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iii Introduction 

What and why? 

Suzuki teachers who have the opportunity to teach students who have completed all the 

Suzuki repertoire often enjoy the satisfaction of seeing them continue their progress in their 

higher music education.  Other learning methods may include exams and other kinds of negative 

pressure, and can be joyless experiences.  And yet, the Suzuki students still achieve similar 

results as their conservatory counterparts, learn at their own pace, and have the same motivation 

to be the best musicians they can become. 

But exams, and other assessments of the level and performance of the students, are in part 

a test of effectiveness for the teacher. In general, a teacher’s work cannot be assessed by looking 

at her most successful students. One must also consider those who have not yet become 

successful, and the drop-out rate over a teacher’s history. Has the teacher helped her students to 

love music, feel good about their music making, be organized with regard to their practice time, 

and learn in a way that stays with them and helps them think for themselves, be creative, and 

meet their potential?  

The theory of meaningful learning is relevant to this issue because it describes how to 

identify efficient teaching and learning, a way to help students gain long-lasting knowledge and 

high-level abilities by taking the small steps needed to accomplish this.  

What teachers do in the class, what happens during home practices, and even the actual 

results must pass through many filters that cannot always be controlled: the background 

knowledge of the student, a home environment that facilitates learning, and the willingness to 

learn on the part of the student are crucial points in this pathway. Meaningful learning theory and 



 

iv its ramifications throughout various studies of the learning process also touch on these 

points and consider their relevance to students’ learning pace and quality. 

One other point to consider is that most of the time, teachers base their work on 

procedures in order to teach certain abilities, finding a way that works most of the time, and they 

keep teaching it in that way student after student. This is not wrong. They probably learned these 

methods from experienced teachers with whom they have observed and trained. However, times 

change, people change, society changes, and the teacher must adapt to the particular student in 

front of her at any given moment. As an example, many teachers comment in forums and 

meetings the physical impact of two very concrete facts on children: the use of electronic devices 

(smartphones and tablets) and the removal of sand from the parks and its replacement with soft 

ground. The tactile devices make the students’ thumbs and index fingers strong and tight, and the 

lack of time playing with sand (or play dough, clay, and other such materials) makes all the outer 

parts of the hand (the ring finger and pinky) very weak. How are music teachers reacting to this 

issue in order to provide these young students with the strength they need to actually play a note 

with the tip of the pinky or ease up with the thumbs to avoid tension?  

This is only one of many small details that reflect the continuous transformation of 

society and therefore education. If a teacher wants to be truly effective, she must discover a way 

to make what she is teaching interesting, accessible, and relevant to the students, who in spite of 

their age, have specific cultural and family environments, clear preferences, and a background of 

experiences that can be used to the teacher’s advantage or ignored. It is a great responsibility. 

There are many uncontrollable factors in students’ lives that affect their learning. The 

society continues to change. Teachers change as well. Promoting meaningful learning is 



 

v challenging, but it is possible. What follows is an introduction to David Ausubel’s 

theory of meaningful learning and some ideas about how it can be used in Suzuki 

teaching. 
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Chapter 1 

An overview of meaningful learning theory 

Background and Definition of “Meaningful Learning Theory” 

The theory of meaningful learning was first outlined by David Ausubel in 1963 

with the publishing of The Psychology of Meaningful Verbal Language. In this book, he 

explained that a process of quality, useful, and long-lasting learning depends mainly on 

the previous cognitive structure of the learner. Other variables affecting this kind of 

learning are the student’s willingness to learn, the environment, and the materials being 

meaningfully presented so as to help the student connect with them.  

According to Ausubel, it is vital for a teacher to understand a student's cognitive 

structures1 -- not only the amount of information in generic terms, but also the 

representations, concepts, and propositions that the student demonstrates, as well as her 

degree of stability2 in the particular knowledge area that the teacher intends to help 

develop. The learning principles proposed by Ausubel provide a framework for the 

design of strategies with which to organize the cognitive structure of the learner, which 

will allow the better targeting of educational work. In this way, the job of the teacher is 

no longer seen as “filling up empty vessels” but acting as a facilitator of learning. Every 

                                                

 

1 Cognitive structure: the set of concepts and ideas that an individual has within a particular field of knowledge and its 

organization. ( (www.ascd.org.) 

2 Degree of stability: how well this information is anchored in the cognitive structure of the learner (not the same if she just 

learned the information or learned it a while ago). (Ausubel, 2000) 
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individual who approaches learning comes with a range of experience, 

knowledge, and cultural background that is unique, affects the learning process, and can 

be used to their advantage with the right teaching approach. 

Meaningful learning occurs when new information connects with a pre-existing 

cognitive structure in a substantive and non-arbitrary way (Ausubel, 1968). New ideas, 

concepts, and propositions can be learned meaningfully to the extent that the learner’s 

own previous ideas, concepts, or relevant propositions are adequately organized, that is, 

clear, stable, and available in the student’s cognitive structure. These old ideas operate as 

an anchor for the new ideas. In the interaction between the relevant parts of the old 

cognitive structure and the new information, the combined result acquires its own 

significance and is integrated into the cognitive structure as meaningful learning 

(Moreira, 2000) 

Two types of learning approaches: Meaningful learning vs. Rote learning 

Learning is meaningful when the contents are related with what the student 

already knows in a way that is reasonable, not aleatory, and has a logical meaning. The 

new ideas can connect with existing relevant parts of the student’s cognitive structure in 

various ways: as images, symbols, concepts, or propositions (Ausubel, 2000) 

Rote learning, in contrast to meaningful learning, occurs when there are 

insufficient previous elements and the new information cannot find an adequate 

anchoring point in the cognitive structure of the student or when the new materials are 

not presented in a meaningful way. Therefore, this new information is stored arbitrarily, 
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with only a weak connection or interaction with the pre-existing knowledge, or 

no such connection at all (Ausubel, 2000). 

An example of rote learning would be learning a phone number or learning a song 

in a foreign language that one does not speak. The new information will be incorporated 

into the cognitive structure literally and arbitrarily because it consists mostly of random 

associations, and it will only remain if there is a strong “over-learning” process (Ausubel, 

2000). 

Two ways of presenting knowledge to the student: Reception vs Discovery.  

Ausubel states that in most areas, meaningful learning happens mainly via 

reception. Learning by reception means that the content is presented to the student in a 

final form. The learner is only required to internalize or incorporate the material 

presented so that it can be retrieved at a later time (Ausubel, 2000). 

In learning by discovery, the material to be learned is not presented in its final 

form, and must be re-built by the student before being learned and meaningfully 

incorporated into the student’s cognitive structure. Learning by discovery requires that 

the learner takes the time to creatively re-order the given information, integrate it with his 

or her cognitive structure, and reorganize or transform the resulting combination so that 

the desired meaningful learning occurs. If the necessary conditions for meaningful 

learning are that the new information interacts with the prior cognitive structure in a 

certain way and that there is a willingness to learn on the part of the learner, discovery 

learning may not necessarily be meaningful, and reception learning may not necessarily 

be rote. Both methods of learning can be meaningful or rote, depending on the previous 
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knowledge of the learner, her willingness to learn, and how the new information 

is stored in the student’s cognitive structure. An example of this would be learning a song 

by ear during the first stages of playing an instrument, such as the violin. Let us imagine 

that the student must go home and learn a song like “Go tell Aunt Rhody”, the fourth 

song in Suzuki Violin School Volume 1, by ear. We can assume that the student has 

listened to this CD a fair number of times. There are many ways of learning this song, but 

let us consider four scenarios:  

1. The parent learns the song or reads it in the book and gives the sequence of fingerings 

to the child, who just memorizes it and reproduces it in the classroom. 

2. The student does not yet understand the mechanics of the instrument or the concept of 

high and low and simply tries every note on the A and E strings until he or she finds 

the right one and then keeps doing the same thing until the end of the song. 

3. The student can distinguish between high and low and understands how to make high 

and low sounds on the instrument, so when attempting to find the next note, the 

student knows whether he or she needs to search upward or downward and proceeds 

in this manner until the end of the song. 

4. The teacher points out (and the parent reminds the student at home) that this song has 

an ABA form, so the beginning and end are the same. The teacher also explains to the 

child that the B section is divided into two very similar parts that have slightly 

different endings. With this help and the example of the teacher’s playing in the 

lesson, the student is able to reproduce the song at home with a fairly low rate of 

incorrect notes. 
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The first scenario seems to be a case of rote learning by reception. If the 

student forgets the sequence of numbers, she will not be able to figure out the song via 

her own means and will look for the parent as the source of information. If the song is 

played enough, it will not be forgotten. This is because over-learning is taking place. The 

second scenario is a case of rote learning by discovery. Because there is no previous 

knowledge or understanding of certain aspects of learning a song on the violin by ear, if 

the student forgets the sequence of sounds that were found in an aleatory way, she will 

not be able to play the song. However, this random process could, with time and practice, 

evolve into the third scenario. In the third case, the student understands low and high, 

knows when the melody of the song goes up and down, and can replicate this on the 

violin, so the learning will be meaningful and occur via discovery. The fourth scenario 

would be an example of meaningful learning through reception. The next steps towards 

meaningful learning could be differentiating the various intervals or determining the scale 

patterns or song structures. When the structures of the student’s brain have assimilated 

well enough to understand the various tonal intervals in a song, then we can say that the 

student has gained a good relative ear. Then, playing a song by ear will not be discovery 

learning any longer but reception learning because the information is received through 

reading or listening to a CD. 

Considering the big picture of a person’s musical journey, discovery-based 

learning may be especially appropriate for certain moments in life, such as the pre-school 

years, during which the child is developing a unique basic cognitive structure. A child of 

pre-school age and perhaps during the early years of schooling acquires concepts and 
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propositions through an inductive process based on non-verbal, concrete, and 

empirical experience (Ausubel, 2000). The child is discovering how the world works 

through observation, imitation, and the collection of feedback. The result is discovery 

learning because reception learning arises only when the child reaches a level of 

cognitive maturity that allows her to understand concepts and propositions that are 

presented verbally (or aurally), without concrete empirical support.  

Discovery-based learning can also be interesting in very specific areas, such as 

learning scientific procedures for a particular discipline. However, for the acquisition of 

large volumes of knowledge in general, according to Ausubel, the discovery method of 

learning may not be the most efficient. On the other hand, reception-based learning can 

be organized in a way that encourages meaningful learning, and can be more efficient 

than any other method during the assimilation of content in many disciplines, into the 

cognitive structure. 

Requirements for meaningful learning to take place 

Ausubel states that the student must show willingness to connect new material 

with her cognitive structure in a substantial and non-arbitrary way and that the learning 

material must be potentially meaningful for a particular learner (Ausubel, 2000). 

Potentially meaningful material must possess logical meaning, and it must be easy to 

relate to appropriate and relevant ideas available in the student's cognitive structure. 

A previous disposition toward meaningful learning, or the student’s willingness to 

learn, must be present. Thus, regardless of how much potential meaning the material to 

be learned possesses, if the intention of the student is to incorporate the information in an 
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arbitrary and literal way, which may consist of simply memorization with a 

minimum of understanding, both the learning process and its results will be mechanical 

(Moreira, 2000). Following our previous example, if the student who has been assigned 

to learn the first line of “Go tell aunt Rhody” feels that it is too much work and simply 

asks  her parent to tell her  the notes or finger numbers, meaningful learning may not take 

place, even if the material provided by the teacher is potentially meaningful and properly 

adapted to what the student can accomplish. On the other hand, no matter how much 

willingness the student may show, the process and result will not consist of meaningful 

learning if the material does not relate to relevant and specific parts of that particular 

student’s cognitive structure. This would occur if we asked a student to learn “Etude” by 

ear without previously having learned any other pieces by ear. That piece can be learned 

meaningfully, but only if previous examples of the same kind of work have been 

performed before. 

Types of meaningful learning 

Before describing the types of meaningful learning, it is important to observe that 

meaningful learning implies more than making simple connections between the new 

information and the general cognitive structure of the learner. First, the previous 

knowledge must be specific and relevant to the particular new information, operating like 

a plug and a socket. Second, there must be a transformation process in which the plug 

attaches to the socket and, in time, both become a single entity. In other words, there is a 

sort of melting process in which both parts acquire new meaning because of their 

combination. Let us also notice that this process is continuous because the cognitive 
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structure of the individual is in a state of constant change and growth (Moreira, 

Caballero Sahelices, & Rodríguez Palmero, 2004) 

The next classification considers the kinds of meaningful learning, from more 

simple to more elaborate. Some learning processes will eventually pass through all three 

of the following stages. 

1.Representational learning 

This is the most basic learning, upon which other types of learning rely. It consists 

of assigning specific meanings to certain symbols. Ausubel states that representational 

learning occurs when arbitrary symbols become equal in significance to their referents 

(objects, events, or concepts). This type of learning is most frequent in small children, 

lasting until the preschool years. For example, learning the word "ball" takes place when 

the meaning of that word becomes equivalent to the object that the child is experiencing 

at that moment; therefore, both the word and the specific object mean the same thing for 

the child (Ausubel, 2000). 

2.Conceptual learning 

Concepts are defined as "objects, events, situations, or properties that possesses 

attributes of common criteria and that are designated by symbols or signs" (Ausubel, 

1968). Based on this definition, we can say that conceptual learning is, in some ways, like 

representational learning, but it is more advanced in terms of its level of inclusivity (it is 

more general). 

Concepts are acquired through two processes: formation and assimilation. In the 

formation of concepts, the characteristics of the concept are acquired through direct 
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experience, going through the successive stages of formulation, and the testing 

of hypotheses (Moreira, 2000). Using the example of the word “ball”, it can be said that 

when the child acquires the generic meaning of the word "ball," that symbol also refers to 

the cultural concept "ball", which will enable the learner to differentiate, for example, a 

ball from a watermelon because she discriminates the attributes of common criteria, 

ultimately learning the "ball" concept through various encounters with different balls. 

Concept learning via assimilation occurs when the child expands his vocabulary 

and can use various combinations of attributes available in his cognitive structure. 

Following the “ball” example, the child can perceive different colors and sizes but still 

affirm that a ball is a "ball" when she sees one.  

3.Propositional learning 

This type of learning requires the interiorization of the meaning of the 

combination of words and the ideas that this combination suggests, as expressed in 

propositions. Propositional learning involves the combination of several words that when 

combined, provide a resulting idea that consists of more than the sum of the meanings of 

the individual component words, producing a new meaning that is assimilated into the 

cognitive structure (Moreira, 2000). 

Principle of assimilation 

The principle of assimilation refers to the interaction between the new material to be 

learned and the existing cognitive structure. It is the continuation of meaningful learning 

(Moreira, 2000). As stated previously, when meaningful learning occurs, there is a 

change in the original components such that when the assimilation begins, this change 
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will be permanent. It cannot be undone. Ausubel’s ideas imply that meaningful 

learning does not occur via association but via the interactions between the elements 

involved. Imagine that we are making bread. Meaningful learning would involve having 

all the right ingredients (potentially meaningful materials), having a recipe that explains 

which ingredients are used first and in what measure they are used (the teacher’s 

presentation of the materials at the right time, knowing the student’s previous cognitive 

structure), and following that recipe (willingness to learn). At the beginning of the 

kneading process, one can still distinguish the flour, water, and yeast, but then, the 

ingredients begin to mix. This blending is what Ausubel calls assimilation. Up to a 

certain moment, it can be undone, but later, the interaction between the ingredients causes 

a transformation that results in a compound of ingredients with different characteristics 

and purposes. It is noticed that some of the ingredients lose certain singularities when 

they become assimilated. According to Ausubel, the brain keeps the essential 

singularities and disposes of those singularities that are not useful for the purposes at 

hand (Ausubel, 2000). 

During the process of assimilation, ideas that previously existed in the cognitive 

structure are modified, acquiring new meanings. When this happens repeatedly, it 

produces a further hierarchical elaboration of concepts and propositions, leading to 

progressive differentiation. This occurs during assimilation because subsumed concepts 

are constantly being reworked and modified, acquiring new meanings (Moreira, 2000). 
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Superordinate, subordinate, and correlative learning: Ordering our brain 

shelves 

At this point, it is necessary to create a new classification of meaningful learning 

based on where the new information fits. When organizing the cognitive structure, new 

material can be stored as subordinated, superordinate, or correlative. If we imagine the 

knowledge of an individual as a shelf, which has the information arranged from more 

general on top to more specific on the bottom, we can say that superordinate learning 

happens when various previous ideas become part of a more inclusive idea. To use a 

musical example: a student learns to play an A major scale, then a D major, and then a G 

major. Other major scales may follow, such as C major. Eventually the student learns that 

all those scales, which have very different notes but sound somehow similar, have a 

common, specific pattern of whole and half tones. This kind of information, when given 

at the appropriate moment in the learning process, becomes a globalizer of all the major 

scales and changes the previous knowledge because it makes it possible for the student to 

determine how to play every major scale by reasoning based on the major pattern 

formula. This kind of learning, superordinate learning, is what Ausubel calls integrative 

reconciliation and is more typical of the earlier years of childhood, especially in newer 

pedagogical approaches. The young student is no longer required to learn all the capitals 

of the world or all the classifications and sub-classifications of animals. In contrast, 

learning about what is in the environment, what is proximal, and what is well-known will 

be more interesting and therefore more motivational for the student. Thus, the foundation 
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for healthy curiosity is established, and from there, the student can acquire 

more general knowledge. 

Subordinate learning operates via an inverse process as compared to superordinate 

learning. In subordinate learning, the material to be learned is more specific. In this case, 

Ausubel states that the more general material acts as “subsumer” of the more specific 

new idea. To consider a musical example, we can imagine a violin student who has 

learned and understood the concept of a “chord” as a set of simultaneous sounds and has 

experienced it in a few pieces (Gavotte from Mignon in Suzuki Book 2 and Bach Bourree 

in Suzuki Book 3). The student arrives at her first theory class and learns that there are 

three-note chords, four-note chords, and so on. She also discovers that depending on the 

distance between the notes of the chord, the resulting sound can be a major, minor, 

diminished, augmented, dominant seventh, and many more. At this point, the concept of 

the chord that she had prior to the class has changed permanently because the new 

information has created an awareness of the variety and possibilities of the “chord” 

concept. 

There is one additional learning type, correlative learning. In this case, the 

information to be learned has a level of inclusivity that is equal or parallel to the 

connection in the cognitive structure. For example, we can imagine that a student has 

learned a piece in a G minor melodic scale. Imagine that the student can follow the sheet 

music for the piece and asks the teacher why sometimes is there an F sharp and an E 

natural. The teacher will explain the different minor scales further, including the melodic 

minor, the natural minor, and the harmonic minor. The teacher will also explain the 
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differences in sound organization, the patterns of sounds, and how sounds can 

be combined. Maybe, the teacher can provide some examples of songs in these three 

different scales to help the student distinguish between them. This new knowledge is 

stored in three ways under the “minor scale” concept, so the old information (melodic 

minor scale) becomes more complete due to the correlative adding of the new concepts 

(harmonic minor and natural minor scales). The common criteria and the differences 

between the three correlative scales add meaning to the compound theme, which is the 

minor scale system. 

If, during assimilation, ideas already established in the cognitive structure are 

recognized and listed in the course of new learning, enabling a new organization and the 

attribution of new meanings to these ideas, this process is referred to by Ausubel as 

“integrative reconciliation”. This process occurs mainly during super-ordinated and 

combinatorial learning because they require a recombination of existing cognitive 

structure elements (Moreira, 2000) 

Progressive differentiation and integrative reconciliation are dynamic processes 

that occur during meaningful learning. According to Ausubel, the organizational content 

for a given area of knowledge in the mind of an individual tends to be hierarchical: the 

most inclusive ideas are at the top, gradually descending to include proposals, concepts, 

and data, which are less inclusive and less differentiated.  
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Chapter 2 

“Meaningful Learning Theory” and the Suzuki Method.  

Common background and space to grow and interact 

Introduction to the Suzuki Method 

Meaningful Learning Theory may be applied to the Suzuki Method.  The 

cornerstones of the Suzuki Method converge in several ways with Meaningful Learning 

Theory, and Meaningful Learning Theory can help music learners and teachers improve 

the effectiveness of knowledge acquisition in this field. 

Analysis through eight viewpoints of the Suzuki Method 

1. All children can learn 

The Suzuki approach compares learning music to a child learning to speak his 

mother tongue. S. Suzuki developed his method by assuming that music could follow the 

same learning patterns that language does, and many who have come after him have 

followed this path as well. Edwin Gordon3 states,  

“Music and language have five vocabularies in common. 

Though parallel vocabularies have different names, children learn 

them sequentially. In language, they are listening, speaking, thinking, 

reading, and writing. In music, they are listening, singing and rhythm 

chanting, improvisation, reading, and writing (Gordon, 2012). 

                                                

 

3 Edwin E. Gordon (1927-2015) is widely remembered as a researcher, teacher, author, editor, and lecturer.  

Through extensive research, Professor Gordon has made major contributions to the study of music aptitudes, audiation, 

music learning theory, tonal and rhythm patterns, and music development in infants and very young children (GIML, 2015). 
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When comparing the processes of language learning and music learning, as 

Gordon says, one can see that they follow similar developmental paths. Meaningful 

Learning Theory does not state that all children have talent because it is a learning theory 

and is therefore focused on the how the brain works instead of what kind of brain a 

person has. Meaningful Learning Theory, as well as the Suzuki Method, defends the 

relevance of external factors in the learning process, such as motivation, meaningful 

materials, the environment, and methods and teaching techniques that take into account 

what the student knows and how to use that information as a starting point. The common 

ground is that all children have the capacity for development during their learning 

process and that the pace and quality of that learning will be determined by the kind of 

beginning, environment, and materials presented to the student (Ausubel, 2000) (Suzuki, 

1993). 

2. The importance of starting at an early age 

The Suzuki Method considers that an early start in music will make the global 

music-learning process of the student much more fluent and natural. Edwin Gordon 

comments on this as follows: 

“What children learn during their first five years of life forms 

foundations for subsequent educational development” (Gordon, 2013). 

 

Early musical stimulation and motor coordination are important in developing a 

fluent relationship with the instrument and the music to be played. It seems that the kind 
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of organization or cognitive schemes that develop in a child’s mind make a 

great difference in the pace and effectiveness of his or her later learning (Gordon, 2013). 

Ausubel’s theory does not specify age-specific development nor does he focus on 

the early stages, but he does explain how children establish meaningful connections 

between the objects in their environments and their verbal representations when they are 

in the stages of language acquisition. This theory also explains the generalization of 

concepts, from less to more inclusive, as seen in the previous chapter. How can those 

same connections be established in regard to music, notes, sounds, and what children hear 

and sing back or play on their instruments? How can educators help each student to fill 

the gaps between these? These are important questions that every teacher and educational 

institution must be prepared to address if they want to be effective in achieving a kind of 

education that from the very beginning, can help everyone grow, including those whose 

learning styles match with classroom teaching practices and those whose learning styles 

do not. Many of the brightest minds grew up thinking very differently compared to the 

established patterns or expectations of their times and environments. Ausubel answers 

this question in a way very similar to Suzuki, describing a kind of individual education in 

which the educator knows the student’s background and previous knowledge and helps 

her build from there in small steps (Ausubel, 2000). For example, let’s look at the case of 

a student who has grown up through her first three years of life listening to traditional 

Chinese music, which her Chinese mother plays at home, and in addition, more 

occasionally, other western music heard in her surroundings. From her background, it can 

be deduced that the major and minor tonal patterns will not be as strongly rooted in her 
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cognitive schemes as if she had listened to music by Bach, Mozart, “Queen,” 

“The Beatles,” or other western music regularly at home. However, she might find it very 

natural to improvise with the modal patterns present in her “mother tongue” musical 

style. 

According to Ausubel, meaningful learning can be developed at any stages in the 

life of the learner, but during the early years, the basic mental structures are constructed. 

Gordon also backs up this idea (Gordon, 2012). Later knowledge addition will be more or 

less efficiently attached to these basic structures depending on how stable the basic 

structures are at the time. Therefore, the importance of how educators oversee a students’ 

growth and provide them with what they need, meaningful materials at the right time, is 

clear. 

3. The environment 

In this area, there are two apparently different views. Meaningful Learning 

Theory states that the environment of the student must be taken into consideration to 

understand the student and be able to help her more effectively. In the Suzuki method, the 

emphasis is placed on modifying the environment of the student, changing it into a more 

musical, nurturing, and positive environment in order to make the learning experience 

possible. After considering both approaches, it is found that very often, reality falls 

somewhere between these two conceptions. No student has a 100% perfect environment. 

There are always cultural, familial, and economical inconveniences. Meaningful Learning 

Theory points out that the teacher must work with the current environment of the student. 

In this way, the environment will actually change as a result of the changes that the 
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student experiences during meaningful learning. Though each student’s reality 

falls at some point on the spectrum between these two approaches, music teachers often 

fall in one of these two extremes. Some only accept students whose circumstances will 

allow the teacher to teach students in the way that the teacher wants to do it. There are 

other teachers who will not take their students’ backgrounds into consideration and will 

separate class time from the student’s real life, assuming that their environment cannot be 

altered or is not relevant to their learning. If Meaningful Learning Theory sheds some 

light on the job of a Suzuki teacher, it suggests that she should follow Ausubel’s 

viewpoint: find out and work with the student’s current environment, attempting to be a 

strong influence on the student and her environment to reach Suzuki’s ideals. 

4. The Suzuki triangle: The influence and the role of parents and teachers. 

Some of these ideas have already been addressed in the point above, because the 

influence of the family, especially on young children, covers much of the student’s 

environment, but here, the parent plays a different role: “assistant teacher” at home. 

Having the parent as at-home teacher could be similar to a kind of homeschooling in 

which the student has class once in a while with a specialist but the actual practicing of 

the concept or skill takes place at home. Ausubel specifies that the teachers’ role is to 

facilitate the learning process (Ausubel, 1968). That is, teachers are in charge of selecting 

meaningful materials and the pace at which they are presented. They would be 

communicators of ideas. We can picture the figure of the Suzuki parent who practices 

with the child as a part of a teaching team, which along with the professional teacher, 

establishes a learning relationship with the student. The result is what is called “The 
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Suzuki triangle” (Suzuki, 1993). It has three corners, one for the student, one 

for the parent, and one for the teacher, and three sides that represent fluent 

communication between them. This stimulates the creation of constant connections 

between previous knowledge and the new meaningful materials to be learned.  

5. The role of listening and repetition 

Especially in the early stages, listening provides important preparation for later 

formal music learning, along with all the other musical experiences that the young child 

may be exposed to. As stated before, regularly listening of various kinds of music helps 

the student to broaden his or her image of what music is and strengthen her cognitive 

structure, aiding in the process of assimilation.  

6. Delaying reading 

Ausubel’s ideas on superordinate, subordinated, and correlative learning have 

been reviewed in the previous chapter. Learning how to read music has a place in the 

creation of cognitive schemes, though it is not the beginning of the process.  Music 

learning begins when the learner first listens to music. A kind of aural-representational 

learning begins to operate, giving form to the musical area of his or her cognitive 

structure. Therefore, music reading skills should be acquired when the student can 

significantly relate the sounds heard and experienced by singing or playing an instrument 

to what the eye sees on the paper. However, this does not only apply to reading. It should 

also be applied to harmony. When one studies harmony after having experienced the 

typology of chords, scales, harmonic sequences and cadences, the theory of harmony 

actually becomes a potentially meaningful material that is genuinely interesting. We can 
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apply this learning sequence to musical analysis, music history, and 

composition for the same reasons. 

7. Group and individuality. 

Most music students have their main learning moments in individual lessons with 

their teacher and during practice alone. You cannot study as a group in a library when 

playing an instrument, and one’s practice time will most likely be on one’s own, but the 

Suzuki approach places great importance on learning and performing in groups from the 

very beginning as part of the Suzuki experience (Suzuki, 1993). Meaningful Learning 

Theory has been developed over the years to help teachers in the context of the 

classroom. It can be used in many environments and with many ages and areas of 

learning. In most cases, the group learning experience has improved a student’s 

willingness to learn and facilitate peer learning. A multi-level group, whose members 

have different levels of skill in the area of the group’s purpose, would be quite efficient in 

terms of getting the most out of the group experience. The group, especially the multi-

level group, allows the teacher to provide students with diverse opportunities to enrich 

their knowledge through the review of pieces they already know, especially working on 

the technical and musical connections between them. This would be a clear example of 

promoting all kinds of meaningful learning: the subordinate, superordinate, and 

combinatorial types. The review and transformation of well-known pieces to introduce 

new concepts or develop abilities can be a window through which to see what is ahead 

and motivate students to continue. 

8. Common repertoire 
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For every instrument, one of the cores of the Suzuki Method is a 

standard repertoire that is carefully built and revised to help the student build abilities by 

breaking down difficulties into very small steps. This idea fulfills Ausubel’s profile of 

potentially meaningful material. The Suzuki repertoire gives the student the opportunity, 

through the different pieces, to acquire the abilities necessary to make music on a 

particular instrument.  These abilities build upon one another in order to construct a 

technically and musically strong structure from a very early age. However, the teacher 

may incorporate new songs and exercises in order to reinforce a specific point regarding 

which the student needs extra help. For violin, this could be the second position, minor 

key pieces, spiccato, etc.  

The Suzuki repertoire has been widely used over the years by Suzuki teachers and 

non-Suzuki teachers of many instruments as a valid and interesting path via which to 

achieve technical and musical proficiency, but thinking of Ausubel’s premises, the role of 

the teacher is essential in adapting this repertoire to every student and finding creative 

ways of supplementing the repertoire when needed. 
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Chapter 3 

 Practical ideas exemplifying meaningful Suzuki Music Learning 

Chapter 2 showed the points Meaningful Learning Theory and the Suzuki Method 

have in common, as well as how Suzuki teachers can help students connect potentially 

meaningful ideas with the ideas they already have. Meaningful learning can also help 

teachers become organized in their teaching. Taking into consideration the fact that the 

job of the teacher is to moderate the learning processes of the students, by being 

systematic and organized, we can avoid leaving gaps between what we present and what 

they know. By knowing the materials very well, we can make quick decisions about 

strengthening certain concepts by supplementing them with what is needed. 

The next material is presented in the form of schemes and conceptual maps. A 

conceptual map is a practical tool developed by J. Novak in the context of Meaningful 

Learning Theory, and it is a type of scheme in which the main points are organized 

hierarchically from top to bottom, from more inclusive to more exclusive. (Novak, 1984) 

These maps attempt to give an example of how someone could organize the 

different aspects of teaching with the Suzuki Method according to Meaningful Learning 

Theory.  
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Musical Form Development through Suzuki Violin Book 1 Repertoire.  

The next two figures summarize the formal structure of the pieces in the Suzuki 

Violin Book 1 repertoire. The first ones are presented in the way they could be introduced 

to a student as young as three years old. The second figure refers to the development of 

the different types of formal structures as a resource to help students memorize the pieces 

more efficiently. 
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Development of bow techniques using Suzuki Violin Book 1 Repertoire 

The next scheme exemplifies the right hand work that can be done in Suzuki 

Violin Book 1 in terms of bow strokes in two different moments: when it is learned for 

the first time and when, sometime after, the student reviews it in a deeper way combining 

different techniques. In that moment is when the integrative reconciliation can take place.  
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Development of the 4th finger using the Suzuki Repertoire 

 These two schemes examine a technical ability essential to the development of 

the left hand technique from two different points of view: In the first one, there is an 

overview of the use of the 4th finger in terms of how is it approached (finger distance) 

through the first four books of the Suzuki violin repertoire. The second one is a 

conceptual map showing the parameters the teacher needs to bear in mind to help the 

student develop the skill and the relationships between them.  
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Conclusions 

Teachers must be systematic in the presentation of materials and the introduction 

of skills in order to promote meaningful learning among their students. Therefore, it is 

important to have the resources needed to approach different types of students with a 

global view of what is important and what is not. At the same time, we need to be 

sensitive to the student’s background and circumstances if we want to leave a real impact 

in their interest to learn and their capacity to do so. 

Ausubel’s words on this are very eloquent: 

“If I had to reduce all of educational psychology to just one 

principle, I would say this: The most important single factor 

influencing learning is what the learner already knows. Ascertain this 

and teach him accordingly” (Ausubel, 1968). 
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