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TEACHING NARRATIVE 
I believe that an educated citizenry is a vital requisite for our democracy.  Although this idea is 
not original to me, it is a central tenet to why I teach.  My appreciation for the role of education in 
America is borne out of my own experience.  I am the product of an excellent public school and 
university education.  Unquestionably my quality of life has been shaped in large measure 
because of my strong education.  I was instilled with the notion that an education is the most 
valuable asset a person can have and that it cannot be taken away from you.  As a student of 
history, I note that the remarkable progress of African Americans in this country is due in large 
measure to the power of education.  I was drawn to a career in teaching because I believe that 
education plays a key role in creating the nation and the world we seek.   The goal of education is 
not simply a good job but a preparation for a way of life and living.  

 
My goals in teaching are to help students to think critically about the subject at hand and to 
encourage a sense of discipline and rigor in their own investigations.  I also seek to inspire them to 
think creatively about the connections between music as culture and social, political and even 
economic expression.   This contextualizing of the study of music has many benefits, including a 
framework for experiencing music that connects sonic expression with social context.  In a world 
that increasingly commodifies and disconnects music from its cultural contexts, I seek to 
demonstrate the multiple ways in which a given piece of music can be understood and evaluated. 
 
I believe I am an outstanding asset to the Music Department and Emory University.   I have 
taught over twenty different courses for the department, overseen Honors theses projects, and 
served as both reader and adviser to several PhD dissertations in the ILA.  I have created a 
number of new courses over the years that has helped to diversify our Department’s offerings and 
afforded me a way to give our students the benefit of the breadth and depth of my educational 
and professional experience.  I have been trained as a music theorist and my interest in 
music theory has not diminished.  However over the years, I have been encouraged by the Music 
Department to offer courses reflective of a broader musical world and an ever-expanding liberal 
arts purview.  I have happily accepted this invitation, which allows me to utilize the breadth and 
depth of my educational and professional experience.   
 
In addition to teaching all four semesters of the music theory sequence, I have created nine new 
courses for the Music Department and revised two of them into WR courses.   These courses 
include Introduction to Electronic/Computer-based Music; Jazz: It’s Evolution and Essence; 
Bebop and Beyond; Black Music: Culture, Commerce and the Racial Imagination; Music of the 
Harlem Renaissance; Music and the Cultural Revolution Since the 1960s; Spirituality and Jazz; 
Black Odyssey: Migration, Home and African-American Cultural Tradition (team taught with 
Mark Sanders of African American Studies); and Discovering Africa in the Musics of the New 
World.  In addition, my background in both theology and religion have allowed me to create 
courses such as Spirituality and Jazz (MUS307) and the Black Sacred Music Tradition in the 
United States (BCS698) which was taught at the Candler School of Theology. 

 
Moreover my early efforts to build the theory program resulted in the Music Department Piano Lab 
which is now a central aspect of our theory and keyboard pedagogy. In the early iteration of the 
piano lab, I introduced MIDI sequencing and time code synchronization for film and animation 
in our earliest courses on computer music. We have obviously made astonishing technological 
advances since that time and innovation and technology continue to inform and enhance our 
teaching methods and capabilities. Our jazz studies program, electronic music studio, and 



2		

keyboard/theory lab all make use of current technologies and I am grateful that I helped to 
pioneer the use of technology in the Music Department. 

I teach a wide array of different types of courses for the Music Department. Each of the courses 
require me to be sensitive to the pedagogy needs of the course.  The upper level theory courses 
require one method and pedagogy while the survey study of the history of jazz requires quite 
another.  In the History of Jazz class, for example, I engage my students to  “experience” the 
musical practice under review.  I have created several exercises to simulate particular performance 
practices for the class, which is comprised of both majors and non-majors.  When considering the 
important innovations of trumpeter Louis Armstrong in the 1920s, the class learns a vocalese 
version of Armstrong’s 1926 solo to Big Butter and Egg Man.  Vocalese is the practice of creating 
and singing lyrics to a pre-existing instrumental selection.  In this instance, the lyrics are designed 
to actually mirror what Armstrong is playing.   

Here’s the ascending line, 
Do it again that’s fine 

Let’s hear it one more time, 
Rip up, then reverse it going down. 

As the students sing along with this historic recording, they quickly memorize it and are able to 
sing it in its entirety. By learning to sing it, they reinforce what they have read about Armstrong 
and can orally compare Louie to his contemporaries such as Bix Beiderbecke.  This experience is 
so meaningful that I have encountered former students decades later who still remember Big 
Butter and Egg Man in its entirety.  Similarly when the jazz course explores the big band era of 
the 1940s, we simulate the style of Count Basie’s riff-oriented big band.  Groups of students are 
assigned to the various sections of the band, including the trumpets, trombones and saxophones. 
As the students sing the stacked riffs of each section, they literally simulate the Basie sound.  This 
experiential listening and performing experience helps the student to not only to discover the 
Basie sound, it also affords them a way to differentiate between Basie’s sound and the style of 
Duke Ellington, for example.  By semester’s end, the students are surprised by the level of aural 
sophistication they have developed in a matter of months.  I have created similar exercises for 
every decade in our study, including our unit on the avant-garde and regard this aurally integrated 
approach as a true innovation to teaching the history of jazz to non-musicians.   

 
My approach in teaching music theory is to connect theory with practice and the repertoire, 
helping students to understand the relationship between all three.  I suggest to the students that 
the “rules” often seek to codify and clarify why certain musical practices are to be preferred 
over others to achieve a certain musical effect. However, in order for students to understand the 
“rules,” they must internalize the preferred results.  This is both an aural and intellectual matter 
and the goal of good music theory experience is to hear the desired result.  I encourage  my 
students to become very familiar with the repertoire and the aesthetic assumptions associated 
with it, as well as the theoretical frameworks that have been constructed to explain it.  In my 
theory courses, we study entire movements and complete works and not simply the short excerpts 
provided in the workbook. This approach provides a better sense of the unity of a musical 
expression rather than a de-contextualized inspection of only a few measures of a given work.    
 

The fourth semester of the music theory sequence is MUS 222.  It deals with early 20th century 
post tonal and atonal repertoire and theoretical methods.  The challenge of this course is that few 
students are acquainted with this literature.  They have neither studied nor performed the music of 
Schoenberg, Berg and Webern in their respective studios.  The aesthetic shift towards atonality, 
serial, and twelve-tone modes of organization are difficult to understand or embrace.  To address 
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this challenge, I have developed model composition exercises to help students understand how 
these new modes of musical organization are reflected in modern music.  The students are 
encouraged to perform each other’s works, as well as to perform selections from the canonic early 
20th century repertoire.  I often bring in professional musicians to perform the final student 
composition projects.  Although not all students will come to love this music, they all leave this 
class with a better understanding of “modern” repertoire.  Such activities enliven the entire music 
theory experience. 
 
I believe my contributions to the Music Department include the creation of the keyboard /theory 
lab, as well as the creation of several new courses that were developed in carefully alignment and 
coordination with the Department’s aspirations and mission, as well as the resources of other 
Emory College departments, most notably African American Studies, Spanish and Portuguese, 
and the ILA.  Without the courses that I offer on jazz, race and ethnicity and the Harlem 
Renaissance, the offering of the Music Department would be severely diminished.   
 
My teaching has routinely involved cross-listing courses with the African American Studies 
Department and now the Department of Spanish and Portuguese with the new offering, 
Discovering Africa in the Musics of the New World.  This course grew out of my interests in the 
intersectionality of identity and music.  Scholars readily acknowledge the numerous ways that 
African cultural retentions have helped to shape African American and American culture.  
African American musics such as jazz, blues, gospel, and the spirituals resonate with an African 
impulse on many levels.  The African presence in Latin American and Caribbean culture is also 
well documented.  Given the shared histories with regards to slavery, economics, politics, and 
power, recent scholarship has shifted to offer new ways of thinking about the ethnography of 
African American and Latino/Hispanic cultures and communities in the Americas.   This course 
is interdisciplinary by design and considers the sound or sonic aspects of the music as well as the 
social function and historical and cultural contexts of the music and cultural identities. Students 
are challenged to think critically about the music they are engaging, to evaluate the impact of the 
various technologies through which they experience music, and to reflect on how music can help 
to frame or disrupt one’s sense of community and personal/collective identity. 

 
Equally important, this course includes a community-engaged learning component that involves 
Emory students, serving as facilitators/mentors within designated local school communities.  In 
addition to the weekly class sessions on campus, Emory students engage middle and high school 
students in a dialogue about the music and their relationship to it and are challenged to creatively 
connect and share what they have studied in the classroom with what they are learning from the 
Latino and African American students in the target schools.  An important consequence of the 
course is that Emory undergraduate students experience and learn from communities they might 
not otherwise encounter.  This course helps Emory students to bring ethnography and theory to 
life in new ways to excite and engage.   Ultimately, this course provides a venue for Emory 
students to communicate and demonstrate what they are learning about musical culture outside 
the limiting parameters of an examination or term paper. 
In addition, I am particularly excited about my efforts to create and implement courses that  
combine cross-disciplinary studies and creative work.  One such course is entitled, Black 
Odyssey: Migration, Home and the African American Cultural Tradition (AAS 385WR/MUS 
370W).  It was created in conjunction with the 2014 Carlos Museum presentation of the Romare 
Bearden Black Odyssey Exhibition.   This cross-disciplinary study was co-taught with Mark 
Sanders in the African American Studies Department.  It incorporated the exploration of 
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African American literature, African American music, and the visual arts through Bearden’s 
work. 

 
The course offered a meditation on the western epic tradition and African American mobility. 
Consider the course description: 

Romare  Bearden:  Black  Odyssey  Series   invites   a  broader   examination   of  
African American culture and its address of migration, escape, and notions of home and 
belonging. Taking  up music, literature,  film, and of course  the visual arts, the class 
examines  the multiple  ways  in  which  African  Americans  have  attempted  to  
forge  and  articulate individual and collective identity within a western political and 
artistic context. Thus, in addition to a close examination of the Black Odyssey Series 
itself, the course will explore the role of jazz and gospel, for example, relative to 
black migration north and into urban centers;  we  will  read  African  American  
literature  for  its  formulations  of  flight  and selfhood; and we will examine African 
American visual artists and their interpretations of mobility and identity formation. 

The course required reading plays, novels, and essays that spanned the gamut from Harriet 
Jacobs to Lorraine Hansberry, Toni Morrison to August Wilson, Leroi Jones to Isabel Wilkerson. 
Students explored music and the many musical styles and languages that inspired these artists. 

 
The climax of the course featured a panel discussion with Robert O’Meally from Columbia 
University, novelist and playwright Paul Carter Harrison, and me.  The evening included a 
reading by poet Kevin Young and a performance of a movement from my string quartet, This 
Train’s Been Here and Gone. This multi-faceted course offered a multi-prismed guided tour into 
the art and aesthetic world and work of artist Romare Bearden.  Students still remark how the 
Black Odyssey course represented a hallmark learning experience for them that continues to 
inform their Emory experience even now. 

 
These two new courses reflect my ongoing and future teaching interests to engage Emory 
students with the broader Atlanta community and my advocacy of connecting Emory University 
with underserved communities.  Such courses offer a special value and encourage our students 
to integrate their cultural theory studies with community engagement.   More importantly, I 
believe such courses help to make relevant what we do in higher education, breaking down the 
“ivory tower” syndrome and transforming our students through socially relevant and responsible 
teaching. 
 
Teaching new courses such as this one contain opportunities as well as challenges.  The 
opportunity is to offer new modes of learning and experiencing musical culture and the 
communities from which they are derived.  The challenge of such a course is the intense 
coordination that is required between several different institutions and organizations.  In this 
instance, the Discovering Africa course involved the Office of Community Engagement, Emory 
University’s Graduation Generation, the Carlos Museum, and the Atlanta Public Schools.  What 
we discovered in teaching this new course was that the infrastructure and support systems 
necessary to effectively execute the class were vastly underestimated. Although the students 
understood the challenges, I believe that the coordination and scheduling difficulties with all the 
stakeholders impacted their appreciation of the class and ultimately, their evaluation of the 
course. 
 
I believe that teaching is an art and like all artists, we as teachers must continue to hone our craft.  
My passion for and commitment to teaching has resulted in educational experiences for our 
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students that are transformative.  My efforts to teach my students to think critically and creatively 
is always at the forefront of my teaching efforts.   I believe these efforts have been recognized in 
a variety of ways, including the numerous awards and citations.  I recognize, however, that the 
requirements for successful teaching requires my sensitivity to the students as well as the subject 
matter. Throughout my entire teaching career at Emory, I have tried to create a classroom 
environment that is rigorous and engaging.  I have resisted, sometimes to my detriment, 
simplifying many of the dense and challenging subjects that I teach.  Instead, I have made every 
effort to encourage the students to discover the requirements and discipline of successful study.  
Ironically, there have been semester when I felt that I accomplished my goals with my students 
only to receive course evaluations that were not consonance with my perspective about the 
course.  I have taken very seriously the student needs for very clear expectations and boundaries 
and have modified my course accordingly.  I think in the past few years, I have been successful at 
clarifying and restating my expectations in such a way that the students are clear on what the 
course requires.  I also accept and acknowledge that the cultural foundations of even our brightest 
students increasingly require me to fill in the gaps around culture, history and even language.  By 
participant in several University sponsored workshops, I continue to learn new way to teach more 
effectively and persuasively.  I, however, will not teach the test nor will I capitulate to the 
lowered expectations of some of my students. 
 
In conclusion, I believe I have been an effective and support colleague within the Music 
Department and the University community, as a whole.  I have taught on the Department’s behalf 
at the Candler School of Theology and routinely provide guest presentations in the courses of my 
colleagues, including Mark Sanders graduate seminar (AAS), Michael Harris’ course on the 
Visual Arts of the Harlem Renaissance (AAS), Stephen Crist’s The Music of 1959 Freshman 
Seminar, Kevin Karnes, Meredith Schweig and Tong Soon Lee’s sections of Music 200, AAS 
Survey of African  American Culture course,  and  guest  lectures  and  presentations  at  the  
ILA.  I have directed independent studies for students in the ILA and currently serve on the 
dissertation committee of ILA student Clint Fluker who is completing a study of Afro-Futurism, 
Samuel Delany, and Sun Ra.  Other ILA dissertations in which I have participated include 
Timothy Askew’s “Cultural Hegemony and African American Patriotism: An Analysis of the 
Song “Lift Every Voice and Sing”’ and Michael Antonucci’s “Cryptic Cartography: The Poetry 
of Michael Harper and the Geopoetic Impulse.”  Recent Music Department Honors Theses 
adviser duties include Jee Young Kim, “Changjak Gugak as a Symbol of Modern Korean 
Culture” (2014) and Erica Jordan’s Musical Expressions of Somali Identity in the North 
American Diaspora (2013). 

 
Lastly, I believe the invitations to teach at other prestigious institutions have recognized my 
teaching acumen across an unusually wide array of subjects.  These invitations included serving as 
the first Quincy Jones Visiting Professor of African Music at Harvard University (1997); teaching 
composition at the Yale School Music (2003) alongside noted composers Martin Bresnick and 
Aaron Kernis; and giving the week-long Alain Locke Lectures (2004) at Harvard University.    
Additionally during the 2015 calendar year, I served as the Spelman College Distinguished 
Visiting Scholar of the Arts.  Moreover, Emory University recognized my teaching with the 1994 
Emory Williams Teaching Award.  These invitations and awards, I believe, not only brought 
attention to my work but they also brought greater visibility to Emory University and the Emory 
Music Department. 


