
FIVE PROCESSES AT WORK: EXCERPTS FROM 
CARYN CLAAR’S TEACHER PORTFOLIO AT 

THE CONSERVATORY LAB CHARTER SCHOOL

The following photo essay represents an essential ele-
ment of being a professional educator: the creation of
a teacher’s portfolio. Excerpts from Caryn Claar’s
portfolio not only reveal the artful work of a skilled
teacher at an innovative school, but also show how
standards for Learning Through Music are often best
understood from the point of view of the teacher and
her student’s work.

Caryn Claar is a founding teacher at the Conservatory
Lab Charter School, an Elementary School community
dedicated to furthering the role of music in public school
education. Although this school originated with the
vision and support of New England Conservatory facul-
ty, administrators, trustees, and overseers, it is the teach-
ers and staff of the lab school who bring the vision of the
school to life. Hence, the excerpts from this teacher port-
folio illustrate more than promising practices of a labo-
ratory school; they embody the premises of Learning

Through Music (illustrated in the table on the following
page). Through Ms. Claar’s work, we see music’s equal
role in the curriculum, music as a medium and model for
employing the Five Fundamental Processes and Funda-
mental Concepts shared across disciplines, as well as
music as a resource for social-emotional development, a
tool for more expansive assessment of learning, and the
building of a strong school community.

The following pages are also integrated with quotations
from Caryn Claar’s portfolio annotations as well as
interview excerpts from members of the school and con-
servatory communities who attended the Making Music
Work for Public Education conference. The interviews
were conducted and first presented on the “Arts for
Learning” website project sponsored by National Young
Audiences, Richard Bell, Executive Director, and are now
posted also on New England Conservatory’s Music-in-
Education website (nec.musicined.org).
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I N T E R V I E W  Q U O T E

THE LEARNING THROUGH MUSIC  “F IVE  LEARNING PROCESSES”  ARE  FORMED BY  LOOKING

CLOSELY  AT HOW MUSICIANS DEVELOP THEIR  PRACTICE  AND THEIR  ARTISTRY.  AS  MUSICIANS

L ISTEN,  PERFORM,  CREATE,  AND INVENT,  THEY ALSO ARE  VERY INVOLVED IN  QUESTIONING

AND REFLECTING ABOUT WHAT THEY DO.   THUS,  THE  F IVE  PROCESSES  REPRESENT A  DESIGN

AND IMPLEMENTATION STANDARD FOR ENGAGING LEARNING ACROSS SUBJECT AREAS.

—Lyle Davison, Undergraduate Theoretical Studies and Music-in-Education Faculty, New England Conservatory
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Teachers at the Conservatory Lab Charter School are asked every year to summarize their

year’s work in a teaching portfolio. Caryn Claar took this requirement as an opportunity to

present hew view of the Learning Through Music Premises and to illustrate their practical

application to a public school first-grade classroom.
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This page demonstrates how good listening is valued in the classroom as a skill for its own

sake and as a tool for developing perceptual skills through music.
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Listening and sounding out words is an abstract perceptual-analytic process.  At the labo-

ratory school, these skills are both considered fundamental concepts for vocal diction, text

set to music, as well as a model for developing phonetic awareness (see final article of this

Journal for more examples of text setting/phonetic awareness lessons).
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T E A C H E R  Q U O T E

CHILDREN ARE NATURALLY CURIOUS. THIS CURIOSITY IS WONDERFUL FOR THE LEARNING PROCESS.

THROUGH A DISCOVERY PROCESS OF QUESTIONS AND ANSWERING CHILDREN LEARN TO BE

INDEPENDENT CRITICAL THINKERS.  QUESTIONS ARE ASKED THAT REQUIRE THE CHILDREN TO RECALL

FACTS AS WELL AS INTERPRET INFORMATION. CHILDREN IN FIRST GRADE LEARN THAT EVERY QUESTION

IS A GOOD QUESTION AND THE APPROPRIATE WAYS TO ASK A QUESTION.  STUDENTS ALSO LEARN THE

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS. QUESTIONING CAN BE SEEN THROUGHOUT THE

DAY IN BOTH TEACHER-LED AND SMALL STUDENT GROUPS. 

—Caryn Claar, Conservatory Lab Charter School first-grade teacher  (from her Teacher Portfolio)
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The Music Listening Program at the Conservatory Lab Charter School is designed not only

for children to be perceptive about the music, but also to be perceptive about themselves.
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I N T E R V I E W  Q U O T E

IT IS NOT ENOUGH FOR

HIGHER EDUCATION TO

PROVIDE PRE-SERVICE

TRAINING FOR TEACHERS FOR

CONVENTIONAL MUSIC

EDUCATION PROGRAMS. WE

NEED TO INFLUENCE SCHOOLS

AS TO WHAT KIND OF

PROGRAMS WE ARE TRAINING

OUR TEACHERS FOR. WE AT

THE CONSERVATORY HAVE

DECIDED THAT WE NEED TO

IMPLEMENT LEARNING

THROUGH MUSIC PROGRAMS

TO SET A STANDARD FOR

WHAT CAN BE DONE IN PUBLIC

SCHOOLS AND, AT THE SAME

TIME, LOOK DEEPLY AT OWN

PROGRAMS AND ASK, WHAT

KIND OF EDUCATORS CAN

OUR STUDENTS BECOME?

—Larry Scripp, Chair Music-in-

Education, New England

Conservatory and Founding Co-

Director, Conservatory Lab Charter

School
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I N T E R V I E W  Q U O T E

WE ALWAYS ASK KIDS  QUESTIONS THAT SHOW THEIR  KNOWLEDGE.  WE ASK THE KIDS  TO

REFLECT ON THEIR  WORK,  AND WE TRY TO HAVE  THE KIDS  ACTUALLY  DOING ACTIV IT IES  SO

THEY COME UP WITH GOOD F IRST-HAND KNOWLEDGE.

—Caryn Claar, first grade teacher, Conservatory Lab Charter School
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I N T E R V I E W  Q U O T E

MUSIC IS AN EXTREMELY RICH KIND OF EXPERIENCE IN THE SENSE THAT IT REQUIRES COGNITION, IT

REQUIRES EMOTION, IT REQUIRES AESTHETICS, IT DEVELOPS PERFORMANCE SKILLS, INDIVIDUAL

CAPABILITIES.  THESE THINGS HAVE TO BE DEVELOPED AND ALL HAVE TO BE SYNCHRONIZED AND

INTEGRATED SO THAT, AS A PERSON LEARNS MUSIC, THEY STRETCH THEMSELVES MENTALLY IN A

VARIETY OF WAYS.  WHAT WE ARE FINDING IS THAT THE KIND OF MENTAL STRETCHING THAT TAKES

PLACE CAN BE OF VALUE MORE GENERALLY, THAT IS, TO HELP CHILDREN IN LEARNING OTHER THINGS.

AND THESE OTHER THINGS, IN TURN, CAN HELP THEM IN THE LEARNING OF MUSIC, SO THAT THERE IS

A DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE DIFFERENT KINDS OF LEARNING. 

—Martin Gardiner
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T E A C H E R  Q U O T E

CHILDREN BEGIN TO PERFORM AS  SOON AS  THEY LEARN TO CREATE.  READING IN  THE

AUTHOR’S  CHAIR ,  S INGING A  FAMIL IAR SONG,  SOLVING A  MATHEMATICAL  PROCEDURE,

YOUNGSTERS ARE  SHOWING EXAMPLES  OF  HOW USEFUL  PERFORMANCE IS  THROUGHOUT THE

DAY.  STUDENTS’  ABIL ITY  TO PERFORM BECOMES MORE NATURAL  AS  THEY LEARN TO SPEAK IN

FRONT OF  AN AUDIENCE AND GAIN THE CONFIDENCE TO COMPLETE  A  TASK INDEPENDENTLY.

STUDENTS PERFORMANCE BECOMES MUCH MORE MEANINGFUL  WHEN THEY GAIN THE SKILLS

TO PLAN AND DEVELOP THEIR  IDEAS BEFORE THEY PRESENT THEM.  STUDENTS ARE  GIVEN

OPPORTUNITIES  THROUGHOUT THE DAY TO DEMONSTRATE AND SHOWCASE THEIR  WORK,

WHICH HELPS  CHILDREN F IND THEIR  VOICES.  PERFORMANCE IS  AN INTEGRAL  PART OF  OUR

DAY BECAUSE IT  NOT ONLY SUPPORTS THE LEARNER,  BUT ALSO THE OBSERVER.  

—Caryn Claar, Conservatory Lab Charter School first-grade teacher (from her Teacher Portfolio)
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I N T E R V I E W  Q U O T E

LEARNING IS  COMPLEX ENOUGH THAT IT ’S  DOUBTFUL  THAT WE’RE  GOING TO SEE  A  DIRECT

“CAUSE AND EFFECT”  ONE-WAY RELATIONSHIP  BETWEEN ANY ONE FACTOR AND LEARNING,

ESPECIALLY  IN  MUSIC,  BECAUSE MUSIC  IS  NOT A  SOLITARY THING THAT CAUSES  LEARNING.

ON THE CONTRARY,  MUSIC  ENGAGES A  COMPLEX SET  OF  LEARNING PROCESSES

SIMULTANEOUSLY,  PROCESSES  THAT CREATE INTERACTIONS AMONG OTHER KINDS OF

AESTHETIC,  PHYSICAL ,  COGNITIVE ,  AND SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL PROCESSES.  INTERACTIONS

SUPPORTED BY  INTEGRATIVE  LEARNING SHOULD BE  WHAT INTERESTS US  IN  EDUCATION—

THAT IS ,  CREATING OPTIMAL  CONDITIONS FOR LEARNING SUCH THAT,  I F  YOU STUDY HARD

IN ONE AREA OF  THE CURRICULUM,  IT ’S  GOING TO BENEF IT  LEARNING IN  ANOTHER.   

—Larry Scripp, Research Center for Learning Through Music, New England Conservatory
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Reflection is a cognitive skill that includes the ability to self assess and understand progress

over time. Whether using pre-post writing skills tests (above) or the use of invented symbols

to notate music from one year to the next (see next page), Conservatory Lab Charter School

portfolio samples provide a vehicle and an occasion to assess the relationship of music to

literacy skills in math and language at the same time.


