Scottish Bluegrass Association

BLUEGRASS IN THE SCHOOLS
Notes for Teachers
The SBA has been recognised by the Scottish Arts Council in acknowledgment of the importance of Bluegrass and Old Time traditional music with its strong historical links to Scotland.  Part of our remit is to raise public awareness of the music and, in particular, to bring it into schools in the setting of live performances for young people to appreciate at first hand.

With this aim in mind the following programme has been compiled for school performances to be presented by a group of four or five drawn from an accomplished and knowledgeable band of Scottish players dedicated to promoting bluegrass. In addition, American touring artists, brought by the SBA to the UK on tour, are often happy to join us on school visits.

A degree of flexibility is possible in the form and context within which the programme is presented so for example the presentation can also be made out with Music Departments as part of the social history relating to immigration and also transportation during the Highland clearances.

Follow up material in the form of CDs and DVDs is available on loan from the SBA.

Length of Presentation:

Approximately 45 minutes

Form of Presentation:

1.
A performance featuring:

· Songs with Scottish origins, including a demonstration of harmony singing. 

· Instrumental solos. 

· The evolution of Jigs and Reels into Breakdowns.
2.  
A brief history of the music and its Scottish influences leading to more general discussion with students about its continuing rise in popularity as illustrated in recent films such as Oh Brother, Where Art Thou? and Cold Mountain.

3.
A talk by each band member on how their instrument is made, tuned and played in a bluegrass context, inviting students to handle and examine the instruments and to talk about their own musical interests. 

4.
Information about local performances, workshops and Bluegrass Festivals in Scotland will be given and also made available in written form.

5.
Finish with performance of 'up tempo' numbers.

6.
Questions and participation will be encouraged at all stages 

Objectives: 

At the end of the session the students should: 

· Be able to identify the main characteristics of bluegrass music and reasons for its acoustic nature.

· Understand its historical roots in Scottish and Celtic traditional music and the effect of migration.

· Be able to name and identify the instruments involved in a typical bluegrass band.  

· Recognize harmony singing. 

Bluegrass Instruments

Guitar:  Six steel strings with fretted neck; shaped somewhat like a violin but with flat top and back and rounded sides; plucked with a flat pick. 

Where does guitar originate?  What is a flat pick & what is a fret?

Banjo:  Five strings; long fretted neck with skin or plastic stretched across the top; plucked with fingers or with finger picks. 

Where did banjo originate? How many types of banjo are there?

Mandolin:  Eight strings, arranged in pairs; fretted neck with flat back and curved sides; plucked with a flat pick.

Where did mandolin originate?

Dobro:  Six strings;  also known as the resophonic guitar, predecessor to modern steel guitar;  played by laying flat, strings facing up;  a steel bar is used to fret the strings while plucking with finger picks.

What are the origins of the resophonic guitar?

Fiddle:  Four strings; same as violin;  smallest and highest sounding member of the stringed instrument family;  played with a bow;  bluegrass fiddlers play with a different 'feel' and technique to classical violinists;  both take years of practice to master. 

What is the difference between fiddle and violin? 

Upright bass:  Largest, lowest sounding member of the violin family; four strings; plucked with fingers in bluegrass. 

What is its function in the band?  

Some Bluegrass terms

Acapella:  Singing with no instrumental accompaniment.

Acoustic instruments: Played without amplification or electrification, true to their own sound.

Break:  Solo by one instrument with other instruments playing rhythm or counter melody.

Capo: Device clamped on to neck of guitar or banjo to raise the pitch  

Harmony:  Voices or instruments performing different, melodically pleasing tones at the same time, can be higher or lower than the melody.

High Lonesome Sound:  old form of high-pitched ballad singing. 

Pluck: To cause an instrument to sound by striking or picking its strings.

Pick: Also called a plectrum or flat pick used to pluck strings on guitar or mandolin; usually made of plastic.  Banjo players use a fitted thumb pick and curved picks for first and second fingers. 

Roll:  Arpeggio or pattern for the right hand on banjo or guitar.

A Brief History of Bluegrass Music

The rapid and far reaching changes social and economic changes which took place in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland from the mid-eighteenth century onwards led to the emigration of great numbers of Scottish families. Many settled in the eastern states of North America.  They brought with them their musical instruments and their ballads rooted in Celtic traditional lyrics.  "Bluegrass, can trace its roots to the Scots-Irish that migrated to Appalachia in the early 18th century"

The settlers spread out into the southern mountain states of the Carolinas, Tennessee, Kentucky and the Virginias they composed songs about day to day experiences in the new land which reflected rural life on farms and in the hills.  This type of music became known as 'mountain music' or 'country music' and had been influenced by the ballads and tunes they brought with them.

Long before bluegrass became known as the 'high, lonesome sound', ballad singers in the British Isles sang high and lonesome.  Drawing upon a song tradition that went back many generations, they often sang in a high-pitched, ornamented, solo style.  Songs were usually passed on at family gatherings; church functions etc. and were rarely written down.  They were sung by young and old while doing chores around the farm and were an integral part of working family life. At dances and functions the fiddle and banjo were used for traditional tunes. 

String bands began to flourish in rural areas with instrumental skills being passed down from father to son, particularly in the south.  Many fiddle tunes have Scottish or Irish origins. Devil’s Dream for example, is a well-known Scottish reel called Deil Amang The Tailors.  As the years went by guitars, banjos and vocal harmonies were added and the traditional ballads were changed to suit the rhythms and melodies of the instruments.

The invention of the phonograph (record player) and the growth of radio in the early 1900s brought this old-time music out of the southern mountains and introduced singing stars like Jimmie Rodgers, family bands like the Carter family and duet teams like the Monroe brothers, who were themselves of Scottish extraction, to a wider audience throughout the USA.  Charlie played the guitar, Bill played the mandolin and they sang duets in harmony.  When the brothers split up as a team in 1938, both went on to form their own bands.  Since Bill was a native of Kentucky, the Bluegrass State, he called his band Bill Monroe and the Bluegrass Boys.  This band sound was the birth of bluegrass music as we know it today.  

From 1948-69, former Bluegrass Boys, Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs were a major force in introducing bluegrass music to a wider audience in the USA and here in Scotland.  Scruggs wrote and recorded one of bluegrass music's most famous instrumentals, Foggy Mountain Breakdown, which was used in the film Bonnie and Clyde.  

The increased availability of traditional music recordings, bluegrass festivals, television and commercial soundtracks featuring bluegrass music have helped to bring the music out of modern day obscurity.   Popular bluegrass tunes which can be traced back to Celtic sources include Soldier's Joy, Turkey in the Straw, Old Joe Clark. Wider audiences have been introduced and attracted to bluegrass by the soundtracks of recent films such as O Brother, Where Art Thou? and Cold Mountain.

Further information can be found on www.scottishbluegrass.com and www.ibma.org

Recommended reading: 

Americas Music - Bluegrass. by Barry R Willis.  Pine Valley Music. 1998.

Bluegrass- A History by Neil V. Rosenberg.  University of Illinois Press. 1993

Recommended listening: 

DVD High Lonesome. The story of Bluegrass. Shanachie 604. 1997.                                

CD The Best of Bill Monroe. MCA. 

To arrange a school visit please contact:
SBA SECRETARY
Scottish Bluegrass Association

EVALUATION  FORM  - SCHOOL  VISIT

Project:







Artist(s):

School:

Date of Visit

Contact:





Tel. No.

_________________________________________________________________________

Number of sessions:



Number of pupils per session:

Age group(s):




Total number of pupils:

Did the artists arrive on time?




Yes /No

Was the material suitable for the age group(s)?

Yes /No

Did the artist(s) encourage participation?


Yes /No

Did the artist(s) work address curriculum needs?

Yes /No

(Please state which areas)

Did the work done encourage classroom follow-up?
Yes /No

Did your pupils enjoy the visit?




Yes /No

Comments: (any problem areas, concerns, suggestions for future visits etc.)

Scottish Bluegrass Association

EVALUATION  FORM  - SCHOOL  VISIT  (Pupil)

Project:







Artist(s):

Date of Visit:

Class:

________________________________________________________________________

Did you enjoy the visit?







Yes/No

Did the artist(s) explain what he/she was doing?



Yes/No

Have you learned anything new?





Yes/No

Would you like to learn more? (songs/dances/tunes)


Yes/No

Which (song/dance/tune) did you like best?

Tell me about artist(s) visit:-

	


