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AWARDS 

AN INTERVIEW WITH DENICE HANEY, 
2019 ELIZABETH A. H. GREEN SCHOOL 
EDUCATOR AWARD WINNER 

ASTA's Elizabeth A. H. Green School Educator Award is 
given annually to a school string teacher with a current and 
distinguished career in a school orchestra setting. This year's 
recipient is Denice Haney, director of the Elm brook School 
District High School Orchestras in Brookfield, Wisconsin. 
She has built string programs from the bottom up at Alliance 
Academy International (Ecuador), City of Phoenix Summer 
Music Camp (Arizona), Western State College (Colorado), and 
University School of Milwaukee (Wisconsin). She also served 
as conductor for the Milwaukee Youth Symphony Orchestra 
for twenty-two years. 

What is your music background? 
I began playing viola in seventh grade. I needed a school 

instrument and the school only had three violas left. I was 
grateful to have one! 
I played in school orchestra through twelfth grade, and 

during this time I became a member of the Orange County 
Youth Symphony. I lived for Wednesday night rehearsals 
and truly fell in love with being a musician. I studied viola in 
college as a music performance major. Later, after having a 
positive experience working with students at a private school, 
I took classes to become a certified orchestra teacher. 

What advice would you give a first-year 
teacher? 
Be fifteen minutes early to everything and dress 

professionally. Smile and say "hi" to everyone and be consistent 
with your positive demeanor. 
Be visible during student orientation. For elementary 

schools, if they have a day where the students bring in their 
school supplies, be visible and wear a name tag or something 
that shows that you are the orchestra teacher. Station yourself 
near the classrooms of the grades you will teach. This is a 
good time to engage with students and parents and answer 
questions. 
Be a team player when it comes to recruiting. A successful 

program will have a strong band, choir, and orchestra. 
Prepare your supplies such as sponges, rubber bands, and 

finger tapes in advance. Prepare music folders in the spring 
for the next year, or seven to ten days before school starts (no 
lines in the teacher workroom). Try to have a few pieces that 
everyone can play, a few middle-level pieces, and a couple 
challenging pieces to start. 
I find it is useful to have a yard stick with the instrument 

sizes listed by the numbers (provided by some music stores). 

Denice Haney, 2019 Elizabeth A. H. Green School 
Educator Award Winner 

It's a great way to be able to tell a parent whether the family 
violin from the attic is going to be too big (it usually is). Have 
the parent measure from the child's neck to the middle of 
their palm and tell you the number of inches. You can then 
tell them the correct size needed by checking your handy yard 
stick. 
Ask your beginners to drop off their instruments a day 
or two before the first day of class so that you can tune the 
instruments, put tapes or stickers on, and anything else you 
normally prepare. Be sure to have a sustaining tuner for 
tuning the instruments correctly from the beginning. 
Communication is key! A biweekly newsletter could be a 
nice informative vehicle. Consider using the Remind App and 
have your families sign up. You can have a different Remind 
Group for each level you teach. It's a quick way to send small 
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pieces of information to parents and students. Remind also 
has a feature for sending photos. 
Keep it fun. If there is an issue in class, keep your cool and 

keep the class moving forward. If students forget something, 
don't scold. Ask them nicely to solve it. Maybe a friend will 
share. Students who frequently forget will need a private 
conversation. Ask the student for his or her strategy for 
preparing for the next class. Try to keep it private and not in 
front of the entire class. 
When someone asks you about your orchestra, sell it! Talk 

about it with passion. Talk about how your students are 
growing exponentially and how they surprise you every day. 
Thank the parents. They have responded to your students' 

interest in music by providing an instrument, support when 
needed, and a ride to the concert. 

What tips would you give a veteran teacher 
in need of some new ideas and strategies? 
Find a "string buddy" from another district to share ideas with, 
or collaborate with a colleague teaching another level in your 
district. Skype with a living composer of one of your pieces. 
In class, have a side-by-side rehearsal with the older students 

leading and answering all of the questions. Have students 
select the note they will play in a piece of music (like bell 
ringers-they must follow the music to be able to come in 
correctly and play in tune). Have the students decide where 
the main melody is by having players stand up when they 
have the melody. Have students play pizzicato when they do 
not have the main melody and arco when they do. If a passage 
sounds "mushy," play it pizzicato, then ask your students to 
match the sound by articulating with the bow. 
Offer "Musical Moments" on a particular day and time 

( during your orchestra period or a small group lesson). Send 
an email invitation to classroom teachers to "order" a Musical 
Moment by responding "yes" with their room number. Then 
send a trusted small ensemble with the orders list to play a 
one- to two-minute piece in each classroom. Have the small 
group practice in front of the orchestra before they head out 
to perform. 
Using ABC D E F G, have students make up words and 

play them (there are at least forty-two words). Have students 
decide in which key their words will be played. Then have 
the students place their words on the staff using parameters 
provided by you. This can be the precursor to beginning 
composition. 
Provide a predetermined rhythm of four to eight measures 

and have the students create a composition using the 
provided rhythm in the key that you select. Have each student 
practice and perform their composition (no accidentals, no 
repeated notes). 
Plan an outreach concert at a local senior home or hospital. 

Students can play in the lounge area and the sound will carry 
through to the individual rooms. 

You are an avid supporter of eclectic 
styles for strings. What advice can you 
give teachers for incorporating eclectic 
styles in their program? 
I became interested in eclectic styles music techniques by 

attending the ASTA National Conference and watching groups 
perform. The following summer I took several students to 
the Pittsburg Jazz and Fiddling Camp-now renamed Strings 
Without Boundaries. The students met musicians from all 
over the United States and had fun with the clinicians, many of 
whom were at the ASTA conference. We returned five years in 
a row! 
Start by programming one eclectic styles piece on each 
program. Many publishers have an eclectic styles designation 
on their websites. At the ASTA National Conference, try 
to attend performances and clinics featuring eclectic styles 
techniques and repertoire. Invite an ASTA clinician as a guest 
artist to work with your groups. Perhaps plan on playing a 
piece composed by the clinician. 
Listen to student groups online to know what other 

performers are doing. When selecting music with students, 
include some eclectic styles music among the choices. Have 
fun with the music! 

What goes into planning an 
effective rehearsal? 
We all know that the best plans can often be derailed by a 

broken instrument or something happening within the school 
culture. Ideally, knowing what the goal is and where you are 
in the journey is the catalyst for the best plan. Being very 
organized can help keep the rehearsal going! At the end of the 
day, I like to put the next rehearsal's agenda on the board and 
put my scores in order with post-it notes marking the sections 
that need the most attention. This way, everything is set for the 
next time. 

What are some of your favorite 
teaching pieces? 
Collections like the Best of Schubert, Best of Mozart, Movie 

String Quartets, and Tangos and More by Michael McLean. 
For string orchestra, Emerald Falcon, American Sketches, 
Dag Wirén: Serenade, Overture to the Wind, Red Rhythmico, 
Bollywood Strings, and Nabucco: Overture. 

Do you have tips for selecting music 
for your ensemble? 
I try to have something everyone can play well together on 
the first day. We use Smart Music, so I have students explore 
and send me the names of the pieces they really want to play. 
Then I assign the pieces on Smart Music. 
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If my group isn't experienced enough to handle independent 
parts, I look for music where two parts are playing together 
with the other three parts playing together. I call this "Full 
House" writing: three of a kind plus two of a kind. 
When listening to music, if the piece grabs my attention 

in the beginning, I know my students will be interested in 
playing it. Ifl attend a performance and I really like a piece 
that was performed, I order it! 

How do you keep your excitement and 
enthusiasm for teaching? 
As long as I'm playing music, I will always be excited about 

sharing with students. I try to plan events for the orchestra that 
I know I will enjoy. Collaborating with the band or choir on a 
major work is exciting! 

The students' success and learning play a great role in my 
excitement and enthusiasm. I try to create a community 
within my orchestra groups. When everyone is looking after 
each other, wonderful music happens. 

What three wishes do you have for the 
future of string education? 
To have exponential growth in string orchestra programs-no 

cuts! To have the correct student/teacher ratio for best learning 
outcomes, and I wish there will always be enough funding for 
more instruments! 

We are now taking nominations for the 2020 Elizabeth A. H. 
Green School Educator Award. Go to www.astastrings.orgfor 
more details. The deadline is November 1, 2019. 


