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ABSTRACT

CHILDREN'S MUSIC MAKING IN THE GAMBIA: PATHWAYS TO CULTURALLY
INFORMED MUSIC PEDAGOGY

By
Lisa Huisman Koops

With the intent of developing an approach to pedagogy that accounts for cultural
elements of specific musical practices, the purpose of this research was to construct an
ethnography of the children’s music culture in a suburban community of The Gambia,
West Africa. The specific problems of this study were to observe and describe the forms
and meaning of children’s music making as well as the musical pedagogical processes
evident among children in The Gambia and to apply this information to the practice of

teaching world musics in elementary general music settings.

During three months in The Gambia, I observed children playing and making
music in home, school, and community settings; interviewed children and adults;
attended adult-centered musical events; and learned to play many of the children’s music
games. I also video- and audio-taped observations of play sessions and interviews. The
data from this study were organized into the following categories: forms of music making
and repertoire, musical teaching and learning processes, and meaning and role of music
in children’s lives.

Gambian children exert agency, or power, control and authority, through their
musical activities. In settings in which children have a greater degree of control, such as
on the playground or during play sessions at home, children show their power through

choice and use of language, movement, and attitude in songs, dances, and games.



Children in The Gambia teach themselves music. They are able to do this through
a sequence of listening, observing, and doing musical activities. This self-directed
process is supported by the rich musical environment, a cultural expectation to be
musical, and the motivation to learn that is built into many musical activities.

Enjoyment is one of the central meanings of music in Gambian children’s lives,
linked in part to the opportunities for participation, interaction, and the exercise of agency
within music making. Music is also used for cultural understanding, entertainment,
education, and communication; enjoyment is linked to each of these functions.

Based on the results of this research, I identified three teaching pathways that can
lead to culturally informed music pedagogy. First, teachers can improve teaching
methodology of all musical practices by gaining and applying knowledge about the
musical learning processes of children in other musical cultures, acknowledging and
respecting children’s agency in music making, and being flexible in weaving the changes
required by these commitments into their existing teaching methodologies. Second, in
exploring musical cultures and the role of music in people’s lives, teachers can focus on
helping their students to learn about a specific musical culture, such as Gambian
children’s music, and consider with students what music might mean to the Gambian
children and its impact in their lives. Third, developing relationships between students,
musical practices, and musicians can occur through introducing students to musical
practices by listening to and learning to perform representative pieces, communicating
with musicians, and possibly traveling to the geographical location to experience musical

life there.



Copyright By
LISA HUISMAN KOOPS
2006



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am deeply grateful to the many professors, friends, and family members who
made possible the research shared in this dissertation. Heartfelt thanks to my committee:
to Dr. Cynthia Taggart, my advisor and friend, for encouraging me, challenging me, and
supporting me throughout my doctoral program and for her insights into many drafts of
this dissertation; to Dr. Michael Largey, for inspiring me to bring together
ethnomusicology and music education in my research and teaching and for providing
guidance to do so; to Dr. Mitchell Robinson, for assistance in all things qualitative; to Dr.
Isaac Kalumbu, for helping me understand more about the history and context of West
African music; and to Dr. Sandra Snow, for her input and insights throughout the
dissertation process. Thanks to Ibra Sene for teaching me Wolof, to Papis Niang for
reviewing the Wolof portions of this manuscript, and to Mary Procopio and Jed Koops
for serving as peer reviewers of my coding analysis. I am also thankful to the College of
Arts and Letters and the African Studies Center of Michigan State University for
supporting my preparations and research through generous fellowships.

Jéréjéf! to the many children and adults who shared their music and hospitality
with me in The Gambia, to the teachers and administrators of Baatiikunda Lower Basic
School, to my research assistants, and to the National Council for Performing Arts and
Culture and the Region One Education Directorate for providing permission for this
research. Thank you to Mom and Dad Koops for welcoming me into their home, helping

me to get on my feet with my project, and listening to my adventures with taxis.

vi



Thank you to my friends, Christine, Laura, Sandie, and Tami, for walking
alongside me through the last several years and for cheering me on; loving thanks to my
family — Mom and Dad Huisman, Jeff and Amanda, Andy and Natalie, Grandpa and
Grandma — for unending encouragement and support. Special thanks to Jed, my
wonderful husband, for being there every step of the way with reassurance, assistance,
creativity, and love; I could not have done any of this without you.

Finally, thanks be to my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, for doing immeasurably

more than all I could ask or imagine: to Him be all the glory (Ephesians 3:20-21).

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF FIGURES ...ttt ettt ettt et ettt be e nan Xiii
CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et st e e ssese s e s esasssnsesann 1
Rationale for the StUAY ......cccoovveeroiiiericeee e 5
Culturally Informed Music Pedagogy..........ccccoeeeeierieeiecieeeeseeeeeecie e, 12
AUhENTICIEY ...ttt sttt e e sae e s e e e e e e e e e e seenean 16
The GaMDIa........coocieeieieeieeeee ettt e e e e sesse s b e ssa e e e e ssensennan 28
Brief Background & HiStOry..........cccoeiruirieiiininiinieteiceeercneceeeeenieene 28
Music 0f The Gambia .........cccoevervierireierirreeercrerce e e seesenesrans 29
Purpose and Problems...........uceveiiieeiiieriiriecieeciesescee v steesetesaeseeeaesaseaesaessaan 32
CHAPTER II
RELATED RESEARCH .......cccootiirerterteectetcsteeeteesee st ee e sase e sasse s ssesa e e snesaeaenanes 35
Ethnographies of Children’s Musical Cultures ...........ccccoceeciiveneniinneninceneneenen. 36
Blacking: Venda Children's SONgS .........c.cccceevveiinenrenineenirrcneeeneeeeeenens 36
Gaunt: Agency in Black Girls’ Play ........cccocoverinnennienenietisenceecnnens 37
Campbell: Songs in their Heads..........ccccceoeeieeieeieeceeieceeeeeceeeeeereenns 38
Music Learning on the Playground .............ccooeeeeieieeieceeeeeeceseecte e 40
Merrill-Mirsky: Transmission of Playground Music Games in Los Angeles
SCROOIS......eieitereertrerereeree ettt s ee st ssan e sessnessnanes 40
Riddell: Collection, Notation, and Analysis of Playground Games .......... 42
Harwood: Handclapping Games in a Champaign-Urbana, Illinois Girls’
CIUD.......eieeetetere ettt et e e s e s st et sa e s s e saesanes 43
Addo: Ghanaian Children's Music Cultures ............ccocuevcereeveenreneesersennenne 45
Dzansi: Pedagogy on the Playground ..........c.ccccoviiviiiiiinnniinicccnenend 46
American Teachers, West African Children’s MUsiC.......cccocevueruerverneerrerncncnennens 48
Kubitsky: Ewe Children's Music from Ghana, West Africa, in the
CIASSTOOMM .....coueereeeeeeieetee et eeaeesaeee e essaessseeenessassesnassasssansaannes 48
Koops: Gambian Children's Song Games in the American Classroom.....49
CHAPTER 1II
DESIGN AND PROCEDURES ........ccoiciiiiieieicisestete e eseses e e stesse s s s ese s s enanas 53
DIESIZN ..ottt ettt ettt se bbb b st e a et aent 53
PartiCIPANLS........c.ccuiirmeeiirieietitctetr ettt se e be st st sae s 53
PrOCEAUTE ...ttt ettt et e e st st s st e sma e s s e e e s asena e ns 54
ADNALYSIS ...overireiieeiereeeiternteeee et ee st eet e st e st esseeseessae s sessaeessaassutesse s st e et e seesaeesnasrrann 59

viii



CHAPTER IV
““BAA, BAA, BLACK SHEEP,” ‘KIRIBANG,” AND ZIMBAS”’: CHILDREN’S
AGENCY IN MUSIC MAKING AT HOME, IN THE COMMUNITY, AND AT

SCHOOL......cotiieteteteteeeretet ettt ettt et st sttt st se b e e e be e e e se s ens 62
MUSIC @t SChOOL........iiieiiiee ettt s 64
MUsSIC @t HOME ...t 81
Music in the COMMUNILY ....cccoouiiiriiieiceeeeee ettt 91
Baa, Baa, Black Sheep, Kiribang, and Zimbas: Children’s Agency in Music
MaAKING ..ottt ettt ettt sa e st 98
CHAPTER V
“DENUY JANGAL SEEN BOPP (THEY TEACH THEMSELVES)”: CHILDREN
TEACHING AND LEARNING MUSIC IN BAATIIKUNDA ........ccccovenirereneeeerennnes 100
Leaming through Listening, Observing, and Doing — Children at Play .............. 104
Learning through Listening, Observing, and Doing in the Community.............. 114
Learning at SChoO] .......cc..ooiiiiiieee et 118
“Defiuy Jangal Seen Bopp™: They Teach Themselves ...........ccceveriinviiencnnnen. 125
CHAPTER VI
“NUNGI NOSS (THEY ARE ENJOYING)”: THE ROLE OF MUSIC IN CHILDREN’S
LIVES ettt ettt st st a e st a et sttt e a e b e st s e b e b e e s s e ae st nas 127
Joy and EXCIEMENL ..........couieuiriiiiieieceecet ettt sa e 129
Music is for Everyone: “It Entertains, Educates, and Communicates™ ............... 133
MUSIC ENETLAINS .....ceeeeeeeeieeiceieeeeeete e eee st e e e e et e e st s e se s e e e seenes 133
MUSIC €QUCALES.......c.eeeiieeeiereeeiecee e esaene 136
MUSIC COMMUINICALES ......ooverereeirieetriieienretetereteeencsreteseeseassessesessnans 141
Meaning of DAnCING ..........cocceiriiieiriereeirieieeeeeee ettt ee et sese et sesaeseeses 146
Meaning Of LYTICS.....couiruiriirieieeeicerenertete et e s eesaens 149
“Nungi n0ss”: We Enjoy OUISEIVES............ccoouveeueerrrieerereeeesessessessessssesessssssssnens 157
CHAPTER VII
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE .......coiieeieeeeeceeereeeeeesece e e ssesaeeneas 159
Common Threads ..o 160
The Disconnect of Music Inside and Outside the Classroom................... 160
Children’s Agency in Music MaKing........c.ccccocevurvevcevincnicrenennccecnenneene 162
Similarities in Repertoire and Use of Repertoire...........ccccevveevcerirencnnene. 163
Three Pathways to Culturally Informed Music Pedagogy.........cccccoeveeercnucencnne. 168
Pathway One: Improving Teaching Methodology.........cccccveveeurvrerennenee. 169
Vignette A: Teaching “Sohna Maryama”............cceceevueveecncnen. 169
Vignette B: “Kii tank kii tank, kii kan 1a?”’ On the Playground ..174
Possibilities for Pathway One...........cccceceeericrnecenenneeneeeeeeneanes 177
Pathway Two: Exploring Musical Cultures and the Role of Music in
People’s LIVES.....cociiiiieceicnteecctcct et 182
Vignette C: Telling the story of music in children’s lives in The
GAMDIA......coveeiieieteeeeee ettt s 182
Vignette D: Reclaiming a Rich Musical Environment ................ 187

x



Possibilities for Pathway TWo .......ccccoenievienininieiceeieieeen 191
Pathway Three: Developing Relationships between Students, Musical

Practices, and MusiC MaKETS .......cccoovuereereeeieiieeeceeeeceeeneeeeennn 197
Vignette E: Children’s Music Exchange with Baatiikunda Lower
Basic SChool........cccoiiiiicee e 197
Vignette F: Pre-Service Music Educator’s Research Trip to The
GamDbia....c.ooie e 201
Possibilities for Pathway Three ..........ccccoceeeevvevncncnenirieeeee 206
Developing a Culturally Informed Approach to Music Pedagogy ...........c.c........ 208
CHAPTER VIII
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH.211
SUIMMATY ...ttt ettt et e a e st e e s s e e ae s e e sasnnnns 211
CONCIUSIONS......cuiiiiiiiiiictceiet ettt te st st s et e e st e e e saessaesaaenaaes 212
Suggestions for Future Research ............cc.cccoeviiiininnninicnccceeeeeeeeee 216
APPENDIX A ...ttt ettt s s et ettt sttt et et ettt et ssanaas 220
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
APPENDIX B ...ttt eesee st ettt ettt a e saesae st e aesnasaessasanan 223
UCRIHS APPROVAL LETTER
APPENDIX C ...ttt ettt ettt se st e s sa e st st et e st e st et st e st s e et e aaaasnnan 224
INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENTS
APPENDIX D ...ttt ettt see st ettt sttt e e st st e seesbanaaas 230
RESEARCH PERMITS
APPENDIX E
REPERTOIRE ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et et aeas 233
El: “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep” with Coda ........ccccecvvirnmencerninnenncnninienenecseennes 234
E2: Gambian National Pledge and National Anthem Lyrics.........cccceceevercnennnn. 235
E3: “Sally WalKer™ ........cooiviiiiincrcreeeneeeeseesestsstsessesseet e et e sse e et ssnenees 236
E4: “Slide, Slide, Slide” Gambian and American VErsions .........ccccceeeeveesuveeennns 237
ES5: “Play AKKAra™..........coccoiiiiiiieieectecteteetecst et ettt et sae e 239
E6: “BOPD”..cuiiiiiiiiiititittccc ettt sttt 240
E7: “When I Went” LyTICS......cooiiiviiiiieieeeereeecte ettt ceee e aesennaens 241
E8: “My Grandmother” LYTFICS ......cccoerueeueeerreireneeceietetet ettt et esaeaens 242
E9: “Suma Doomi Yeesu™ €XCEIPL .....ccceeeeerreeruerrenrenerrerrtentrteseeseeeseeseeseessessans 243
E10: “School, Education, Spell Your Name™ ............ccccoeviivinvnneninnenrenceeceennen 245
E11: “ComPetiton™.........coccviririniecieniencceeeee e esaee st et st e e sane e s e s e ssnasnnes 246
E12: “Ginte Walli Ma” ..ottt ettt sttt nans 247
E13: “Three Three DOMSEE™.........ccccooiriririiiiiiieietieeeecnreecescse et esneas 248
E14: “TeN Zi” ..ottt ese st st ss s s e seesans 249
E15: “Kiribang” chant XCEeIPLS .........cccceruereruerueceentneereeteeereeeceeecseseeesseseeseeseas 250



E16: “Kii tank Kil tANK™ .....oooiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeeeseeeeesesnereessaseeeseesssesessssaenas 251

E17: “Rap @ Tap @ TaP” ...c..ooiiiiiiietecereeretetetee et sae e 252
E18: “Maa NEW” LYTICS........oovevereeerreeeeeeeeeseseeeesesess st ssseseeseessesees 253
E19: “Soonaa Maryama” ...........cccceeeireeeeeenieetieie e se e e et s e e ra e e anneens 254
E20: “Mbaa Nyaling Wo™........cooooiiirierieiiieinentesetsieiet et sa e 255
E21: “BaKar SIPa”......cccoveoueiirerienieteietnitneee st ettt eseess e sae sttt 256
E22: “Papa JENd Na Xar”.......ccoouieiieeeeceeeeeee ettt 257
E23: “HOME ABAIN....cooiimiiiiiiiiitetcrieeete ettt es 258
E24: “Raymbele” EXCOIPL .....cocvuieiieiieieieeteeesee ettt et e sae s e eneas 259
E25: “Bul fonto0 $2 Yaay” ........ccccoieiriiriniinienienieeeesiesiet ettt 260
E26: “G0od 15 GOOA™ .......eviinieieiieieiee ettt te s esaa e e s e s nesaas 261
E27: “ES Tiga Tiga” ..ecoviioririeieieiiriertereest ettt saaes 262

APPENDIX F....ooniieetetet ettt ettt ettt ettt e sse e s e st saesaasaenis 263
REPERTOIRE IN ENGLISH HEARD IN FIVE FIRST GRADE CLASSES,

11 JULY 2005
APPENDIX ..ottt ettt et ettt s e s sae st e sa et sae s eaes 264

LITERATURE ABOUT THE GAMBIA

REFERENCES ...t e 265

xi



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1. Gambian Children’s Music Learning Diagram

Xii



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Brikama, The Gambia; January 1999

The group of fifteen children who had gathered at a compound just outside
Brikama, The Gambia sang, danced, and played one selection after another: Jola songs,
Mandinka songs, English songs, different styles of dances, circle games, and clapping
games. Both boys and girls, ranging from a young toddler to pre-teenagers, joined in the
fun. One activity flowed into the next as someone thought of another song, dance, or
game. Their mothers, aunts, and older cousins looked on as the children played, smiling
and offering me explanations of cultural context or song translations. I was struck by the
musical ability of the children to perform complex melodic and rhythmic material, their
Joy in expressing themselves musically, and the willingness of all of the children to
participate in musical activities — three aspects of music making I had not observed, to a

great extent, among my students in Michigan.

Zeeland, Michigan; September 2002

“Today we 're going to learn one of the games I learned in The Gambia, and we
can play the way Gambian children play!” I announced to the class of twenty-five second
graders at a public school in Michigan. “Okay, please make a circle. Now, join hands
and swing your arms. Listen to this song...” As I tried to teach them the circle game “Kii
tank kii tank,” which we had watched together on a video, I wondered how Gambian

children learn to play it. Verbalizing each part and practicing the sung portions of the



game using echoing teaching procedures felt like an artificial approach to teaching the
game. There were many musical skills that the students could practice through playing
the game, including singing, moving to the beat, and call and response style. Yet, |
worried that, by teaching the game as an “activity,” it might lose some of the power and
enjoyment that made it a fun game for Gambian children. I wondered how to teach in a
way that would be more true to the game as it is played in The Gambia, and how to help

the students experience it the way Gambian children do.

Holland, Michigan; September 2004

At a workshop with piano teachers on using Gambian children’s music with
American elementary students, one participant asked, “Don’t you have any in English?
These are too hard for me.” Another teacher replied, “Oh, just change the words. That’s
what I do when I have a song from another culture that I want to use.” Several other
teachers raised their eyebrows at this, but made no comment. My reply encouraged the
teachers to take the necessary time and effort to learn the Mandinka language lyrics of
the Gambian games: “Changing the words really changes the musical experience for the
students,” I said. “‘You can learn the words, it just takes a little practice.” Later I
wondered how many teachers change aspects of music from cultures other than their own
to make them “‘easier.” It was discouraging to realize that, for the teacher who changed
the words, the cultural context of the songs and games she used from other cultures was
probably minimized or ignored as she taught her students the repertoire. I reflected on

the resources available for teaching students music from practices other than our own,



and wondered if we do more harm than good sometimes when we treat this material

superficially or with alterations.

As a music educator of infants, toddlers, and elementary age students at a
community music school, as well as of university elementary education majors taking a
music methods course, I am always searching for the best way to nurture the musical
development of a broad range of learners. In my teaching and research, I have found that
teaching music with attention to cultural context holds exciting possibilities for music
education. In this dissertation, I bring together my interest in Gambian children’s music
with my desire to find more effective ways of teaching music from a culturally informed
perspective by constructing an ethnography of children’s music making in The Gambia
and exploring implications for American music education.

I initially became interested in children’s music making in The Gambia during my
first visit there in January 1999. My connection to The Gambia is through my parents-in-
law, who are conducting language development research there. While visiting them, I
traveled to six homes of their friends and acquaintances and videotaped children playing
music games. The children’s ability to execute syncopated and cross-rhythmic clapping
patterns, as well as melismatic vocal lines and songs in a range of tonalities and meters,
was evidence of their outstanding musical skills. I observed that the children were able to
do this with much greater accuracy and expression than the students I had worked with in
Michigan and that they were able to do this at a younger age than my students. I was also
struck by the way in which many of the children’s games, such as hide and seek and tag,

included music. The widespread nature of musical expression was another exciting factor



for me; all of the children at the homes and neighborhoods we visited eagerly shared their
songs and games, not just a few of the children. The realization that children are learning
musicianship from one another, as well as from parents and teachers, was also inspiring
to me as a music teacher.

Returning to the United States, I completed my student teaching in elementary
general music and began full-time teaching of first- through fifth- graders. I quickly
realized that most of my students did not share some of the musical abilities and
inclinations of the children I met in The Gambia. This led me to wonder what enabled the
Gambian children to be highly skilled musically, and whether that knowledge could help
my own students improve their musicianship.

For my master’s thesis research I pursued these research questions by working
with four groups of children in a community in The Gambia, learning their music games
by playing along with them, and then video- and audio-taping them playing the games. I
also interviewed children and adults about the games, transcribed the musical notation,
translated the words, and compiled a collection of 13 Gambian song games, clapping
chants, and dances (Koops, 2002). Upon returning to Michigan, I taught these Gambian
children’s music games to my first- through fifth-grade students and enjoyed bringing my
students into contact with the musical practice of Gambian children’s music.

As lintroduced the Gambian music games to my American students, I realized
that I was bringing music, instruments, cloth, greetings, and stories from another culture
into my classroom, but presenting it all in the same way that I presented American folk

music. I speculated that, if I knew how the music is taught and learned in The Gambia, I



could teach the repertoire more holistically and effectively and share a story of how
children interact with music in another part of the world with my students.

As aresult of sharing the Gambian music with my students, I also reflected on
how important it is to me that my students experience music from cultures around the
world. This enriches their musical vocabulary and experience, enlightens them to the
similarities and differences of the experience of people in another part of the world, and
opens their hearts and minds to the joys and concerns of children and adults in other areas
of the world. This commitment to including music from around the world in music
education, coupled with a realization of the importance of knowing the musical teaching
and learning process in other cultures, helped me establish a focus on the musical
learning process of Gambian children for this dissertation.

Under a Foreign Language and Area Studies (FLAS) fellowship during the 2004-
2005 academic year, I studied Wolof, one of the languages spoken in The Gambia. For
my dissertation research I worked in Baatiikunda', which is a primarily Wolof-speaking

community. Baatiikunda is a densely populated, suburban area about 30 kilometers from

the capital city, Banjul.

Rationale for the Study
Recent studies of American music education have noted a sharp decrease in
student participation in some regions (Moran, 2004). For instance, in California, student
enrollment in music courses dropped by 46.5% between 1999 and 2004. During this same

time period, student population grew by 5.8% and enrollment in other arts courses, such

! «“Baatiikunda” is a pseudonym for the community. I am not using the real name in order
to protect participant anonymity.



as drama, dance, and theater, increased (Music for All Foundation, 2004). The report

citing these statistics explores possible reasons for the decline, including the

implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act, budget crises, lack of public support for
music education, or faulty statistics; they conclude that it could be a combination of
pressure resulting from lowered budgets and implementation of testing in other subjects,
but state that further research is needed to determine why music education is declining in
California (Music for All Foundation, 2004).

Some researchers, looking at these and other statistics, suggest that the drop in
enrollment in music education could be due to a lack of relevance of music offerings at
school (Kratus, 2005). In the music classroom, children are asked to sing folk songs or
play instrumental repertoire from previous centuries; the musical world in which they
participate through mass media often has little to do with school music repertoire and
ctivities.

In addition to the differences of repertoire inside and outside the classroom,
nother possible cause for the decrease in student participation is the way in which
pertoire is presented: as sonic objects rather than human activities and experiences
1liott, 1995). By shifting music teaching to include the cultural contexts of the musics

ing studied, students may view music as more relevant, both as they experience the
sic and as they reflect on how the music is experienced by musicians in the culture
mn which it comes. This approach can be applied to all genres, styles, and practices of

sic. Recently, the discussion of teaching music with attention to cultural context has

ered around the inclusion of “world music.”




World music education, or the teaching and leaming of music from many cultures
around the world, 1s a movement in American music education that is a result of the
cross-disciplinary interests of music education and ethnomusicology (Campbell, 2004).
Beginning with the inclusion of folk songs from throughout Europe, as well as some
African-American, Native American, and East Asian songs in the early 1900s; through
greater openness to these sources in the curriculum, along with Latin American songs, in
mid-century; to the landmark Tanglewood Symposium in 1967, the American music
education curriculum became increasingly open to music of many times and places
throughout the twentieth century (Volk, 1998). Since that time, the inclusion of
multicultural materials in textbooks and curriculum resources has grown, but the
incorporation of multicultural teaching methods has lagged behind (Volk, 1998). The
National Standards for Music Education (Music Educators National Conference, 1994)
articulate the importance of learning music from many cultures, calling for all students to
earn to sing, play on instruments, and listen to music of “diverse cultures” (Content
tandards 1, 2, and 6, p. 26, 28), as well as “understand music in relation to history and
ulture” (Content Standard 9, p. 29).

While the multicultural movement in music education has created motivation for
e inclusion of world music materials in music education classrooms, and the National
indards clearly call for this inclusion, many music educators are not yet stretching their
riculum and methodology to include world music. As Campbell (2004) writes,
1ltural diversity is on the radar screen of music teachers and musical diversity is

1ed in principle, but the curricular infusion of musical expressions of the world is yet

s infancy” (p. 13).




Advocates of including world music repertoire in American classrooms cite a
wide range of possible benefits from such inclusion. Learning music of another culture
enables students to develop multi-musicality, or the ability to perform and appreciate the
music of a musical practice outside one’s own (Campbell, 2000). By doing this, students
not only learn the musical skills and concepts of another musical practice, they also begin
to understand the practice in relationship to their own.

Teaching music within its cultural context can also facilitate more expressive
musical experiences and performances (Palmer, 1992), as well as experiences that are
meaningful on a deeper level to students (Swanwick, 1994). This can lead to increased
student motivation, as can the interest of learning music from another culture and the use
of instruments and other materials from the culture being studied (Edwards, 1998;

Pembrook & Robinson, 1997). These possibilities are explored in further detail under the
heading “Authenticity” later in this chapter.

Studying the musical teaching and learning, or transmission, in other musical
practices can lead to the identification of elements of the musical practice that help its
members to learn; educators can consider, in turn, whether it is possible to cultivate
similar elements in their own culture. For example, Kreutzer (2001) found that Shona-
peaking children in Zimbabwe performed melodic contours, intervals, and song
1idences with greater accuracy than their same-age peers from Western cultures, as
ycumented in other research studies. Kreutzer identifies environmental factors,
cluding the prevalence of music in daily life and the expectation of all children to sing
1 dance, as key factors in the Zimbabwean children’s strong musical achievement.

haps by focusing on supporting similar environmental factors in one’s community, a




music educator could help improve his or her students’ musicianship, an idea explored

further in Vignette D of Chapter 7.

Some curricular materials advocate careful attention to cultural context in order to
present accurate musical practices (Campbell, 2004; Campbell, McCullough-Brabsen, &
Tucker, 1994), but teachers do not always have the time and resources, or possibly even
the desire, to follow recommendations for teaching music in context (Klinger, 1994).
However, teaching music without attention to its cultural context is problematic in
several regards: it risks misrepresenting the musical practice being studied, it fails to take
advantage of the potential benefits of culturally infused music teaching, and it promotes a
conception of music as isolated sonic events rather than meaningful human practices
(Elliott, 1995).

Music educators who value the teaching of music in cultural and social contexts
face the issue of how best to teach a musical practice outside of its home setting. They
also are confronted with deciding which elements of the musical practice could be
altered, adapted, or changed without losing the meaning or expressiveness of the music, if
students are unable to perform musical works due to difficulty level, language barriers, or
ack of instruments. Discussion about this struggle to balance accurate performance
ractice with accessibility has focused on the concept of authenticity, an issue I will
ddress later in this chapter.

In this dissertation I will construct an ethnography of a children’s music culture in
aatitkunda, The Gambia, in order to study how children there learn music and what the
le of music is in their lives. I will argue that an in-depth study of a specific children’s

usic making practice can improve American music education by contributing to the




development of a culturally informed approach to music pedagogy. Teaching music using
a culturally informed approach, with consideration for the social and cultural contexts of
the music being taught and learned, enables students to have a theoretically grounded
experience. This brings together theory (knowledge of the social and cultural context of
the music making practice) and practice” (the music making experience, including
singing, dancing, playing instruments, and listening). Theoretically grounded experiences
are central to education, according to educational philosophers, including Dewey (1916),
and psychologists, such as Piaget (Lefrangois, 2000).

In this study, the theory, or social and cultural contextual information, consists of
a collection of observations about the kinds of music making by children in Baatiikunda,
how they learn to do music, and some possible meanings of the music in the children’s
lives. This theoretical information, taken alone, could make an interesting children’s
picture book or documentary film, but does not have the power to create an educational
experience that will affect the way American students understand and perform Gambian
music.

On the other hand, when practice (classroom musical experiences) is disconnected
from theory (social and cultural context), the resulting musical experiences are less rich
in expressive power, personal meaning, student motivation, and aesthetic value than
culturally-based experiences (Edidin, 1998; Edwards, 1998; Palmer, 1992; Pembrook &

Robinson, 1997; Swanwick, 1994). The situation of practice-without-theory leads to

'The term “practice” is used in two ways in this dissertation. In this discussion of
ationale, “practice” refers to a practical experience, or an educational event in a
lassroom. Throughout the dissertation, “practice” more commonly is used to mean
musical practice,” or the music making of a group of people (Elliott, 1995).
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problems of authenticity. An additional problem with experiences not based on theory is
the misinformation these experiences propagate and the resulting misconceptions and
stereotypes about people, places, and cultures that can ensue.

The goal of culturally informed music pedagogy is to bring theory and practice
together in a way that fosters musical experiences infused with cultural knowledge,
thereby enabling students to share a cultural connection with the people of the musical
practice being explored, encountered, studied, and performed. While music educators
have been embracing the idea of teaching musics from around the world for several
decades, the existing theoretical base available to and used by music educators is lagging
behind the number of resources and collections of repertoire; there is an even greater
shortage of literature exploring how to combine this theory and practice. This dissertation
seeks to develop a theoretical base of knowledge about children’s music in The Gambia
and suggest ways to combine this theory with practice.

There is no agreed-upon terminology for discussing the teaching of music from
“ultures around the world. In this dissertation I will refer to the approach of teaching
nusic of a specific culture with attention to the cultural context and teaching and learning
yractices of that culture as “culturally informed music pedagogy.” Whenever possible, I
vill use specific, descriptive language to explain what I mean: “children’s dance songs
rom The Gambia” rather than “non-Western musical materials,” for instance. When the
ibel is unavoidable, I have chosen to use “world music” to refer to the expanding

:pertoire of music taught and learned in the schools; “world music” includes music from

1 times, places, and genres.
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The review of literature for this dissertation begins with a discussion of culturally
informed music pedagogy and an investigation of how the concept of authenticity relates
to the endeavor of culturally informed music pedagogy. Information on The Gambia and

Gambian music completes the review and informs the Purpose and Problems for this

study, which are presented at the close of this chapter.

Culturally Informed Music Pedagogy

In the conclusion of his dissertation on multicultural-world music in music
education programs of Big Ten universities, Miralis (2002) recommended that Big Ten
universities develop a required course for music education majors on the pedagogy of
multicultural-world music education:

As with the case of western art music, awareness of, knowledge about and ability

to perform a specific type of music does not necessarily mean that one has the

essential skills in successfully teaching others about such music. A pedagogical

course focusing on multicultural-world music would provide the essential

knowledge and skills on the appropriate methodologies and techniques for

incorporating world music in the elementary and secondary classroom, as well as

on how to better address the diverse backgrounds, needs and abilities of the

students in the classroom. (Miralis, 2002, p. 265)

his call to develop intentionally culturally informed music pedagogy is echoed by

ampbell (2004).

One aspect of culturally informed music pedagogy is the appropriate selection and

€ of repertoire. In Kwami’s (1991) study categorizing Nigerian songs, he argues that
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songs from two categories (life cycle songs and songs for children and adolescents) are
most appropriate for use in the school classroom, while songs from a third category
(songs for adults) are better not performed by children in music classrooms. His
categories were based on his collection of songs from several communities in Nigeria.

The material classified as appropriate for use in schools by Kwami included songs
sung for and by children and young adults, dealing with topics such as birth, naming,
developmental milestones, social events, and stories. Adult songs, on the other hand,
tended to deal with issues of morality, social commentaries, and music of cult societies.
He cautions that using this adult music in the classroom can result in “cultural
repercussions” (p. 136), including causing offense to the musicians and fostering
misunderstanding by taking the music from a context in which children do not typically
participate.

While Kwami argues against decontextualization of adult music for use with
children, he does allow for decontextualization of children’s music among genders.
While his collection is divided into girls’ music, boys’ music, and songs sung by both
girls and boys, he does not see education or cultural problems in asking children to sing
songs from both gender groups. This is particularly helpful to teachers of coeducational
classes, because it broadens the repertoire possibilities.

This use of gendered music by both genders in an educational setting occurs in
other areas of music education as well; for instance, the lyrics of an SATB choral piece
may be written from the standpoint of a woman, resulting in the male students’ singing
lyrics that may be considered “girls’ music,” or vice versa. In order to determine whether

it is appropriate to teach music belonging to one gender group to both boys and girls, the
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teacher may need to evaluate what it is about the music that causes it to be categorized as

“girls’ music” or “boys’ music,” and determine whether these factors will lead to a
culturally negative experience. In the case of Gambian girls’ clapping chants I collected
during my master’s thesis research in The Gambia, I chose to teach them to all of my
students, since I felt the boys could learn something musically and culturally from
experiencing the clapping games, and there were no serious issues or cultural taboos that
suggested it would be inappropriate to share them with my male students. The repertoire I

collected consisted of more girls” games than boys’ games, so by teaching all games to all

students, they were able to experience a broader repertoire.

In addition to his recommendations about repertoire, Kwami (1991) suggested the
following three-part learning process for songs from cultures other than the students’
own: 1) begin by listening to the song, then chant the words, sing the tune on neutral
syllables, and, finally, sing the song; 2) analyze the song’s structure and format; and 3)
create something new based on knowledge of this song, such as a rhythmic

accompaniment or a new song in the same style or dealing with similar issues.

A second element of culturally informed music pedagogy is investigating the
musical and cultural system and beliefs of the culture whose music is being studied, as
well as the pedagogical processes of the musical practice, in order to better develop a
model for teaching music in its cultural context. Nzewi (1991, 1997, 1999), a Nigerian
composer, musicologist, and music educator, argues that African music education should
be based on A frican musical thinking and music making, rather than European musical
systems. He identifies three stages of music education arising from an African approach

to music: pulse sense, rhythm sense, and general musicianship. He highlights the fact that
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formal music education in many African institutions is centered on European curricula
and standards, and suggests an alternative curriculum for primary music education
consisting of “culture-environmental sensitive modules.” In the end of his 1999 article,
Nzewi presents aspects of African music he finds compelling in considering an African
approach to music pedagogy, including understandings and misunderstandings of
“African rhythm,” the role of music therapy within African music making, and the
importance of music making within community. Studying how Nzewi and other Africans
advocate the teaching of African musics in African educational settings informed how I
developed a model to teach Gambian music in American educational settings, with
attention to the potential benefits of teaching African musics in the American classroom.
In addition to opportunities to study world music pedagogy in pre-service
teaching classes, appropriate repertoire, and knowledge of musical practices, a necessary
component of culturally informed music pedagogy is knowledge of how music is taught
and learned in other cultures. In her book Teaching Music Globally, Campbell (2004)
highlights this need: “World music pedagogy concems itself with how music is
taught/transmitted and received/learned within cultures, and how best the processes that
are included in significant ways within these cultures can be preserved or at least partially
retained in classrooms and rehearsal halls” (p. 26). Throughout the book she suggests
ways that teachers can incorporate knowledge of world music pe&agogical practices into
their teaching, with an emphasis on active listening preceding performance and creative
work with world music materials. Knowing how Gambian children learn music is crucial

to my goal of teaching it to American from a culturally informed perspective.
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Authenticity

An undercurrent in the discussion of culturally informed music pedagogy, and the
teaching of world music in general, is the issue of authenticity. Scholars and educators
have defined, used, and confronted the issue in many ways. Educators interested in
theoretically-grounded musical experiences of all sorts, from Baroque cantatas to

Romantic art songs to Wolof drumming to Native American dancing, recognize the

1

importance of bringing historical, social, and cultural background to bear on the musical
performances. Questions raised in the vignettes that opened this chapter, including how
much knowledge is necessary, what kinds of changes to repertoire or performance
practice can be made without losing the musical and educational value, and how this
theoretical knowledge affects experiences, are issues debated under the umbrella of
authenticity.

For my master’s thesis, I collected 13 Gambian children’s music games and
taught them to my students in Michigan. As I was teaching the Gambian repertoire using
my typical teaching methods and techniques, which I used to teach familiar folk songs
and music from my own culture, I hypothesized that it would be more effective to teach
the repertoire using, to the extent possible, the teaching process used in The Gambia.

This led me to reflect on the fact that choosing appropriate repertoire is not
enough when it comes to teaching world music. We need to understand how music is
taught and learned in other cultures, as well as what the music means in the children’s
lives, in order to more fully experience the richness of a musical practice. These facets of

theoretical knowledge — what children do, how, and why — are all necessary for culturally

informed music experiences.

16




The idea of wanting to be true to the music of a culture, to the people of that
culture, and to one’s students in teaching is at the heart of the discussion of authenticity.
In this study, authenticity requires learning how music is transmitted and what it means to
Gambian children, in order to provide a context from which to teach Gambian repertoire.
This will also help me to more fully understand music in the lives of children in a culture
other than my own. This theoretical knowledge can then surround the musical
experiences of Gambian children’s music that is shared with students outside The
Gambia.

Examining what others say about authenticity reveals that there are several ways
to approach this “wanting to be true.” I will explore the concept of authenticity and how
it is used, and conclude by drawing the insights together into my own approach to
authenticity and apply it to this study. Throughout the discussion of authenticity, it is
apparent that attempting to bring together theory and practice has potential stumbling
blocks as well as possible benefits. The definitions of authenticity represented in the
music education literature fall into four models: the continuum model (Palmer, 1992); the
two-fold historical/personal model (Kivy, 1995); the three-fold reproduction, reality, and
relevance model (Swanwick, 1994); and the moving-beyond authenticity model
(Johnson, 2000; Santos, 1994).

In addition to analyzing the definitions used, the arguments about authenticity in
the literature can be viewed through the lens of strategy: how does each author use

authenticity as a strategy for making or justifying decisions in music education?’ For

3 The idea of authenticity as strategy is from Dr. Michael Largey, Associate Professor of
Ethnomusicology, Michigan State University.
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some, attention to authenticity enhances an aesthetic experience; for others, authentic
musical encounters enhance student motivation. The term “strategy” implies both
application and purpose: how authenticity is used and why it is important. I have
identified four authenticity strategies used in music education. The first two authenticity
strategies emphasize the music, while the final two center on the students’ experience.
First, the strategy of preserving expressive qualities rests on the belief that
attention to cultural accuracy leads to a more expressive musical experience. For
example, performing a Gambian children’s game using the original language,
performance formation, and movements of the game will yield a more expressive
experience than singing the song associated with the game while standing on choral
risers. Second, the strategy of enhancing aesthetic value locates authenticity within the
musical object and promotes working toward historical accuracy in order to enhance
aesthetic expression; proponents of performances using period instruments and applying
research on Baroque ornamentation to performance adopt this authenticity strategy.
Third, using authenticity to increase student learning yields gains in student motivation,
understanding, and performance. Teachers may note such gains when using drums from
The Gambia for a Wolof drumming piece rather than snare drums and tambourines. The
fourth and final strategy focuses on using cultural knowledge about the meaning of music
to heighten the meaning of a student’s experience of that music. For instance, when the
cultural background of African-American spirituals is explored with students, their
performance of the spirituals may mean more as they connect the musical experience to

historical knowledge or emotional reactions such as empathy.
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As will be seen by the breadth of the definitions of authenticity described below,
authenticity is not an issue that pertains only to teaching and learning music from cultures
other than one’s own, or to music from a distant historical time period. Authenticity
relates to all the music we teach. In spite of this universal importance of authenticity, the
discussions of authenticity in the literature tended to focus on either the historical aspect
of authenticity or the cultural aspect. This could be due to the perceived conflict of
interests among educators who emphasize historical repertoire, which tends to be drawn
from the Western art music canon, and those who focus on repertoire from beyond the
Western canon.

In his article “World Music in Education: The Matter of Authenticity,” Palmer
(1992) describes aqthenticity as a continuum. On one end is absolute authenticity: the
music the way it is performed in its home setting. Palmer does not define the opposite
end, but I assume it is music taken out of context and changed to fit the purposes of the
situation. As soon as music is removed from the context in which it was created, absolute
authenticity is no longer possible; teachers must evaluate how far on the continuum a
musician can go without negating potential educational benefits of teaching the music in
the classroom or distorting the music in a disrespectful way. For example, taking the tune
of a Gambian children’s song with Mandinka lyrics, adding new lyrics in English, and
performing it with xylophone accompaniment may be considered to be removing the
music from its context in such a way that the expressive power of the music might be
obscured and students do not learn an example of Gambian children’s music.

Palmer’s (1992) definition of authenticity as a continuum is accompanied by a

call for teachers to teach from the authentic end of the continuum. Using the Japanese
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folk song Sakura as an example, Palmer recommends that Western arrangements and
translations be avoided. He also says that, instead of using simplifications of pieces,
teachers should look for examples within the musical practice that are not simplified,
since the original loses some of its essential qualities in a simplification.

This strategy of authenticity as a means for musical expression can be used by
teachers in justifying time spent investigating the context of a piece, or in encouraging
students to persevere in learning the text of a piece rather than simplifying or translating
it. This strategy serves as a reminder that the extra time and effort can improve musical
expression.

One of the costs of Palmer’s approach is that attention to authenticity may result
in less exposure to music of other times and places. It is not always possible to find a
musical piece from a specific practice that is accessible to particular students, either
according to ability level or instrumentation. If a teacher adhered strictly to this strategy
for achieving and using authenticity, she or he might be severely limited in the musical
practices available to her or his students. In those cases, the teacher might decide that
exposure to a musical practice is more important than complete accuracy and make some
modifications. Additionally, while the students may not have as rich a balance of theory
and practice as Palmer would like, simplifications may still enable students to learn
something about a musical practice and culture. Finding the balance of theory and
experience depends on availability of materials and the perspective of the teacher.

Rather than viewing authenticity as a continuum, Kivy (1995) proposes a two-fold
model. Focusing on historical authenticity in performance, Kivy explores two main

aspects of authenticity: historical (attention to the intent, sound, and practice of the
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original) and personal (interpretation and expression of the performer). Kivy’s model is
cited by Edidin (1998), who advocates increased attention to historical issues of
authenticity in music education. In this model, authenticity resides both in the musical
object and in the act of performing.

Edidin (1998) demonstrates this second strategy for authenticity: using
authenticity to enhance aesthetic value. Using authenticity to achieve heightened
aesthetic expression is based on Reimer’s (2003) philosophy of music education that
prioritizes aesthetic experiences within music education: experiences in which the
meaning of musical sounds is sought and shared. Edidin champions authenticity as a
means for aesthetic expression; he argues that historically authentic performances have
greater aesthetic worth than inauthentic performances and are therefore valuable and
worthy of time and effort in education. His view of historical authenticity calls for
knowing the intentions of the composer, the performance practice of the time, using
period instruments, and being musically creative within the boundaries of the composer’s
intentions.

For Edidin, musical meaning is located in the musical work itself, and he
contends that preserving the musical object is of utmost importance. He sees the danger
of inauthentic experience as a less pleasing musical performance that results in a
diminished understanding of the musical experience.

A problem with this authenticity strategy is its reliance on knowing historical
performance practices, obtaining historically accurate instruments, and the assumption
that there is an “authentic ideal” that is worth pursuing in the classroom. Knowledge of

historical performance practices may be incomplete or inaccurate and historical
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instruments expensive or unavailable. Additionally, just as there is not “one true way”
that a folk song is sung in any culture (Santos, 1994), there is not one pure authentic ideal
for performance of a historical piece. This approach may also deny students the
understanding of how music changes when it travels geographically and progresses
through time.

While the strategy of authenticity as a way to improve aesthetic experiences may
be important to music educators working from an aesthetic orientation, those with a
praxial view of music education will tend to use authenticity as a way to more fully
induct students into specific musical practices (Elliott, 1995). Praxial music education
focuses on the music making experience and its meaning rather than the meaning found
in musical objects. Palmer’s (1992) emphasis on using authenticity to preserve expressive
qualities of music, described above, is useful to both aesthetic and praxial approaches to
music education.

Swanwick (1994) expands Kivy’s two-fold model to a three-fold design:
authenticity as reproduction, reality, and relevance. He defines authentic reproduction as
trying to reproduce the music exactly as it was first created; this aligns with Kivy’s
historical authenticity. A second aspect of authenticity, according to Swanwick, is reality,
or the examination of whether a piece of music reflects an actual musical practice in the
world, and not just for the music classroom. Relevance refers to generating individual
meaning in the act of music making, and is similar to Kivy’s personal authenticity.
Swanwick writes: “ ‘Authentic’ musical experience occurs when individuals make and
take music as meaningful or relevant for them” (p. 219, italics his). He goes on to argue

that relevance is the most important factor when it comes to authenticity, followed by
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reality. Reproduction is of less importance, according to Swanwick, in part because of
“cultural migration,” or the constant change of musical styles. The idea of authentic
reproduction hinges on a belief that there is a unitary example to reproduce. This is a
problematic assumption for many educators and musicians who recognize that music
exists as experiences, not as objects (Elliott, 1995; Santos, 1994); each performance of a
musical work is different, and there is no way to identify (and then seek to replicate) one
particular performance of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, for example, as the best of all
time.

The corresponding authenticity strategy to Swanwick’s model focuses on the
students rather than on the music as the priority in the music making process.
Swanwick’s emphasis on the importance of personal relevance yields different choices
for a music teacher than Palmer’s position. It becomes important to understand why a
piece of music is meaningful and relevant to the people who created it before leading
one’s students in experiencing the same music. Even if the students do not take identical
meaning and relevance, their knowing something about the cultural context is essential.
Swanwick’s (1994) strategy of attention to personal meaning in music making could help
a teacher decide to lead her students in experiencing a piece of music, even when the
students cannot perform all the details accurately. This decision is supported by
Swanwick’s strategy of placing priority on personal connection with meanings in a piece
of music.

A final authenticity strategy suggests that attention to authenticity can lead to
increased student motivation, heightened understanding, and improved performance. This

approach promotes authenticity as a beneficial component of the learning environment.
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Within the context of a two-week unit on Ghanaian drumming, Pembrook and Robinson
(1997) investigated the effect of live versus taped instruction and authentic versus
traditional instruments (their terms). They found that authenticity, in terms of using luna
and gungon drums of the Dagbamba people, resulted in significantly higher scores from
students on attitude towards a unit on Ghanaian drumming, better recall of information
about the music, and better performance of skills. Live instruction resulted in improved
performance, but not higher scores on attitude and recall of information, when compared
to taped instruction.

Edwards (1998) also reached the conclusion that attention to authenticity
increases student response to learning. In her qualitative study of the response of children
to a unit on Native American music, she found that the group using instruments of the
Navajo, Hopi, Apache, and Yaqui peoples generated more journal responses overall (her
criterion measure) and more responses about instrument playing than the groups with the
inauthentic (traditional music room) instruments. Her larger findings included the
conclusion that studying Native American music helped the students grow in the areas of
musical skills, knowledge of musical content, cultural awareness, cultural sensitivity, and
cultural valuing.

Teachers who adopt this authenticity strategy will make decisions that focus on
the students’ experience of the musical practice, including using indigenous instruments.
Educators who insist on authenticity for the sake of preserving a musical tradition would
probably disagree with allowing children to play traditional instruments without
extensive training. However, teachers using the fourth strategy, more concerned with

introducing students to a variety of musical practices, would let children play simple
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rhythms on drums from practices around the world, not worrying about technique or
cultural context. Using authenticity as a way to build student motivation can assist
teachers who are looking for ways to engage students. It also can justify budgeting for
indigenous instruments.

While it may be beneficial for students to experience instruments from musical
traditions around the world, the reliance upon purchased materials found in this strategy
can be limiting. An alternative approach to an authentic instrument experience is to
consider how children in the culture being studied may create their own instruments. For
example, Africans and African-Americans historically have demonstrated the ability to
make “something from nothing” or “more from something” in their approach to music
making (Brown, 1990). Taking the materials on hand to create instruments demonstrates
resourcefulness, creativity, and skill in crafting. Creating drums from household materials
and using them for a drumming lesson is an alternative to using costly drums, and could
promote a discussion of the practice of making instruments; it could also help students to
relate to how children in another culture enjoy making music with found sounds and so
better understand the idea of creating “more from something” or “something from
nothing.”

Far from viewing authenticity as a continuum or a personal meaning-making
strategy, Santos (1994) rejects the concept of authenticity altogether, saying that the idea
is based on the faulty notion that musical practices are static and that “one true version”
exists of a piece of music. Despite his rejection of authenticity, Santos does recommend
the idea of teaching a musical practice with attention to indigenous music making and

pedagogy- He uses this idea to highlight the problems in the past of teaching non-Western
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music in a Western framework, and calls for respect and cultivation of musical traditions
within the scope of intercultural music teaching.

In her article “Authenticity: Who Needs It?,” Johnson (2000) calls on teachers to
move beyond the inauthentic/authentic question to ask questions about the music and its
context. She suggests answering questions such as “How was the music produced? For
whom? By whom? In what context? For what purpose? With what influences?” (p. 284-
285) as a means to directing the investigation of music practices with the intent of
improving classroom performance. Johnson’s article and approach highlight the
sentiment of not belaboring the definitions and executions of authenticity; rather, she
suggests asking the questions that address all of the definitions of authenticity, and
moving on to making music.

The acknowledgement of the problems associated with authenticity noted by
Santos (1994) and Johnson (2000) are thoroughly discussed by Bendix (1997) in her
study of the concept of authenticity as it relates to the development of the discipline of
folklore studies. Authenticity as a concept relies on the comparison of “self and Other”
(p. 17), writes Bendix, and is not a characteristic located within objects or processes.
“The crucial questions to be answered are not ‘what is authenticity?’ but ‘who needs
authenticity and why?’ and ‘how has authenticity been used?’” (p. 21). Bendix critically
examines the way authenticity has been used to elevate some cultural materials (those
declared “authentic”) above others (implied to be “fake”), giving higher value to
traditions and artifacts considered “pure.” This labeling of the authentic and non-
authentic was used in an attempt to understand the past, rather than accepting that

cultures change over time; and static, “authentic” practices are not an accurate way to
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understand the past or present. She advocates eliminating the word and concept from
scholarly discourse, as it is built on faulty assumptions and claims.

Although I agree with the concerns about authenticity of Bendix (1997), Santos
(1994), and Johnson (2000), I am not ready to discard the term. The core of the way it is
currently being used in music education — to bring about a greater connection of theory
and practice — is worthwhile. Claims of authenticity have been used in music education to
gain support for pursuing culturally and historically accurate performances, using
instruments from the cultures being studied, and in taking and making musical meaning.
While publishers have profited from the desire for “authentic” musical materials from
other cultures, music educators are now realizing that authenticity does not reside within
the curriculum guides. A possible solution to the issue of authenticity is attention to
authentic pedagogy, or teaching music in the way in which it is taught in its home culture.

As previously noted, knowledge of how music is taught and learned is necessary
for culturally informed pedagogy; this is an area that has been somewhat neglected in
discussions of authenticity and ethnomusicological research. This dissertation addresses
that gap, recognizing that authenticity, or the work of being true to music, culture, and
students, is an integral part of culturally informed music pedagogy.

My approach to authenticity in this dissertation recognizes that authenticity does
not exist in the repertoire, but resides in the music making, teaching, and learning
process. While I recognize the need for accuracy in Gambian repertoire, this approach
leads me to focus energy on studying and describing how children learn and teach music

and what it means in their lives, in order to develop an understanding of the context of the
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music making. Based on this knowledge, teachers can develop teaching strategies that

take this information and combine it with experience.

The Gambia
Brief Background & History

The Gambia is the smallest country on the mainland of Africa, with an area of
4,363 square miles (11,300 square kilometers), which is a little less than twice the size of
Delaware. During the colonial period, The Gambia was at various times under the rule of
the Portuguese and British; the British held The Gambia as a colony until 1965 (Charry,
2000; The Gambia, n.d.). Since that time, the country has experienced a number of
relatively peaceful government changes and currently enjoys the tourist slogan “Your
Haven in Africa,” indicating its peaceful status in relation to some of its neighboring
countries. The Gambia is currently a democratic republic under the rule of Dr. Yahya A.
J. J. Jammeh (Else, 1999; The Gambia, n.d.).

Geographically, The Gambia is land-locked by Senegal, except for The Gambia’s
western border along the Atlantic Ocean (80 km of coastline). The Gambia’s climate
consists of two major seasons, the dry, cooler season from November to May, which
attracts tourists from Western Europe, and the rainy, hot season from June to October.
The Gambia is home to 1.55 million people (July 2004 est.), 95% of whom come from
five main ethnic groups (Mandinka 42%, Fula 18%, Wolof 16%, Jola 10%, Serahuli 9%)
(The Gambia, n.d.). Of the remaining 5% of the population, 4% identifies with other
African people groups, and 1% is non-African. Islam is the predominant religion in The

Gambia, with a minority (between 4% and 9%) practicing Christianity, and a smaller
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percentage (1%) claiming indigenous beliefs alone; indigenous beliefs are commonly
mixed with both Muslim and Christian religious practices (Else, 1999; Johnstone, 1993,
The Gambia, n.d.).

Economically, The Gambia depends on tourism for income and survival;
agriculture (fruit, grains, and ground nuts) is the other major industry. In addition to
tourism and agriculture, the industries of beverage production and craftsmanship (metal,
wood, and clothing) provide employment for Gambians; these two industries are directly
linked to the tourist market as well (The Gambia, n.d.). There is a high rate of
unemployment in The Gambia. Their currency, the dalasi, declined in value and stability
for several years, but is now beginning to stabilize (Stats: The Gambia, n.d.).

Although the official language of The Gambia is English, and schools are
expected to teach students in English, many other Gambian languages are predominantly
spoken in homes and in the community, including Jola-Fonyi, Mandinka, Mandjak,
Western Maninkakan, Pulaar, Serer-Sine, Soninke, and Gambian Wolof (Gordon, 2005).

Members of these language groups come from families present in pre-colonial Gambia

and neighboring Senegal.

Music of The Gambia

When writing about music in Africa, scholars should avoid stereotypes and
generalizations (Agawu, 2003). Each culture has its own instruments, aesthetics,
performance practices, genres, musical material, dances, and transmission styles. Basing

assumptions about the whole of African music on the study of specific individual cultures

29



leads to a stereotyped conception of African music. By examining the details of many
specific cultures, the rich diversity of music traditions in African countries is revealed.

On the other hand, there are some unifying features of many of the musics of
Africa, particularly within regions such as West Africa, and ignoring this unity also
obscures understanding. Music making in The Gambia shares common features with
many other African cultures, including an emphasis on rhythmic expression. Chernoff
(1979) argues that the key to the notable rhythmic complexity of musical behaviors of
West Africans, from young children to adults, is immersion in a rhythmically rich
musical environment. He writes, “Facility with rhythm is something people learn as they
grow up in an African culture” (p. 94). This rhythmic richness is heard in daily activities,
such as the rhythmic pounding of yams and playful tapping on a typewriter while typing,
as well as in music and language. Many West African languages require accurate
rhythmic phrasing and cadences in order to be properly understood, another layer of
rhythmic richness in the sonic environment (Chernoff, 1979).

Agawu (1987) confirms the importance of rhythm to West African musical
expression: “A unitary conception informs the variety of ways in which they express
themselves rhythmically, whether this be in the form of children’s game songs, or
lullabies, or music accompanying worship, or work songs, or songs of insult, or greeting
formulas, or dance, or speech” (p. 403). Through all seasons and aspects of life, rhythm is
central to musical expression. Agawu also notes the importance of rhythm to speech;
accurate phrasing in spoken language is often tied to the rhythm of the spoken words.

Improvisational creativity is another feature of West African music. Campbell

(1990) notes that West African musicians are expected to add new aspects of music to a
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performance, such as a new melody, rhythm, or text, rather than re-creating a previous
musical work precisely as the original. This adds a challenging layer to the pursuit of
authenticity in teaching and performing such music, as a deep knowledge of the musical
practice is needed before a musician is able to improvise. There are many elements,
including knowledge and skills, necessary to performing with improvisational creativity.
For example, in his study of drumming, Chermnoff (1979) found that such improvisation
requires knowledge of and the ability to perform many different patterns; musicians also
need to know when it is time to move from one musical idea to the next.

While The Gambia shares many musical characteristics with other West African
musical cultures, certain elements are specific to Gambian music making as part of the
Mande region (countries that were part of the Mande empire) (Charry, 2000). The most
important of these elements is the musical role of the praise-singer, also called griot
(French), gewel (Wolof) and jali (Mandinka) (Charry, 2000; Ebron, 2002). Jalis are part
of the artisan class in Mande societies, crafting words and sounds (Charry, 2000). The
jalis serve as historians, culture-bearers, story-tellers, and praise-singers. They depend on
members of the upper class to act as patrons, paying them for their services; the upper
class depend in turn on the jalis to proclaim their name, ideas, and great deeds publicly
(Ebron, 2002). There are men jalis and women jalimusoo; the men play the kora (stringed
instrument), bala (wooden barred instrument) and koni (drums) in addition to singing, but
the women usually only sing (Charry, 2000). Wolof society is traditionally organized
similarly, with the gewels serving many of the same roles as Mande jalis, and playing the
sabar (drum) and xalam (lute) (Charry, 2000). Historically, jaliya (the art of the jali) has

been transmitted within specific families, but recently schools have opened in The
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Gambia that teach the instruments of the jali to both girls and boys from any family

background (Lundberg, 1999).

Purpose and Problems

Culturally informed music pedagogy combines theoretical knowledge of world
music cultures and pedagogy with experiences of musical practices from around the
world. In order to teach music in this wayi, it is necessary for music educators to have a
theoretical base of knowledge about world music practices, including how music is
taught and learned, as well as to develop ways to bring together this theoretical
knowledge with music teaching methodology and practices in the music classroom.

This dissertation seeks to address the need for culturally informed music
pedagogy by investigating the children’s music culture in one community in The Gambia,
West Africa, contributing an understanding of one children’s musical practice to the body
of literature on children’s music making, as detailed in Chapters 4 through 6. It also
serves as a model of how ethnographic information can transform methodology,
repertoire, and curriculum, leading to culturally informed pedagogical practices, as
shown in Chapter 7.

With the intent of developing a music learning model that accounts for cultural
elements of specific musical practices, the purpose of this research is to construct an

ethnography of the children’s music culture in the community of Baatiikunda, The

Gambia.
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The problems of this study are as follows:

1. To observe and describe the forms, meanings, and cultural contexts of

children’s music making in Baatiikunda,

2. To observe and describe the musical pedagogical processes evident in school,

on the playground, and in homes; and

3. To apply this theoretical information to the practice of teaching world musics

in elementary general music settings.

Secondary questions will include:

a)

b)

d)

g)

What role does music play in the lives of the children in this
neighborhood?

What kinds of music making do these children do?

Why do the children engage in these forms of music making: what
meaning does it hold for them? How is music used in their lives?
What is the children’s repertoire? Which cultures and ethnic groups
do the songs come from?

How do children learn music in school? At home? On the
playground? In the community? At ceremonies and special events?
What pedagogical processes are at work when children learn music
from one another?

Are there any gender differences apparent in children’s music making?
If so, do these differences impact the learning process, socialization

process, or both?
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h) What is the relationship of children’s music to adults’ music? Does
this relationship influence how music is taught and learned by

children?
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CHAPTER II
RELATED RESEARCH

The related research for this dissertation falls into three categories: ethnographies
of children’s music, studies of informal music pedagogy, and rescarch on West African
music for use in American classrooms. Three studies provide examples of ethnographies
of children’s music. Blacking’s (1967) thorough study of Venda children’s music is an
early example of ethnomusicological techniques through analysis of children’s music of a
South African culture. Gaunt (1997a; 1997b) looks at the music play of African-
American girls in New York City, as well as other regions of the United States. Also,
Campbell’s (1998) ethnographies of children’s music cultures in a suburban area of
Upper Northwest America inform the questions and methodology of my study. A second
category of research, music learning on the playground, contains studies from both North
America and Africa. Merrill-Mirsky (1988) and Riddell (1990) studied girls’ playground
games in Los Angeles, California, and Harwood (1992) conducted a similar study with
African-American girls in Urbana-Champaign, Illinois. In addition, two studies address
playground music learning in Ghana: Addo (1996) and Dzansi (2004). Addo focused on
the cultural relationships inherent in children’s music, while Dzansi emphasized the role
of playground pedagogical processes in the music learning of Ghanaian children. Finally,
two studies by American music teachers seek to collect and teach West African
children’s music to American children. Kubitsky (1998) collected children’s music in

Ghana for use in her American music classroom. My master’s thesis (Koops, 2002) on

35

- ~ 4




Gambian children’s song games for the American classroom provides cultural and

musical background for the current study.

Ethnographies of Children’s Musical Cultures
Blacking: Venda Children’s Songs

In his study of children’s music in Vendaland, South Africa, ethnomusicologist
Blacking (1967) found that children’s music was complex, shaped by cultural patterns,
categorized based on social context rather than musical content, and related to adult
music in harmonic organization and structure. Children’s music was not used merely as
preparation for participation in adult music making, nor did it contain a progression from
simple to complex musical ideas and skills. These factors suggest that the children’s
music making is worthy of study, both separately and in relation to the adult’s music
making of the area.

Blacking (1967) spent 22 months in the field, collecting data through recording
songs, learning songs from children and adults, transcribing the songs, and interviewing
children and adults on the musical and cultural meanings of the songs. He also looked at
how Venda children perceive the basic metric organization of the songs. This data
collection resulted in 56 transcriptions of songs, based on 400 recordings, direct
transcriptions, and fieldnotes. Blacking analyzed the rhythmic, melodic, and cultural
content of the songs. He believed his study to be exhaustive, including all well-known
children’s songs in the area at the time.

The core question in this study was to investigate the differences between music

of children and adults, and Blacking (1967) found that these differences existed on the
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surface level. Repertoire, performance practice, and style were separate for children’s
songs and adult’s songs; however, Blacking noted underlying similarities on harmonic
and structural levels. This study highlights the importance of carefully investigating
children’s music, both as a separate musical practice and as part of the entire musical
landscape of a community or culture.

Blacking’s (1967) study, driven by the question of the relationship of children’s
music to adults’ music in Venda culture, used cultural analysis as well as rhythmic and
tonal analysis to answer the research question. While Blacking’s focus was on the
relationship between children’s and adults’ music, the focus of my study was on musical
teaching and learning processes, which required attention in participant observation
situations to how music was being transmitted. Also, the scope of my study was limited
by the amount of time I spent in the field, so I did not attempt an exhaustive catalog of

the children’s music as Blacking did.

Gaunt: Agency in Black Girls’ Play

Gaunt’s (1997a; 1997b) in-depth study of African-American girls’ music play
combines ethnography with historical, cultural, and musical analysis in exploring how
musical play shapes African-American girls’ and women’s identities. Based on her study
of African-American girls’ music making through ring games, hand-clapping games, and
double-dutch jump rope, Gaunt argues that these are forms of oral transmission of black
musical aesthetics. She identifies the following elements of black musical style that are
found in black girls’ musical games: different musical timbres created by different body

parts and placement; back-beat or off-beat rhythms formed through claps; feet stomping
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that sounds like the thud of an electric bass guitar or string bass; speech-like delivery; the
inclusion of non-traditional sounds as part of music; and the manipulation and importance
of language (vowels, timbre, consonants) in musical expression.

Gaunt (1997a; 1997b) goes on to argue that, while rap and hip-hop, along with
other forms of black music making, have been traditionally viewed as being centered on
men, the music making of black girls at play is reflected in rap and hip-hop and should
therefore be acknowledged and valued. Women play a major role in defining black
music, argues Gaunt, just as music helps women define and identify themselves as
African-American women.

In this research, Gaunt (1997a; 1997b) focuses on the agency expressed by girls
and women through musical forms and the musical connections of these forms to West
African music and other African-American genres. While she does not focus on the
learning process girls use to acquire competence at these games, this study is helpful in
interpreting my dissertation data, particularly the questions that arose about the meaning
of dance among children (see Chapter 6). Gaunt found that African American girls and

women express sexuality in games, cheers, dance, and popular music, through the lyrics,

rhythm, and movement.

Campbell: Songs in Their Heads

Campbell, a music educator and ethnomusicologist, provides an excellent model
of the study of the meaning of music in children’s lives in her book Songs in their Heads
(1998). Campbell uses ethnomusicological methods to study the role of music in the lives

of children. She goes beyond the elementary music classroom to playgrounds, general
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classrooms, and preschools, observing and interviewing children to find out what music
means to them.

During about sixteen months of fieldwork, Campbell (1998) collected data for this
study, mostly through non-participant observation of children at play and interviews with
children. Campbell’s methodology for the observations consisted of obtaining access to
the field; taking fieldnotes and making an audio-recording during the observation,
including descriptions of the environment, the children involved, the music making
occurring, and the children’s interactions with her; and analysis consisting of writing up
the notes in detail, listening to the tapes repeatedly (up to ten times) to gain insights,
transcribing the musical segments, and writing a narrative of the observation.

For the interviews, Campbell (1998) prepared general questions and musical
questions for the children, including “What will you be when you grow up?”’ (general
questions, p. 231) and “Do you ever just think about music? What do you think?”
(musical question, p. 232). She used these questions as idea starters during her
conversations with children but did not follow a formal interview script. Rather, she
allowed each interviewee’s answers to direct the conversation and adapted questions
accordingly.

Campbell (1998) found that children express and embrace musicality in myriad
ways, most outside of the music classroom, and she suggests that music educators need to
pause and reflect on the bigger picture of children’s musical lives. In the afterword of her
book, Campbell invites “further explorations of an interdisciplinary sort by those whose

interest in music and its meaning in children’s lives, with collaborative efforts by
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specialists who can criss-cross the fields of education, ethnomusicology, anthropology,
and folklore” (p. 226).

Campbell’s (1998) framing question on the meaning of music in children’s lives
was one of the core questions of my ethnography of children’s music culture in
Baatiikunda, The Gambia. Campbell’s methodology of investigating the meaning of
music in children’s lives centered on non-participant observation and informal
interviews. For my study, I used both non-participant observation (observing children

from the sidelines) and participant observation (observing while participating in musical

play) techniques.

Music Learning on the Playground

Merrill-Mirsky: Transmission of Playground Music Games in Los Angeles Schools

In her study of girls’ playground music games among several ethnic groups in Los
Angeles, California schools in the 1980s, Merrill-Mirsky (1988) found that singing
games were a living tradition that showcased both distinct cultural features of the groups,
as well as cross-cultural influences. The games observed, collected, and analyzed by
Merrill-Mirsky included handclapping games, ring games, jump rope rhymes, cheers, and
other miscellaneous games. She identified distinct elements including variations on ring
games, such as stone-passing and counting-out among Southeast Asian children;
tendency toward pitched melodies of Euro-American and Asian children, as compared to
non-pitched melodies of African-American children; more structure and specialized
movement among Latino children’s games; and a higher expectation of individual

expression and creativity in African-American children’s games. Merrill-Mirsky’s
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analysis suggests that the African-American tradition carried the greatest cross-cultural
influence of all the groups, with repertoire, handclapping patterns, and rhythmic elements
appearing first among African-American children, and then spreading to other

neighborhoods and schools, and thus other ethnic groups, in the city.

The African-American music games studied by Merrill-Mirsky (1988) had higher
levels of musical complexity and expectations of creativity than the repertoire of other
ethnic groups. She links some of the features of the girls’ games to West African musical
roots, including a low body center and bent-over stance during dance and movement,

rhythmic complexity, a circular formation for ring games and dances, and a solo/chorus

form that allows for individual expression.

In investigating how the music games were taught and learned, Merrill-Mirsky
(1988) found that the transmission depended on enculturation that took place over many
years, from the time little girls were toddlers, watching their older sisters and neighbors
playing, to first graders, working on learning the songs, chants, and clapping patterns, to
second and third graders, attaining proficiency at the games. She found the peak age for
this genre to be third grade, with the older girls occasionally playing the games, but
losing interest as they grew older.

Merrill-Mirsky (1988) writes that the genre of girls’ playground games
demonstrates musical and verbal complexity, cultural expressiveness, and personal power
on the part of players. She suggests that the music games could be useful to students
working to learn English or develop verbal skills, but quickly adds a note of caution,
stating that this genre flourishes without adult intervention. Merrill-Mirsky raises

questions about whether adults should become involved in the genre: “Should children’s
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traditional music be ignored, and left alone will it flourish? Is there value in children’s
music that should be recognized? Does that mean that adults should teach singing
games?” (p. 229-230)

In recognizing the importance of children’s power, or agency, within the genre of
playground games, Merrill-Mirsky (1988) raises one of the central concerns for
researchers investigating children’s music: how to study and learn about the musical
practice without interfering or affecting it. In my research, I attempted to do this by
beginning with observation before moving to participation; by listening to the children
talk about their play and following their lines of thought, rather than my own questions;
and by not interfering when children were negotiating whose turn it was or what game to
play, unless a child was in danger of injury. Still, as a researcher, I realize that my

presence affected what went on during play sessions, and that needs to be taken into

account when interpreting results.

Merrill-Mirsky’s (1988) findings are useful to my study as a basis for comparison
of repertoire, techniques, and pedagogical strategies held in common between Los
Angeles girls’ playground play and Gambian children’s music play; these connections

will be discussed in more detail in later chapters.

Riddell: Collection, Notation, and Analysis of Playground Games

Riddell (1990) also studied children’s playground games in Los Angeles schools;
the focus of her dissertation was to collect, notate, and analyze the games. She developed
a system of notating the games that includes musical, clapping, and movement notation,

as well as lyrics. She also includes many variations of the games she analyzed. Several of
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these were games I found in The Gambia, so Riddell’s thoroughness is helpful in
providing a basis for comparison of these games; the similarities will be discussed further
in Chapter 4.

In comparing her findings to ethnomusicological studies of children’s music in
other parts of the world, Riddell (1990) notes several similarities: children’s music is
connected to movement, the interaction of individual to group is central, music is not
taught through a sequential process, and children express ownership through their
musical expressions on the playground. The teaching process she observed of games on

the playground consisted of the process of watching, repeating, and starting over if a

mistake is made.

In addition to comparing her findings to previous research, Riddell (1990) points
out the differences between children’s informal music making and the music education
they experience in the classroom. While children learn music from one another non-
sequentially and through trial and error, exhibiting ownership in the process, in the music
classroom they experience sequential, simplified, teacher-controlled musical experiences.
Riddell also critiques the lack of movement in American music classrooms, but this is
dependent on the teacher and teaching methodology; many of the major elementary

general music methods today advocate using movement in a variety of activities in the

music classroom.
Harwood: Handclapping Games in a Champaign-Urbana, Illinois Girls’ Club

Like Merrill-Mirsky (1988) and Riddell (1990), Harwood (1992) studied the

transmission of clapping games. Harwood’s study focused on seven- to fourteen-year-old
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African-American girls at an after-school Girls’ Club in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois.
Based on her data, Harwood found three principles that guided the transmission of
handclapping games: games are learned holistically, not separated into songs, clapping
patterns, phrases, or other units; games are practiced as an entire unit, with difficult
passages or patterns not being isolated for separate practice; and one of the keys to
successful transmission is the lack of time restraints in the informal setting.

Harwood (1992) observed, participated in, and videotaped play sessions of
handclapping games at the Girls’ Club approximately once a week for seven months, in
addition to interviewing girls and adult supervisors of the Club. As she observed the girls
develop skill over time, she noted that players progressed through a cycle of learning:
from observing a game, to struggling with it, achieving competence, and then mastery.
This cycle was repeated with successively more difficult games.

In her article, Harwood (1992) concludes by alluding to a problem: while we can
observe how children learn music informally, that does not help us know how to better
teach it: “While a study of the processes involved in oral transmission may not suggest
how to teach music effectively, it does clarify practices and conditions that contribute to
learning music effectively” (p. 25). In her research situation, a mixture of ages, freedom
from time restrictions, and minimal adult intervention were conditions that helped
facilitate the transmission of the handclapping genre. While Harwood does not suggest

implications for teaching practice based on her observations, in this study, I do attempt to

draw implications, as seen in Chapter 7.
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Addo: Ghanaian Children’s Music Cultures

In her study of how cultural norms are evident in Ghanaian children’s play songs,
Addo (1996) argues that the interaction of music, text, and movement provided multiple
demonstrations of cultural knowledge. A musical and cultural analysis of one song game,
Maame Abrewa, reveals musical influences of adult music on the children’s music
(polyrhythmic figures); cultural expectations of cooperation and individualism showcased

in the circular formation used in the game; and symbolic actions within the game

acknowledging elder’s activities.

The researcher spent 6 months gathering fieldnotes, interviews, photographs,
audiotapes, and videotapes; from this data she transcribed 52 play songs, which she
analyzed musically (tonal material, range, melody, rhythm, form), by performance
practice (performance formations, location, performers), and culturally (text, customs,
cultural background). Her participants included 35 children, aged 7 to 15, from three
schools in central Ghana.

Addo (1996) found that a majority of the games collected were based on
heptatonic scales and had ranges within an octave. The melodies were influenced by the
local language, Fanti, which is a tonal language. Rhythmically, Addo found the play
songs to be complex, requiring performers to sing, move, and clap both divisive (built on
equally divided beats) and hemiola (two against three) patterns simultaneously. The form
of the games was typically call and response, and the texts were repetitive and playful.

Children took their performance seriously, and if a child “spoiled” the game, she or he

was out.
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The attention to detail in analysis demonstrated by Addo (1996) in this study is
important in accurately studying and representing African music. Similar inclusion of
musical analyses in works on African music is something more scholars need to do,
according to Agawu (2003). For my dissertation research, I transcribed selected
children’s songs and music games in order to provide examples of observations and
interpretations. I also analyzed the musical and lyrical content of several songs, found in
Chapter 6, in order to explore possible meanings of the repertoire in children’s lives. Due
to the limited scope of my study, I did not complete a thorough comparison of children’s
music to adult’s music, because that would have required extensive research and analysis
of adult’s music. Rather, I completed and studied transcriptions of children’s music in
order to better understand the data obtained from participant observations and interviews
and to help the reader understand my discussion of children’s music making. I also

attended several adult music events in order to gain a basic understanding of how

children’s music relates to adults’ music.

Dzansi: Pedagogy on the Playground
In her 2004 article “Playground Music Pedagogy of Ghanaian Children,” Dzansi

argues that the pedagogy evident in children’s playground music play is marked by
participation and imitation, constant movement, shifting leadership roles, and child-
created and enforced rules. Dzansi used research on social contexts of learning for her
theoretical framework, and her goal was for the naturalistic music education of the

playground to inform formal music education by allowing students to participate in
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eaching in the classroom, teaching music through play, and use of indigenous songs and

yames in the music classroom.

Dzansi spent four months gathering data for this study. She studied four sites
(three schools and a neighborhood); subjects (boys and girls) were between 6 and 15
years old. The schools represented diverse areas (rural and urban). School playground
play times lasted 30 minutes per day; Dzansi also observed children in a neighborhood

from 4:00 to 5:00 PM three times a week. Dzansi interviewed 10 teachers in each school
and 12 parents in the neighborhood, as well as the children.

This research builds on a current research agenda of music educators in Ghana,
who argue that music in Ghanaian schools should be taught from a more indigenous, less
Western, perspective. Similar arguments are made by Nzewi (1999) in Nigeria and
Oehrle (1991) in South Africa. This turning towards away from Western repertoire and
pedagogy allows local repertoire, traditions, and styles of learning to take precedence in
the classroom. One of the aspects of my ethnographic study of children’s music in
Baatiikunda, The Gambia, was to find out what kind of music is taught in the local
primary school, and how it is taught.

Dzansi’s research purpose was to promote change in Ghanaian formal music
education. My methodology was informed by Dzansi, but my purpose was different. I

studied playground music pedagogy in order to inform the teaching of Gambian music in

American music classrooms.
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American Teachers, West African Children’s Music
Kubitsky: Ewe Children’s Music from Ghana, West Africa, in the Classroom

Like Addo (1996) and Dzansi (2005), Kubitsky (1998) worked with children in
Ghana. Kubitsky’s study is unique, however, in her aim: she studied and learned Ewe
children’s music, as well as dancing and drumming, in order to identify materials that she
could teach to her American students. Beginning with her experience as an Orff-
Schulwerk teacher, Kubitsky experienced and examined Ewe children’s music with the
intent of collecting teaching maternials to use in her classroom.

Kubitsky (1998) spent seven weeks working with children and adults, learning
songs, taking drumming lessons, and collecting song and dances in a village in
southeastern Ghana. The songs she collected fell into three categories: game songs, story
songs, and general songs. Kubitsky noted that Ewe children learn moral and cultural
values through their songs.

Musically, the children’s songs were primarily in call and response form and
accompanied by clapping. Kubitsky (1998) noted differences in songs originating from
northern Ghana, typically using diatonic scales, and those from southern Ghana, more
often drawn from pentatonic tonal material. Her analysis of data included selecting
material that could be taught from an Orff-Schulwerk perspective. She transcribed the
songs, music games, and dances (using drawings of positions and formations), provided
text, transliteration, and translations, as well as cultural background information. She also
compiled an audiotape and a videotape of performances to use in her teaching.

Finally, Kubitsky (1998) applied her work to her American music classroom by

designing 9-week units for early elementary and upper elementary classes. The units
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included songs, dances, instruments, and cultural information she had gathered in Ghana.
A public performance by the students shared their learning with parents and the
community.

Kubitsky (1998) demonstrated a research and teaching process that resulted in a
culturally contextual music learning experience for her students. Beginning with her
training as an Orff-Schulwerk music teacher interested in world music, Kubitsky located
a community in which she could learn music to bring back to her American students. Her
Orff-Schulwerk lens enabled her to focus on material that would be accessible to her
students; this focus also makes her collection and results appealing to other teachers of
the Orff-Schulwerk methodology.

For my dissertation research I focused on investigating the forms and meaning of
music making in children’s lives, rather than on collecting and transcribing songs and
games. My results contain some transcriptions and analyses, but this was not the core of
my study. In making applications to the American classroom, I studied how to influence
the pedagogy of cross-cultural music, in addition to making specific suggestions about

repertoire and activities.

Koops: Gambian Children’s Songs Games in the American Classroom

In January 1999, I conducted informal field research on children’s games in
several communities near Serrekunda, The Gambia. I spent time singing and playing with
six groups of children and videotaped them playing, singing, and dancing. Based on the

data from this study, I developed 5-week units for second, fifth, and sixth grade general
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music classes. These units were well-received by my students and resulted in an
introductory cross-cultural experience for them.

At the conclusion of this research, I noted that my study had only scratched the
surface of the topic of children’s games in The Gambia (Huisman, 1999). I stated that
further research was needed to accurately transcribe and describe the music games,
collect contextual information on the cultural background of the games, and discover the
depth of possibilities for using these music games in the American music classroom. I
focused on these issues as I continued my research on Gambian children’s music games
for my master’s thesis.

I returned to The Gambia in June 2002 to collect children’s music games for my
thesis research, which resulted in a collection of 13 music games (Koops, 2002). While
there, I worked with four groups of children, three of which spoke primarily Mandinka
and one of which spoke primarily Wolof. The children taught me their favorite music
games, both Gambian and English (leammed in school). I video- and audio-recorded the
children playing the games, transcribed the songs and chants, and translated the text with
help from translators. For my thesis I presented all of this, along with instructions for
playing the games and cultural information, followed by suggestions for implementing
the games in American classrooms.

This research is similar to Kubitsky’s research in Ghana, in that I spent time
playing and learning children’s music in West Africa. Kubitsky also focused on learning
drumming and dancing, which I did not. Rather than framing the collection in a single
music education approach, such as Orff-Schulwerk, I chose to select and present songs in

a way that is accessible and applicable to a variety of teaching methods, including
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Dalcroze, Kodaly, Music Learning Theory, Orff-Schulwerk, and combinations of the
above. I also included classroom applications in my analysis, which Kubitsky did not.

In this dissertation I expanded my previous research by investigating the personal
and cultural meaning of music in children’s lives and by exploring how music is taught
and learned by children in Baatiikunda, The Gambia. One primary difference in my
dissertation research, compared to my master’s research, is an emphasis on observing
children in their natural musical environment, rather than asking them to demonstrate
specific games and songs. I was also not concerned with collecting material to bring back
to the American classroom, as I was in my previous research. Rather, I focused on
observing how children teach and learn music, in order to apply ideas and themes to
America music education. The thesis (Koops, 2002) does provide examples of 13 songs,
games, and dances of children in one community in The Gambia, which I used as a basis
of comparison with the music of children in Baatiikunda. When I found songs in

common, [ used the transcriptions from my thesis.

In order to teach music from a culturally informed perspective, it is essential for
teachers to draw upon a body of literature on the topics of children’s music making as
well as how music is taught and learned by children in other parts of the world. The
studies reviewed above demonstrate the beginning of this work; much more research is
needed on specific children’s musical practices and pedagogical processes. This
dissertation seeks to add to the research body by describing children’s music making,
teaching, and learning in The Gambia, West Africa. It fits into all three categories of

studies reviewed above: ethnographies of children’s musical practice, studies on
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playground learning of children, and research on how to bring together theory and

practice in order to develop culturally informed music pedagogy.
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CHAPTER 1II

DESIGN AND PROCEDURES

Design

This project was a qualitative study using ethnographic techniques of immersion,
observation, participant observation, song and chant collection, and interviews to collect
data. Data sources were fieldnotes from observation and participant observation,
transcripts of interviews, and audio- and video-recordings of children’s play sessions.

As part of my doctoral course work I focused on ethnomusicology, the discipline
that provides the methodology for this study. For this dissertation, I conducted
ethnographic fieldwork, but it was done within a music education framework, since I am
trained as a music educator, interested in studying how children learn music in The
Gambia and how this might apply to the endeavor of music education in the United States
and other parts of the world. The methodology, results, and interpretation of this study
are primarily ethnomusicological, but the framework, implications, and conclusions are

from a music education perspective.

Participants
The main participants in this study were residents, both children and adults, of a
neighborhood in Baatiikunda, The Gambia. I observed primary school aged-children (age

5 to 13) learning music in school and playing music games on the playground and in their
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homes. Groups of children, as well as their older siblings, parents and teachers,
participated in interviews.

Two young adults (one female, one male; each approximately 20 years of age)
helped as research assistants and translators for this study; I paid them an hourly wage.
They were chosen for their knowledge of the neighborhood and children, ability to speak
several local languages as well as English, and interest in the research. In doing research
in a Wolof-speaking area, one of the challenges was in understanding the subtle meanings
in what people said and the hidden meanings in song texts. In addition to the translations
and guidance offered by the research assistants, I showed my work and shared my ideas
with people in The Gambia who were interested, in order to get feedback on areas I was
missing or misunderstanding. I also followed up with questions to several individuals
from Senegal currently living in the United States; Senegal is Gambia’s closest
neighboring country and also has a large population of Wolof people. Dr. Robert Koops
and Mrs. Esther Koops (my parents-in-law) provided linguistic support and expertise, as

well as lodging, local contacts, and cultural advice.

Procedure
I spent twelve and a half weeks in The Gambia during Summer, 2005. Upon
arriving in The Gambia, I obtained research permission from the Region One Education
Directorate and the National Council for Arts and Culture, Research and Documentation
Division (see Appendix D). I identified a school in Baatiikunda that served as the
geographical center of my study and talked to the headmistress about what I was

interested in studying. In addition to the permission from the Education Directorate, I
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obtained permission from the headmistress and teachers to observe classes and recess
periods. From the headmistress, I learned which teachers in the school were most
interested in music, as well as how they would like me to participate in school activities
during my stay. In my first few weeks, I also made contacts at the Teacher’s College,
explaining my research interests, and inquiring as to whether there were other researchers
working on similar projects. No similar research projects were identified.

Additional approval for research with human subjects was granted by the
Michigan State University Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects, or
UCRIHS (see Appendix B). I used assent and consent forms (translated into Wolof) to
receive permission from all neighborhood participants and their guardians to work with
the children and videotape research sessions (see Appendix C), with research assistants
explaining the consent form and procedure to children and guardians; informed consent
was also received from all adult participants. Because it was not culturally appropriate or
practically feasible to seek informed assent and consent from the 3600 students and
parents of the school, I limited my work there to observing in the classrooms and on the
playground; the Education Directorate and headmistress agreed to provide permission for
this work. At the request of the headmistress and teachers, I also read English books and
taught a few English songs to several classes.

Observation and participant observation were the mainstay of my research.
During non-participant observation, I acted as an observer in view of the children; during
participant observation, the children knew that I was a researcher, so my role was
“observer as participant” (Creswell, 2003, p. 186). The degree of my participation or

observation varied throughout my three months in The Gambia, which is typical of field
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research as described by Hammersley and Atkinson (1995). The non-participant
observation allowed me to make observations about the environment and community
interactions during children’s music making, while participant observation helped me to
build relationships with the children with whom I was working and gain insights about
the musical teaching and learning processes. When we moved from Fajara to a compound
in Baatiikunda, I became more immersed in the environment, not only during research,
but when going to buy bread or fruit, visit friends, or sit outside.

During the participant observation, I did not take fieldnotes, in order to avoid
distraction. Following the observation, I typed up detailed fieldnotes of what I observed
and any questions I had. In situations where it did not affect the observation, such as non-
participant observations, I took fieldnote jottings and typed detailed fieldnotes following
the observation. My fieldnotes were based on the recommendations of Emerson, Fretz,
and Shaw (1995) in Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes: fieldnotes were detailed, written
up as soon as possible after the event, and tracked my thinking using asides,
commentaries, and in-process memos.

I structured the interviews with children in my study as feedback interviews, in
which children responded to audio- or video-recordings of their musical play. This
allowed the children to reflect on what they were doing and explain and clarify elements
to me. It also reduced the language barrier in developing questions, as children responded
primarily to something they had done rather than to my questions.

In my research in 1999 and 2002, I was direct in asking children to perform music
games when we visited. For my dissertation research, I took a more natural approach,

observing play times to see how much music play the children engage in of their own
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accord. I observed children playing on their own compounds, in addition to at school.
This was facilitated by a neighborhood community center where the children gathered
most afternoons to play; the home where I stayed in Baatiikunda was located on the
compound of the community center. The neighborhood children became accustomed to
seeing me around the community center, and I was able to observe them at various times
of the day, engaging in a range of activities. As I walked around the neighborhood,
children and adults recognized me and greeted me by my Gambian name (“Nima Njie!”);
I had the opportunity to observe children playing games in the streets, outside compound
walls, and within their compounds.

I conducted two types of interviews: question interviews and feedback interviews.
The question interviews were mostly with adults (older brothers and sisters, parents, and
teachers). My questions were drawn from the following topics: meaning and cultural
context of specific music games; historical background on specific music games (did the
interviewee play it as a child?); interviewee’s perception of the role of music in children’s
lives; and for teachers, how they use music in their teaching. For each of these topics I
had specific interview questions (see Appendix A). I conducted most of these interviews
in English, since many of the interviewees spoke fluent English; interviews in Wolof
were translated with the help of a research assistant.

In my feedback interviews with children, I provided video- or audio-recordings
and asked the children questions about what was happening in the recording. I did this
with small groups of four to six children at a time. I recorded the children’s responses as
they explained to me and reflected with one another on what was happening. When

showing video, I used my laptop computer. For the feedback interviews I was assisted by
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a research assistant/translator, in order to help me conduct the interview entirely in Wolof
or Mandinka, depending on which language the children chose to speak.

Conducting research in The Gambia required flexibility when setting up
appointments and trying to establish a schedule. I learned to follow the flow of events and
complete observations and interviews when convenient for participants, rather than
attempting to accomplish my set goals for a research day or week. Beginning in mid-June
the rainy season arrived in The Gambia, causing some roads to be impassable, school
assemblies to be cancelled, and play sessions to dissolve from time to time; this
contributed to the need for flexibility. During the first half of my research, I lived in
Fajara, a short ride by public transportation from Baatiikunda. While in Fajara, I took the
opportunity to listen to archived Gambian children’s music at the National Council for
Arts and Culture. After I moved to Baatiikunda, I became more immersed in research, as
well as participating in neighborhood events. Each of my research events — observations,
participant observation sessions and interviews — lasted from one to three hours, and
required up to an hour of travel and setting up.

The data collection for this study occurred during my stay in The Gambia from
May 12 to August 5, 2005. I transcribed interviews and worked with translators to
translate song texts and interview transcriptions while in The Gambia, in order to ensure
accuracy and provide opportunities for checking.

I used the following equipment: digital video camera (Sony Handycam DCR-
HC20), audio recorder (iRiver iFP-999), laptop (Sony Vaio), and microphones (Sony
wireless WCS-999 lapel microphone for interviews and some observations, internal video

camera microphone for observations). I did not videotape observations the first few
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weeks; I spent the time getting to know the children and acquiring a broad idea of what
was going on musically. In the last half of my research time, I did more videotaping that
documented a broad spectrum of musical activities of the children on home compound
settings. I made DVD backups of all videotapes, which I played on my laptop during
feedback interviews. In 1999 and 2002, the videotaping I did was largely staged musical
activities for the camera; this time I tried to video children in more natural settings and
ways. While they were not as accustomed to the video camera as many American
children, the Gambian children had seen similar devices used by tourists. In order to help
them become used to the video camera, as well as share with them the research process, I
allowed the children to look through the viewfinder and played back the video of play

sessions for them at a later date.

Analysis

The analysis of my results began informally in The Gambia as I read through
fieldnotes and transcripts and identified further questions and possible themes. More
formal analysis occurred in Michigan upon my return. I coded fieldnotes and interview
transcriptions, looked for themes, and organized my fieldnotes and transcriptions into an
ethnographic story. I also transcribed selected songs and games. I analyzed the results
both as a music educator interested in the musical learning process and musical
development, as well as an ethnomusicologist looking at social and cultural contexts and
meanings of music making.

The transcriptions included in Appendix E are intended as an aid to the reader;

they are not intended for classroom use, as they do not include complete translations,
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pronunciation guides, and playing instructions. Transcriptions intended for classroom use
are included in my thesis (Koops, 2002). For “Rap a Tap a Tap Tap” (Appendix E17), I
used a recording of a teenaged observer performing the song for the transcription because
the musical intent of the performance was more clear; the children I worked with did not
sing the song in its entirety when playing. Many of the songs are sung with slight
variations by different people.

In coding my data, I followed recommendations of Creswell (2003) and Miles &
Huberman (1994). I used a total of 83 codes. Thirty-five of these were external codes that
I compiled based on research literature and expectations from my past research. The
remaining 48 were internal codes that arose from the data.

In order to check the trustworthiness of my coding, I asked two peer reviewers
with experience in ethnomusicological research, as well as backgrounds in education, to
look over samples of interview transcripts, fieldnotes, and video transcripts. The
reviewers confirmed that my analysis through coding was consistent and thorough.

In presenting the data in the following chapters, all names have been changed in
order to protect confidentiality with one exception. Landing Jaaju, a teacher and
composer known throughout The Gambia, asked that his name be used. He is not based
in or near Baatiikunda, so using his name poses no risk of other subjects losing
anonymity. Also, pseudonyms are used consistently: each time I refer to Ndey, for
example, I am referring to the same individual.

All English comments by participants are transcribed directly; if they are
translated, it is noted, as in “The research assistant translated the girl’s response as

follows.” English is the official language of The Gambia and is commonly spoken by
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children and adults; this English is influenced by the vocabulary and grammar of local
languages, and thus some of the English comments in the following chapters contain
what the reader may perceive as errors or inconsistencies. I chose not to change the
English in order to reflect the way the language is used by children and adults in The
Gambia.

Phrases and lyrics in Gambian languages in this document are identified with the
following standardized language codes (Gordon, 2005):

Mnk: Mandinka

Wof: Gambian Wolof

Fuf: Pulaar (or Fula)
The majority of the examples used are in Gambian Wolof. I used the standard
orthography adopted by the Senegalese government in 1975 (Gaye, 1980; Wolof
Language Page, n.d.). In some of the musical transcriptions, an extra syllable is added at
the end of a word ending in a double consonant, such as “bopp-a” (Appendix E6); in The
Gambia words ending in a double consonant typically are pronounced with a slight “ah”

after the double consonant.
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CHAPTER IV

““BAA, BAA, BLACK SHEEP,” ‘KIRIBANG,” AND ZIMBAS”: CHILDREN’S
AGENCY IN MUSIC MAKING AT HOME, IN THE COMMUNITY, AND AT

SCHOOL

A group of children are playing in the road in front of a “bitik,” a small shop
selling bread, canned goods, cookies, cigarettes, flashlights, and dozens of other
everyday items. A mother sits at a small table nearby, selling cookies to passers-by. Two
children stand about six feet apart, facing each other, with a thin loop of elastic around
their knees. They look on as the other players take turns playing “Kiribang."”

Tuuti approaches the elastic and takes several preliminary hops, setting her
Jjumping rhythm and focusing. She begins the routine: first, jump into the center and out
the other side. Second, hook close elastic with inside foot and jump over other elastic,
creating a triangle with the elastic; jump out. Third, repeat from the other direction.
Fourth, jump into the center and out the other side, as in the beginning. As she jumps,
Tuuti chants “mm-hm, mm-hm” in rhythm with her jumping.

She successfully completes this first step of “Kiribang,” and the two girls holding
the elastic move it to their hips and say “suftat” (hips). Tuuti repeats the routine, now
made difficult by the higher elastic. She is again successful and moves on to “ndigg”
(waist). During this step, Tuuti pushes the elastic down with her hand when she goes
across and holds it up to go under when she hooks the elastic to form a triangle. Her

movements are smooth and polished; she has done this many times.
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The players holding the elastic move it again to their knees as Tuuti begins the
next level: “oom, turn ‘round” (knee, turn around). For this level, each of the four
movements above includes a 90 degree turn. Tuuti advances to “suftat, turn ‘round” but
loses her balance and steps on the elastic while turning and crossing. The other children
yell “Fail!”" and Tuuti takes the place of one of the elastic holders. The next child in line
begins her routine.

When her turn comes again, Tuuti starts where she left off, with “suftat, turn

‘round.” She continues through more levels. Each level has a slightly different pattern of
Jjumping and phrase to say while jumping: “Jalgatti One,” “B, I wanna C,” and “Gdor
Jeg, Ayda Modu Mustafa.” Some of the players chant to themselves while they jump;
some players chant “Ay-oo, so fi so fa” when a player completes a step, indicating
closure to that level. Tuuti is smiling and out of breath when she fails again; she takes

her place to hold the elastic for another player.

Kiribang is one of many forms of children’s music making I observed in
Baatiikunda in which children exerted agency through their movements, use of language,
attitudes, and decisions. “Agency’ here refers to power, control, and authority. In
exerting agency, children demonstrate power, control, and authority in their music
making. In this chapter I will describe the forms of music making of the children at
school, at home, and in the community, arguing that the children demonstrate power and
leadership and express ideas and emotions in their music making, with greater agency
being shown in situations in which children have more control over their music making

and behavior. This will be demonstrated through a variety of examples of repertoire and
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music making situations. In Chapter 5, I focus on the musical teaching and learning
processes that occur within children’s music making. In Chapter 6, I turn to the meanings
of music making and role of music in children’s lives; I also describe the nature and

meaning of selected music lyrics.

Music at School

At the school in which I worked during my three months in The Gambia, I
observed children engaging in music during classroom singing times, at morning
assemblies, during a games session, at a drama troupe performance, at an Army Band
concert, and during playground play. Throughout these experiences, the children tended
to participate more enthusiastically when they had greater control over their situation. In
classroom settings, children had little control over activities and repertoire, and their lack
of agency was reflected in their attitude and level of participation. On the playground,
however, the children exerted agency by controlling the play (what to play and who was
playing), controlling the music during play (setting or changing the tempo, adapting
lyrics), and demonstrating competitive skill or expressing emotions through play. In
activities that occurred outside of either sphere, children exhibited varying levels of
control.

There are three types of schools in The Gambia: government schools, like
Baatiikunda Lower Basic School (BLBS), where I did most of my observations; private
schools; and mission schools. The government schools stress being affordable,
accessible, and relevant (TC, 5 July 2005). A painting on the wall above the

headmistress’ office at BLBS shows a girl and boy student holding a book together and
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reaching their arms toward a banner stating “Striving towards Education for All.”
Beneath the children, another banner reads: “Access, Quality, Relevance”; “Especially
Women & Girls” is painted underneath this banner. The mission statement, also painted
on the wall, reads:

The School shall strive to provide six years of basic quality and relevant

education and training so as to allow and assist each and every child [to] develop

and utilise his or her full potential punctuated by a high standard of moral
discipline within the framework of the National Education Policy and in

pursuance of Vision 2020 (2003).

This policy of accessible, relevant education has resulted in overcrowded schools,
a common problem in The Gambia. BLBS is home to over 3700 students in 68 classes.
Due to the large enrollment, the school runs a “double shift,” with 34 classes coming for
morning shift (8:30 AM - 1:30 PM) and 34 more classes in the afternoon (2:00 PM-6:20
PM). Some teachers stay for the double shift, and some teach only moming or afternoon.
According to the enrollment data from 2004-2005, there are an average of 55 students in
each class, with younger grades having fewer (50) and older grades more (60).

Teaching primary school at BLBS is challenging. Many of the classrooms lack
adequate furniture; children crowd into desks with the top boards falling off or sit on the
floor. The younger grades have few books or learning materials. Children are responsible
for bringing their own notebooks and pencils to class but often are not able to do so
because of lack of resources. Classrooms are open-air brick structures with no electricity;
noises from adjoining classrooms or outside can be distracting. Making oneself heard as a

teacher in a room of 55 children is difficult; many teachers had implements to help them
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get the class’ attention, such as a piece of rubber hose to slap on a desk. Teachers, despite
low pay (or not receiving pay for months at a time), recognize the obstacles but
persevere. One teacher’s comment about finding ways to accomplish goals, even with
minimal resources, shows the pride that many teachers take in their work:
“Improvisation” is a key word for government schools — if we don’t have desks,
we sit on the floor; if we don’t have chalk, we find another way. We make do
with what we have and strive to educate the children. (TC, 5 July 2005)
This approach is reminiscent of Brown’s (1990) argument that African and African-
American use of instruments is marked by the ability to do “something from nothing and
more from something” (288).
Primary school teachers are responsible for teaching “all the subjects ... that is,
Maths, English, Science, Social and Environmental Studies, Physical Education, Verbal,
Quantitative, Population and Family Life Education” (AJ, 8 June 2005). There are also
nine Koranic/Arabic teachers at the school who provide Koranic instruction for the
students in daily lessons. Music is scheduled for half an hour in each class’ weekly
timetable, and rhymes and “games” are added for the lower grades (one to three).
Whether these lessons actually occur is based in part on the individual teacher and their
interests; there are not music specialists who provide music instruction for all students.
Inside the classroom, students are expected to sit quietly and speak only when the
teacher calls on them; their control over their learning process is minimal. I observed
classes laboring over math and reading lessons; students’ heads resting on their hands,
paging listlessly through books, as the teacher sat at his desk. This quiet lethargy gave

way to joyful running, shouting, jumping, and playing during the break time from 11:30-
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12:00 and 3:30-4:00 each day. The school courtyard pulsated with life as children ate
their lunches purchased from vendors, played soccer, hopscotch, tag, clapping games,
“Play Akkara” (see Appendix ES), and roamed about, socializing.

Music is seen as extra-curricular in Gambian primary schools. According to the
vice-principal of the Gambian Teachers’ College in Brikama, many years ago music was
included in the teacher training curriculum for all primary school teachers (NJ, 24 May
2005). One teacher informed me “when we were at college, almost 90% of the songs we
were taught were all English songs” (FC, 8 June 2005). When the Teachers’ College
moved to a new campus in 1981, several changes occurred in the curriculum, including
the elimination of music. This caused a trickle-down effect in the schools; since it was no
longer part of teacher training, it was no longer part of the curriculum in the schools. The
vice-principal of the Gambian Teachers’ College went on to explain that music is now
viewed as an “extracurricular activity.” Some schools have singing lessons as the last
period on Friday or for a special occasion. The inclusion of music in the classroom
depends on the individual school culture and the individual teachers’ skills and talents. In
schools in which music is an important part of their school traditions and cultures, music
is more present; with teachers for whom music is a special talent, more music is present
in the classroom (NJ, 24 May 2005).

At Baatiikunda Lower Basic School, children in some classes experience music as
part of their regular classroom activities. Each class was scheduled to have a half-hour
singing time each week, but not all teachers followed this recorﬁmendation. Teachers
who did include music in their classrooms sang both English and local songs with the

students. In one class I observed, the students sang the English songs with slouched
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posture and poor vocal technique; when they switched to a song in a local language, they
sat straight, sang clearly, and took turns dancing along.

Schools are required to teach in English, even at the lower levels; this leads
children to have less control over verbal and written communication, as most primary-
aged children are not yet fluent in English. The Gambia was a British colony until 1965,
and English is the official language, although not the mother tongue of most Gambians.
Several teachers told me that learning English is the main goal of nursery school (for
children age 3 to 7). Children at a private school about 20 kilometers from Baatiikunda
told me they were not allowed to speak Wolof at school, and children who did were sent
to detention. Baatiikunda Lower Basic School did not take this strong an approach;
teachers spoke with one another in local languages during breaks. Wolof and Mandinka
were the languages of choice on the playground, and children learned other local
languages through playing with classmates. The government, however, requires teachers
to teach lessons in English, and children struggle to learn to read in a language in which
they are not yet fluent.

The English emphasis carries over to the repertoire sung in the classroom. One
morning I visited five first grade classes and asked them to sing for me. In some classes
the teachers chose the songs, and in others the children directed the process. Almost
every class I visited sang the English counting song “One Little Finger” for me. They
knew many English songs, mostly learned from their nursery school teachers. “Baa, Baa,
Black Sheep” was another favorite, with an extended coda (see transcription of coda in
Appendix E1). I also heard classes chanting as part of lessons, repeating what their

teacher said, or memorizing facts. Including the popular “One Little Finger” and “Baa,
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Baa, Black Sheep,” I heard about 25 English songs and chants, five local language songs,
and two Arabic songs (see Appendix F for a list of the songs and chants in English).
When the teacher asked the students to choose a song in a local language, the children
often could not think of one to sing or asked for an English song, only to be told by the
teacher “That’s English, not local language!” On the playground, the children could sing
many songs in local languages, but in the classroom they have been conditioned to focus
on English songs.

A possible reason for the emphasis on English songs in the classroom, in addition
to the language issue, is that most local language songs for children are intended to be
accompanied by dance or play rather than sung sitting in a crowded classroom. When the
children did sing local language songs, they often got up and tried to dance in the
cramped quarters. Although they could not execute all of the dance movements, they
completed modified movements, and the rest of the class showed appreciation for
classmates’ dancing with clapping and cheers.

In several classroom settings, I observed that the children’s singing of English
songs tended to be heavier, harsher, and less accurate than their singing of local language
songs. When they switched from an English song to a song in Wolof or Mandinka, for
example, I could hear a marked improvement in their singing voice quality, pitch
accuracy, and expression.

The focus on English songs was also evident at a nursery school I visited, but it
was balanced with local language songs and contextualized by a balafon (barred
instrument with gourd resonators, similar to xylophone) musician. The children gathered

with their teachers in a common area and prepared for a performance at a local
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governmental function the next day, singing and dancing to several songs in the Balanta
language composed by the balafon player. The children also sang many of their favorite
English songs, including “One Little Finger,” “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep,” “Where are You
Going,” and “Yuppi Ya Ya (I Remember When I Was a School Boy).” During the
English songs, the children shouted the melody, with imprecise pitches; when they
shifted to the Balanta songs, they sang more melodically and carefully.

At the moming assemblies on Mondays and Fridays at Baatiikunda Lower Basic
School, students recited the National Pledge and sang the National Anthem (English
lyrics written by a Gambian; see Appendix E2). They sang at a low pitch (the tonal center
was B flat below middle C) with harsh tone, and pitches were approximate. This could
have been because the range was too low for their voices or due to the large number of
students singing (over 1000) without accompaniment or leadership.

Children’s performance of English songs inside the classroom and during
morning assemblies was different than their use of English repertoire during school
break. Inside the classroom, many students showed an attitude of boredom or fatigue
when asked to sing some English songs, contrasted with their energy and enthusiasm for
local languages songs. Children sang other English songs, including “One Little Finger,”
enthusiastically, but with less tonal accuracy and musical expression than I heard in
performances of local languages songs. This could be due to a lack of connection
between the musical material of the songs and the music of their cultures, a language
barrier, the manner in which they learned the songs, or other factors.

Outside, the children chose to include many English play songs in their break time

repertoire. They adapted the games and lyrics and enjoyed them on their own terms,
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exercising control over the material by changing it to fit their linguistic and rhythmic
interests. For example, the version of “Sally Walker” (see Appendix E3) I heard in
Baatiikunda contained the phrase “Fly da, fly da, coconut tree” (possibly meaning “fly to
the coconut tree””). Although many of the 56 variants of “Sitting Sally Walker” listed by
Riddell (1990) contain flying themes, none refers to a coconut tree, which is one of the
trees well known to Gambian children. Rhythmically, the girls I observed added a chant
to the performance of “Slide, Slide, Slide” (see Appendix E4) as compared to the
versions in Riddell (1990), adding rhythmic interest and energy. Much of the English
repertoire children chose for the playground consisted of chants, rather than songs, which
allowed them to focus on rhythmic expression and performance rather than melodic
material.

Besides weekly music lessons that some classes experience, the younger grades
have one “games” session included in their weekly timetables. Each teacher approaches
the “games” session differently, some focusing on athletic games, others leading their
students in playing music games. A games session I observed with one first grade class
showed greater student involvement and consequently better participation than the
singing times I had observed inside their classroom. The class was monitored by the
teacher, but play took place on the playground; the games session was more similar to
school break time than to class time in the way children were given an opportunity to
show leadership, move, and sing. The class played for 45 minutes without pausing,
moving from one song, game, or dance to the next. The girls and boys played in separate
circles (about 25 children in each circle), and several of the children in each circle were

natural leaders, suggesting new games and organizing the players.
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Another avenue of musical expression was the drama team; both the performers
and audience participated musically in performances. Many schools, including BLBS,
have a drama team that performs on special occasions. The BLBS drama team performed
for my husband and me, as well as many of the other classes at the school, on 27 May
2005. The fifteen drama team members participated in singing and dancing as several
adult drummers from the community provided accompaniment and direction. The drama
team performers are selected for their musical talent and family connections, as the team
organizer explained to me in an interview when I asked how the team members are
chosen:

We pick children who are born griots [professional praise-singers and musicians],

whose parents are griots. We choose those children because they are the ones who

are the right people to be involved in the drama. We cannot choose every Dick,

Tom, and Harry to be in the drama; you have to choose the right person for the

right job if you want to achieve your aims in a short time. So we go round the

classes from Grade 4 to Grade 6, the upper classes, we extract these children
whose parents are griots, we call them out, we choose them here, and then we

train them... (AJ, 8 June 2005)

The drama team’s performance consisted of singing Mandinka songs and dancing,
accompanied by a group of adult drummers hired for the performance. Their performance
told the story of a Gambian ceremony; one teacher I asked said it was a Gambian
wedding, and another said it was part of a circumcision ceremony. Dancers participated

in group movements as well as individual dancing; the singing was unison and done as a

group.
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The children in the audience were musically active as they watched the dancers
and drummers. They clapped and danced along, and some sang along. When the
performance began, there were about 100 children gathered around the circle to watch; as
it continued, more and more children crowded around until there were several hundred.

A similar scene of audience participation occurred at an Army Band Concert held
at the school. The army band is a touring band that plays Gambian popular music. The
school hosted the concert and charged a small admission fee in order to raise funds to
repair the corrugated roof of a classroom before the rainy season started. As the
musicians set up their equipment, the children gathered around, watching. When the
musicians began to play, children who had been playing around the school courtyard ran,
jumped, and danced over to the stage.

There were around 400 or 500 children there at the beginning of the concert, and
by the end of the evening, 2330 students had bought tickets. The students closest to the
musicians jumped and danced along with the music, responding heartily when the
musicians asked them a question or called for a response. The musicians spoke to the
children in Wolof, which may have contributed to the audience’s feeling of control of the
event. Some children stood on chairs to see better and danced on the chairs as they
enjoyed the concert. Farther back, small groups of girls danced together. Boys walked
past, jumping and dancing as they traveled. A group of girls toward the middle of the
courtyard, farther from the band, was playing a jumping game called “Ten Zi.” All the
children I could see who were moving were moving to the beat. The dancing was varied,
with some girls lifting their feet like in the game “Play Akkara,” some twisting, and some

jumping.
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The concert lasted for about two and a half hours, and the children were reluctant
for it to end. One of the school deputies remarked with a laugh, “In fact, they never
wanted the music to stop! I had to send some of them by force, to send them home” (MJ,
13 June 2005).

The greatest amount of student control in musical activities at school occurred
during school break. Teachers used break time to visit with one another, eat lunch, and
rest, leaving the children on their own. During the first ten minutes, most of the children
ate their lunches that were purchased from women with small stands on the road around
school and in the courtyard between the lower basic and upper basic schools. When the
students finished eating, they played in groups, typically divided by gender and age level.
Many of the boys played soccer and other ball games; one day several fifth grade boys
drew a small tennis court in the sand and played tennis over an imaginary net. Girls stood
or walked together, talking; some of the older girls crocheted hair accessories with fine
thread; others played a variety of games.

Some of the games, such as soccer, tag, and “Touch” (a combination of “Sharks
and Minnows” and “Dodgeball” using sandals as the object to throw) did not typically
incorporate musical behaviors, although on occasion I observed a child dancing while
waiting for the ball to come her way. Other games, such as “Alaafani” (hopscotch)
incorporated dance-like movements but no tonal or rhythmic material. When the rains
came in mid-June, the girls began to play “Alaafani”; the moist sand allowed them to
draw the hopscotch court. As I watched the girls playing, I noticed that some of them

jumped through the boxes with their non-hopping leg lifted in front of them, a movement
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similar to one of the dance movements the drama team did. Their movements were
graceful and controlled.

There were several forms of play that incorporated more musical behaviors.
Through their musical play, children showed agency by deciding what to play,
monitoring the rules and who was playing, telling others if they were doing it wrong,
adapting games to make language more accessible if necessary, and engaging in
competition. Many children chose to express themselves musically during break time,
either through games, singing, or with improvised instruments.

“Play Akkara” and “Bopp” were the most common games played by girls during
school break. “Play Akkara” is a competitive clapping and jumping game (see Appendix
ES). There are many different versions, but they all require two players to clap and jump
a rhythm. In the version most often played at school, a group of about five girls stands in
a horizontal line, and the leader faces the first player (challenger). They clap, jump, and
stomp, and if the challenger stomps the same (mirrored) foot as the leader three times,
she becomes the new leader; if the challenger stomps the opposite foot, her turn is done
and the leader moves to the next player.

I observed girls from first grade through sixth playing “Play Akkara.” The
mothers I talked to said they played it as children; a woman from Ghana who lived on our
compound also reported playing it in Ghana and demonstrated the differences in her
version. Girls played it with varying speeds and numbers of opponents. They played it on
the sand, standing on the cement porches, and standing on a waist-high cement sign at the

front of the school courtyard.
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Sometimes they formed two teams and kept score; other times they took turns
being the leader. In some versions, the leader chanted a number as she jumped: “Te-en,
te-en, twen-ty, twen-ty...”, increasing by ten with each successful standoff. When she
lost her leadership and returned to the line, she remembered how high she had gotten and
picked up where she left off when it was her turn again.

In mid July, a varnant of “Play Akkara,” called “Bopp,” appeared and spread
quickly at the school and in the neighborhood. When playing “Bopp,” the set-up is the
same as with “Play Akkara,” with one leader and a line of challengers (see Appendix E6).
The leader and challenger say together “One, two, three” while clapping, then “Bopp”
(and touch their heads), three claps, “Mbagg” (shoulders), “Ndigg” (waist), “Oom”
(knees), “Tank” (foot), touching each part and clapping three times in rhythm between.
Throughout this process, the players also jump or bounce. When they finish “Tank,” they
shift to a “Play Akkara”-like stomping competition. Advanced players also spin while
doing the opening movements with head, shoulders, etc.

In both “Play Akkara” and “Bopp,” players demonstrate their skill through
competition. These games are most often played by girls and provide a competitive
counterpart to the boys’ soccer games. The players monitor one another’s turns, acting as
referees and controlling the outcome of any disagreements about who wins, free from
adult intervention.

Clapping games also were played competitively, but the goal was usually to keep
playing without a mistake rather than be declared champion; in some games, if players
reached the end successfully, there was a contest to see who could keep from laughing or

moving the longest. Many clapping games, played in formations of two, three, or four
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players, such as “Slide Slide Slide,” “When I Went,” “My Grandmother on Her Way,”
and “Suma Doomi Yeesu,” were popular with the fourth and fifth graders (see Appendix
E4, E7, E8, E9). The first graders could not always complete the clapping routines, but
they worked on learning them (discussed further in Chapter 5). These games, consisting
of chanting and clapping routines, demonstrated the girls’ rhythmic skills.

A second group of clapping games allow for a greater number of players standing
in a circle and carry a range of competitive elements and end goals. During “School
Education, Spell Your Name,” the players chant the title of the game. Then a player
spells her name one letter at a time, with other players echoing each letter twice: “N (N
N)L,Y(YY),I(ID),M(MM) A (A A).” Players hold hands and swing their arms in a
small circle as the speller says a letter, then clap twice as they repeat the letter (see
Appendix E10). During play, if a player forgets how to spell her name or loses the
rhythm, she is out; this is uncommon, however, and play usually does not continue until
only one player is left.

The game “Competition” (see Appendix E11) requires players to think quickly of
items in a set category, and is more commonly played until only one player, the
champion, is left. The motions are similar to the game above, with players holding hands
and swinging their arms in a small circle followed by three claps. The lyrics follow:
“Competition, are you ready, if so, let’s go. Names of .” The leader names a
category, such as presidents, foods, schools, teachers, or mothers. Each player then has to
say an item in that category that no one else has used, keeping the rhythm of the chant. If
a player names something that does not fit the category, repeats an item, or cannot think

of something, s/he is out. The motion and clap continue through the naming of items.
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Play proceeds as players are gradually eliminated until one person is left and declared
champion. Young women from The Gambia, Sierra Leone, and Ghana all reported
playing this game as they grew up. As with “Play Akkara,” this game provides an
opportunity for competition, demonstration of verbal skill, and child-centered control of
rules and who is in or out of the game.

The gradual elimination of players is also found in “Dance on My Law” and “Es
Tiga Tiga,” in which players stand in a circle with their hands held waist-high, palms up;
each players’ right hand is on top of her neighbor’s left hand (see Appendix E27). During
the song (there are English, French, and Wolof versions, each slightly different), players
pass the beat around the circle, clapping their free right hand on their neighbor’s right
hand. The person whose hand is clapped on the last beat of the song is out, and players
are gradually eliminated until only one player is left. This “‘champion” has to run quickly
to a tree as the other players chase him or her, screaming.

Another set of games, played in a circle, features singing along with movements
or dancing. Players are not eliminated from these games, and there was not a clear
“champion” at the end of play. “Ginte Walli Ma,” “Sally Walker,” and “Three Three
Domsee” were popular on the playground among the younger students. In “Ginte Walli
Ma,” students swing arms and sing a verse that includes players’ names one by one; when
a player’s name is called, she sits down (see Appendix E12). “Sally Walker” features one
girl in the middle, dancing, hiding, spinning, then choosing the next Sally Walker (see
Appendix E3). “Three Three Domsee” (see Appendix E13) is the English game “I Wrote
a Letter to My Love” in which one player runs around the outside of the circle and drops

a “letter” (usually a sandal). The person by whom she drops it jumps up and chases her.
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Some of the lyrics are recognizable English words, but other phrases have been adapted
by the children; when the younger children sing it, there are fewer recognizable words,
and, when older children sing it, they use more English. In the latter two games, the
player who is “it” has the choice of who will be “it” next.

The remaining two games I observed required athletic skill as well as rhythmic
accuracy; both were highly competitive and allowed players to demonstrate skill. “Ten
Zi” is a game played by four children (see Appendix E14). They draw a court with four
boxes in the sand, similar to a four-square court. Each player stands in the middle of one
of the sides, with one foot in each of the two boxes on her side. During a chant, the
players sway side to side, back and forth, turn, and finally jump out; the last one to jump
out loses and is replaced by a new player.

“Kiribang,” described in the vignette at the beginning of this chapter, was popular
at school when we arrived in May but fell out of favor with the teachers (see Appendix
E15). Several people told me that this was because, when the girls jumped over the high
elastic, their underwear showed. A mother suggested it was because “Kiribang™ was too
distracting to the students, and they would refuse to stop playing it and come to class or
continue thinking about the levels during their lessons (AC, 1 August 2005). One boy
told me that one of the deputies had told the girls to “leave it” and not play it anymore.
Students did not play “Kiribang” as often at school after that (I only saw it occasionally
in July and August, usually in an area of the playground where the adults could not see
the players), but it continued to be popular for play outside of school. The game is
described in more detail below in the discussion of children’s music making in home

settings.
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The repertoire during school break was more balanced between local language
and English songs than classroom repertoire. Children chose to play “When I Went” and
“My Grandmother,” English clapping chants, in addition to clapping games like
“Raymbele” and “Teelakulo” that have chants in local languages. English circle games,
such as “Sally Walker” and “Three Three Domsee,” were played and enjoyed; players
adapted and modified the lyrics with which they were unfamiliar. The most popular game
on the playground, “Play Akkara,” has few words.

In addition to this organized musical play, I observed children making music with
“found sounds” and expressing themselves musically as they walked or did other things.
One day I saw a girl with two plastic bottles walk back and forth several times along the
length of the classroom building and beat out a pattern with the bottles. I heard another
girl singing to herself as she exited the classroom for break time. Another day a boy
walked by, clapping. Another boy walked by, tapping an empty plastic bottle on his head
to a beat (kong kong). As I sat and observed break time, sometimes I heard children
singing to themselves or one another as they sat near me on the concrete porches of the
classrooms. Following the victory of the Gambia Under-17 Team in the Africa Cup
soccer championships 22 May 2005, one of the most popular songs for the children to
sing was “Under 17,” a song composed by Gambian rappers “Black Acoustic” in honor
of the Under 17 team.

Some repertoire is distinctly children’s music and is only used in children’s play
or at school. Other songs belong to all age groups, and children use them to dance to or
play with. The song “Under 17” was owned by the children in a powerful way. They

learned it, sang it, and adapted it on their own, unmediated by adults.
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I observed a range of musical behaviors among children in school settings, with
more enthusiastic participation common in settings where children had greater control or
greater comfort with the repertoire. The playground was an important cultural space for
children, as it provided an arena in which they could exert control over their music
making and expressions. Through playground musical play, children demonstrated
leadership, creativity, competitive skill, and social awareness. There are many similarities

between the playground play and the play in children’s homes, discussed below.

Music at Home

Children’s agency in music making at home shared similarities with agency on
the playground at school, including choosing repertoire, controlling who plays and who is
out, and adapting repertoire. In home settings, children also showed agency as leaders
within mixed-age groups of children, through enacting playful power struggles within
games, and by preparing themselves for participation in adult musical events. Forms of
music making in home settings included singing, dancing, playing drums, playing
musical games, and listening to music.

Most of the children I observed lived on compounds, a group or row of small
dwellings with a common courtyard, surrounded by a cement wall and gate. On some
compounds, there were several branches of an extended family represented in the homes;
others were grouped by vocation (one compound housed a bakery and the bakery
workers); still others were grouped by ethnic group. Children often have age mates to
play with on their own compound as well as many other children in the neighboring

compounds. Baatiikunda is densely populated, with many people sharing each living

81



space that is small by most American standards. The typical home in Baatiikunda has a
living room and one or two bedrooms; most have outdoor kitchens and bathrooms; a few
are hooked up to electricity or a phone. There is not enough electricity for the entire
country constantly, so it is rationed; in July and August, it was unpredictable and
available less than one third of the time due to maintenance on one of the generators.

Children are expected to help with daily chores, including caring for younger
siblings, pumping water, washing clothes and dishes, running errands, and helping with
cooking. In general, I observed that families expected their daughters to help more than
the sons; I often saw boys playing soccer or roaming the neighborhood during the day,
but seldom saw girls with leisure time during the day. Many of the children go to school,
some in the morning and some in the afternoon; most children from Islamic families also
attend several hours of Islamic school each day. The time period from 5:00 to 7:00 PM
was playtime for many children, and during this time I observed them playing in several
compounds in the area. As I walked around the neighborhoods, I often heard children
singing and playing music games; not all children played music games all of the time, but
hearing singing and chanting was not unusual, either.

Athletic play is common among the children in Baatiikunda. The boys on the
compounds in Baatiikunda played soccer every day and were even more enthusiastic
about their favorite game because the Under-17 Gambian team had recently won the All-
Africa cup. I also saw boys playing card games and tag. One day the girls and boys I
played with declared that they wanted to have “races.” They had a system and a
racetrack: two people line up back to back under a tree, someone says “On your mark, get

set, g0,” and they race in opposite directions around the sidewalk that goes in a circle
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towards the back of the compound, past a building, and back.

Many of the common elements of life and play I observed in Baatiikunda were
heightened by musical elements, though not themselves considered music. The regular
calls of the muezzin, calling the faithful to prayer, were delivered over loud speakers from
neighborhood mosques and filled the air with the sung-chanted delivery of the prayers.
The soundscape in Baatiikunda also included a host of natural, human, and mechanical
sounds: many different kinds of bird songs, the ratchety frog, the dogs, the clapping of
the dry palm leaves together, rain (gentle, steady, pouring, pounding), thunder (far, near,
gentle, strong, long, short), people talking, laughing, singing, drumming, children
playing, cell phones ringing, car homns beeping, trucks chugging, music blaring from a
recording studio, a low-flying airplane rumbling, BBC News from a radio. The diversity
of bird songs is astonishing, from rooster to laughing dove to sun bird. Walking past a
preschool, I noticed the similarity of the chattering of the children and the chattering of
the birds. The variety of sounds, timbres, and rhythms of the soundscape is a foundational
layer in the rich musical environment in Baatiikunda.

Children’s musical play at home included “Kiribang,” clapping games, circle
games, dancing, and singing songs. The children I observed chose to perform more local
language repertoire than English language repertoire when playing at home, although the
children did include many of the same English games played on the school playground in
their home play. They added more local language games, such as “Kii Tank Kii Tank”
and “Papa Jénd Na Xar.” When the English words or music were not appealing, children
left them behind, as in “Rap a Tap a Tap Tap.” Many of the younger children, ages 3 to

5, played a musical version of “Hide and Seek” called “Maa Néw.” When asked to “sing
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a song for me,” children often sang English language songs; this could have been because
it was a connection with my own culture or because they associate standing and singing a
song with the English repertoire from school. When they demonstrated dancing, the
songs they sang were always local language songs. Some circle games used local
language songs and some used English.

There were consistent differences among boys and girls in their musical
expression and play. A few boys played “Kiribang,” “Play Akkara,” and other music
games, but most boys preferred to play soccer. When the boys did experiment with these
games, it was usually in a joking way. Boys did participate in drumming, dancing, and
singing. On the playground, boys and girl typically moved around in separate groups; this
is mirrored in Gambian society, in which men’s and women’s spheres are typically
separate. Drumming is not limited to males, and there are a few female drummers in The
Gambia, but the majority are male.

The new game in The Gambia in 2005 was “Kiribang,” also called “Kiribum,”
“Kiribam,” and “Piribum” (see Appendix E15). Children and adults reported that the
game came from Senegal and was transmitted by children who went to visit cousins in
Senegal and returned to their neighborhoods in The Gambia with the game. “Kirnbang”
was the most popular game played by girls outside of school I observed while in The
Gambia; boys preferred to play soccer, but occasionally tried “Kiribang.” The system of
steps and levels was complex and carefully followed; “Kiribang” was played similarly in
several other communities I visited, about 40 kilometers from Baatiikunda. During the

summer, the passion for “Kiribang” grew as more people learned it and improved their
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skills. The children’s enjoyment of the game also grew as their teachers and parents
began to disapprove of it; perhaps this disapproval made “Kiribang” even more attractive.

I saw children playing “Kiribang” in the street, on compounds, and occasionally
at school. The preferred way to play was with a thin loop of elastic about 12 feet long.
Two players held the elastic around their legs, creating a loop about 6 feet long. Children
bought elastic loops from local tailors for 5 dalasis (about $0.20). The elastic lasted for
several weeks at best before it snapped; children retied it repeatedly until there were too
many knots or it became too short to play. If elastic was unavailable, children used old
rags knotted together or tape from a cassette. One group even drew a line in the sand to
represent the elastic and completed the many levels and routines of “Kiribang,” still
noting when a player “failed” by stepping on the “elastic” or made some other mistake. If
there were not enough children to act as posts, players looped the elastic around
flowerpots or other stationary objects to provide a practice space for themselves.

Children exhibited agency in playing “Kiribang” first by choosing to play it,
participating in the popularity of the game despite some adult disapproval. They also
demonstrated athletic skill and endurance, rhythmic accuracy, and memory of the
different levels. As a group, the children monitored who was playing and declared if a
player had made a mistake; this is another example of the control they exercised during
play.

One difference I observed between school playground play and home play was
the mixing of ages that was common at home, but not at school. While children were

typically grouped by age when playing at school, they more commonly played with
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mixed-age groups at homes, partly because that increased the number of possible players.
In these mixed-age groups, the older children often acted as leaders and referees.

Another difference in home settings was the occasional observation and
intervention of adults. At school, teachers almost never stepped in on the playground to
watch the play and help determine who was “out” of a game. In homes, it was not
unusual for a mother, aunt, or neighbor to walk over and observe the girls playing,
commenting on how it was different than their own play, and intervening if the observer
thought the girls were being unfair or a fight broke out. On occasions when adults were
not present, players were left to monitor and judge themselves.

All of the games I observed at school, including “Play Akkara,” “Bopp,” “Ten
Zi,” clapping games and circle games, were also enjoyed by children playing on
compounds and in their homes. In addition to those games, I also observed some that
were not played as often at school, such as “Kii Tank Kii Tank,” “Rap a Tap a Tap Tap,”
“Papa Jénd Na Xar,” and dancing songs.

“Kii Tank Kii Tank” is a Gambian game similar to the English “Red Rover,” but
it is played in a circle (see Appendix E16). Players form a circle around a caller and join
hands. During the first part of the game, the caller squats down and puts her hands on
each player’s feet in turn and sings “Kii tank kii tank kii kan 1a?” (Wof: Whose feet are
these?) The group replies “Njie la, Njie la, kong, kong, kong, warase” (Njie’s feet), filling
in the surname of the person whom the caller is touching. As the group sings each
person’s surname, they swing their arms.

Next, the caller names a food while touching the joined hands of two players. If it

is an appealing choice, the players say “ahm!” and pretend to eat it. If it is a bad
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suggestion, they pretend to tip it off their hands. If the players are not paying attention
and “eat” a bad food, the group laughs at them.

When a food has been assigned to each junction of hands, the caller tries to
escape. She calls: “Dinaa fi geene” (Wof: I will go out) and the players respond “Doo fii
geene” (Wof: You will not go out). The call is sung as the caller runs and pushes against
the hands of the group, as in the English game “Red Rover.” The group always replies
“No.” Finally, the one in the middle either breaks through a pair of hands or ducks under
the hands, and everyone chases her. She tries to get to a tree or gate, “home free,” before
they catch her; if they catch her first, they may hit her. The person who arrives first to the
former leader is the next one in the middle.

In this children’s game, a power struggle is played out, as the one in the middle
sings “I will go out,” and the group responds, “You will not go out.” The player in the
middle pushes physically against the joined hands of other players, and must find a link
weaker than her own strength or a link of players who are tired of this portion of the
game, in order to get out from the circle. Including struggles for power within play is
another example of the agency shown within children’s music making.

In “Rap a Tap a Tap Tap,” the players I observed often chose to ignore most of
the music section of the game in favor of the tug-of-war section, again enacting a power
struggle (see Appendix E17). In this game, two children form a bridge and the other
children pass under the bridge. Before beginning, the two members of the “bridge” each
choose a “side””: England or America, airplane or boat, car or truck, etc. As the song
finishes, the bridge makers “catch” the player closest and take him or her off to the side.

The caught player is given a choice between the two sides but not told who represents
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which side. After everyone has been caught and assigned, the two teams play tug of war.
This is similar to the English singing game “Oranges and Lemons” as described in
Campbell, McCullough-Brabson, and Tucker (1994). The lack of interest in the musical
portion of the game among the children I observed could have been because they did not
find the music interesting or compelling. The first time through they half-heartedly sang
the song, and after that they did not even bother with the musical element, driving instead
as quickly as possible to the tug of war.

One game I heard many times on the other side of our neighbors’ compound wall
was “Maa Néw” (see Appendix E18). This game is popular with younger children, both
boys and girls. “Maa Néw” is a version of hide and seek that begins with a chant.
Following the chant, the seeker stands by a tree and hides his or her face while the other
players run off to hide, usually on the same compound. The seeker begins calling “Maa
fiéw!” (Wolof for “I come”), and the hiders respond “Déedéed” (Wof: no) as they are
finding their hiding places. The seeker continues calling “Maa fiéw” until the hiders shout
back “Waaw, waaw” (Wof: yes, yes). The seeker then runs around, trying to find the
hiders; the goal for the hiders is to make it back to the tree where the seeker stood without
being caught.

During the play sessions I observed, the children also spent time dancing and
singing. On one compound, the children stood in a circle and sang local songs, such as
“Bakary, Sipa” or “Ngansumana Woy,” while dancers took turns dancing in the middle.
On another compound, two boys played Sabar rhythms (see discussion below on Sabar
drumming) on buckets while the other children did Wolof dances. The dancing was

varied and represented Mandinka, Wolof, Fula, and Jola traditions. Through the dancing,
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children were both participating in a musical event with one another and preparing for
participation in adult events.

When I asked children to sing songs for me, they stood and sang a variety of
songs. Their favorite was “Under 17,” the song by a popular Gambian group celebrating
the May, 2006 victory of the Under-17 soccer team in the Africa Cup Championship;
children also proudly sang another song celebrating the soccer championships, “Victory
for History Tomorrow.” “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep” and “One Little Finger” were also
favorites.

I observed children making music with found sounds at home, just as they did at
school. At one home I visited, the children were playing with a discarded metal tube from
a shower. They sang and talked into one end, and either listened to the other end
themselves or held it for one of their siblings to sing into or listen. Another day I heard
some boys clinking and tapping things as they walked on the street ahead of us. They
were gathered at the corner of two streets, by a wall, and started a little parade as we
walked by. One of them was clinking something made out of clay, another tapped a
bottle, and they started singing. There were about six of them, around 10 years old. The
music was somewhat complex, with interesting rhythms, different timbres, and singing.
Chanting and marching was popular for little boys; I observed several small troupes
conducting parades through the neighborhood.

Almost every day I saw children drumming on yellow water containers, coffee
cans, pipes, or buckets. The children used these implements to beat out set drumming
patterns learned from adult music events, and sometimes other children joined in dancing

to the drumming. One day I saw three boys straddling a low cement wall drumming on
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yellow water tubs. Each boy played with a stick in one hand and used the other bare
hand; they had plastic streamers tied around their heads, Rambo-style. After playing for
several minutes one of them added a whistle, a common musical element in drum
ensembles. They were enjoying themselves a great deal.

Adults also contributed to the musical environment experienced by children in
Baatiikunda. Some of the mothers in the neighborhood where I lived sang while they did
the laundry or washed the dishes. The women sang the songs, in their own local
languages, softly and sweetly. The neighborhood children I interviewed reported that
their mothers sang a wide variety of songs: lullabies, work songs, praise songs, and other
songs particular to their ethnic group. The children could sing these songs as a result of
hearing them from their mothers.

Some parents taught children songs directly, as in the case of Esther, a mother
who sang Sunday School songs to her 19-month-old daughter Afia while encouraging
Afia to do the motions and join in the singing. Mothers and aunts also participated in the
children’s dancing play, occasionally taking a turn to dance in the middle, demonstrating
the dance move the children were working on.

Children and adults enjoyed listening to music in their homes and along the
streets. There are many small “recording studios” that duplicate cassettes and videotapes
and play music during the day. One day as I walked past, I noticed the children who were
passing by the recording studio danced their way by. Reggae and rap are especially
favored in the Gambia, along with Gambian and Senegalese popular artists such as
Youssou N’dour and N’dongo L&. I also heard recorded balafon and kora music while

walking through the neighborhood.
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In their music making at home, children exert agency through making decisions,
controlling play, and rehearsing for adult musical involvement. Their music making
includes many similar games and expression that are seen on the school playground, but
also involves playing instruments and dancing. The mixed-age groups offer an
opportunity for leadership among the older children, while the adult presence and
occasional intervention remove a layer of independence and authority exercised by
children on the school playground. In addition to music making at school and in home
settings, children also experience music in their communities, the subject of the next

section of this chapter.

Music in the Community

Outside of school and their homes and compounds, children experience music at
musical events such as Sabars and Zimbas; at naming ceremonies, weddings, parties,
circumcision ceremonies, and other special events; in informal celebrations that connect
them to other community members; and at their places of worship. These events are
usually organized and controlled by adults, reducing the amount of agency shown by
children. However, children do exert agency in choosing whether and how to participate
at Sabars and Zimbas, as well as their level of involvement in dancing at parties and
celebrations. They have less control at more formal events, including ceremonies and
religious observances.

Almost every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday evening, and many weeknights as
well, a neighborhood in the Baatiikunda area hosted a Sabar or Zimba. The neighborhood

hired a drum troupe for the event. Five or more drummers brought their drums and
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stands, along with backup players and someone to replenish the supply of gérém (tree
branch sticks approximately 12 inches long and the width of a pencil) used in drumming.
The organizers borrowed or rented 35 to 50 plastic chairs and assembled them in a circle
with a gap for the drummers. The purposes of the event were entertainment, socialization,
cultural transmission, and sometimes fund-raising.

Children were usually the first to arrive, gathering as the drummers set up their
equipment. They sat in the plastic chairs, swinging their legs and listening to the
drummers warming up. As their mothers, aunts, and grandmothers arrived, the children
scampered away from the chairs and found places to stand just outside of the circle.

During the Sabar, the adults in the audience, mostly women, took turns dancing
while the children watched, imitating their dancing from their places along the sidelines.
Several times, a child with advanced dancing ability entered the dance ring and took a
turn, to the delight of the audience; they showed their appreciation by handing the dancer
money and clapping.

Five dalasis ($0.20) tickets are sold for the Zimba, often to raise money for a
cause (such as a new roof for a nursery school). At a Zimba, the main attraction is one or
more dancers dressed in lion costumes. These Zimbas chase the children standing outside
the circle who have not purchased tickets. It becomes a game for the children to come as
close as possible and then run away without being caught. If the Zimba catches a child, he
forces the child to dance in the middle of the circle. In addition to the intricate and
athletic dancing of the Zimbas, children observe some of the audience members dancing
who are invited by the Zimbas. During the performance, some audience members place

money in the Zimba’s mouth or outstretched hand if he comes around growling. If they
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are not receiving as much as they want, the Zimbas sometimes throw a small bill into
someone’s lap, growling and expecting the person to add something to it and give it back.
Money collected by the Zimbas is divided by the performers at the end of the event.

Children typically have a choice about attending these events and what level of
participation to take at the events. Some children choose to remain on the sidelines,
others stand by the drummers, and some venture into the circle. Adults control when the
children are done dancing by shooing them back out of the circle after they have danced
for a minute or two. At Zimbas, children tease the Zimba by sneaking into the circle
without a ticket, then running away at top speed. In this game, they were also choosing to
participate and face the consequences of being caught by the Zimba.

The repertoire played at Zimbas and Sabars is well known by the community.
Drumming “tracks” are passed down from one generation to another of drummers;
introductions and conclusions to the tracks are composed by the master drummer. Drum
hits have corresponding vocables, enabling the drummers to practice their parts vocally
as well as with the drum. For example, in one ensemble’s ending to the track “Ceeb-u
Jén,” several drum parts play “paCha gin Taw raw Raw, paCha gin Drin, gin Che che.”
The children become familiar with these vocalizations of the drum rhythms and chant
them to one another while they practice dancing during play.

Music is an important part of celebrations and parties. At a young woman’s
confirmation party I attended, the host played a mix of up-beat recordings, including
African and Western groups from a range of eras. Another confirmation party I observed
featured loud, recorded music late into the night (loud enough for the entire neighborhood

to hear). A child’s birthday party included recorded popular music and dancing. At these
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events the children were not able to choose the repertoire, but they could choose whether
to dance and what kind of dancing to do.

A Gambian wedding is a multiple-day event with music woven throughout;
children are included in many aspects of the celebration. In late July, a friend of Awa,
one of the women living on our compound, got married. As the bride’s friend, Awa
organized the wedding day festivities that included drumming, dancing, and dinner
during the aftemoon before the wedding. Everyone was invited to the festivities, and the
neighborhood children came to enjoy the feasting and celebrating. During the dinner, a
young man living on the compound provided recorded music from popular Gambian and
Senegalese musicians. Following the dinner, the bride and her attendants went to their
home to prepare for the wedding, then returned to Awa’s compound for a supper. After
supper, the entire group moved to another compound for the wedding itself, which was
followed with more drumming and dancing during the evening. The following evening,
friends and relatives celebrated again with more drumming and dancing at the bride’s
family’s home.

I did not have an opportunity to observe any naming ceremonies or
initiation/circumcision ceremonies or preparations while in The Gambia, but several
people I spoke with mentioned them. According to Ceremonies of The Gambia, a
publication of the National Centre for Arts and Culture (2004), jalis or gewels (praise
singers) participate in naming ceremonies by announcing a new baby’s name at the
naming ceremony eight days after the child’s birth. The jalis or gewels also serve as
entertainment at feasts following the ceremony; bands or drumming ensembles are also

hired for some ceremonies to provide entertainment and music for dancing.
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Initiation, or circumcision, ceremonies vary by ethnic group and according to
religious observance; in many families, infants are circumcised, but still participate in
initiation as teenagers (National Centre for Arts and Culture, 2004). Some groups are
calling for an end to female circumcision, stating that it is cruel to children (Faye, 2005).
The circumcision and initiation rites that do occur are interwoven with music, with
drumming and dancing before the circumcision ceremony; cultural teaching of songs,
stories, and sayings during the healing time, while initiates are away from their families;
and singing, drumming, and dancing at the homecoming ceremony (National Centre for
Arts and Culture, 2004).

Music is also a part of less formal celebrations and serves to connect members of
the community with one another. One afternoon as some children and I were playing
“Kiribang,” we heard the sound of drums approaching. Several minutes later a soccer
team rushed onto the compound, cheering, drumming, and whistling. They carried a
trophy and brought it around to the people living on the compound, friends of theirs,
asking for donations in celebration of their recent local championship.

Music was a large part of the country’s celebration of the Under-17 soccer
championship as well. Local musicians wrote songs in honor of the team, as discussed
above; Youssou N’Dour, a world-renowned Senegalese musician, gave a concert in The
Gambia as part of the victory celebration. Gambians expressed their joy at the outcome of
the championship through spontaneous cheers and dancing. A boy and girl described it
this way:

LK: What did you do when they won?

Boy: We go to the road to support them.
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LK: And what were the people doing? Were they shouting?

Boy: They were shouting, and they were singing.

Girl: They say (she sings:) “A-la-la-1a, Under 17, a-lo-lo-lo, Under 17, A-la-la-la,

Under 17, a-lo-lo-lo, Under 17.” They sing that. (OC and AN, 24 June 2005)

In this situation, as in the celebration of the neighborhood soccer team, music helped to
connect children to a larger community.

Religious observance is another facet of life in which children experience music
in The Gambia. The voice of the muezzin, or Muslim caller, calls the neighborhood to
prayer throughout the day. The children I interviewed recognized that the muezzin s call
was a form of heightened speech: they disagreed with one another as to whether or not it
was singing, acknowledging that it was more than just speaking. Several of the children I
interviewed demonstrated the muezzin's technique. All of the children at Baatiikunda
Lower Basic School participated in morning prayers during the Monday and Friday
assemblies with a similar sung-chant style of prayer.

The majority of Gambians in Baatiikunda claim Islam as their religion, but there
are several Protestant and Catholic churches in the community. I interviewed several
children about music making that occurs at their places of worship. One group of girls I
asked argued among themselves as to whether there is singing at the mosque; my
research assistant summarized their conversation: “She said yes they sing, and the other
one said no, they don’t sing. But they said there, you read some verses, and it’s like
you’re singing” (IG, 27 July 2005). The chanting of verses and prayers at the mosque has

musical characteristics but is not identified as music by most children. In religious
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observance both at the mosque and at the school assembly, the children showed little
agency.

Children from Christian families agreed that they sing at church and demonstrated
many songs, including English and local language songs. During the services I observed
at a Protestant church in Baatiikunda, members of the congregation took turns each week
leading the singing at the beginning of the service. This time of “praise and worship,”
which also included prayer and Scripture reading, lasted for the first 45 minutes of the
service. (Most services were about two and a half hours long). The repertoire depended
on the song leader; when Awa, a Wolof woman, led, she chose Wolof songs and even
wrote a new song for the congregation to sing. Esther, a Ghanaian woman married to the
Gambian pastor of the church, usually chose choruses in English.

During the singing, everyone clapped along, many clapping a hemiola (three
against two) pattern. Several men played djembe drums, and sometimes an adult or child
played a tambourine. The children in the congregation sang and clapped along. At one
service, I observed a 6-year-old boy who sat in the front pew watching and listening to a
young man playing a djembe drum to accompany the congregational singing; the 6-year-
old copied each hand movement and sound. While a few children had the opportunity to
play instruments within the service, most of the religious observance in Christian
churches was organized and led by adults.

The musical participation of children at community events, including Sabars,
Zimbas, ceremonies, celebrations, and religious observances, showed varying levels of
participation and choice. Overall, less agency is demonstrated by children at community

musical events, as compared to on the school playground or playing at home, because the
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community events are mediated by adults. When agency is shown, it is usually through

choosing whether and how to participate.

Baa, Baa, Black Sheep, Kiribang, and Zimbas: Children’s Agency in Music Making

In this chapter I have explored the varying levels of agency exerted by children in
music making in school, at home, and in the community. Children demonstrate agency in
situations in which they have control over the music making and extramusical decisions;
the school playground and playing at home offer the greatest opportunity for this to
occur. In all three arenas, Gambian children are surrounded by music, an integral part of
daily life, including worship, work, relaxation, learning, socializing, and creative
expression. They participate in their musical world through listening, observing, singing,
dancing, clapping, and playing.

The three references in the chapter title and section heading above refer to the
three spheres of children’s music making: school, home, and community. Children’s
agency within music making in the classroom at school is limited; they do express some
agency through their attitude and participation, showing through enthusiasm and body
posture which music they prefer. On the playground, agency is shown through decisions
about what to play and how to play, as well as adapting repertoire to better fit their needs.
This is similar to play ét home, where children also enact power struggles and relate to
one another across age groups. In community events, agency is shown through choice of
participation.

Examining the music making of a group of children through the lens of agency

helps in understanding children’s music as an independent musical practice, related to
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adult music making, but with its own repertoire, customs, meanings, and transmission
process. Viewing music making as an arena where power issues are at play for children is
also necessary when looking more closely at how the music is taught and learned, the
subject of Chapter 5. Understanding the importance of music in children’s lives, which is

partly due to the agency, is further explored in Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER V

“DENUY JANGAL SEEN BOPP (THEY TEACH THEMSELVES)”:

CHILDREN TEACHING AND LEARNING MUSIC IN BAATIIKUNDA

Lamin, age 19 months, has just awoken from his afternoon nap. His mother
dresses him in a shorts outfit of Gambian cloth made by his uncle, a tailor. She sets him
on the floor of the living room of the house they share with her mother and her three
brothers, Lamin's uncles. Lamin begins passing a ball back and forth to me but quickly
gives this up when he spots an emery board sitting on the coffee table in one corner of the
room. Standing next to the table, which is an ideal height for him to drum on, Lamin
begins waving his arms. On his left wrist is a metal bracelet that clunks with each hit; his
right hand holds the emery board the way he sees his uncles and cousins hold the gérém
(stick) when playing ndénd (drums). As Lamin experiments with the sounds produced by
his bracelet and the emery board on the table, his mother chants encouragingly and
claps: “Waaw! Waaw!” (“Yes! Yes!”) Lamin moves his left and right hand
independently, with control, to produce varying rhythms. Occasionally he hits both hands
at the same time, but typically alternates. After several minutes he returns to playing with
the ball; several more minutes pass, and he is back at his drumming station. His mother
chants the vocables for a popular drum rhythm and says “Feéccal! Féccal!” (“Dance!
Dance!”’) Lamin bends his knees to his mother’s beat.

We move outside to observe a play session with the other children who live on
Lamin’s compound. As the eight- to twelve-year-old girls chant and clap “When I Went,”

Lamin stands, watching intently and clapping along. The girls switch to “Bopp,” a game
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in which they chant and touch head, shoulders, waist, knees, and foot. Lamin tries to copy
them as they touch the different body parts. When they begin to play “Play Akkara,” a
competitive clapping and stomping game, Lamin closely watches the feet of his neighbors

and bounces along as the girls jump and stomp.

Gambian children like Lamin grow up in a rich musical environment. Family
members or neighbors may be specialized musicians, as are Lamin’s uncles and cousins
who are professional drummers. Children living on drummers’ compounds hear the
drumming patterns from infancy, watch the adults as they play at practices and
performances, and bodily internalize the rhythms by learning the accompanying dances.
While playing together on their compounds, seven- and eight-year-olds play ndénd
rhythms on buckets while their age-mates dance. At around age 12, boys begin to take
part in the performances, playing during the warm-up time at a Sabar or Zimba or near
the end of the performance if another drummer wants a break. They learn to drum
through a sequence of listening, observing, and doing.

A master drummer explained the process of learning this way:

LK: How did you learn to play Sabar?

NN: I taught myself (tr).

LK: How will your sons learn?

NN: Modu and Alieu? They teach themselves (tr) (Wof: “fiungi jangal

seen bopp”’) (NN, 19 July 2005).
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In this chapter I will describe the teaching and learning of music I observed in
Baatiikunda. I will describe the pedagogical processes I observed among children in three
types of settings: playing with one another at home or during school break, participating
in adult-centered musical events, and learning at school. The theme of children teaching
themselves (“jangal seen bopp”) carries through the observations of music learning in all
three settings. I will argue that the process of children teaching themselves is facilitated
by the rich musical environment, expectation to be musical, motivation to learn, and
formal teaching style children experience both in school and in religious education.
Several of these aspects are similar to those identified by Kreutzer (2001) as critical to
the musical success of children she observed in Zimbabwe.

In investigating how children teach themselves, I observed three main activities in
music making settings outside of the school classroom: listening, observing, and doing.
In listening, children absorbed the sounds of the musical culture, either passively or
intentionally. Observing focused more on movements, from clapping to jumping to
dancing, required in musical play. In doing, children tried out the movements and musical
elements, often without a successful performance at first; these attempts were a critical
part of the learning process. In addition to these three areas of learning, there were
combinations of listening plus observing, observing plus doing, doing plus listening, and
listening, observing, and doing simultaneously. In listening plus observing, children were
paying attention to both the sonic (musical) and visual (movement) elements of the
musical event; during observing plus doing, children practiced a skill or part of a game
while watching other performers; even while doing, children would listen to the music to

be sure their singing or movement coordinated with the performance.
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These combinations of listening, observing, and doing can be thought of as a

Venn diagram, with each activity occurring separately as well as in combination with the

others:
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Figure 1. Gambian Children’s Music Learning Diagram.
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matter of minutes, when a child learning a new game listened several times as it was
played, watched to see the motions, and joined in. In other situations the process

extended over many years, with infants hearing drum rhythms in their mothers’ arms at a
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Sabar (drumming and dancing) event, toddlers watching children along the edges of the
circle practicing dance moves that fit precisely with the drum rhythms, and the children
watching the adults and imitating their movements and expressions. I observed children
teaching themselves through each of the activities and combinations during play, at
community events, and in school settings. Children also learned music through more
formal methods, including direct instruction during school.

In addition to demonstrating the phases of learning that an individual child
experiences at different times when learning a new song, game, or dance, the diagram
above also shows the multiple kinds of learning that occur during a given moment of a
play experience, Sabar event, or song performance: some children are learning through
listening, others through observing, a few through doing, and some are participating in
the combined areas of the diagram. This is parallel to what occured among audiences at
many musical events I attended in The Gambia: some musicians are performing
drumming or dancing while others watch and listen, participating through clapping and

verbal responses.

Learning through Listening, Observing, and Doing — Children at Play

“How did you learn ‘Kiribang’?” I asked Fatou, an 11-year-old girl. “Maa ko
jangal suma bopp,” she replied, “I taught myself” (tr). The literal translation of “suma
bopp,” or myself, is “my head.” “Kiribang” was by far the most popular game, played
outside of school, that I observed in the summer of 2005. During my play session

observations, children played “Kiribang” for 45 to 60 minutes before tiring of the game
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and moving on to other games; after another hour of other games, they often returned to
“Kinbang.”

In leamning “Kiribang,” children progressed from listening through observing to
performing. Young children who could not yet play the game heard their older siblings
(usually sisters, occasionally brothers) playing the game. Sounds of play could be heard
over compound walls, and young children absorbed them while going about the other
parts of their day or playing in other ways. “Kiribang” players often vocalized softly to
themselves while playing to keep the rhythm going (uh-huh, mm-hm, etc), and
rhythmically chanted “B, I wanna C,” “Goor jeg, Ayda Modu Mustafa” (man, woman,
three names) or “Sabbu pur sangu” (soap for washing) at specified points during play (see
Appendix E15). Older children who were waiting for their turn also had the opportunity
to be immersed in the sounds and rhythms of “Kiribang”; their listening was combined
with observing the actions of their peers.

Observation was frequently an intermediate step in the process I observed among
children learning music informally. A young woman shared her understanding of this
process:

LK: I’m curious about when the children are very small, how do they learn “Play

Akkara” or “Kiribang” or “Kii tank kiii tank kii”? Who is teaching them?

SJ: No, their sisters used to play; they used to stand there and watch it. Like Afia,

[when] Ndey is playing; Afia will stand and watch. (20 July 2005)

After watching hours of “Kiribang,” Afia (age 19 months) was ready to try it. Her mother
and I held the ends of the elastic, and Afia stepped carefully in and out of the elastic, back

and forth. It was obvious that she had been watching the older girls and knew what she
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was supposed to do. It will be years before she is physically able to perform the
movements, but at this young age she is already preparing to play.

One afternoon I observed two three-year-olds who jumped along side of the
“Kiribang” game, practicing movements and trying to figure out what was going on. On
another occasion, three seven-year-olds came and played when the other children were
not around. One of them moved slowly, performing the moves accurately but stepping
rather than jumping; this slower pace and modified movement was an intermediate
learning step for her. Another of the seven-year-olds did not want to play, choosing
instead to watch closely.

The majority of “Kiribang” players were girls, but in some settings the boys
wanted to try “Kiribang.” They spent less time observing and more time trying to learn
the game through doing; laughter and limited success were results of this process. A few
boys became expert players and played alongside the girls, but they were the exception.

The final step in learning to play “Kiribang” is doing it. Children practiced
individually, such as Ndey, before joining with a play group. Her mother described
Ndey’s leaming process:

AC: Before Ndey was able to do this “Kiribam,” she go to this flower [pot], I

bought her elastic, she goes to this flower [pot] and ties one to this flower [pot],

and one to this. She was trying to move from step to step, step to step. And then |
go to my brother’s tailor shop, I find a rope, a cloth, I sew it very nice, I bring it
for her. I saw one day she was using this tape [from a cassette]. I think, I will not

stop her, because if I stop her, the age mates are playing, she will not know what
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to do. Then I find that rope, that cloth, and I buy elastic for her. So that is the way

she was moving.

LK: So she is training by herself?

AC: Yes, you see those opposite flower [pots], she put it [between them].

LK: So she was watching the others, and trained by herself, and when she was

ready...

AC: Yes, she started [playing] at school. (1 August 2005)

Children also learned through doing while playing with the group but with higher
stakes. If a child made a mistake during group play, the group said “Fail!” and the child
had to wait until her next turn to try again. She had to repeat the level she failed in order
to move on to the next level. While waiting, she would observe all the other children
taking their turns, watching carefully for proper execution of steps.

A similar sequence of listening, observing, and doing was evident in all of the
play sessions I observed, both on the playground at school and on neighborhood
compounds. The game “Bopp” spread quickly from school to neighborhood (see
Appendix E6). I first observed it at the school on July 18. The girls who knew how to
play it were surrounded by dozens who did not; after listening and watching a few
rounds, the new players began trying the movements (clapping, jumping, touching head,
shoulders, waist, knees, toes) to the side, synchronizing their practice with those who
were playing competitively. When a new player had done this several times, she took her
place in the competitive play line. That afternoon I saw girls playing “Bopp” in the
neighborhood, and within a week all of the primary school-aged girls in the neighborhood

were playing it. “Bopp” became the new favorite game the last few weeks at school,
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displacing “Play Akkara” as the most often played game at school. “Kiribang” continued
to enjoy popularity outside of school, but teachers and administrators asked children not
to play it at school.

Children also learn to dance by listening, observing, and doing. Some of the
listening and observing takes place at adult-centered music events (discussed below), but
other dance learning occurs during play sessions. At one play observation the group of 20
children participated in an organized dance, similar to the adult Sabar. Two boys played
the popular drum rhythms on buckets while the other children took turns dancing in the
middle. While the older children danced, younger children looked on, sometimes
practicing the movements from their place in the circle. Each child took a turn dancing;
the youngest children bounced and jumped to the beat, while the older children practiced
the jumping, turning, and twisting movements characteristic of Wolof dance.

During another observation, I noticed a preschool-aged girl standing on a bench,
intently watching the primary school-aged girls dancing. After they finished, she
practiced the dance moves she had just seen them each do. This intent observation and
imitation was recalled by a young woman when I asked her how she learned to dance:

SJ: Yes, if you are young, and your sisters have party, you will go there and sit

and watch them, how they are dancing. After, if you grow, you will see how your

sisters dance, and after, you also, you can dance. You see how your sisters dance,
you can dance. For me, when I was young, I used to follow my sisters, if they
have party, I used to go with them and sit and watch them, how they used to

dance. (20 July 2005)
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Sometimes the observing and doing are simultaneous; other times they are
separated by minutes, hours, or longer. During several observations at school and in
homes, I observed younger girls trying to learn the clapping game “Suma Doomi Yeesu”
(see Appendix E9). In this game, the four players alternate clapping hands with their
partner above and below the hands of the other two people, then clap hands with the
corners (persons to the left and right). A group of four younger girls could complete the
introductory arm swing and first clap but faltered on the sequence of clapping with one’s
partner above and below the other two players. The younger girls would try it, pause and
watch the older girls playing a few feet away, then try it again. Each time they would
progress a little further through the clapping routine. If there were more than four girls
interested in playing, the players would shove one girl out each time the clapping fell
apart (the one they perceived as causing the “fail”’) and pull a new player in, similarly to
how the older girls play the game. If only four girls were around, they would continue to
play without substituting players.

During another observation, four of the younger children pulled me over a few
minutes after the group had finished playing “Ginte Walli Ma,” a game in which players
stand in a circle and swing their arms to the beat while singing (see Appendix E12). Each
time through the song, one player’s name is inserted, and, at the end of the verse, that
player squats down. When all of the players are down, the entire process is repeated, with
players taking turns standing up. The younger children called me over to observe their

version of the game; they had learned the motions and could sing the first line of the

song.
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Learning through doing is also a teaching approach in some situations. Maryama
and several of her friends knew a clapping game called “Kiribang” that was different than
the popular jumping version, and Ndey wanted to learn. I asked Maryama to teach the
clapping game to Ndey, and Maryama taught the clapping pattern (hold partner’s left
hand, shake right hand with clenched palm as if shaking dice, clap rnight hands low, high,
then middle) to Ndey by grabbing her hands and doing it. Each time Ndey made a
mistake, Maryama started over. She did not offer verbal explanation for what to do (she
was chanting the accompanying words) or slow down the clapping pattern. This was
similar to the teaching process Riddell (1990) observed among children in Los Angeles,
California learning and playing clapping games on the playground.

As I observed children learning new games and songs, it occurred to me that the
details of the repertoire were not the most important element to the children. Keeping the
beat of the game and joining in with the community were more important than getting all
of the words and pitches correct. If a child did not know all the words or the tune of a
game, they were not excluded from joining in; through doing the game, they came to
learn the text and tune.

While learning through listening, observing, and doing is prevalent, children also
learn music in more direct ways from one another. A primary school deputy headmaster
explained to me how the children come to learn some traditional songs. She talked about
how, as a young girl, she had learned traditional songs and stories from her grandparents
in the evenings; now with more families owning their own homes and living separately

from extended family, she said, children are no longer learning traditional songs this way.
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LK: So are children learning the songs some other way [other than from their

extended families], or they’re not learning the traditional songs?

FC: Yes, they are learning the traditional songs in school. For example, if from

my home I learn two songs, from your home you learn two songs, when we have

Games [a period during the school day supervised by the teacher], I will sing the

two songs that I learned at home; you also will sing the two songs that you

learned at home. That is how the children will come to learn many, many songs:

through one another. (8 June 2005)

This was confirmed for me by many children who reported where they learned
certain songs and games, including English songs, popular songs, and new games. In the
case of “Yuppi Ya Ya (I Remember When I Was a School Boy),” one group of children
reported to me that they learned the song during play at school from other students (not
their teachers). I visited one fouﬁh grade classroom in which the teacher explained my
research to the children and instructed them to go home, ask their aunts and mothers and
grandmothers to teach them “local songs,” and come back to share them with the class
next week.

While playing games, sometimes older children help younger children learn the
right way to play verbally (giving directions) or physically (moving player’s hands so
they are in the proper position to participate in a clapping game). The children teach one
another through immersion; they do not break the song, dance, or game movements down
into manageable pieces and teach younger children piece by piece. Sometimes older

children provide “scaffolding” for younger children to learn; for instance, older children
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sing songs that accompany games or dances and allow younger children to participate
through movement if they are not yet ready to move and sing.

On other occasions, older children push their younger siblings and neighbors out
of the circle of play, leaving the beginners to watch and listen. If they want to join in,
they have to perform accurately, as in the clapping game “Suma Doomi Yeesu.” As soon
as a child misclaps, the group (players and those watching) proclaim “Fail!” (in English)
and the player who has failed gets pushed out of the ring of play while another takes her
place. This creates a strong motivation to learn the right moves and to perform accurately
so that one has the opportunity to continue playing.

When a child is excluded, he or she often begins to “jangal seen bopp” by
practicing the motions outside the ring or with others who are not ready for the full level
competitive performance. On several occasions during my observations of play at home,
there were two groups of children playing clapping éames: a group of older children
(approximately age 10 and up) who had mastered the game and played competitively and
a group of younger children (around 6- to 9-year-olds) who played nearby in order to
learn how to do the clapping routines.

The amount of direct teaching from child to child varied among home settings and
school. On the school playground, children were typically grouped by age level and
played games they already knew; direct teaching was minimal, and, if children wanted to
learn a new game, they were limited to learning through listening and observing. During
the “Games” period, this was different, with musical leader-students teaching a new game
to a group of children. Direct teaching in home settings was more common when there

was a small group of children (six or fewer) of mixed ages. In order to have enough
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players, older children needed to teach the younger children how to play. When more
children joined the group to play and there were enough players who already knew the
game, younger players were forced to shift to learning on their own. The children had no
reason to teach one another other than to facilitate play, so they taught as quickly as
possible, preferring to play with the individuals who already knew the game. The learners
were motivated to catch on quickly and join in so they got a chance to play; when
someone made a mistake, the player remembered it and was not quick to make the same
mistake, because it meant time out of the playing ring. Many of my observations about
the learning process and performance practice of handclapping games, such as the
importance of players observing before playing, older players’ reluctance to play with
younger players who are not yet competent at a game, and the role of motivation in
learning, were also found by Harwood (1992) in her study of African-American girls’
clapping games.

Repertoire and games are passed from one neighborhood or school to another. In
May, I observed Christine, the 12-year-old daughter of German missionaries living in
The Gambia, teaching the clapping game “Slide, Slide, Slide” (see Appendix E4) to
Ndey, an 8-year-old Gambian. Christine was visiting Ndey’s compound for the day but
lived in a town 25 kilometers away. “Slide, Slide, Slide” is a clapping game that has been
played for many years in The Gambia; as with most games, the popularity waxes and
wanes. In May, “Slide” was new to Ndey, and when I played it with her she said “I only
know up to one!” During the game, players clap the back, then front of each other’s
hands, then clap their own hands once together and say one; repeat the process (back-

front-clap) two times and say two, continuing with increasing repetitions up to ten. In
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June, I played “Slide” with Ndey and she could make it to four or five before she missed
a clap; by August, her tongue clenched between her teeth and a look of fierce
concentration on her face, Ndey could complete all ten verses of the clapping game.
Three of the four factors contributing to success are evident in this discussion of
children’s music learning in play situations. Children experience a rich musical
environment in home settings, both while they are playing a variety of music games, and
during other parts of their days, when they hear family members singing, listen to
recorded music, and hear the call of the muezzin. They are also expected to be musical;
musical play is not restricted to only some children who enjoy music or have parents who
enjoy music. All of the children I observed participated in singing, dancing, playing
music games, and drumming; some chose to participate more often than others, but when
asked to sing, dance, or drum, children joined in. Many of the musical games created a
strong motivation to learn, since continued participation in a game relied on success in

completing movements.

Learning through Listening, Observing, and Doing in the Community

Children experience singing, drumming, and dancing, central elements of many
parts of daily life in The Gambia, during adult-centered musical events as well as through
play. Children learn these skills at Sabars and Zimbas, ceremonies such as weddings and
naming ceremonies, and at their places of worship. They also learn, directly and
indirectly, from adults in their homes and compounds. In addition, children learn musical
repertoire and skills through media, including television, audio- and video-recordings,

and radio.
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The sequence of learning through listening, observing, and doing was evident at
every adult-centered musical event I attended. Babies in mothers’ arms or on sisters’
backs heard the drumming rhythms that will become second nature as they grow. One
mother held her toddler and patted her sides to the beat of the drumming during a Sabar.
Primary-school-aged children heard the rhythms and murmured the vocables along with
the drumming, demonstrating their knowledge of the rhythms. Throughout the event
children were absorbing the rhythms, timbre, dances, and social customs of their culture.

I saw children staring at the Zimba dancers and carefully copying each dance
movement from the sidelines, learning through a combination of observing and doing.
When they danced along the sidelines, there was little pressure from the community to
perform; children had the freedom to experiment with moves and practice coordinating
their movements with the drum rhythms. Children had the choice to dance in the middle
when they felt confident, showcasing their skills and receiving personal attention from
the drummers who respond and modify their patterns to the dancers. At one Sabar, the
dancing of two young children, each approximately five years old, delighted the crowd.
The children carefully executed the dance moves corresponding to the drumming
rhythms; they clearly knew the rhythms and had planned their movements.

The children who live on compounds of drumming families receive an even
deeper immersion in the drum rhythms, as they hear their relatives practicing and creating
new drumming “tracks.” These children are also enculturated into the process of building
and repairing the drums through watching their fathers and uncles carve pegs, soak and

shave goat skins, and weave ropes around drums. The drummers learned the art of drum
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making by watching their fathers and grandfathers, and their sons are learning it by
watching them.

These same boys learn to drum by listening to and watching their relatives,
progressing from play-drumming on coffee tables or coffee cans to playing on buckets to
playing at Sabars and Zimbas. At several events I attended, young teenagers filled in for
adult drummers who wanted a break near the end of the performance. At one Zimba, the
lead adult drummers allowed a troupe of teenagers to play for the opening songs before
the older drummers took over. The boys are so immersed in the rhythms that they are
able to join in without having formal instruction on the drumming or rhythms. This
process stands in sharp contrast to that of my husband, a Western musician. While in The
Gambia, he took drumming lessons from professional drummers, and labored over
learning the drum beats and hand strikes.

Music learning can also occur among peers during rites of passage. One mother I
interviewed discussed music learning during circumcision rituals:

LK: Have you noticed anything about how children learn songs and games from

one another or from adults?

AlJ: From one another, that’s only at school, and at least traditional circumcisions.

You know, when children are circumcised, at the evening, age group always come

and sings for them. So that one is continuous singing, every day, before they go

out. That’s the first place they learn the singing, circumcision. They sing happy

songs for them. (3 August 2005)

Children also teach themselves by listening to and observing media, including

radio, cassettes, television, and videos. While watching a video of one Zimba
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performance, a 3-year-old nephew of the drummers fixed his gaze on the screen and
carefully imitated the motions of the drummers on a plastic ball. His 6-year-old cousin
focused her attention on the women dancing, watching and trying the dance moves.

At school and in homes, many of the songs children sang for me were learned
from popular artists. Just like their American counterparts, who can sing along with
dozens of popular songs, the Gambian children sang songs by popular Gambian and
Senegalese artists, such as Black Acoustic, Youssou N’Dour, and N’dongo Ld. Alieu
Khan, a reporter for The Daily Observer in The Gambia, writes of Black Acoustic’s rise
to popularity with the release of “Under 17,” a song dedicated to Gambia’s Under-17
soccer team during the Africa Cup finals held in The Gambia:

When this infectious single hit the national TV and few radios, the group was able

to generate a mass of new followers as they crossed over to a whole new

audience. Almost all the young children in the Greater Banjul Area enjoy
listening and singing along whenever the Under-17 song is played. Their
popularity is growing by the day and many people have stored the popular Under-

17 song as a ringing tone in their cell phones (Khan, 2005).

I heard teenagers singing “Under 17” as they walked home from school; 12-year-
old boys sang it with arms around one another’s shoulders on the playground; first grade
classes sang it for me, looping back to the beginning to skip the more complicated spoken
section that follows the chorus; 8-year-old girls sang it one at a time when I invited them
to sing songs for me. The children improvised with the words when they could not
understand the English or Wolof of the original, or they skipped the sections that were

too difficult.
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In examining how children learn music in the community, three of the four factors
for success are again evident. Children participate in a rich musical environment in the
wider community as they attend Sabars and Zimbas, worship with their families at
religious services, and hear recorded music. The expectation to be musical is seen at
Sabars and Zimbas; this social event carries an expectation of dancing, if not as young
children, then later as teenagers and adults. Children are motivated to learn to dance as
they see their older family members dancing. They also see how dancing is admired and

applauded by the community, contributing to the motivation.

Learning at School

Another arena for music learning of children in Baatiikunda is school. Children
learn music from their teachers during class singing times; a drama team trains in dancing
and singing, acting as cultural representatives of the school; and children learn games and
songs informally from one another during “games” periods or on the playground. Music
pedagogy within the classroom is marked by repetition and practicing small segments of
music, while informal music learning follows the learning process described above in the
section on learning through music play and tends to work with repertoire more
holistically. Students’ learning in other subjects in the classroom is marked by listening to
information and repeating it back to the teacher; this contributes to Gambian children’s
ability to learn informally through listening, observing, and doing, because they are
accustomed to hearing and remembering long texts and tunes. This is not necessarily an
effective way to learn other subjects, as evidenced by the struggles students have with

reading and math; it does help students in their music learning on their own, though. It is
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also a successful way for children to learn passages of the Koran and prayers, which they
study at Koranic schools.

With a pupil to teacher ratio of 55 to 1, successful students in lower basic schools
in The Gambia learn to “teach themselves” as a matter of academic survival. There is a
shortage of materials and lack of individual attention in most classrooms, and teachers
present lessons and concepts from the blackboard. One grammar lesson on plurals that I
observed consisted of the teacher pointing to words on the blackboard and asking the
students whether they were singular or plural. Students shouted out answers that were not
always correct to the teacher’s repeated questions. Much of the teaching is done through
asking students to repeat what the teacher says. Students are so accustomed to this, in
fact, that when I read them the book Hush! A Thai Lullaby by Minfong Ho (1996) they
echoed the entire book page by page as I read it.

When learning a new rhyme in first grade, students imitate each line the teacher
says, joining in quickly. The students often pronounce the English words unclearly or
incorrectly because they have not had enough time listening or observing before they
begin doing the rhyme.

Because listening and repetition is a dominant mode of instruction, Gambian
children become accomplished at imitating long segments of text or tunes. Young
children memorize Muslim prayers and the National Pledge of The Gambia (95 words;
see Appendix E2), which is longer than the American Pledge of Allegiance (31 words).
One mother spoke to me about the way Gambian children excel at this type of learning:

LK: How do you think they learn it?
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AC: Sometimes their ears are very quick to catch words, and their brain. Like if I
am singing, for them they just put on all their mind on me and my actions, the
way I am moving. If you are teaching in a small class, and you tell the children
“Come and do what I was doing,” you will see your actions, the person will do the
same action. If they are dancing, the others are checking the way she lift up the
foot and the hand and the way they make the body. They look at all those things
among themselves. And even if you can’t, then you are able to do it. (1 August

2005)

This ability to listen, observe, and imitate, upon which Gambian children rely to learn in
school, helps them to learn through listening, observing, and doing in informal settings as
well.

The teaching processes teachers described to me in presenting songs in their
classrooms or choir rehearsals focused on repetition and correct pronunciation of English
text. As discussed in Chapter 4, the amount of music included within individual
classrooms depends on each teacher’s training and interests. One teacher who is
nationally recognized for his work as a composer and director of children’s choirs is Mr.
Landing S. F. A. Jaaju of Kampassa, The Gambia (several hours by car from
Baatiikunda). Mr. Jaaju teaches at Kampassa Lower Basic School and directs their choir.
He and the choir were recently honored by being asked to sing at a “Meet-the-People
stop” of His Excellency President Yahya A. J. J. Jammeh in their village. The choir has
also been invited to perform at cultural events throughout the country. Jaaju has been

composing songs regularly since 1986. He writes songs in English as well as in several of
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the local languages. Due to his popularity in the country and in order to recognize his
creative work, I have permission to use Jaaju’s name in reporting this research.

Jaaju’s choir sings the songs he composes, dealing with themes of national unity,
societal progress, and building a better future. He described the teaching process he uses
in choir rehearsals:

LJ: I teach the tune and the words together. Sometimes I ask them to hum. Then,

obviously they have got interested. The interest is now built. And I can line by

line introduce the song. ... Irepeat. Repeat. Repetition. Repetition. And
encouragement. Because sometimes, children find it very very difficult to
pronounce certain words. So I say look at me, in-de-pend-ence. If a child who
hasn’t got that vocabulary, and hasn’t got any pre-knowledge about those things,
if you want to teach them certain words, you have to bend down to their level and
then they can get you the way they want it. It’s not difficult like that. They’ll get
it. ...I am of the opinion that these children can be able to speak or sing this song
in English, no matter what the word I use, they can sing it, if it is put in singing

form, they can sing it. Because the tune will carry them. (2 June 2005)

Landing Jaaju is exceptional in his compositional output and work with his choir,
but many other teachers in Gambian schools also include music in their teaching and
work with choirs or drama teams. At Baatiikkunda Lower Basic School, the timetables call
for a half hour of music each week in each class, Grades 1 to 6; Grades 1 to 3 also have
periods assigned to rhymes and games. This schedule represents an ideal and not the
reality, based on my observations at the school from 18 May to 29 July, 2005. One

teacher expressed it this way: “Yes, we do have songs, but that is not always. Because we
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have more work on Math and English and Science than on Rhymes and Songs, actually”
(AJ, 8 June 2005).

Some teachers did schedule singing for every Friday moming. A fifth grade
teacher invited me to attend one of these Friday sessions. During the one hour singing
period, the class sang six English songs and three songs in local languages. The teacher
focused a majority of his instruction on correcting English lyrics of songs when students
sang the words incorrectly or unclearly. He also stopped several times to correct their
singing technique with comments like “Now you see, it’s music. You don’t have to sing
like this [he bends over like some of the students who were slouching]; you have to sing
with enjoyment, eh?”” and “Some of you are singing like old man or woman voices, like
very old people. [He demonstrates with a gravelly voice]. Don’t sing like that” (TC 1 July
2005). The teacher also stopped several times to correct note problems, demonstrating the
correct pitches with his voice and hands. None of the songs introduced in this session
were completely new to the students, so I was not able to observe an initial learning
process. Students’ pronunciation improved following the teacher’s instruction, but they
continued to sing incorrect pitches that the teacher tried to correct.

The music learning of the drama team took place during a focused training period,
but encompassed local language songs and dancing, placing an emphasis on a whole
musical performance rather than repetition and accuracy of English pronunciation. A
fourth grade teacher was in charge of the drama team, but several musicians from the
community took charge of training the team in dancing and singing. When preparing for
a performance, the drama team trained at the courtyard of the Red Cross building, a

community location. The Red Cross provided emergency medical aid for soccer games
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and other events. The teacher in charge of the team explained the need for focused
rehearsal:

Then we train them at a place where it is isolated, so we will not be disturbed by

passers by and by other people who are curious to know what we are doing with

them at that place. We do have practice every Saturday and Sunday from 5:00 up
to half past 6:00, then we allow them to go home, because some of them live far
away. They walk about 2 kilometers or 3 kilometers to come to the place where

we have these practices for the drama performance. (AJ, 8 June 2005)

In addition to teaching the songs and dances at the training session, the musicians who
taught the drama team members continued instruction during the performance we
observed, when they would call the team over during transitions to remind them what
was coming next or issue instructions during the performance.

The drama team provided another sort of education to the school community
through their performances. The program we observed was based on the theme of a
Gambian ceremony, and the team represented the cultural ceremony as well as presented
Mandinka songs and dances, sharing this cultural information with the students watching
the program.

The games sessions are another time when children can learn music, either from
the teacher or one another. Music learning during games sessions is more informal,
similar to learning during play on the playground. During the games session I observed,
the teacher began the first game, “Ginte Walli Ma,” which most of the students already
knew. She then split the boys and girls into separate circles. One or two student leaders

took over, starting songs and games and organizing the children in the circle. This
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continued for about 45 minutes before the children tired of it. The teacher intervened
occasionally to suggest a different game in the boys’ circle or to bolster their singing, but
the games session was largely student directed.

Music learning at school is divided into formal learning within the classroom,
often of English songs, marked by repeated practice of lyrics. On the playground and in
games sessions, children learn more informally, through listening, observing, and doing.
For many subjects in the classroom, children are required to listen and repeat information
back; while this does not always result in effective learning for those subject areas, it
does help children develop a strong capacity to hear and remember texts and tunes,
contributing to their ability to learn outside of the classroom through listening and
observing.

In observing how children learn inside and outside of the classroom at school, all
four factors contributing to the ability to learn through listening, observing, and doing are
present. The rich musical environment, while not necessarily available inside the
classroom, is created by special performances of the drama team, outside concerts by
groups like the Army Band (discussed in Chapter 4), and the musical play during games
sessions and on the playground. Children are expected to be musical in order to
participate in class singing, games sessions, playground play, and as audience members at
concerts. The motivation to learn music in order to participate in playground play and
games sessions is similar to that described in the first section, as continued participation
relies on competence. Finally, the listening and imitation children do in the classroom
aids them in developing listening and memory skills that help them in informal music

learning.
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“Deriuy Jangal Seen Bopp”: They Teach Themselves

In this chapter I have described the music teaching and learning I observed among
children in Baatiikunda during play in their homes, as they participated in adult-centered
musical events, and in various arenas at school. In all of these locations children learn
music through a combination of direct instruction and immersion or “teaching
themselves”; the immersion is more frequent in home and community settings and results
in more accurate musical transmission and performances.

As children listen to, observe, and try different forms of music making, they move
through a learning continuum. Learning informally allows children to progress at their
own speed through the continuum,; it also provides opportunities for learning to be
extended over a long period of time. Four factors assist children in learning using this
sequence: a rich musical environment, expectation to be musical, motivation to learn, and
the teaching style in Gambian secular and religious education, which trains students to
listen to and repeat texts and tunes.

Children are surrounded by music: mothers singing to them, neighbors playing,
relatives drumming, teenagers listening to popular music, religious leaders praying and
singing. Music is a vital part of daily life, as discuséed in the next chapter, and, as a
result, is pervasive in day-to-day life.

Children are expected to be musical in their play, through learning English and
counting, during religious observance, and in recreation. Music is not something set apart
only for a select few; there are specialized musicians, but the audience joins in musical
performances in clapping, dancing, and singing.

Motivation to learn is also fostered during musical play. Because children
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typically get a turn to play when they are performing accurately, there is a high
motivation to learn the appropriate movements and words in order to maximize playing
time. This motivation extends to dance settings in which children take a turn dancing in
the middle; this opportunity to spotlight their skills provides motivation to work at
developing their skills in between turns in the middle.

One of the main modes of teaching and learning inside Gambian classrooms
consists of the teacher saying or writing facts or ideas and students repeating the teacher.
Practicing these skills leads students to develop good listening and memory skills that aid
them in learning music.

In the vignette that opened this chapter, the toddler Lamin enjoys a rich musical
environment, hearing his mother sing, his uncles play drums, and his neighbors play
music games. It is expected that Lamin will be a professional drummer, joining his uncles
in their trade, and so Lamin is encouraged to begin learning to drum very early; even at
19 months, he is practicing drumming movements, praised and assisted by his mother. He
1s motivated to learn to drum, dance, and participate in musical life, as it provides a
connection for him with his family and community. The other children on his compound
are motivated in playing their music games by a desire to stay in the game or win the
game, if it is a competitive one. When Lamin begins formal education, the practice he has
in the classroom at hearing and repeating will help develop his listening and memory
skills, assisting him in learning music; his neighbors are already developing these skills

and putting them into practice as they learn music from one another.
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CHAPTER VI

“NUNGI NOSS (THEY ARE ENJOYING)”:

THE ROLE OF MUSIC IN CHILDREN’S LIVES

The school balafon musician, sitting at his instrument, leads a group of about 175
nursery school students in singing a Balanta language song about the balafon. The
students, wearing brown uniforms with the emblem of their school proudly displayed,
sing joyfully and take turns dancing during the song. Later the musician explains the
meaning of the lyrics in English:

The melody of the balafon, the sound of the balafon, I can not sleep.
The singer-man, the balafon singer man, I can not sleep because of the
sound.
The moment I hear the sound of the balafon, I wake up.
They enjoy it very well.
This song captures a common theme in Gambian music making: enjoyment. The lyrics
speak of the enjoyment and invigoration that come from the sound of the balafon.
During another portion of the performance, the teacher leading the singing
pauses to ask the children: “Are you happy?” “YES!” the children shout in response.

Again, the teacher asks them: “Are you happy?” The children’s emphatic answer is

“YES!”

“Ndax yaangi noss?” asked one woman at a Sabar event: “Are you enjoying?”’

“Nungi noss!” laughed a mother as she observed children playing Kiribang, “They are
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enjoying.” A girl, telling me about her involvement in singing and dancing, said simply

»

“We enjoy ourselves” — “Nungi noss.’

As seen in the examples above, enjoyment was a key theme in the meaning
children and adults took from music making. People also used music for understanding
one another’s cultures, entertainment, education, and communication. In this chapter, I
will present observations of the meaning and use of music in the above ways, in addition
to discussing some of the meanings of dance and of lyrics of several songs. I have chosen
to include comments and observations from adults about the role of music in their lives as
well as from children, since children’s and adult’s music making share many common
themes and meanings.

Enjoyment in music making comes in part from the opportunity to participate, the
compelling nature of music, and the chance for children to exert agency within music
making; this fits closely with the use of music for entertainment, which also includes
aspects of passing the time while waiting, forgetting one’s troubles, and entertaining
others for purposes of tourism, recognition, and monetary compensation. Music is also
used for education, including religious and social education as well as in-school learning,
and communication of cultural, religious, and historical knowledge. In all of these ways,
music helps children to better understand and affirm their place in their family,
community, and school; to acquire the knowledge necessary for participation in their
culture, from religious traditions to courting rituals; and to join in an enjoyable and

prevalent part of cultural expression: music making.
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Joy and Excitement

Children’s enjoyment of music making was demonstrated in school, home, and
community settings. Enjoyment was a major theme of meaning in music making evident
in play, community, and school settings. Children enjoyed music because of the
opportunities it brought for participation and interaction and expressed their enjoyment
through participation; the compelling nature of the music added to children’s enjoyment;
the opportunity to exert agency contributed to the enjoyment, as well.

I observed children’s enjoyment on their faces, in their voices, and through their
body language during musical play. Most girls I interviewed identified Kiribang as their
favorite game. When asked what they liked about it, many of them said simply, “Defa
neex” (Wof: It is nice). One girl expanded her answer, which my research assistant
translated: “She said, it’s like, if you are playing football, the joy that you have playing
football, it is the same joy with Piribum.” (IG, 27 July 2005)

I commented on this joy to one parent:

LK: Yes, I found that the children here enjoy music very much.

AC: They are enjoying it! If you want to call them, you just started singing, and

they just come. (1 August 2005)

The enjoyment of children’s music making is not limited to the children. One
group of adults, watching the children of their compound dancing and singing, smiled
and laughed with enjoyment. One woman joined in the dance, modeling the movements
for the younger children.

At a Sabar, the children join in joyfully clapping and dancing, both in the middle

of the circle and on the sidelines. They watch everything and absorb the sounds. I noticed
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this and reflected on the link between music and joy: music is enjoyable for the children
and brings joy to themselves and to others.

Landing Jarju (see Chapter 5) spoke about the effect of music within the school
community:

LK: And when we were [walking] on the road, did you tell us also that music

helps the students to be excited about school, to be happy?

LJ: Yes, yes. Sometimes somebody who loves music, a teacher who is music-

oriented, once is absent from the school on a particular day, the whole school is

disturbed. Because one, they will feel his absence. Not because he is better than
all the other teachers, educationally, no, but because of the humor they can get

from him, they can not find from any source. (2 June 2005)

The headmistress of BLBS was similarly aware of the effect of music on the learning
environment, viewing music as a teaching aid that contributes both to students’ learning
and motivation:

Because I tell them, children learn, music is very important. It relaxes them, and

at the same time during the relaxation, they learn a lot. We can’t just be tied down

to book learning, books books books all the time. We have to relax and enjoy.

And music plays a very vital role in this. (FD, 8 June 2005)

Enjoyment of music was evident during a first grade games session I observed, in
which the first noticeable lull in activity occurred 45 minutes into the observation. Up
until that time, children moved from one game to another, sometimes playing a game for
several minutes, sometimes for only a minute. They were primarily self-directed and

student-led in their play, and nearly all of the children were engaged in the activities
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nearly all of the time. Concentration and participation for that length of time (45 minutes)
with first graders indicates a high level of enjoyment and satisfaction in the activity.

A teacher spoke of the students’ own enjoyment through participation:

LK: Do you think your students enjoy singing and drama and music?

AlJ: Yes, they enjoy it very well. They enjoy it. They like singing, they like doing

this drama. Whenever you call them, they are always active. Even late in the

evenings, if you call them to perform this drama, they come. From 7:00 up to 8:00

or 9:00, they come. (8 June 2005)

The joy and excitement of musical participation was also evident during a drama
troupe performance at Baatiikunda Lower Basic School; in addition to enjoying the music
through participation, the children enjoyed the music because it was compelling to them.
As the drummers started warming up, it seemed as though they were calling the audience
through their drumming patterns. Answering the call, more and more children came, and
they danced by themselves here and there around the school yard. There was such a
feeling of joy and excitement in the air. Later one of the school deputies commented to
me, “Yes, it has impact on people, on the life of the people. This [drama performance]
really motivates the children to come out...children would come out, and you see how
happy they are, how they dance. They really appreciate [it]” (MJ, 13 June 2005). There
was a similar charge of excitement in the air at the Army Band Concert at the school on
10 June 2005, as children gathered to sing, dance, clap, and enjoy the band’s music.

This compelling nature of music was also discussed by the headmistress of BLBS:
“It goes through your soul, not only the heart. Lisa, as I was saying, music knows no

barrier. All: male, female, black, white, we all enjoy music. Exactly” (FD, 8 June 2005).
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Music’s capacity to touch people emotionally and spiritually contributes to their
enjoyment of music.

The opportunity to exert agency also underlies joy within music making. When
students sang songs for me in their classes at BLBS, enjoyment was evident in their facial
expressions and body movements as well as their voices; when they chose or controlled
the songs (providing the call of a call and response song, for example), their enjoyment
was greater. Several times, I observed a higher level of engagement with local language
songs than with English songs. I noticed the children’s faces light up when they sang the
songs they chose and loved. They kept singing them on their way out the door after class
was finished.

For example, one day I went to the school to observe the moming assembly, but it
was cancelled due to rain. I stepped into a fifth grade class I had observed several other
times. As their teacher was not yet there, the deputy headmaster gave me permission to
sing with the students. First I asked them to recite the National Pledge and sing the
National Anthem, what I had been hoping to observe at the assembly. Then I requested a
few of the English-language songs their teacher had taught them two weeks earlier during
the singing time. When we got through these songs, we shifted to the children choosing
songs, and I noticed a striking difference in the engagement level. Children crawled over
their desks to come to the front of the classroom and lead part of a call and response or
dance; almost every child in the room was smiling broadly. Many students drummed on
their desks or clapped along with the singing. One girl, a class leader and strong
musician, collapsed back into her seat, laughing, after she took her turn dancing (15 July

2005).
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The theme of enjoyment as central to the meaning of children’s music making is
seen in home, community, and school settings. The joy and excitement created by the
opportunity to participate, the compelling nature of the music, and the power to make

choices and control the music making contributed to this enjoyment.

Music is for Everyone: "It Entertains, Educates, and Communicates”

Music is for all people in The Gambia, not only the jalis or gewels or other
specially trained people. As one teacher expressed it, “Music is not for only those who
are [specialized] musicians, music is for every good person. It entertains, educates, and
communicates” (TC, 5 July 2005). He re-emphasized this belief when I questioned him
as to whether all children are musical: “All of them can either sing, or dance, or clap. It is
important to some in one way. All have musical ability — it entertains, informs, educates,
and communicates.” I will use these the three categories of music as entertainment,
education, and communication to organize the observations below about the roles of
music in Gambians’ lives.

Music entertains.

Music as entertainment is linked to enjoyment: the musicians enjoying what they
are doing, the audience enjoying what they are hearing and observing. Entertainment also
serves to help children to pass time while waiting, enable people to forget their troubles,
and it functions as an aspect of tourism, a major industry in The Gambia.

Musical play can be entertaining for the children who are playing and it can help
to pass the time. Girls often played “Play Akkara” or clapping games while waiting for

the assembly to start, waiting for class to start, waiting for their teachers to arrive, waiting
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for the ball to come their way in soccer, or waiting for their turn at “Kiribang.” Playing
was a way to pass the time while waiting. As we were waiting in the departure lounge of
Banjul International Airport when our flight out of the country was delayed, several
Gambian children played clapping games and “Bopp” to pass the time while adults paced
or worried or complained about the delay.

While it entertains, music can help people to forget their troubles. One day at
Baatiikunda Lower Basic School, after observing the children singing, dancing, and
playing, I commented on how impressed I was with the musicianship of Gambian
children. One of the school deputies responded by agreeing that the children sing and
dance very well, but went on to say “that is their problem.” She talked about how even if
someone 1s crying, the next minute they will be singing and dancing and feeling better.
While it may seem that finding comfort from music is a good thing, perhaps this woman
was suggesting that forgetting one’s troubles may lead to passively accepting them rather
than working to better one’s situation. In this case, music is acting as an escape. On a
different day, the same deputy commented, “You can see for yourself that Gambian
children, African children, are very musical. They like dancing! They’ll dance
anywhere.” On this occasion, her tone of voice and facial expressions indicated a more
positive view of the role of music in children’s lives.

The school headmistress expressed a similar attitude toward the use of music to
relax and forget one’s troubles:

Well well well, just as I was saying: music is life, music is love. [She laughs].

Music, yes, it helps to relax, no matter how much pulled down you are with,
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perhaps problems: you’re going to hear music and you forget everything and your

mind becomes open and you are there. (FD, 8 June 2005)

Music as entertainment is used in The Gambia to enhance tourism. A poster
introducing “The New Image of Gambian Tourism” had a picture of the sun, a bird, a
palm tree, a woman’s figure, and a drum. Along one side it said “The Gambia,” and along<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>