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Preface to the Second Edition


In the years leading up to the original 2014 publication of this book, the ukulele was experiencing a rebirth in popular culture, finally shedding its mid-twentieth century image as a mere quaint artifact. It had already begun to appear in popular music, movies, television shows, and advertisements, and for any music teacher who valued connections beyond the classroom, it was a ripe time to get students into the ukulele. But most teachers at that time had a limited frame of reference for the ukulele, with little or no experience in teaching or learning it. Indeed, few teachers then even imagined teaching ukulele in a school setting. As a result, when it came to incorporating the ukulele into music education, its rebirth initially experienced slower progress.

As a teacher who was an early adopter of the ukulele in my region of the country, I felt a sense of urgency to share everything I could offer on the topic with fellow teachers. I had started a successful classroom ukulele program in my first year of teaching in New York, nearly ten years prior to writing any books about it. Around 2010 I started making presentations in professional settings to highlight the ukulele and its benefits in school music programs, persuading teachers at all points in their careers to take the ukulele “seriously”. The first edition of this book was a culmination of those efforts, which had been met with an enthusiasm that seemed to promise a bright future for the ukulele in schools. It was my goal to provide a resource that would serve as a basic body of knowledge and best practices for teachers interested in exploring this emerging area of music education. I supported the book by presenting on it at NAfME National Conference in the year of its publication, and I subsequently created social networks to connect teachers that had embarked on ukulele journeys in their schools.

With visions of a wide-open future full of teacher creativity and innovation, I wrote the original book with the intention of not prescribing a specific method of implementation. The aim was to provide the foundation and tools to build a variety of possible structures. Per the title, it was about developing your school ukulele program. But in communicating with many teachers after the publication of the book, I commonly encountered questions about curriculum content, scope, and sequence. I began to realize just how much work I had done creating and implementing original student materials within my own program, how much time this had taken, and how unrealistic it might be to expect that teachers with taxing job assignments (all too common) would be willing or able to do the same. So the year after Uke Can Do It! was published, I began to work on a ukulele method book specifically for the music classroom—one which would mix traditional and popular music, teach music literacy but also keep a gentle learning curve, and provide multiple opportunities to practice each skill—essentially, the book I
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The first person who introduced me to the ukulele was my grandfather. Although he passed before I even became a teacher, I almost certainly would not have written this book without him. He played the ukulele as a pastime throughout my childhood and was known for how much he loved it. In those days, before the ukulele became popular again, I’d never seen or heard a ukulele anywhere but at my grandparents’ house. One day it occurred to me to ask my grandfather about when he’d first learned to play, and to my surprise, he said that he, as well as all his brothers, had ukuleles when they were kids. Thinking about how my grandfather could enjoy the ukulele from the 1920s all the way through the millennium, both alone and with others, not always with a tremendous amount of time or money, I saw that this instrument should have a place in music education. He is surely smiling from above that today, so many more children than ever before are learning his favorite instrument as part of their education.

In my career as an educator, I was given opportunities by many people to expand my professional horizons, and I’m grateful for them all. My initial work in using the ukulele in a school music program was made possible through my employment as music teacher for Fire Island School District in New York and the support of then-superintendent Wendell W. Chu. As it happened, Wendell had grown up in Hawaii, needed no introduction to the ukulele, and was more than happy to support a pilot of its use with the district’s elementary students. It turned out to be the first such program in New York State and has continued through today under several subsequent teachers. When I began working at Brooklyn P.S. 199 later in my career, Principal Rosalia Bacarella was also receptive to the idea of a classroom ukulele program and provided space that allowed me to start what would become the first such program for the New York City Department of Education. I had the privilege to teach hundreds of students to play the ukulele in these schools, and I learned so much from them that is reflected in this book.

When my school district was honored with the New York State School Music Association’s Award of Excellence for our music program, I met veteran New York music educator Dr. Kenneth Schwartzman and had a conversation with him that planted the seeds of all my subsequent work related to the ukulele. As a young music teacher, I had not imagined having an impact beyond my classroom, but he saw what I was doing and graciously laid out all the ways I could—and should—share what I was learning and developing. Inspired through Ken’s mentorship, I prepared conference presentations on classroom ukulele that I gave to local and state organizations and, ultimately, the National Association for Music Education (NAfME) National Conference in 2014. All of these presentations were the first of their kind at the time and ultimately formed the basis of this book and the classroom method book I subsequently wrote, Uke Can Do It 2!

Originally, I was only interested in writing an article-length piece about classroom ukulele for one of NAfME’s periodicals, but editor Ella Wilcox advised me that the lead time for article publication was so long that it might make more sense just to write a book. Ella was a great support and ultimately edited the entire book before sending it over to NAfME’s publishing partner Rowman & Littlefield—now Bloomsbury—whose team I likewise appreciate for all their work in designing and producing this finished product.

I never thought in my life I would write a book, and when the opportunity came along, my wife, Daisy, was a great source of moral support and grounding. In working on Uke Can Do It 2! and now this second edition, I remain grateful for the space she has created in our family to make this work possible.
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