Bell Book

SET UP TIME NEEDED PRIOR TO CLASS START 

MATERIAL NEEDED

     This book is written to accommodate the instruction of 2 to 3 octaves of handbells with as few as 7 students and up to 24 students.  This instruction method has been used with students as young as 5 and as old as 76 prior to the writing of this publication. (If you would like more information on how this instruction material originated please read the preface.) 

Grouping age levels maintains similar learning speed so no one gets left behind.  There is NO reading music ability required.   

A 2 octave set will need books 3 through 10.  For 3 octaves you will need books 1 through 11.  These books will stay with the instructor and are used over and over again for each class of new students.   Each student will benefit from the workbook that will reinforce the concepts learned at each class or you may purchase one book (Specify title of books) and make copies of the worksheets only.  (Should we provide a book of copy masters for the worksheets?)  However, the students will not have the advantage of the bell chart and description of handbell techniques.  And since the worksheets build on each other having them in a book will enable them to refer to previous assignments.  This instruction method can be used without the workbooks or worksheets.

HOW MANY STUDENTS

     The ideal number of students for a two octave set is 8. You will have 7 students with 2 bells and one student with 1 bell. For a three octave set the ideal number is 11 in which each student will have 2 bells.  If you have a larger number of students let them have 1 bell each. The best position to split into a 1 bell position is the F5and G5, then D5 and E5, then C5 and B4.  

Another thing to consider is that some of your students may know how to read music and it is important to keep them challenged by giving them the “busy bell” positions.  This would change the rationale you would use in splitting a position to a one-bell position since the busiest position is usually F5 and G5 and this would be an ideal position for a student who needs the challenge.  

CLASSROOM ARRANGEMENT 

   
Before the arrival of the new students you need to prepare the classroom.    You will need an area to sit in a circle on the floor or in chairs with no tables or obstructions.  You will need to be able to walk around the inside of the circle to show various parts of the bell.  

Put bell tables in a U-shape (fig. 1) in the area next to your seating circle. You should not put chairs at the bell tables. Chairs create bad habits while playing bells.  Students will try to rest their elbows on the table to play the bells.  They also will not be ready to play because they will keep sitting down when you stop the music.  So just eliminate the problem by not having chairs at the bell tables.  

Be sure your tables have a good 3”-4” cushion with a cloth cover. The bells you should put on the table will be all the natural notes. (Fig. 1)  (White-handled bells or bells that have a white hand guard on them) The black notes will be added later to the set up as the sharps or flats are added to the key signature. 

The bells should be set up on the padded tables and the bell books for each position set with their bells.  This helps keep the excitement, anticipation and classroom control very high. You will need to greet the students and remind them they can look but not touch until they are instructed to.  Seat the students in the circle. 


This curriculum is written in 10-15 minute sections so that this instruction method will accommodate 30 to 45 minutes of class time. 

BEGINNING OF 30-45 MINUTE CLAS

Part 1 – 10 minutes
YOUR FIRST CLASS!

     
Your room is set up and your students are ready and waiting.  Start out with several questions.  

“How many of you have seen handbells?”

“How many of you have heard handbells being played?”

“How many of you have played handbells?”  

The number of stories you wish to hear will depend on the amount of time you have for class. 

In the next set of questions you will want to take note of the answers so that when the students finally go to the bell table you will put the students that say they can read music in the middle positions.  

“Is there anyone who can read music?”

“Do you play an instrument such as the piano?”

This is a good time to let the students to introduce themselves and tell a little about their musical background and why they want to play handbells. After you get a little personal information about your students introduce yourself.  

 A LITTLE BELL HISTORY   

    
Your next question will lead you into a little history about handbells.  

“Does anyone know where handbells came from?”  There is an excellent book (                                                          )  if you wish to elaborate on the history of bells.  Because time is usually short and the students just want to play bells I keep it short.  

     
“Bells originated in England in the big church towers.  The bells would weigh 2000 pounds and require strong bell ringers that would pull a rope to make the bells ring.  The bell players would ring “peals” for all sorts of religious events, weddings, funerals, etc.  Well, if your town didn’t have a big church tower with bells you couldn’t have bells at your event.  So they shrunk them several times over several decades until they have reached the portable handbells of today.  (The very shortened history lesson)  

COST 

     The next subject is important to cover with young students.  Be sure to spend some time on this with adults also because they like to know the cost, care and what will damage the handbells, but they already know that they must be responsible.  

Many handbell directors and players are concerned about young people being able to take care of the bells.  Give the young people this same information.  Let them know how much the bells are worth, what will damage them and what they must do to take care of them.  Again, asking questions gets them to think. 

At this time, walk over to the bell table, put on a pair of gloves, and get a little bell and a big bell.

“How much do you suppose it would cost to replace this bell if you ruined it?  The least expensive bells are $110+/- through 5 octaves.  The littlest bells actually cost up to $250 in the 6th and 7th octave.  The largest bell in a 3 octave set would cost $270+/- to replace.  The most expensive bell is the C2 in a 7 octave set and that bell sells for a whopping $3,300.”  Check the Internet under Malmark or Schulmerich Handbells to get lots of pricing information.  (Website address)

WHY GLOVES

     
By this time you’ve been flashing the gloves with the bells and it’s time to ask…  

“Why do you suppose we wear gloves?  Gloves do two things.  They give their hands cushion but the most important reason to wear gloves is to keep skin oil away from the brass on the bell.  Skin oil will tarnish and ultimately corrode the bells.”

Corrode is a big word for youngsters so I ask if anyone knows what corrode means.  They usually compare it to rust.  Then I ask where they have skin oil.  It’s important to point out that skin oil is everywhere. Make a point to mention that skin oil is on your face and when it’s summer time and hot the cool brass feels good on your face but that is a bad place to touch the bell SO DON’T DO IT.  The best reason for why corrosion is bad can be explained with a glass of water. 

“Have you ever put water in different glasses and tapped on the side to play a sound, then you take some water away and tap the glass again and the sound changes?  That’s what happens when you take away some of the brass on the bells, by corrosion, it changes the sound.” 

Part 2 – 10 minutes

CARE AND DAMAGE

     
“What are some other things that can damage the bells?”  Dropping the bell.  Clanging one bell to another bell is very damaging.  The shoulder of young people are very narrow and they must keep the two bells far enough apart so they don’t hit each other, but not so far apart that they hit their neighbor’s bells.

The bigger the bells and the smaller the person the worse the problem is.  Demonstrate an imaginary wall separating their right and left sides by waving your hand up and down in front of them to create a visual picture of a wall that separates the bells to protect them (Fig. 2).  You can set up an imaginary quarter fund that each time a student clangs a bell they must contribute.  We want the quarter fund to be broke.

 BELL CONSTRUCTION AND POSITION FOR PLAYING

     
Bells are made in a foundry.  The brass is heated to liquid then poured into a mold.  The bells are very precisely made with the exact amount of brass then finely tuned by shaving, filing and polishing to achieve the beautiful sound they make.  The shaving, filing and polishing also tunes the bells.  After the bells have been tuned they are struck until the ideal spot for the best sound is found and they put a scratch on the inside of bell. Take the time to walk around the inside of the circle and show each of the students the scratch.  The next thing to point out is that on the handle there is a picture of a little bell that is lined up opposite the scratch and that tells them that the bell is right side up in striking position. 

HOW TO RING THE BELL

     
They now know the position the bell will be placed on the table so it will be ready to ring.  Ask how many know how to swing a hammer?  That is a good description for the motion required for the clapper to strike properly.  Give your students a brief demonstration of how to swing to ring.  This will be the first time they hear the bell ring.  Enjoy the excitement in their eyes at this time and realize they want to do it now!  Then they need to be shown that you stop the sound or ‘damp the bell’ by pressing it into your shoulder or gently on the table. You will explain the hammer striking motion and shoulder damping again when you have the students over at the bell tables.  

CLAPPING AND DIRECTING INFO

     
Before you allow the students to go to the bells they need just a little more information.  You will want to have just a few more minutes of quiet.  At this time you will show them the directing pattern for 4/4 time. (Fig. 3)  If you don’t have a big down beat for count one you should try and develop it.  They don’t need to know any of the technical stuff at this time just that they need to count to four over and over and over again.  If you can talk and direct 4/4 time then do it.  While you are directing tell your students that you want them to clap on the count of 1.  Everyone will start clapping and you should continue to talk and direct while coaxing him or her to clap on the down beat.  When all the students have established the rhythm with you tell them to watch carefully because you are going to give them the cutoff to stop clapping.  Let them know how well they stayed together and point out that staying together and stopping is everything in handbells. Tell them if they get lost just find one and join back in. 

      If you don’t think you can talk and direct at the same time then show them the directing pattern and instruct them to clap on one, you may still need to occasionally say “one” during the down beat and occasionally count to four while you are directing. 

Part 3 – 10 minutes

LET’S RING THOSE BELLS!

     
Before the students go to the table every one must have a pair of gloves on and be reminded not to pick up the bells when they get over there.  They can pick any position they want.  You will have students that want big bells or little bells.  Tell them that it won’t matter what size they have this time because next time they will switch positions.  If you have music readers don’t worry about that yet.  If you have several students and have to make one-bell positions instruct the students to take a middle bell, especially G5 and F5.  You may have to do a little refereeing to get everyone into a position they are comfortable with and like who they are standing next to.  Let them know they are a team and they all have to play together. 

     
Once everyone has settled in, tell the students to look at the handle and see if the little bell is facing up at them.  If not turn the bell over.   Find out who is left handed or right handed.  If every one is right handed them you may say “with your right hand pick up the bell like a hammer. If you have both left-handed and right-handed students then use the term “primary hand” or the “hand they write with”.  

Tell them not to put their hand through the handle because later on when they get really good and have to change bells a lot it will slow them down.  Give students a picture of a nail head to strike with your finger right in front of them. Tell them they may start ringing.  Now your quiet is GONE! Walk in front of each student and watch for hammer swinging technique.  Continue to use your finger as the nail head to give them a striking target.    

Watch for those that will turn their palm into their body while holding the bell.  Straighten the wrist out to get a proper swinging motion.  Watch for a pushing motion that involves too much shoulder movement and tell them to bend more at the elbow and less action in their shoulder.  After you have checked everyone’s striking technique raise your hand and give them a cutoff.  You will be able to see how many students were paying attention by who stops the sound on their shoulder or if they just stop ringing.  Have them switch hands and do the same exercise and watch for proper technique.   

     
Now it is time to use the clapping exercise, only this time it will be with the bells.  It is necessary to establish the tempo every time the students begin playing so explain to them “the count of four and then you come in on one”.   I always like to tell them that I’m the director and these four counts make me feel like I’m doing my job and that they need me.  It will probably be necessary to say one along with a big down beat, keep the beat going until every one is playing in time.  Listen for precision of the group.  On the count of one everybody should be ringing together.  Give them another big cutoff.  

This is a good time to explain the damping technique again.  

“You stop the sound by pressing the bell into the soft part of your shoulder”.  Let them know how well they stayed together.  However, you want the count of one to be like one big bell and right now you hear da da da da da, like popcorn.  Popcorn is for snack time not bell practice.  Try the exercise again and they usually pay more attention and get a much more precise down beat at the beginning of each four counts.  
Remember to compliment this accomplishment.  

Now you need to get them to add circles (Fig. 4) to the movement of the hammer swing.  This adds showmanship and also helps the bell sound last longer and be louder. Use someone’s bell and show them how to make a circle. Watch the students for the downward strike and upward circle. There may be some students that ring down and try to make the circle backwards or downward.  Help them with the movement but don’t make a big deal if they don’t get it.  The circle requires a lot of coordination and practice and it’s their first time.  

Using the same counting and playing exercise have them ring with circles.  Now you have covered three techniques.  Ring, ring with circles and shoulder damp.  As time allows present the table damp technique, spiral, shake or shelly, thumb damp, mart lift and toll or tower ring.  Refer to “Bell Ringing Techniques” on page? and in the student manual and workbook on page?

THE ABOVE TOOK 10 MINUTES .     

END OF 30 MINUTE CLASS   

FOR A 45 MINUTE CLASS THE FOLLING SECTION WILL TAKE 15 MINUTES. CONTINUE BY SKIPPING THE CLASS REVIEW IN THE FIRST PARAGRAPH OF CLASS TWO.

CLASS TWO!  (You may still add students at this time, however, only students that can read music should be added after class three.  Place newer students next to experienced students who can help show them ringing techniques.)

REVIEW TAKES 10 MINUTES

     Your students will be ready to go straight to the bell tables when they arrive. Start in your circle again You’ll begin by reviewing 4/4 time, directing pattern, where “one” is by clapping rhythm.  Once you’ve reviewed staying together instruct them to go to the bell tables. Remind them to get gloves and don’t touch the bells.  Have them use the same bells that they used when trying the different ringing techniques.  But don’t ring the bells yet. Then you’ll review the same techniques covered in the first class.  Review ring, damp, table damp, spiral, shake and toll, by playing together in 4/4 time.  Have the students’ use the different techniques by ringing the bell on count one until the popcorn is gone or lessened.  Now you are ready to move onto playing some music.  (The paragraphed above should be skipped for a 45 minute class.)

SKIP TO HERE FOR 45 MINUTE CLASS   

      Success is really important in the first class.  If it were possible to have a 45 minute first class that would best. Your students will leave with excitement and anticipation of playing handbells again.   Because it is so important to have the accomplishment of playing music right in the beginning we will use color coded notes. There are pros and cons to this method of reading music. Don’t worry, the students will be weaned from the color coding and actually read the music soon enough. 

NEXT SECTION 5-10 MINUTES

     Have your students stand their bells and move them forward on the table so they will have room for each bell position’s book.  Remind them again that the bells are not to be played until they are so instructed.  (Okay, so we are dreaming to think that no one will play a bell while you are talking but you can always hope.)  Have the students open to page (?)  “Alleluia” Whole Notes. Go a head and give a brief description of the layout of music.  They won’t remember or understand much of what you tell them.  Point out the treble and base clef.  You could use an overhead. (Should we included copy masters for overheads?)Tell them the fancy S is for the little bells and the clef on the bottom is the big bells.  Be careful not to call the bells high and low with younger students. They have a hard time relating sound pitch with height.  You’ll get into that later.  Next, show them what a “line” is. (The staff) Describe the two groups of 5 lines, notice the up and down line connects the groups of lines. The top line is for the little bells and the bottom lines are for the big bells.  Have them look for the fours.  
“Can anyone guess what the fours tells us?  It tells us how many we count to over and over again.  Notice the up and down lines. They kind of make a box. Now look at the top of those lines.  Do you see the little box with a number in it?  Do you see how the little box is at each big box? The big box is a ‘measure’. The little box with the number in it tells us which measure we are at. How many measures do you see?  (8) Okay let’s put it together.  Each box is a measure.  Each measure is the section that gets four counts in it.  So every measure you see is four counts.  When I’m directing the big down motion of my hand is the beginning of each measure.  Now let’s figure out which bells to play.”

LAST SECTION OF DAY ONE AND/OR TWO 10 – 15 MINUTES.   

     “Now get the bells so you can see the letter and number on the handle with the little bell looking up at you.  On the front of your bell book is a letter and a number highlighted with a color. Now look at the color spot and find the letter and number then look at the bell handle and find which bell is which color.”  

Go through the students and make sure each understands which color matches which bell.  Now have your students open the bell book to page (?).  “Alleluia” Whole Notes.  

“We are going to look at measure one.  Is your color in measure one?  Everyone with a note in measure one - raise your hand.  Okay I’m going to count to four and everyone with a note in measure one is going to play on count one.  Stop the sound by damping the bell on your shoulder with this cutoff.”  

This will be the first time they have heard a nice sound with the bells.  

“Now look at measure two.  Who has a note in measure two?  Raise your hand.  Which bell is it?”  Have the students show you or tell you again.  

“I’ll give you four counts and those who have a note in measure two will play on count one.  Are you ready for measure three?  Now lets put it together.  We will do measures one through three and see how you do. When I count I will tell you which measure we are in by saying the measure number instead of count one.  One, two, three, four – Two, two, three, four – Three, two, three, four.  When songs get big I’ll say twelve, two, three, four.  If I say Six, two, three, four where will we be in this piece of music?”

Have them point to that measure in their bell book. 

“I’ll give you four counts and you play in the measure your note is in.”

If you get requests to go further than measure three, hesitate, but agree to go to measure four.  After you have played these four measures the excitement is hard to contain.  

“Let’s look at measures five through eight.  Find your notes in those measures.  Does anyone see anything when you compare measures one to four and five to eight?”  

You should have a couple of student’s notice that they are the same.  

“Do you all think we can play the whole song?”

I love the enthusiasm from the students at this time because I know they’ve begun down the road of building personal success and team work.  

     
Take the rest of your class time by playing “Alleluia” with different techniques.  Start your bell ringing techniques with a regular ring in which the try to make the circle.  Pay attention to the direction the student makes their circle.  The bell must be rung low, then circle up and around back to the shoulder.  The coordination of any age student will vary.  (If you can sing ask if anyone recognizes the song.  Then sing it with them while they play.  You may find that you’ll have to intermix the words to Alleluia and one, two three, four and measure numbers while you direct and they play.) 

Do toll next. Remind them to keep the bell forward, swing at the shoulder, keep the elbow bent and have it go backwards and watch out for obstacles behind them so they don’t hit the bell on anything.  

Next do spiral and shake.    (Remember to refer to bell ringing techniques in the main bell books at the end of class assign the first worksheet.  This will reinforce the staff, 4/4 time signature, base and treble clef, measures and measure numbers.

THIS WOULD BE THE LAST CLASS TO ADD ANY NEW STUDENTS

DAY 2 AND/OR 3.

     
“Welcome again!  Grab a pair of gloves and go to the table in a different bell position.  If you had big bells then go to little bells and visa versa.”  (“But Why? I like the bells I had?) 

Explain why.  

“It takes more time to ring the big bells because they are so much heavier.  You have to anticipate a little sooner with big bells and when you have little bells you must be careful not to ring too soon.  Does anyone know what anticipate means?”   

Student participation is important right now because it will give you an idea who understands the material that’s been presented the first two days.  Also, when the students answer the questions they will be teaching the new students and each other.  Ask lots of questions. “Why do we wear gloves?”   How can you tell if your bell is in the right position for ringing?” “What is the most important part of my directing pattern?” 

     
“Now we need to open our bell book to page (?) Can someone describe a measure?  Every body point to a measure.  Point to measure 1.  Point to measure 6.  How many measures are in this song?  Where is the treble and base clef?  What is the big fancy S clef called?  Which clef is for the big bells?  What do you call it?  Where is the time signature?  What does the time signature stand for?  How many counts are in a measure in this song?”  

     
Begin the review with some clapping to the directing pattern.  Then proceed with a quick review of handbell techniques with each hand.  

“Now let’s open to page (?)   You’ll notice there are no colors so today we need to learn how to read the notes instead of the colors. Take the book and go sit in our circle.”

5 – 10 MINUTES

     
“We will start by looking at all the lines in the base and treble clef.   How many lines are there?” (Hopefully you’ll get someone to tell you 5 lines) 

“We need to be able to describe the lines so hold up your hand and turn it side ways like this.  We will start with the pinky. The pinky is line number one.  Go up counting each line.  The next thing we need to know is how many spaces are there in between the lines.” (Hopefully you’ll get someone to tell you 4 spaces) 

Keep your hand up and tell the students to keep their hand up.  

“Starting at the bottom, between your pinky and ring finger is the first space.  Count each space up from there.   Now let’s look at notes.  This first note we have looked at is a whole note.  Does anyone know how many counts a whole note gets?  Open to workbook page (?) Look at the notes at the top of the page.  Which note has a line running through it? The one on the left of right? We will call that a line note. Look at the other note.  That note is in the space between the lines.   We will call that a space note.  So instead of colors we are going to read your note by figuring out which bells note has a line running through it and which bell has a note in a space.  Do you think any of the bells will have a note in the same line or space as any other bell?  How many different notes do you suppose we can have with the sets of lines in our music if we have 10 lines and 8 spaces?  (19).  How many bells do we have? We need a few more ways to describe more notes for all the bells.  If we put a note below the bottom line, line 1, would that be a line note or space note?  How about above the line?  Is it the same for the base clef?  What about line notes?  Are there line notes above and below the sets of 5 lines?  How about if we put a little line above or below the line and have a note with that line running through it?  We’ve made this a lot simpler, look at page (?) in the back of the book.   Do you see some line and space notes above and below the top lines?  Now we are going back to the bells to play our song.”

10 MINUTES

    
“Every one look for the letter and number on the handle of your bell and go to the bell chart and find the letter and number on the chart.  Now look at the notes and decide which bell is your line note.  Now which line is running through the note for your bell?  If you have a bell with a line note raise the bell in the air so I can check it.” (If your students don’t ring the bells at this time you have a far better class that I ever had.)
     
This is a good time to explain courtesy in the classroom.  Explain that there will be times from now on that the director will have to speak individually to each student.  

“When it is your turn to be spoken to how would you like the other students in the class to behave?”  Quietly, still, no ringing bells.  Let the students tell each other what is appropriate.

      
Now finish looking for which bell is his or her space note and which space it is in.  
“Now let’s look at the music “Alleluia” on page (?).  Everyone look at measure one.  See if you have a note in measure one and raise your hand if you do.”  

Check every student who thinks they have a note in measure one.  

“Let’s play!  I’ll give you four counts and those that have a note will come in on count one.”  

Do the same exercise for measures 2,3 and 4 if necessary. Stop them. Have your students look at measures 5 – 8 and ask them if they think they can play the whole song.  Do they notice anything about measures 1 - 4 and 5 – 8.  Each line is the same.  Play the whole song.  For the rest of the class time play “Alleluia” using several different techniques and before you let them go assign page (?) for home work.

