
Checklist #1B for Beginning String Class
First Class up through Learning to Hold the Instrument
For Cello Class with Just Cellos or Cellos and Basses

Written by Nancy Kredel, Orchestra Director
 Greenbriar West Elementary School, Fairfax County, VA

September, 2007; Revised April, 2009, February, 2010, March 2011

Note:  See Checklist for First String Class for preparations for first class.

Teacher’s Name____________________________________________

School______________________ String Class ___________ Time of Class ______________

Date Started________________________ Date Completed____________________________

Purpose of this Checklist:  To start the string classes in an efficient manner, to set up good 
classroom management and get the string students to master the skill of holding the instrument 
well.  Each student will show 100% mastery of skills that are marked with *. Those skills 
marked with * will require a checkout that can be done individually or in a group (2 or 3 
students).  It is important that the teacher not go on to new skills until these essential skills are 
learned. For an elementary school 45 minute string class, it is expected that this checklist will 
take about 2 classes to finish.  This checklist covers cello students in a class with just cello 
students.  If you have cello student in the same class with violin and viola students, use 
Checklist #1 for Violin and Viola along with Checklist #1A for Cello.

How to Use this Checklist:  You follow each step of the checklist in turn, making sure the class 
understands each item and can do the drill before going on to the next step.  When the class can 
do an item, put your initials and the date on the blank line at the end of that item.

Before starting, ask the students to raise their hand if they do not understand any directions you 
give.  Keep the wording simple and be alert so you don’t use advanced musical terms.  Tell 
them to raise their hand if you say a word they do not understand.  The class will stay on task 
better if no child gets stuck on a misunderstood word or is confused.

Do not skip around on the checklist. The items have been arranged in a specific order to build 
the necessary skills.  Go as far as you can in the first class and for the second, pick up where 
you left off.



SECTION ONE
GETTING THE CLASS STARTED

 (The teacher has followed the Checklist for the First String Class and the children are seated 
with name tags on and students are holding cellos by the neck in front of their chairs.  The 
strings are facing the students and the end pin is still in the cello, not pulled out yet.)

1. “The first thing we are going to do is learn the parts of the cello and get to be friends with 
our cello. Hold your instrument in front of your chair with the strings facing you. Watch me 
and follow with me.”  (Make a large motion and put your right hand on the scroll.) “Touch 
the top of your instrument and say, ‘scroll’.”  (Wait for them to do it.) “Thank you.”. . . “Let 
go of the scroll.”. . . “Thank you.”. . .  “Touch the pegs and say, ’pegs’.” . . .  “Thank you. 
The pegs are used to tune the instrument, but I do not want you to turn them because when 
you are new at playing your instrument, it is easy to break a string by accident.”  . . .  “Let 
go of the pegs.” (Note: Always acknowledge them by saying, “Thank you.” It sets a warm 
environment in the class and it gets them following directions well as a group.  The “Let 
go” step gets them watching you closely and following directions exactly.)  Go over 6 – 8 
parts and make sure they are following directions and answering as a group.                

                 ________________

2. BRIEFLY go over care of instrument.  If you did not already do it on the Checklist for the 
First String Class, tell them basic class rules (i.e., Raise hands to ask questions. Follow 
directions when given right away.)  Tell them to be sure to bring their instrument first thing 
in the morning to the room where you will tune them.  If possible, make a special area for 
cellos and call it the “Cello Parking Lot”.  Tell the students where the “Cello Parking Lot” is 
going to be.

                                                                                                                        ________________

3. Teach the names of the strings.  Do this any way you like.  A suggested way is have all the 
students find their skinniest string and pluck it one time and say, “A’”.  Find their next 
string, pluck it once and say “D”, etc.  The strings are still facing the kids.  Write the names 
of the strings on the board.

                                                                                                                        ________________

*4. Choose one child and have him copy you.  “Listen carefully.  I am going to pluck each 
string and give it its name.   Be sure to give the strings their name.”  Do this slowly so anyone 
who is confused can pick it up:  (pluck), “A”, (pluck), “D”, (pluck), “G”, (pluck), “C”. Then 
have Suzy do it.  If she gets it 100% correct, say, “That is 100% correct!  Great!”  If not, 
demonstrate it again for her and have her repeat it until it is 100% correct.

                                                                                                                       ________________



*5. Do the same process until you are sure every kid has it 100%.  You can do a whole row of 
kids at a time to save time.  When you are satisfied tell them, “Great, we now have it 100%!” 
Tell them we are going to learn each skill 100% before we go on to the new skill.  “That way 
you can learn to do anything!”
                                                                                                                        _______________

SECTION TWO
HOT CROSS BUNS HARMONY

6. Hot Cross Buns harmony. (Show as you have them do it.)  “Put your cello in front of your 
chair with the strings facing you.  Find your D string and pluck it a bunch of times.  Pluck near 
the big red dot.”  Notice if they all have the D and if any are way out of tune, tune them while 
the student is still plucking.  Do the same for the A.

Choose one child and ask them to copy you.  Pluck just D A D.  Once he has it, ask the 
class to copy you.  If there is one extra quick child (possibly having already played some at a 
summer camp), challenge them to listen and try the whole song:

       D  A  D  -   D  A  D  -

D  D  A  A  D  A  D  -  
Write it on the board.                                                                             _______________

*7.  Drill the song until all have it. At first test a few that seem to have it.  When one group of a 
few students can do it correctly, the others have been listening so the chance is good the next 
group can do it 100%. Drill in this way until the class has achieved 100% perfect as a whole 
group.  I like to play piano with them, playing a D chord and an A chord. You can play the 
melody in the right hand and the D A D harmony in the left hand if you want, perhaps after they 
have all passed the test. (They might get confused when the melody goes into faster notes on the 
second line.) 
                                                                                                                         ________________

OPTIONAL:  Some classes will only get this far the first class.  Do not worry if that happens. 
Tell them the first class or so we do not get to cover a lot, so you don’t have to practice the 20 or 
30 minutes a day that they will be doing later.  Suggest they practice every thing we did 10 
times each day.  To end the class, have them take off their name tags, pick up the extra piece of 
paper and put the name tag on top of the paper.  Even though it will not stick well, it should be 
with the name tag. Have them pick up the pencil under their chair and have them write on the 
name tag the names of the strings for their instrument and the D A D song you have put on the 
board.  Have them put the name tag in between the strings, around first position.



When ready, line them up, go to the room where the cases are and sack up the cellos. Allow at 
least 7 minutes to do this the first class.  Show one child how the front of the case sticks out so 
there is room for the bridge and the back of the case is flat.  Help him put the cello in the case 
and notice if any other student needs help.  Do so as needed.  Put the bow in last, aiming the tip 
in first.
                                                                                                                        ________________

OPTIONAL: During the first or second class, take pictures of ½ or 1/3 of the class at a time. 
Ask their permission first.  Tell them the purpose is to help you learn their names.  Get the 
pictures developed soon and write their names on the back.  Study the faces and names at 
breakfast or whenever and learn them soon! 

               _________________

SECTION THREE
HOLDING THE CELLO

8.  Setting the end pins and cello position.  Tell them we will start with the end pins about in 
the right place and I will help each student get it exactly the right length for you.  Have them 
stand up with the cello strings facing out (toward the teacher).  “Pull out the end pin just far 
enough so the top of the scroll touches the top of your nose between your eyes.  When you 
get it about right, sit down and tighten the end pin.“  You help them tighten the end pin 
firmly.

Go to each child and help them adjust the end pin exactly.  The cello should touch them in 
three spots.  It leans against the sternum and is cradled with the knees.  If one point of the 
cello is hurting a child’s leg or knee, adjust the end pin so it is more comfortable.  Once you 
adjust the end pin exactly, have the child mark the spot where the end pin meets the screw to 
tighten it.  Use a sharpie or magic marker.

Tell the students whose end pins you have adjusted to pluck D A D at least 10 times while 
you help the others.  “It is a little tricky, but see if you can pluck with the left pinky near the 
big red dot.”  

After all cello end pins are adjusted and marked, say, “OK cellos, let’s learn our cello 
position.  Stand in front of your chair and hold the cello near the big red dot with your left 
hand an arm’s length in front of you.  The cello should be straight up and down.

Put your feet together and make a “V” with your toes.  Move one foot sideways so your feet 
are under your shoulders.  Rock back and forth.

Sit on the front part of your chair.  Sit tall and proud because you play one of the most 
beautiful instruments in the string family.  There are three things that help you support your 



cello – your two feet, flat on the ground, and your seat where you sit on the front part of your 
chair.  Check to be sure you are sitting on the front part of your chair.”  (Notice that all are 
doing it and correct anyone who is not.)

“Make you cello straight up and down, about an arm’s length from you.  With your left hand 
holding the neck near the big red dot, bring your cello up to your body.  It touches about 
where we hold our hand when we say the Pledge of Allegiance.  This bone that it leans 
against is called the sternum.  The cello should be slanted.  Make sure there is enough space 
between your shoulder and the cello neck for a chipmunk.  The peg for the C string is near or 
behind your left ear.

Your knees and legs will help cradle the cello.  Don’t squeeze with your knees, but hold the 
cello with a gentle firmness so it doesn’t wiggle when you play.  Sit tall and lean a little 
toward the cello while it leans a little into you.  Let me know if the points on the cello are 
poking you and we can move the end pin so the points don’t hurt. (Handle that as needed.)

Put your two arms around the cello and give it a nice hug.  You will be making beautiful 
music together and we’d like to be friends with our cello.  Find your big red dot and pluck 
your D string with the left pinky near the dot. . . Pluck it several times. . . Now pluck your A 
string with the pinky. . . 

______________

9.  Give the students the paper for Holding the Cello and suggest they drill it at home 10 
times a day.  The checkout (item #10) should be done in the next class, after they have 
drilled it well.

______________ 

*10. Holding the Cello Checkout.  Have one or two cello students do the Holding the Cello 
routine up to plucking just the A string with the pinky.  When they have it 100%, test the 
others in small groups or individually.  The cello students pass only when ALL the cello 
students do it 100% correctly without help.

______________

11.  Pluck D A D with the left pinky over the big red dot.  You demonstrate first, then have 
the students try it.  They may need to practice it at home before they are ready to have the 
checkout.

______________



*12. Checkout on plucking D A D with the left pinky over the big red dot.  Test one or two 
first and then the others, individually or in a small group.  When 100% of the kids are doing 
it 100% perfect, say, “Congratulations! You have mastered D A D with an excellent position. 
Now we are ready to use the bow!’

    ______________

PROVISIONAL:  If there is one or two that lag behind on learning this skill and you want to go 
on, tell them to take their test on plucking D A D next time first thing.  If they will promise you 
to master it at home, you will let the class start the bow.  Tell them if they do it 10 times a day 
they will be able to do it easily by next time.  Do your best to make sure these little darling 
laggards do master the skill as soon as possible. If anyone was absent, be sure to catch them up.

_______________

CONGRATULATIONS! 

You have completed Checklist No. 1.  Your students can ALL hold the instrument well and are ready to 
start the bow!  When you go home today, take off your shoes and relax.  Pat yourself on the back and 
have something cool to drink!

Authorization is given to music teachers to copy this checklist to teach individual students, classroom 
students or to share with other music teachers for the same purposes.

Please e-mail comments and suggestions for improvements to nkredel@verizon.net. 

Copyright 2007, 2009, 2010, 2011 by Nancy Kredel.   All Rights Reserved.

This checklist was created using effective educational methodology researched, developed and codified by L. 
Ron Hubbard and I wish to thank him for his contributions to the field of education.  You can find out more 
about this methodology and Mr. Hubbard by going to www.appliedscholastics.org.

Special thanks to my teacher Paul Rolland.  Many of these teaching ideas come from Mr. Rolland.  Teachers are 
encouraged to get the book, “The Teaching of Action in String Playing” by Paul Rolland and Marla Mutschler, 
available through Alfred Music Publishing at www.music44.com. .  The accompanying DVD is available at 
www.paulrolland.net.  I believe these sources are a gold mine of teaching ideas for group and private 
instruction.

http://www.paulrolland.net/
http://www.music44.com/
http://www.appliedscholastics.org/

