
www.musicisfirst.com 

  
Rules to Make and Break When Playing Instruments In Your Classroom 

  
  
MATERIALS NEEDED: You and your students 
  
PREP TIME: 0 
  
DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 15 minutes 
  
INTRODUCTION: As a classroom instructor or child educator you probably have your own 

system of disciplinary action and classroom management set in place.  I am including “Rules to 

Break” as a topic simply because teachers are often intimidated about bringing anything related 

to “drums” into the classroom.  Even parents swoon with the anxiety of noise and cacophony at 

the thought of their child having a drum-set in the house.  So the mere thought of 25 youngsters 

together with drums might seem overwhelming to some. Most children are attracted to music 

and especially the accessible nature of percussion and drumming.  We all carry rhythm within 

us exemplified by our beating hearts!  With guidelines and a planned curriculum that yields to 

creativity but fits within a disciplinary structure, I believe drums are manageable in the 

classroom and still fun in that “I can’t believe we ACTUALLY get to make music and DRUM” 

kind of way. 

  

SHARING THE RULES: Explain to students that we are going to go over five very important 

rules with music. 

1) Question: Ask your students, “if you have a question, what to you do?? Answer:  “Raise 

our hand.” 

2) Playing music or drumming is a way of expressing ourselves and thus a way of talking 

so in order to hear what we are “saying” we have to know when to be an “audience” and when 

to be a “performer.” 
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3)    When we have instruments there is to be no hitting, scratching or fidgeting with drumsticks 

or instruments. (Depending on the age level you may want to have them put sticks/instruments 

on the floor in between musical exercises when you are explaining directions.) 

4) Managing noise levels and getting their attention:  Explain to students that when they 

hear you clap a short phrase, (even if it’s “1, 2, 3, 4”) they are to repeat it back to you as soon 

as they hear it. With this tool you are free to divide students in small groups with percussion 

objects and still able to gain their attention when you need it without straining your voice.  (You 

may have to do this a few times but the students will know that as soon as they hear this “1, 2, 3 

and 4” or whatever you make-up that they are to stop whatever they are doing and answer back 

by clapping it back to you.  This is a nice non-verbal way of asserting directions and ensemble 

playing.  (For younger students I often say “1, 2, 3. Eyes-On-Me” and they learn the response: 

“1, 2. Eyes-On-You.”) 

5) WARNINGS AND TIME-OUTS: One way I have found to be helpful for managing a 

classroom is to have a warning system.  I explain to students that sometimes we all can forget 

to pay attention.  If I see that behavior and it is distracting to the class at large I give a warning 

by saying “that’s 1.”  If it continues I give another, “That’s 2.”  And if after “That’s 3” we have an 

issue then it’s time for a “time-out.” Susan Cambigue-Tracey, Director of Curriculum and Artist 

Training for the Los Angeles Music Center, taught me a wonderful lesson in discipline. She 

believes that time-out’s can still be educational.  So, when she gives a “time-out” she instructs 

the student that s/he observes what is going on in the class and then when they re-enter the 

activity not only are they up to speed, but they can also contribute by sharing what they just 

observed as a way to reenter the activity.  Sending a child “away” can be counter-productive 

excludes them from an activity they may be having a hard time being part of.   
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I have found that I use fewer “time-outs” with the warnings.  I don’t have to become upset or 

angry and the children know what to expect and when to expect it. 

RULES TO BREAK: 

Many of us might remember what it was like being a student in school, sitting at your desk, or 

table ready with anticipation to start a new activity.  Try and imagine it’s the start of a new 

creative lesson and you have just been given something “neat-o” and amazing such as a 

xylophone or art activity with amazing magical colors and/or materials like clay.  It’s sitting right 

in front of you when your teacher’s looming voice is heard saying, “Don’t touch anything!  Keep 

your hands off until I SAY SO otherwise you will be removed from the activity!”  And then… of 

course, one of your classmates just can’t keep his/her hands-off and goes for it and 

subsequently is removed from the activity while the rest of the class gets to participate.  

Sometimes this kind of instruction is appropriate, but what if, however, at the beginning of a new 

lesson you had heard instead, “Go for it! Touch! Experiment!  Play! Do whatever you want for 1 

minute!”  

When I teach percussion for the Los Angeles Philharmonic’s “Music Matters” program, we teach 

a 20-week program with frame drums and drum sticks.  After three weeks of reading and 

clapping rhythms students are given drums and taught how to hold them using proper 

technique. The first thing I like to let the students do is go “crazy” on the drums and let it out!  

This is still educational however, because I ask them to find all the different sounds they can 

possibly make.  At first, the sound might be awful and loud, however it looks like pure happiness 

because students are smiling and laughing and being hyper – and it’s allowed!  Then I rely on 

my trusty “call-and-response” clapping phrase to get everyone’s attention.  Often I just hit the 

drum 4 times and they know to stop.  They have been allowed to express themselves and so 

paying attention now is not a huge challenge. 
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Whether you use my system or not, as you enter this journey with your students you will begin 

to find what works for you and what doesn’t.   I do want to encourage you to participate in music 

making with your students.  The more you exemplify learning and creating with them the more it 

will be tangible and they will model after you.  Showing your new-ness with some of these 

activities can actually make it a more rewarding experience as a group. They will enjoy learning 

with you and teaching you something too! Have fun and go for it! 

  
VOCABULARY: 
  
Percussion 
Rhythm 
Call and Response 
Audience 
Performer  
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