Blake Cordell — Teaching Philosophy

I believe that collegiate education prepares students to ask analytical questions, encourages them
to actively engage with their community, and, in music, enables them to justify their own
creative choices. Students learn best when given the resources and encouragement to go beyond
what’s expected of them; they should be able to define and pursue their own interests. Music
theory constitutes a set of tools that students can use to shape their musical identity, not rules that
they must adhere to. Accordingly, students are most successful when they are able to apply these
tools to a broad range of applicable situations.

To this end, I strive to gain an understanding of each student’s separate level of proficiency,
personal musical goals, and creative interests at the outset of a course. After communicating the
course’s standardized objectives, I learn how students would like to discretely demonstrate their
progress. I have found that some choose to prioritize composition, applying the course’s tools in
a creative way; others choose to integrate the tools into their performance for a unified
curriculum; others still propose novel analytical projects, innovating with video essays or
iterating on the traditional paper presentation. It is individualized projects like these that
constitute the bulk of their grade; competency-based quizzes are instead integrated into daily
class review, sometimes gamified to lessen student anxiety, sometimes group-based to integrate
pedagogical training, and sometimes traditionally formatted for the more analytical learners.

My prioritization of individualized support is designed to foster students’ engagement with the
material and creative efforts. I have found that my course design encourages open
communication in the vast majority of students as it minimizes the fear of—or even expectancy
of—failure. For those students who have yet to develop strong intrinsic motivation, I outline
clear expectations and provide detailed guidelines that will keep them progressing on par with
their colleagues.

A communal environment is paramount to learning. I treat the classroom as a stage for ideas and
collegial support. Incorrect answers are responded to with appreciation and deeper exploration
rather than dismissal. Every melodic line, baroque harmony, and modern pop song (invariably
outdated in the students’ eyes) is introduced with the same level of excitement. Expected
classroom behaviors are modeled through all my actions, starting at the very beginning of the
day: I arrive to and prepare my classroom well in advance of the students arriving. Pre-class
music is always playing as students arrive. My punctuality, preparedness, and high energy
ensures my students’ presence and engagement. Further bringing the classroom’s community
together, I bake homemade bagels at various points throughout the semester, rewarding students
continued efforts. I believe this type of supportive energy and passion should carry through every
lesson.

My reasons for teaching are to inspire creativity, especially in those that don’t think themselves
creative; to make the unapproachable enticing, building students’ confidence with the
unexplored; and, above all, to encourage everyone to cultivate their unique artistic voice. Music
theory is a toolbox that every student will pull from in different ways over the course of their life.
Despite the differences in applicability, the main goal of teaching music theory should be to help
students develop not only as pianists, historians, producers, and so forth, but as musicians.



