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Lesson Plans – Necessary for Music Education or Waste of Time?


Lesson plans are universally acknowledged as an indispensable tool for music education.  However, there is an apparent disparity between its use in the classroom, its use in the education of teachers, and its use as a tool for adding weight to the significance teaching in my field, music education.  This essay raises the question of the lesson plan’s ultimate usefulness, and of where its real value may lie.


As a student of education, the concept of the lesson plan as a classroom tool is heavily advocated.  This idea is present in many of the books I own and in most of the classes I attend.  Interestingly, the more I learn about lesson plans, the more aware I become of three distinct roles that they play.


The first role that lesson plans play is that of field tool.  This is the most emphasized role in my studies as a student teacher.  I keep hearing about the importance of developing lesson plans in order to be an effective teacher.  While it is true that lesson plans aid the teacher in preparing her/him for a teaching segment, I’ve yet to see a lesson that actually sticks to the plan.  In most cases that I’ve observed, the lesson plan is not followed for one reason or another.  There are a variety of factors that can affect the outcome of a lesson.


As a result of my observations, it is my conclusion that the lesson plan retains its usefulness in preparing the teacher for what to teach, but it is up to the teacher to improvise along the lines of the lesson plan as needed.  Part of the job of teachers is to be sensitive to the needs of all of their students, and to adjust their lessons when appropriate.  In most cases this happens right on the spot and the teacher should be able to react quickly and confidently.  With regard to this, in many cases I don’t see why a very good teacher could not function without a lesson plan.


The second role that lesson plans play is that of tool for educating the teacher in organized planning.  As students of teaching, we are frequently called upon to write lesson plans as a means of evaluating our capacity to organize and present graded segments in order to effectively teach students.

To me, this skill benefits all student teachers.  The ability to visualize and lesson and its outcome is valuable whether or not you need to do it on paper or can do it off of the top of your head.  It is an especially beneficial skill for people who have less than adequate organizational skills.  In order to be an effective teacher, you have to be effective in your presentation.  Students are less likely to follow directions willingly from a person who purports to know what they are talking about, but constantly exhibits incompetence and a lack of cohesiveness.

For the teacher who is capable of being cohesive and competent without the aid of lesson plans, it is arguable that the skill to write them is still a necessity.  This is most apparent in the third role that lesson plans play:  as evidence of the effectiveness and usefulness of music as a subject that is necessary for a truly comprehensive education.

The most unique characteristic of music education is that most of its truly great benefits are not quantifiable, as in math or English.  Subjects like math or English teach students how to count, read and thus become generally useful members of society.

In the avenue of music, it is difficult to perceive the value of singing in tune or playing rhythmic patterns on a percussive instrument.  While these music skills are certainly quantifiable, they do not adequately justify their value to administrators, school boards and legislators.  This is especially true in a society that is obsessed with statistics (think about sports).

This places music education at a disadvantage when compared to other subjects, most notably in the area of budgeting.  Lesson plans become valuable in this area because they present to legislators and school boards evidence of quantifiable skills along with broader justification for their role in comprehensive education.

For each of the roles presented above, I have ordered them according to their importance as I perceive them here:  It is most important to teach all student teachers how to compose lesson plans (the second role) because this will have the widest effect in the classroom and community/nationwide in the defense of music in the schools.

The next important role is the third role in defense of music in the schools.  In our society it is a necessity to present a valid argument for the cause of music.  All teachers have a responsibility to teach students how to really think and live, rather than merely teaching them how to comprehend and survive.

To me, the least important role is the one actually played in the classroom.  In most cases that I have observed, the lesson plan’s effectiveness is negated by the actual situation, where the teacher is usually required to adapt on the spot in order to make the lesson most effective.  Here, it is better to teach educators to be able to think creatively and react to a variety of situations.

In the end, I believe that lesson segments are truly important to music education, but not in the areas where they are usually perceived as most valuable.  Mostly, I believe that lesson segments are valuable to the cause of music, but still benefit teachers who are less capable of organizing things in their head.  For the classroom, it is really most important to teach educators how to react and improvise in different settings, whether or not they follow a written lesson plan.

