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After World War II, Japan lost contact with much of its own past. Not only was the economic situation desolate, but also the people were depressed mentally and spiritually. A new idea was necessary to sustain the spirit of the people.
In the year 1942, Dr. Shinichi Suzuki began spreading the idea of Talent Education throughout Matsumoto, Nagano Prefecture, Japan. The basic foundation of his idea is that every child can develop his abilities and talents if suitable and repeated stimulation is given.
Dr. Suzuki began to formulate the idea of Talent Education after he went to Germany in 1919 at the age of 18 to study violin under Professor Kringler. Living in a foreign country, he found the first and most difficult problem to be not music but language. It was difficult not only to speak the language but also to understand.
The ideology of "Talent Education" is based on the assumption that originally all humans are born with high potential to develop themselves. This idea was suggested to Dr. Suzuki by observation of the wonderful results of children learning their mother tongue (their native language). Every child in the world has developed this ability to learn and speak language, and, provided the babies have no physical defects, all are born with these qualities. In fact, all children at the age of three or four will have memorized, speak and understand several hundred words and will easily communicate among themselves in their daily lives.
When we consider how difficult it is for adults to master a foreign language, we must admit that the ability among children must be very high. Dr. Suzuki observed this ability which all people took for granted, and acknowledged that the best educational method might follow the way a child learns his mother tongue. He studied and analyzed this method, found a need for developing this idea, and applied it to teaching the Violin. Until this point, it has been the general idea that musical talent is a gift. But contrary to this, Dr. Suzuki noticed that all children could develop musical ability as well as their natural language ability.
After eight years in Germany, he returned to Japan and began teaching the Violin. He was amazed to see that the results in his teaching of children were far beyond his expectations.
It was believed in Japan that to produce a good violin tone would require at least three years of practice and lessons. No one ever believed that a child could play a concerto before an audience after only one year of study. However, on March 30, 1942, Dr. Suzuki gave a concert in the Hibiya Auditorium in Tokyo. More than 30 children were on the program; the youngest was four years old and the oldest, nine. People were astonished to hear the children play a concerto by Seitz after only a year of lessons. The audience of more than 3,000 who crowded the hall that day recognized that a new idea and pedagogical process was dawning in this world.
Talent in general is thought to be an endowment or a particular faculty or gift. Rather than viewing musical talent as a particular superior mental ability and gift Dr. Suzuki noticed that all children could develop musical talent, just as they could all develop the ability to speak their native language.
A child's verbal fluency depends, to a large extent, on his "verbal" environment; his musical development therefore should depend largely on his “musical” environment.
This observation gave birth to Dr. Suzuki's Talent Education Philosophy.
The manuals of Suzuki's violin teaching consist of ten volumes. The first piece of Volume I is "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star." Because almost all mothers and children know this melody, they feel confident, knowing that; after all, violin is not so aloof. Many other pieces in Volume I are also familiar to children, and this has an effect both on the mother and the child. This feeling might be described as being similar to meeting a dear friend when among strangers.
The idea of starting with "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star" is unique. The study begins with sixteenth and eighth notes. In the orthodox method the lesson usually begins with full notes using long bows; this is quite difficult for the beginners especially when considering small and large motor and muscle skill development. "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star" consists of six variations, and Dr. Suzuki insists that all basic techniques lie within these variations. The students must master these six variations before proceeding to the next piece. Even advanced students are required to practice these variations and in all concerts of Talent Education, the variations are always included in the performance.
Usually the lesson is given once a week, for beginners sometimes twice (using a group session), and a parent is always required to accompany their children and to stand by during the lesson. They are actually learning the lesson, taking notes, learning to tune, and absorbing all the instructions given by the teacher. Of course, most of the mothers have no knowledge of violin, but they must instruct their children during the six days of the week at homecorrecting posture, bowing and finger position.
The students are taught to use their fourth finger (the little finger) after completing the piece "Perpetual Motion," composed by Dr. Suzuki. Unlike adults, who do long neglect using this finger, the children seem not to have any difficulty at all.
Well-known and rather familiar melodies are selected in the first twelve lessons, so it is not so difficult for the mother to help the children at home. Near the end of Volume I Minuets 1, 2, and 3, by Bach are introduced. As the musical sense of these pieces is quite high, both mother and child take pleasure in practicing them, thinking they have accomplished a lotwhich indeed they have.
The music of the ten manuals includes a great deal of Baroque violin music by Vivaldi, Bach, and Handel; also included are selections by Beethoven, Mozart, Weber, and some folk melodies.
When the student finishes Volume X, the instructor selects pieces like Chaconne (Vivaldi), Concerto No. 1 in G minor (Bruch), Concerto in E minor (Mendelssohn), Sonata in A Major (Franck), Concerto in D Major (Tchaikovsky), and so on.
Talent Education has spread all over Japan and has well over 300 hundred branches. Space requirements are usually quite small; the room of a kindergarten or public school is adequate in size. Instructors, their age and sex differing, commute from their homes and usually teach from one or two in the afternoon until nine or ten in the evening.
The time for each lesson is so prearranged so that parent and child are at the classroom thirty minutes to an hour before their turn. They are requested to wait in the same room where other lessons are being given, thus enabling them to hear the lessons of others. This is very important because the mother and child will hear the instructions given to other students at different levels and will have the opportunity to get familiar with the melodies, which they will learn in the future.
Politeness and respect are very important; therefore, parents must teach their children good manners. It is customary for the child to bow when he enters the classroom. In addition, mother and child always bow to the instructor at the beginning or each lesson, showing respect and at the end to signal completion of the session.
It is rather difficult for a small child to sit still for a long time listening. Training a child to do this is quite important, because it enables him to develop a sense of concentration and also to appreciate and pay respect to lessons of others.
The length of lesson time differs under various conditions. Of course, the teacher gives more time when the student is advanced. At the very beginning, a student may only be able to hold the violin under his chin for a minute or two. The teacher must always observe the physical condition of the child, and as soon he shows signs of fatigue, in any sense, the lesson should end. It does more harm than good to continue with a child who is fatigued, be it either mentally or physically.
All children are requested to play in an ensemble or to participate in group sessions at least once a month. Ordinarily the group lesson begins from the earliest piece learned and proceeds to the higher level. Regardless of their present standard, all children must join from the beginning, and as the program progresses, children drop out when they cannot follow. This ensemble playing helps to give children confidence in their playing. It also helps them learn to play together in unison with other students much like an orchestra. Since they have to play all pieces, this is good for refreshing the memory too. Listening to the advanced group also enables them to learn the melodies, which they must study in the future.
In giving lessons, the teacher must always discover good and bad points of the students. It is recommended that the teacher correct one point in each lesson and when this is achieved; proceed to correct the next fault. Too many orders will only confuse the children.
The lesson is always given by rote so the students never use manuals during the lesson. They must memorize the part before they receive the lesson. This frees them to concentrate on development of technique and development of musical sensitivity. Mr. John Kendall writes in his report about the teaching as follows:
“It is also true that rote teaching is not new. It has been used in various ways at various times. But in America, the general attitude toward instrumental rote learning has been one of caution, based on a deep-rooted conviction that unless reading music is taught early, correctly, continuously, the eye-brain-finger relationship will not develop properly. Exactly how sight reading ability develops is still in doubt, except that it seems to be a result of time spent in sight reading. Furthermore, there was in the Western world for many years a faint suspicion that "playing by ear" was rather sinful, if pleasurable pastime. So it is natural for teachers to raise an eyebrow when they hear of a system which teaches students to play a Bach "Gavotte" or a Handel "Bourre" before note reading is even begun.”
"First---finger, second---bow, third---start.” This phrase is often used in Talent Education. This means that before using the bow, fingers must always be prepared and fixed at the right position on the string. Then the bow is placed on the string and playing can be started. This indicates that preparation must be made in attitude and mind before things move. For the beginners, the will to move the bow often goes before the fingers are ready. Very uncertain tone will be produced in this case. The habit of preparation must be fixed in the early stages. When the pieces are advanced and the tempo is quick, without preparation, good music is never produced. Developing the ability to change from string to string and note to note, and to move fingers with skill, speed, and accuracy, needs careful and thorough training with good repetition. Of course, the children must not be expected to master it quickly. They must at first practice slowly but accurately. Preparation will vary in quantity, parallel with the advancement of the pieces. The motion of the right arm must never outrun the fingers.
When the child is received in violin class, the teacher usually will not allow him to play during the first period. He goes to the class with his mother and hears the other children receive their lessons. When his turn comes, he bows to the teacher and the teacher tunes the violin and gives it back to him. Repeating this for a month or so, the child has a desire to play aroused within him. The preparation is being made; the “motor” is warming up. Then the lessons begin and the child starts with delight and eagerness.
It is a difficult job to judge what is a good and what is a bad environment. People are inclined to think that a place where the climate is always mild, where there is no work, plenty of food, and lots of merriment might be the best circumstances for a man to live in. Without stimulation, however, no ability, mental or physical, could be developed. This type of environment is out of the question.
In Talent Education, it is thought that the condition bringing the best results is a good environment. The tree is always judged by its fruits. The life of each individual differs from another, so the teacher with his experience and wisdom, as does a medical doctor, diagnoses the case and finds the best situation in which the child can develop his abilities.
The human profile is made up of many things, all working together at various times in an individual's life. His environment at home, his education from kindergarten through college, his friends and relatives, his religious, social, and economic standing make up the human profile. What one does today decides the profile of tomorrow.
Everybody has some kind of ability. We must admit that the ability acquired is not always good. Many evils develop from bad circumstances and get worse by reinforcement.
We understand that without experience, no knowledge can be acquired, and without using this knowledge often, ability will not be developed. We must never forget that only through the use of good materials and good teaching can good ability be developed.
There have been many misunderstandings that Talent Education denies heredity factors. There are many factors, mental and physical, which are inherited. If several children carry out a hundred-meter race, some are faster than others are. Even those who are slow will reach the goal if they continue to run.
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