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B
ecca Buck, a local el-
ementary music spe-
cialist, knew some-
thing was missing 
from the repertoire 

of standard music she taught her 
multicultural students.

So she set out to collect lul-
labies and other songs from stu-
dents’ homes — a project that’s 
bringing music from around the 
world together and transforming 

her classroom and music educa-
tion around Minnesota.

“Music functions differently 
in every single culture,” Buck 
said. “People say music is a 
universal language — it’s not. 
It’s a language we all speak dif-
ferently.”

Buck teaches kindergarten 
through fifth grade music at 
M.W. Savage and Gideon Pond 
elementary schools. As an edu-
cator, she trained in a method 

Songs from home
Local educators’ multicultural 
project changes music education
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M.W. Savage fi fth graders Cumene Golegio, left, and Siham Warsame, right, practice playing a Somali lullaby on 
xylophones during Becca Buck’s music class.

Becca Buck sings a Somali lullaby to students in 
her fi fth grade class at M.W. Savage on Jan. 17.Music to 2 �
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of music education rooted in 
singing with a strong empha-
sis on folk music.

“Folk song is the founda-
tion of each culture’s music,” 
she said. “All people should 
know the sound of their cul-
ture’s music.”

But Buck began realizing 
that many students don’t hear 
their culture’s music in the 
classroom.

According to the Minneso-
ta Department of Education, 
about half of the students at 
Gideon Pond Elementary are 
black. At M.W. Savage, 29 per-
cent of students are black and 
nearly 11 percent are Asian.

“My main thought was 
how do I find music that these 
kids know and are familiar 
with,” Buck said.

She turned to the students, 
asking them what songs they 
sing at home. She also started 
asking their parents to write 
down those songs and trans-
lations whenever possible.

The students then shared 
with their classes — Somali 
lullabies, Arabic alphabet 
songs, “all of these songs that 
music teachers in Minnesota 

had no idea existed because 
the misconception is that 
music doesn’t exist in Somali 
culture,” she said.

Buck’s classes begin with 
a moment of meditation. In 
some ways, it’s the calm be-
fore the storm.

The next moment during 
one recent class, a class-
room of fifth graders were 
on their feet clapping along 
to an upbeat partner dance 
called “Sashay the Donut.” 
Afterward, they worked in 
groups of two and three on a 
Japanese song and hand clap-
ping game called “Omochio 
Tsukimasho,” in which the 
clapping mimics making 
mochi — a type of Japanese 
rice cake.

“I’m just trying to ignite 
an excitement,” Buck said. 

Next, the class began work 
on a Somali lullaby, singing 
in Somali and practicing the 
melody with the do-re-mi 
syllables.

Fifth grader Iris Garay 
said her favorite part of music 
class is learning new things.

“Sometimes it’s a chal-
lenge, but it’s really nice to 
learn something new,” Garay 
said while tapping out the So-
mali lullaby on a xylophone.

Buck focused in on So-

mali music because of the 
large number of Somali im-
migrants in the area and 
reached out for help from her 
friend Qorsho Hassan, an-
other teacher at Gideon Pond.

“It means a lot to me sim-
ply because I am a Somali 
American educator and there 
aren’t a lot of us around, and 
I sometimes feel very lonely 
in my work,” Hassan said. 
“I think having someone 
who is passionate about not 
just bringing Somali culture 
into the classroom, but all 
cultures, is someone who, 
at least in my eyes, really 
values the meaning behind 
education.”

Hassan said there are mis-
conceptions about Somali cul-
ture and music that continue 
to hinder multiculturalism 
in music classrooms around 
the state.

“I think people are un-
comfortable with duality,” 
Hassan said about societal 
pressure for people to “be 
American” or not. She said 
many Somali Americans, 
especially Millennials, listen 
to all kinds of music while be-
ing deeply connected to their 
culture and faith, which tra-
ditionally may deem certain 
types of music immoral.

“I think people want a 
monolithic response, but 
that doesn’t represent my cul-
ture,” she said. “That doesn’t 
represent the people.”

Somali culture is shared 
by oral tradition, so many 
Somali songs have not been 
translated into sheet music, 
Buck said. She began notat-

ing the music based on what 
her students would sing to 
her, and Hassan wrote out 
the Somali or Arabic lyrics 
and provided an English 
translation.

“It’s created a sense of 
longing in some ways be-
cause I wish there was a 
teacher growing up who saw 
the importance of sharing my 
culture with the classroom,” 
Hassan said.

For three months, Buck 
worked around the clock to 
gather folk songs from her 
student’s families and dissect 
how each song can be used for 
a classroom lesson.

“I would go straight from 
work to home and forget to 
eat dinner,” she said with a 
laugh. “I was so excited.”

Buck also began realizing 
that students knew different 
versions of songs, and she 
worked to gather as many 
versions as possible.

The end result is a book 

of 65 folk songs from around 
the classroom and around the 
world. Included are songs in 
English, Somali, Spanish, 
Russian, French, and Oromo, 
an Ethiopian language. Each 
page features a song’s sheet 
music, musical concepts that 
can be isolated for teaching 
and a student’s personal con-
nection to the song.

Education message boards 
are f looding with teachers 
requesting Somali music, 
Buck said. Next month, she 
and Hassan will present on 
culturally relevant music 
instruction at the annual 
Minnesota Music Educator’s 
Association conference. Buck 
in August also plans to teach 
a six-hour workshop at the 
Perpich Center for Arts.

“It’s just an incredible con-
nection from home to school,” 
Buck said about the song col-
lection project. “I can’t even 
describe what its done for me 
as an educator.”

Buck’s work builds on 
the work of Zoltán Kodály, 
an early twentieth century 
Hungarian composer who 
created the Kodály method, 
which Buck and music educa-
tors around the world use in 
their classroom.

According to Buck’s re-
search, Kodály’s teachings 
revolved around making 
music education joyful for 
young learners while instill-
ing a deeper appreciation 
for music and their national 
identity. Notably, Kodály kept 
an extensive collection of folk 
songs, which he gathered 
through field recordings and 
transcriptions throughout 
his lifetime.

Jacqueline Kelly-McHale, 
an associate professor of 
music education at DePaul 
University, said diverse mu-
sic provides a way to learn 
about other social and ethnic 
groups in a classroom envi-
ronment.

“Additionally, the chance 
to sing, play and listen to 
the music of other cultures 
creates an understanding 
that transcends personal 
experience, and creates a 
more global perspective,” 
Kelly-McHale wrote in 2016 for 
The Conversation, an online 
academic news outlet. 

While the multicultural 
music, song and games help 
students learn musical con-
cepts, Hassan agreed the proj-
ect is about more than music.

“We can’t discuss im-
portant things like racism, 
we can’t discuss important 
things like globalization — all 
of these really meaningful 
conversations that will bring 
about societal change, we 
won’t be able to have if we 
are just sticking with things 
that are comfortable,” Has-
san said.

At first, Buck said she 
feared appropriating a cul-
ture by applying the songs to 
music lessons. She said teach-
ing about the song’s origins 
and how it would be sung 
in the culture it belongs to 
helped her overcome that fear.

Hassan said Buck “illu-
minates” the music rather 
than taking it and making it 
her own.

“I think that she’s a pioneer 
in that, and I really admire 
her because I know it takes a 
lot of bravery,” Hassan said.

“But we all need to be 
brave,” she continued. “If 
these kids are brave, we need 
to be brave, too.”
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Fifth grade students at M.W. Savage practice a Japanese folk song during Becca 
Buck’s music class on Jan. 17.

Elementary music specialist Becca Buck sings a 
Japanese folk song with a fifth grade student at M.W. 
Savage Elementary.
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