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CREATIVE PEDAGOGY: 
MULTIPLE PATHS 
TO EXCELLENCE

Fredi Gerling D.M.A

The following text is a summary of a talk given online at the 48th International ESTA 
Conference in the city of Porto, Portugal in 2020. The topic of the presentation was Creative 
Pedagogy and considering that I´m a violin teacher for the last fifty years, this has been my 
own personal quest. From this starting point, I´ll touch upon some of the issues that have 
helped in the shaping of my pedagogical approach. In this context, Creative Pedagogy is 
not to be misunderstood as a set of creative and imaginative gimmicks used for presenting 
lesson content. It is rather a collection of teaching concepts that might help teachers 
in the development of personal approaches geared to each individual student. As the 
views expressed in this text are an introduction to complex issues, that is, the needs and 
expectations of the students, I envision that these ideas will find resonance in each reader’s 
own pedagogical thoughts. Furthermore, these suggestions will not be equally relevant to 
all teachers, therefore topics for further studies should start with the doubts and demands 
closest to each teacher’s experience.

There are many methods for teaching the violin and we have come to know and to apply 
many of them through our traditional training. Teachers became famous icons because they 
achieved consistent results. The names of Ivan Galamian, Carl Flesch and Max Rostal, to name 
just a few, are amongst the most distinguished pedagogues in the violin pedagogy literature 
considering that they taught and formed artists of great renown.

We must also consider the ideas developed during the second half of last century aiming 
to disseminate violin teaching for everyone through class instruction. Although not directly 
concerned with collective teaching, Shinichi Suzuki and Paul Rolland are an essential part of 
this discussion.  Today, we are fortunate to have pedagogues working wonders with traditional 
teaching as well as teachers willing to research new ways to accommodate the needs of 
students seeking diverse musical paths. 

I believe we, as musicians, must reach out to encompass our students’ needs and goals.   
Nowadays, there are violinists playing in rock bands and violinists playing jazz. While there 
are violinists playing at symphony halls, there are also the ones playing at restaurants and 
airports, just to name some of the places where gainful employment in music can be found. 
Certainly, there are violinists playing in recording studios as well many that are improvising on 
the streets.   So, the question I will address here is:  How do we teachers prepare our students 
to perform in any given situation?

I would like to state, at the start, that I am not against conventional pedagogy nor against the 
traditionally available methods. Therefore, I will start with a brief commentary about my own 
training as the backdrop of my ideas. 
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I had a first-hand experience that was relevant for shaping 
my belief in the necessity of having a creative approach to 
teaching. I got a call from a German student then in Boston 
studying at a well-known music school. He had come from 
Germany seeking to study Jazz in the United States. At this 
well-known school for jazz, the violin instructor insisted 
that he´d play Bach Suites and Beethoven Sonatas. 
Justifiably, he was very frustrated because he could have 
done that in Germany. On our first contact he played 
Beethoven’s first violin sonata, but he did not clarify his 
long-term goals. During the week he called me to cancel 
the next lesson and let me know that he was considering 
dropping the violin because of arm pains. I convinced him 
to come back for one more lesson and changed the whole 
course of action. I started teaching him the basics of 
good motions and healthy posture to eliminate the pains. 
He agreed to continue the lessons and later we worked 
on his jazz books to find good fingerings and bowings. 
This new program was so successful that he brought me 
eight new students from his music school. These students 
had in common the fact that they did not want to play the 
violin etudes traditionally considered important to master 
the instrument. Nevertheless, they needed to play well, to 
acquire a set of specialized instrumental skills given that 
the Jazz scene is very competitive. 

This episode marks the moment I started developing ideas 
geared towards the students´ needs to build competency. 
I believe one must follow an organized path of inquiry to 
set a creative plan of study. In the next paragraphs I will 
present a series of points that I found to be helpful in my 
teaching journey.

I can trace my own violin playing roots to Carl Flesch. 
Max Rostal, one of his students, was the mentor 
of Alberto Jaffé who, in turn, was my first serious 
teacher.  During my studies at the New England 
Conservatory in Boston, I earned my master’s degree 
in violin performance studying with Eric Rosenblith, 
also a student of Flesch. During my undergraduate 
studies I had lessons with Nathan Schwartzman and 
later, as a master’s student in violin pedagogy, I was 
advised by Kenneth Sarch. Both Juilliard graduates, 
Schwartzman and Sarch were Galamian students. At 
the doctoral level, I studied with Leopold LaFosse, a 
student of Richard Burgin who in turn was a student 
of Joseph Joachim and Leopold Auer. So, I am 
grateful to have been trained according to the best 
tradition of violin playing. 

Kenneth Sarch introduced me to the Paul Rolland 
approach, and I felt an immediate connection with 
his methodology. I was also learning about Suzuki 
in a more formal way and experimenting his ideas 
with some of my students. At that time, there were 
no training courses for Suzuki teachers as is the 
case today. In my teaching, I used the John Kendall 
books that included explanations on how to use 
the Suzuki materials. So, this background and fifty 
years of teaching experience are at the roots of my 
questionings about teaching.

How to use the materials that a well-trained teacher 
has available? Violin syllabuses have, over the years, 
established a course of action that include basic 
exercises, scales, double-stops, bowing technique, 
etudes, and the traditional concert repertory. This 
curriculum is set up to comprise different levels 
that eventually lead to music degrees.  How do we 
reconcile a pre-set syllabus with students that come to 
you and declare that they want to play in a rock band?  

Figure 1   Author’s violin training

Figure 2 Author’s pedagogy training

Figure 3 Understanding goals
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To make my remarks clear, I will start from the yellow 
rectangle on the left corner of the figures. 
The first matter at hand is to understand the student 
goals. One must consider what instrument the 
student wants to play, the musical genre and the 
target audience he seeks to reach. In any style or 
genre of music both, a high-level competency and 
well-developed performance skills are preconditions. 
Nonetheless, whether one is going to play jazz, 
rock, or the various sub-genres of concert music, 
will determine the trajectory of the specific training. 
Likewise, if the student wants to be a professional in 
music, there are several options of targeted public 
to be considered.  Is the students’ goal a performing 
career? Is the objective to be a teacher or a music 
therapist? We, as teachers, do have a say directing 
the best use of student’s energy. This process, as the 
arrows in the figures propose, is circular because the 
issues influence each other as well as the course of 
action. Once we have these goals clear in our mind, 
we can design a training plan that is creative and 
addresses specific goals to be achieved.  

I believe that all training should start from our 
physical well-being. One cannot have an emotionally 
charged performance unless one is technically 
secure, and one cannot be technically secure unless 
one has a healthy physical condition. It is possible 
to play well with pain, but it is not healthy.  It is 
difficult to play well with a shortness of breath or 
with a racing heartbeat. Consequently, the first step 
in designing a course of training is to take care of 
the physical wellbeing of the student. One should 
analyze posture, size and the proper adjustment of 
the instrument, correct accessories such as shoulder 
pads and chin rests for violinists or end pins and 
chairs for cellists and so on.  This is an extensive 
subject, but it is essential that a teacher that wants 
to be creative knows the many options in that 
respect. Finally, one should evaluate the physical 
abilities of the student. Hand size, arm length, 
shoulder width as well as any handicaps ought to 
be considered in devising a successful course of 
training.  For instance, I had a student that had only 
three fingers on her right hand. Together we devised 
a very unorthodox bow grip that allowed her to play 
in the amateur orchestra she desired to join.

Firstly, we must be healthy. We should teach students to 
take good care of their body. Although practice sessions 
should not be too long, body strength is needed to practice 
enough to gain control.  A fit body enables good movement 
control which sustains working on adequate posture. If 
one works with little students, the matter of posture is so 
important and yet so difficult to achieve. To have good 
posture one needs flexible muscle tonus and movement 
control. This circular idea helps us to understand posture 
as a dynamic attitude of the body and not the rigidity of a 
statue like stance. I found Paul Rolland’s ideas very useful 
in this regard.

Next in our model are the student’s musical aspirations. If 
one knows what is essential to the music students want 
to play, one can devise the technique training needed to 
make it viable. I consider that technical aspects and the 
interpretative issues are interconnected. That is the reason 
these matters are circular.  The more technique one wants 
to have, the best physically fit you must be. If one wants 
to convey more depth of interpretation one will need 
more technical prowess. Therefore, it’s very important to 
understand the flow of performance preparation.Figure 4 Designing Training

Figure 5 Physical training

Figure 6 Music training
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Basic musical training starts with ear training. I do not 
necessarily mean formal ear training as in solfege and 
dictation. At the basic level one needs to listen to music. 
From the beginning one should listen to music to form 
sound images on the mind, to know how one wants to 
sound. From sound to symbol is an important part of ear 
training in the Suzuki method. Listening to recordings, 
singing, and then playing. If the music pleases the 
listener, it will probably be incorporated into one´s list of 
favorites and as more music is heard one starts to know 
the repertoire. With a better grasp of the literature comes 
the opportunity to explore music structuring. A greater 
knowledge of form leads to more sophisticated listening, 
new works, and more complex structures. Again, the 
completion of the circle allows for continuous growth. The 
teacher’s task in this process is to create opportunities for 
the development of knowledge towards the musical goals 
of the student. 

To play a musical instrument, one needs technical 
training.  This process starts with the basics. How to 
hold the instrument, how to produce a sound, how to 
change the pitch, how to change the duration of sounds, 
etc.  In continuation, the standard technical repertoire of 
exercises, scales, and etudes. Sevcik, Flesch and Kreutzer 
come immediately to mind when the subject is basic violin 
skills.  Expanded technique is usually associated with 
contemporary music and there are now materials geared 
to the specificities of this repertoire. At this point, I want 
to propose another meaning for technique, that is, the 
understanding of the student’s goals will form the basis for 
the adaptation and expansion of the standard etudes and 
scales repertoire.  The basics do not change whether one 
is going to play Paganini or Jazz.  A good detaché stroke 
is part of a basic technique. It must be executed with a 
relaxed arm and should produce a resonant tone. It can be 
viewed as expanded technique as one changes the sound 
produced to fulfill the needs of the repertoire the student 
is interested in playing.   For instance, the Jazz student I 
mentioned before, knew some of the basics, scales, and 
the etude repertoire.  We worked on the main tenets for 
posture, but to build a strong standard technique I had 
to be very creative. He was studying regular scales, and 
major and minor scales skills are very important.  However, 
his goal was playing jazz. There are many patterns in 
the Jazz idiom.  One must develop original patterns and 
combine these jazz patterns fluently in all keys to be able 
to improvise. For instance, this is quite different than 
the materials present in the Flesch scale system. So, we 
studied fake books used by saxophone players that had 
standard Jazz repertoire and patterns to improvise.  We 
worked on how to achieve a good physical feeling while 
playing this specific set of materials and it became his 
basic standard technique. He worked till these materials 
were something that he could play fluently. My point is 
that he did not have the need to be fluent on Kreutzer 

Figure 7 Technical training
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etudes, but he needed to be very fluent on those jazz 
patterns. Fluency on the Jazz patterns allowed him to 
expand his personal repertoire of patterns thus acquiring 
the technique to become a player with his own personality. 
Furthermore, competency on the basic jazz patterns made 
it possible for him to expand the technique to incorporate 
new issues such as: bow strokes, sound production, 
shifting and intonation. Once students achieve a high level 
of competency teachers are expected to discuss career 
choices and alternatives. The creative teacher will have 
to deal with complex issues as an integral part of the 
professional preparation of students.

It is my contention that, at least initially, one needs 
to understand the repertory the student will play 
professionally. Whether it is jazz, classical symphonic 
repertoire, chamber music or concertos, once the student 
wishes are clear one can design a course of training 
appropriate for that repertory. The teacher’s task is to make 
sure that the chosen repertoire can be performed with ease 
and fluency. At the same time, the young instrumentalist 
must be capable of dealing with the emotions of 
presenting that repertoire in public or at auditions. It takes 
time to know the repertory and additional time is required 
for the motor skills to be settled in. When all of this is well 
settled one should consider ethics. A respected musician 
must be prepared to work professionally within a set of 
ethical principles. Teachers should understand, set an 
example, and help students develop ethical attitudes and 
conducts. Ethics involves appropriate repertoire choices 
for different settings; thus, our circle begins again. 

Repertoire preparation starts with an aural reference.  One 
must form a sound image on the inner ear, and it does 
not matter what music genre it is.  In most cases one 
can listen to a previous rendition of a work. In the case of 
new works and, in addition to hearing similar repertoire, 
one needs to use music reading skills and analytical tools 
to form this sound concept in the mind. Even though it 
appears that in this case the reading comes first, this type 
of score reading is a form of listening to previous sets of 
sounds already set in one’s mind that can aid in shaping 
the new music. This complex process is very closely 

Figure 8 Professional Preparation

Figure 9 Repertoire preparation

The creative teacher 
will have to deal 
with complex issues 
as an integral part 
of the professional 
preparation of 
students.
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Figure 10 Emotional Preparation

Figure 11 Ethical Preparation

interwoven, and it is reevaluated through practice.

The more one practices the better one may listen. As one 
expands the knowledge of the work, reading becomes 
not just reading the notes. One starts a new level, reading 
the structure, breathing with the emotional content, 
imagining sounding landscapes, and so on. Reading in this 
enhanced sense generates ideas that must be performed 
with prowess, so it requires more practice.  The more one 
listens, more meanings are aggregated, and more practice 
is required to achieve the new goals. Again, it is the circular 
nature of the process that will lead into the issue of 
emotional preparation. 

It goes without saying that a meaningful performance 
involves a series of complex processes. It places high 
emotional demands and emotional involvement may affect 
technical control. While it is desirable that a performance 
is passionate, the task at hand is to be able to convey the 
passion to the listener and not let the emotions overcome 
the performer. 

Music is not an easy profession; the emotional toll is very 
high. The teacher must work in a way that students keep 
an objective attitude when assessing their own playing. If 
successful, the teacher will show the way to conquer the 
shortcomings. Successfully overcoming difficulties will 
generate a sense of fulfillment and students can have a 
sense of accomplishment.  This sense of accomplishment 
will generate the willpower one needs to continue to work. 
As previously mentioned, it is a hard profession; great 
tenacity is a requirement to achieve success. 

When hard work and talent come together, success 
may be the result. Dealing with success is not as simple 
as one might think. Self-aggrandizing, greediness and 
selfishness are, unfortunately, too present in many 
otherwise wonderful artists. That is the reason work on 
ethical preparation is included in these considerations. I 
believe ethical preparation starts by simply accepting that 
even the most accomplished artists do not know all there 
is to know. Still about integrity of character and humility, 
a teacher´s mission also leads to the understanding that 
artists do not get a free card to be rude. Often, students 
have the habit of putting themselves down. One must 
not mistake an honest evaluation of shortcomings with 
self-deprecation. Students need to learn self-evaluation 
strategies as means to implement fulfilling professional 
careers. One needs to learn to have the honesty of 
accepting what one can do and avoid doing what one 
cannot do. The best artists are usually respectfully and 
honestly looking to be better professionals.

Let me reinforce that all the above ideas are present 
almost simultaneously during the journey towards musical 
artistry. So, these ideas permeate the work leading to a 
meaningful musical profession.  Sometimes one might 
wish to give students an opportunity to be artistic, but their 
technique is lacking. In other occasions, the music genre 
offered to the student is not one they have an interest.  Figure 12  Artistic Achievment
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I believe that to get to a level where we can expect 
artistic achievement from students, we should try 
to meet their needs. At the beginning of this text, 
I mentioned a Jazz student and his unhappiness 
with the proposed course of studies.  That situation 
presented the opportunity to use elements of the 
Jazz repertoire instead of traditional scales for his 
technical development.  Hence, understanding what 
is essential to achieve excellence in any genre is 
a must. That can be very hard for us, traditionally 
trained violinists.  Nowadays, the World Music 
discipline has brought much enrichment to the 
musical experience. If one is not familiar with a 
particular genre of music and the culture it came 
from, one can still try to extract from the music itself 
what it needs to be properly performed on the violin. 
Students playing this repertory may nonetheless use 
some of the longstanding methods of practicing 
in creative ways.  For instance, if a student wants 
to play some Brazilian music, practicing sets of 
Brazilian rhythms while playing scales will be helpful. 

I believe that this kind of understanding enables us 
to develop the tools to meet student’s needs. One 
may design practicing strategies based on traditional 
tools, research new tools for new repertory and, 
adapt at every step of the way. 

I think that is how we continually meet the challenges 
of our chosen profession. Once we can cope with 
these demands, we can expect artistic achievements 
from the students.  To achieve artistry, which is 
our final goal, we need to start from an attitude of 
satisfaction and serenity.  I believe these qualities 
and attitudes derive from being at ease with the 
technical elements and the enjoyment of a fluent 
and seamless playing. It is not easy to play without 
worries, it is extremely hard to reach a very high 
artistic level, but great artists show us it can be done.  
It is their ability to surmount the physical aspects of 
playing that allow for moments of transcendence. 
On these rare moments of sublime musical artistry, 
we no longer think how the violinist holds either the 
violin or the bow. In our teaching we must aim to 
develop an immersion on the musical elements that 
can bring about the Sublime state in the performance 
of a particular work.   I believe that if one designs the 
technique work centered on the repertoire and genre 
dear to the students, a positively stress-free attitude 
may be easier to achieve.  In turn, those beautiful 
music moments may happen more frequently. That 
is the right time to develop an artistic personality 
so that the unique traits of each student are to be 
preserved, developed, and nurtured. Both teacher, 
and student gain when considering professional 
goals that foster the desired features for each genre. 
For instance, I had an older student that was also 
an actor, and as such he used the violin as part of 
his acting. His stage persona was built around an 
eccentric musician. This student’s immediate needs 

were related to physical comfort and because of having 
had very little training he was very tense. We worked 
on making him as comfortable with the instrument as 
possible and, as this was achieved, I suggested that he 
had enough training because I felt that some of his unique 
movements and imprecisions were the most important 
characteristic of his acting. If his goals were to play in 
an orchestra we would have worked in a totally different 
direction. So, my proposal is to help students understand 
and accept that they are unique therefore enabling the 
development of a personality suitable to their professional 
goal that will lead to a positive at ease state of mind.  Once 
again, our circle is complete. 

That’s how I believe we come across from the very basic 
to the artistic level. I like to say that the art of teaching is 
to recognize the beginner in the artist and the artist in the 
beginner. Consequently, from what I just exposed, I would 
say that every morning we are beginners and, through work 
during the day, at night we are better artists. 

I apply that to students when they come to lessons.  I think, 
this is a young player just beginning his journey, how can 
I make this lesson a new beginning so that by the next 
lesson I will listen to a better artist? I believe one should 
use all the knowledge accumulated over the years and 
shape it to the student’s needs. 

In closing I would like to say that many of my former 
students are leading successful careers in a variety of 
fields. I am proud of the street musician that achieved 
a secure financial status playing on trains and parties. I 
am overjoyed that some are well placed as teachers in 
universities and music schools in Brazil and the USA. To 
give masterclasses to students of former students is a 
great joy. Of course, I am delighted when I receive a CD 
from a former student or see that they are performing 
Paganini’s 24 caprices in one recital. 

I invite you to join this very rewarding journey I call 
Creative Pedagogy.  


