen year old Brian was my most talented and musical student in 
Los Angeles. He was tall, lanky and moody.

We had traveled a long way together. He had first walked into my studio 
as a spunky ten and half year old. He had tried other teachers with little 
success A friend mentioned me to his Mom as someone who enjoyed 
teaching children.

Brian was quite sure of himself. He wanted to play rock. I had other ideas.

First we played some simple folk songs which he liked. Then I turned to 
a more serious method First we used A Modern Approach to Classical 
Guitar by Charles Duncan which helped him learn to read notes and then 
moved on to Aaron Shearer’s Classic Guitar Technique.

Little by little Brian began to like classical music and the classical guitar 
repertoire. He became an excellent student. Life seemed to be going along 
smoothly for Brian with his family, friends and school.

Suddenly things changed.

I planned to move to Israel! 

Brian did not take the news calmly. 

“Now look here, Brian. Try not to be so upset with my leaving Los Angeles. 
I already have a plan in mind for you. I won’t leave you high and dry.”

“What’s that?” He did not look interested.

“I think you would make a good guitar teacher.” He perked up.
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“I don’t know anything about teaching. Especially what to do with kids.”

“I know that” I replied. “What I have in mind is to create a special program 
just for you. A workshop on how to teach young children guitar using my 
Michelson Method.” 

“But you’re leaving so soon.”

“Yes, I have lots of things to do before I leave in a few months. However if 
we get busy right now I know we can succeed. What do you think?”

A long pause.

“I don’t know, Sonia. I know how to play classical guitar and rock. But 
teaching? I don’t think I can.”

“Brian, look at it this way. Let’s give it a try. You have nothing to lose and 
everything to gain.”

“What I have in mind is a very intensive workshop. You’ll come to me three 
times a week for four months. I’ll still be here in Los Angeles to supervise 
your first teaching of some of my youngest students. “

Brian was still skeptical.

“We’ll use the method I created in my New Dimensions in Classical 
Guitar for Children teaching solfege, teaching young children by rote, 
using interesting musical games and how to give a recital.”

“But Sonia, you know I don’t like to sing”

“Well, you’ll just have to learn to sing the melodic syllables in the movable 
Do system using the Curwen hand signals.” I was beginning to lose 
patience.

Reluctantly Brian agreed to give it a try. After all, he finally realized that 
he had nothing to lose and just maybe he might learn how to teach young 
children.

So we began our intensive learning program together.

We took things step by step.

First we had to practice the Curwen hand signals and sing the melodic 
syllables.

“Sonia, I just can’t sing. I told you that before”

“Brian, yes you can. We’ll sing together. 

“I can’t.”

“Brian, stop being so stubborn. If you won’t even try to sing then we’ll 
stop right now with this whole program.”

Brian knew I meant it.

Either he would cooperate fully with me or we were finished with this 
project.

I waited for his answer. Five minutes went by. I was about to call it a day.

“Sonia, you win. I’ll try to sing Sol Mi”

“Good. Now let’s just get on with this lesson. We have a lot to cover in the 
next four months.”

And indeed it was a very intensive course I had out lined. First, of course 
we learned to use the Curwen hand signals and singing. 

Next we went through every page of my method New Dimensions in 
Classical Guitar for Children. This is a sequential program of learning 
by rote simple and attractive folk songs. Each lesson includes imaginative 
musical games which includes some rhythm activities and some simple 
theory.

Games are extremely important in teaching the young child. If a child is 
having fun he enjoys learning something new. It’s fun. It’s easy. 

Brian began to feel better about our workshop together. Being very 
bright he caught on to new ideas quickly. Little by little he gained more 
confidence. Maybe he could be a teacher after all.
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Once we had gone through the whole book, I introduced him to Level I 
and Level II repertoire pieces in my Young Beginner’s First Repertoire 
for Classic Guitar. We also covered ideas about how to give a Spring 
Recital. Children love to perform and if well prepared they can enjoy a 
very positive musical experience.

Brian was learning very fast how to become a good classical guitar teacher 
for young children. I suggested he sit in on some of my lessons when I 
would be teaching a four or five year old. He would get a better idea of 
how to relate to young children.

Now we had to take things a step further and do some practice teaching. 
When we had made good progress with my Michelson Method, I decided 
to turn over a few of my youngest students to Brian. 

This practice teaching would give him some real teaching experience 
while I was still living in Los Angeles. I could discuss with him any teaching 
problems that arose and act as a coach. Brian liked this idea and was glad 
I would still be around while he was beginning his practice teaching.

Our four-month teaching plan was successful. Brian became an excellent 
teacher. He now has a full roster of students; young children, teenagers 
and adults.

I’m very proud of Brian. He has stayed the course and now with experience 
has become an excellent guitar teacher with a successful studio of his own.

Israel
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Moving to the Village of Ofra, Israel

In September 2005 I moved to Israel. My life changed and so did my 
teaching.

I wanted to live near my family so I moved to the small village of Ofra, 
Israel. At first everything was new; the culture, the language, and the 
customs. 

I had visited Israel and my family many times before on my summer 
vacations, so I thought I knew what to expect. However being a visitor is 
one thing and being a neighbor is another thing. So there was a lot to get 
used to. 

The culture shock was great.

While I was getting acclimated, so to speak I was writing letters every day 
back to family, friends and students in the States. There were so many 
new impressions and new experiences that I kept writing it all down. 

A few friends urged me to put these letters in a book so Home at Last: My 
First Year in Israel was published in 2007.

Beginning Teaching — A New Start

During all this change and adaptation, resuming teaching had to wait a 
bit. However, by the second year of living in Israel, I was feeling more 
comfortable with my life. Now, I decided was the time to start teaching in 
Ofra.

Since I had been teaching for so many years in the States, it seemed only 
natural that I would teach the same way in Ofra as I had in Pennsylvania, 
Chicago and Los Angeles.

This was a wrong assumption. 

As I was soon to find out, Israeli culture is quite different from culture in 
the United States. 

A few observations are in order. 

First of all Israeli kids are much stronger and more independent than kids 
in the States. Maybe it’s because we live in the Middle East where we are 
the only democracy. We are surrounded by Arab nations who hate Israel 
and who do not want Israel to exist. 

So we have to have a very powerful army, the IDF (Israel Defense Force) to 
which our young men serve for three years and then return for army duty 
as reservists every year. 

Young women also serve in the army or do National Service for one to two 
years. So life here is not very regular in Stateside terms, as compared to 
kids who go through high school, college and then post grad if they want 
to become professionals. All very orderly and calm.
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Not so in Israel. Life is constantly being interrupted by terrorist attacks, 
threats of war and service in the military. It’s part of life here in Israel. 

I realized soon enough that Israeli kids grow up much faster and are more 
mature at a younger age than my students in the United States. As a young 
Israeli woman reminded me recently,

“Sonia, when your best friend is killed in a terrorist attack and you are 
only fifteen, you grow up pretty fast.”

These many changes and differences between Israeli and American 
cultures have had a direct influence on my teaching here in Israel. And of 
course, becoming used to living in a small Israeli village has also affected 
my teaching.

Since the children here are more on their own with activities such as B’nai 
Akiva, (a youth group) and constantly going on tiyulim (overnight hikes) 
sponsored by their schools, attendance at my guitar lessons became more 
sporadic than regular. 

Students would come late to class. Students wouldn’t show up at all. 
Students rarely practiced. Some students didn’t like the discipline that I 
tried to introduce at lesson time.

And then there were the national holidays and for some the religious 
holidays. For other students it was time out for family holidays.

How on earth could I have a yearly spring or summer recital with such 
students? It was a big problem.

I thought it through and realized that the only way I could have students 
ready to perform at a yearly recital was to start rehearsing them early 
in April for a July recital. It took that long, that many months of sporadic 
lessons and rehearsals to be sure that I would have students who could 
perform successfully in July.

Language

Another problem I had to deal with was language. I knew a little Hebrew 
but not much. Certainly I did not have the Hebrew vocabulary to teach 
music. So I started leaning a few basic musical terms.

The bigger problem of course was communication with my young 
students. Many in Ofra were exposed to English at school but did not like 
it or want to speak English. But good communication depends on more 
than language. It depends on intuition, good intentions and really wanting 
to relate to a young person.

My students soon realized that I liked them and that I really wanted them 
to love music.

So we became partners in language. I would try to say something in 
Hebrew and become stuck for a word. Often my student would help me 
out with a new word and I would help him to understand music and to 
learn some English.

And then there were the Hebrew names that were totally new to me.

“Yes, this is Sonia Michelson speaking. You would like to enroll your child? 
How old is Tal? Ten. Fine. Plan to come next Wednesday at 5 pm.”

On the following Wednesday at 5 pm there was a knock on my door. Much 
to my surprise, who should be standing there but a mother holding the 
hand of a very timid girl. A girl? I was expecting a ten-year old boy. I had 
assumed that Tal was a boy’s name.
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Little by little I got used to new and different sounding names. And 
fortunately my Hebrew began to improve.

My New Trio

There were also pleasant surprises.

Taliya was a dark and vivacious fourteen year old. Her mother, Avital was 
the local High School math teacher and very supportive of Taliya’s guitar 
lessons. She came to every lesson and took notes. 

Avital Meir was very interested in the music that her daughter Taliya was 
learning. I suggested that she take some lessons too. As a matter of fact, 
it turned out that she was a much more regular and better student than 
her daughter.

One night at lesson time I suggested something new.”

”Avital, you are doing so well with your guitar lessons and appreciating 
the music that I would like to create a trio with you, Taliya and me. Would 
you be interested?”

“I’ll have to think about it Sonia and let you know.”

At her next lesson Avital said that she thought it would be a good 
experience for her daughter and for herself. She hoped it would bring 
them closer.

“I have a wonderful piece of music in mind, Leonhard Von Call’s Trio in C. 
Would you and Taliya have time in the next couple of months to come to 
rehearsals? In time to prepare for our July Summer Recital?”

“We’ll try to work it into our schedule, Sonia. My High School Math classes 
keep me pretty busy and Taliya has lots of home work. Though it does 
sound like a good idea. We’ll try to make it work.”
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This was the first trio I was able to create in Israel. And the future looked 
good. Avital, Taliya and I were able to have a number of rehearsals of the 
Von Call Trio and began to have a good ensemble sound.

By the time July rolled around and it was time for the Summer Recital we 
were well prepared. Our performance at the recital went smoothly and 
was appreciated by the audience. 

I noticed also that Avital and her daughter seemed to be enjoying each 
other’s company much more than they had a few months earlier. They 
seemed much closer. That was a big plus too

A Dedicated Student

There have been other good students in Ofra. Perhaps my most dedicated 
and talented student was twelve year old David. He was tall for his age, 
intelligent and a very serious young man. Right from the beginning he 
listened carefully to everything I had to say.

One day at lesson time I told him again to practice a certain passage more 
carefully and this time to use the metronome.

“But Sonia, you told me that two weeks ago.”

I was really surprised. Usually I had to repeat something to my students 
many time before the idea would really sink in.

“Sorry to repeat myself. I’ve gotten so used to telling students so many 
times to practice a passage a certain way, that I simply forgot that you 
really do pay attention in class and have an excellent memory.”

David was different. He listened very intently to what I had to say and 
listened to the sound he was playing on his guitar. He made excellent 
progress and before long he was studying the music in the intermediate 
repertoire.

One day in May at lesson time David made an unexpected comment.

“Sonia, I won’t be able to come to regular classes each week in the fall.”

“Why not David?”

“I’ll be starting to go to the Seminary full time and it’s quite a distance 
from Ofra”

I was disappointed.
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I really didn’t want to lose my best student.

“Do you think you will you be coming home for the weekends David?”

“I hope so. I think I’ll be coming home from the Seminary at least every 
other week on Friday afternoons.” 

And he added, “I’ll be taking my guitar with me so I hope to practice there 
during the week. Maybe I could have a lesson on Friday afternoons?”

I was delighted.

David was able to continue his study with me during the hot Israeli 
summer and then in the fall he was off to the Seminary.

Fortunately David’s idea about lessons on Friday afternoons did work 
out. He did find the time to practice at his Seminary and we were able to 
schedule Friday afternoon lessons about twice a month. 

He continued to study with me until he was ready for his army service 
with the IDF about a year later. 

I received an occasional email from David that he was doing well with his 
army service and still played his guitar when he would come home on 
furlough It was a real pleasure having such a fine and dedicated student.

The Chug

There were other unfamiliar surprises that awaited me in teaching here 
in Ofra.

Rivka was a sweet little blond girl of ten who was doing surprisingly 
well in her first year’s study with me. She played her two pieces quite 
musically at the Summer Recital. At her first lesson after the recital she 
had this to say,

“Mrs. Michelson, I’m sorry, but I won’t be taking any more lessons.”

“But Rivka,” I exclaimed “you are doing so well and I know you enjoy 
playing the guitar. Why are you quitting?”

She was reluctant to answer.

“You know, don’t you Mrs. Michelson that this is just a “chug”

“A what?”

“A Chug. You know, just an afternoon class. I want to take a dance class and 
maybe a gymnastic class in the fall. So I’ll drop guitar.”

What could I say? 

Her parents called me and said they wanted her to continue with guitar 
lessons. Rivka wanted to quit. They tried to convince her that music 
lessons were important. And further that she was playing the guitar very 
well.

Rivka had made up her ten year old mind. She still wanted to quit guitar 
lessons.
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I realized then how powerful was the influence of her friends who jumped 
from one chug to another each semester. First dance, then gymnastics, 
then guitar or piano or flute lessons and so on. 

Peer pressure in Ofra was very strong. I wished Rivka good luck.

There were many other students though who have appreciated guitar 
lessons here in Ofra and have learned to love classical music. 

Our annual guitar recitals introduced the Ofra community to classical 
guitar music for the first time. These yearly recitals took place in the new 
Hersh Auditorium. The recitals were greeted with enthusiasm. I continue 
to enjoy teaching in this very friendly and interesting community. 

Music Is A Gift

Leaning about music and then becoming a teacher has been one of the joys 
of my life. Soon after I moved to Israel someone handed me an inspiring 
piece about what it means to be a teacher. 

This was written by John W. Schlatter and expresses so beautifully my 
own thoughts about the joy of teaching.

 I am a teacher.
 I have been many people in many places.
 A doctor is allowed to usher in life into the
 world in one magic moment. I am allowed to see
 that life is reborn each day with new questions, 
 ideas and friendships.
 Throughout the course of the day I have been
 called upon to be a friend, coach, psychologist,
 substitute parent and keeper of the faith.
 I am a warrior; daily doing battle against peer
 pressure, negativity, fear, conformity, prejudice,
 ignorance and apathy.
 But I have great allies: Intelligence, Curiosity, 
 Individuality. Faith, Love and Laughter all rush to 
 my banner with indomitable support.
 And so I have a past that is rich in memories.
 I have a present that is challenging and 
 adventurous and enjoyable because I am allowed
 to spend my days with the future.
 I am a Teacher, and I thank God for it every day.
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