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Dear String VASTA members, 
 
 It’s been a few months since I officially took on the leadership role of the 
Virginia Chapter, and I am truly humbled by the company I keep. The passion, en-
ergy and expertise in the string community in Virginia is extraordinary – and it’s 
great to be a part of it. If you get our newsletters, you know what I am talking about 
– there is so much great string education going on!  I want to take this opportunity 
to tell you some of the strategic goals I have for my two-year term as president: 
 
 Strengthen the board structure and communications to allow for greater  

efficiency  
 Revamp the website 
 Increase membership numbers and membership engagement, especially in the 

central and eastern regions 
 Increase ASTACAP exam participation 
 
Some more details on what I have just outlined: The first strategic goal is already 
well underway.  During the summer, when we realized our board size had put us at 
odds with our own VASTA by-laws, we restructured to shrink the board down to 
nine members.  Several former board members (regional representatives) then be-
came members of subcommittees, which allows for their talents to be utilized better 
while lessening their time commitment.  If you would like to be part of our work, 
please contact me – we would love to have you come join us on a subcommittee. 
The subcommittees are: 
 

Service, Engagement, Communication, College, ASTACAP, Nominating 
 
Revamping our website, which is quite out of date and somewhat difficult 

to navigate, is a goal for 2017/18 and will take a team effort.  Gretta Sandberg is 
heading up our membership engagement work and is reaching out to folks all over 
the state.  Carol Stone has left the treasurer position so that she can strengthen the 
ASTACAP exam program throughout the state.  This is just a snapshot of what is 
going on at the board level, but VASTA is not the board, it is YOU.  If you have 
ideas, praise, critiques or extra energy for service – please get in touch with any of 
us through the emails listed on the website.  We would love to have you involved.  I 
look forward to seeing you in person at the VMEA ASTA general meeting at the 
Homestead! 

 
Best, Susanna Klein 

http://www.vastaweb.org/
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President 
Susanna Klein 
sbklein@vcu.edu 
Richmond, VA 
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Sandie Goldie 
sgoldie@vcu.edu 
Richmond, VA 
 
Past-President 
Donovan Stokes 
grettasandberg@gmail.com 

Monterey, VA 
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Fairfax, VA 
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Arlington, VA 
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VASTA Board Information 
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Instrument Forums 
If  you have a topic you would like covered 

or an article to submit, please contact the 

following Instrument Forum editors: 

Violin Forum 

Lynne Denig 

violynne@cox.net 

 

Viola Forum 
Alice Lindsay 

violalady@cox.net 

 

Cello Forum 

Carl Donakowski 

donakocp@jmu.edu 

 

Bass Forum 

Ethan Lawrence 

ethan.lawrence@lcps.org 

 

Harp Form 
Elizabeth Blakeslee 

elizabethblakeslee@gmail.com 

 

Guitar Form 

Sean Beavers 

sbeavers@liberty.edu 
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Upcoming Events 
 

April 22 : Fairfax Symphony Feuer Compe-
tition for Strings 

For more info, go to  
FSO website 

Flyer here  
 

 

April 23 : VASTA Recital 
 Fountains at Washington House  

5100 Fillmore Ave.  
Alexandria, VA 22311 

 

May 6 : Northern VA ASTACAP EXAM  
Church of the Redeemer 

McLean, VA 
apply by April 10 

 

May 14 : Floyd VA ASTACAP Exams 
Floyd Music School, Floyd, VA 
For further information, contact: 

Mike Mitchell 
 

June 25-July 1 : Orchestra Project Summer 
Camp at VCU 

Info & Registration  

 
June 25-30 : Bornoff Teachers Workshop 
   Info Here 
 
August 7-11 : Summer Music Sampler 
Camp for Young Children 

Potomac Arts Academy  
 

 

http://www.fairfaxsymphony.org/feuer-string-competition/
http://www.revisemysite.com/pdfs/VASTAWeb-feuerCompetition.pdf
mailto:floydmusicschool@gmail.com
http://orchestraprojectrva.com/
http://www.fase.org/teacher-training/locations-dates/
http://www.potomacacademy.gmu.edu
http://www.rock-fit.com/
http://www.msmsfairfax.com/
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Violin Forum   

Tetrachord Talk 

by Matthew Zerweck 

 
From Lynne Denig: I’d like to welcome guest writer, Matthew Zerweck, and to thank him for this 
meaty, thought-provoking article.  I met Matt at the 2016 Rolland Conference in Arizona (see 
www.PaulRollandEvents.com) where Matt showed me his method book (a free download- see below).  
A very important component of his method book is his “Hand Shapes”, which has spawned many 
“lightbulb moments” in my studio.  I recommend it to you, my fellow Virginia teachers.   
 
If you are a violinist who has tips for your fellow players and teachers, would you send articles to 
Lynne? The rest of Virginia stands to benefit from your expertise!  
 
  
The way we talk about the mechanics of violin technique should reflect the way students learn to treat 
violinistic problems. The basic task of playing 
the violin is the act of simplifying complex 
problems. 
 
When it comes to left hand organization, I think 
we do students a disservice by ever saying 
“High 2, Low 2,” or merely naming the note 
name and finger number. That language causes 
students to focus unnecessarily on the place-
ment of the fingertip, ignoring the relationship 
of an individual finger to the rest of the hand, 
ignoring the balance of the hand as a whole, 
and ignoring the frame of the hand. Students 
see complicated passage work as many individ-
ual fingers falling into the right place, instead 
of simple, limited tetrachord configurations. 
The “High 2, Low 2” concept also has no or-
ganizational function outside of 1st position, 
and as such, has the unfortunate side-effect ef-
fect of mystifying position work.  
 
I find it fascinating that there are no commonly 
accepted names for tetrachord hand patterns.  
Can you imagine playing chess without having 
names for the pieces? With no real identifica-
tion of tetrachords, students often operate un-
der the false assumption that there are a near-
infinite variety of hand patterns. In reality, 
there are only four very common patterns that 
cover roughly 95% or more of all of our repertoire:  

http://www.PaulRollandEvents.com


 
1_2^3_4 Fox Hand Shape 
1^2_3_4 Tea Cup Hand Shape 
1_2_3^4 Rabbit Ears Hand Shape 
1_2_3_4 Claw Hand Shape 
 
Very uncommon, is the pattern for harmonic minor (1^2_3^4), “Crab” or “Live long and prosper,” and 
anything that resembles a chromatic figuration (Variations of 1^2^3^4), (Closed Claw). 
 
Most students have very minimal awareness of which fingers are close together in any given scale or 
passage in a piece. I have my incoming students play one octave scales and ask: “Which fingers are 
close together, where are the half steps?” Usually, the answer is incorrect or takes a very long time. In 
most cases, they've memorized 7 individual notes and intervals instead of 1 tetrachord. Most passages 
are easier to play when you can break them down into tetrachord chunks, instead of individually placed 
notes. 
 
Let me be clear, I'm not favoring “blocked” fingers over “independent” ones. The concise mental organi-
zation is what's important. I want my students to process groups of notes, all at the same time, and focus 
on the interdependent relationships at work in the left hand. 
Personally, I initially have students block all fingers down on the string at the same time in simple scale 
exercises. I learn a lot about the organization or disorganization in their left hand movements. From that 
point, it's not difficult to refine that shape into one that rolls or balances towards the 1st or 4th finger, a 
shape where unused fingers merely “hover” over a given location (fast passage work), or a shape where 
the fingers act much more independently (cantabile passages with a very free vibrato).  
 
Most violin teachers start out with the A major scale pattern, where second and third fingers are close 
together (maybe even touching, depending on the size of the student's finger). It's the “Fox” pattern. Su-
zuki starts out that way too. However, currently available repertoire sets and teaching methods tend to 
focus excessively on the “Fox” hand pattern, without giving similar individual attention to the “Tea,” 
“Rabbit,” and “Claw” tetrachords. If you're wondering what a repertoire set based around tetrachords 
looks like, I developed one as a proof of concept, using popular folk, patriotic, and culturally significant 
songs. Free download at zerweckviolin.com  
 
Students of any age can easily demonstrate the various hand shapes away from the violin.  
Ideally, naming the tetrachord hand patterns will ignite a problem-solving approach in students' practice 
sessions, and an increase in physical awareness “What hand pattern am I using here?” “Do I want to or-
ganize myself more independently or more blocked for this passage?” “How can I move my left hand 
easily and efficiently?” The language used encourages the act of grouping and simplification as a useful 
guiding principle.  
 

Matthew Zerweck is the former assistant concertmaster of the San Antonio Symphony.  In San Anto-

nio, where Matthew teaches full time, he is also the lead violinist in Camerata San Antonio, a grammy-

nominated chamber music group. He earned degrees from the Eastman School of Music (BM, MM) 

where he served as teaching assistant to the world renowned violinist and teacher, Charles Castleman. 
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Violin Forum   

http://zerweckviolin.com


 

Virginia Viola Society 

VVS Success #2 

The Virginia Viola Society presented its second annual VIOLAPALOOZA on October 
15, 2016. The event was held at the convenient location of  Virginia Commonwealth 
University in Richmond, with the cooperation and assistance of the VCU collegiate 
ASTA chapter. 

Sixty-one excited violists, including beginners through advanced players, participat-
ed in the special sessions, classes, and performances throughout the day, from 8:30 
a.m. to 6:30 P.M. To complete the day’s exhilarating experience featuring Master 
Teacher Kim Kashkashian, there were discounted tickets to the Reynolds Concert 
Series at VCU’s Singleton Center for those wishing to attend the Parker String Quar-
tet concert with Ms. Kashkashian as their guest artist at 8 P.M. 

Ensembles were organized to accommodate emerging viola players, intermediate 
violists, and advanced players who worked under the expert guidance of Melissa 
Sutherland, Dr.  Sandy Goldie, and Dr. Ayn Balija. At the invitation of Dr. Alice Lind-
say, London, England’s Bronco Hutchings created three beautifully crafted ensemble 
arrangements for the interme-
diate level group. 

In addition to the three viola 
ensemble groups, offerings 
throughout the day included a 
Suzuki level presentation 
taught by Joanna Binford,  
breakaway Masterclasses led 
by Luca Trombetta, Jessica 
Bodner, Fitz Gary,  and Molly 
Sharp, a pedagogy session in-
troduced by Dr. Goldie, and a 
technique class for advanced 
violists taught by Dr. Balija. 

The Virginia Viola Society is 
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Viola Forum with Dr. Alice Lindsay 



dedicated to education and encouraging various viola events throughout the Com-
monwealth of Virginia. Please contact myself at violalady@cox for your interest in 
promoting a viola experience in your local area. I encourage you to contact Dr. Ayn 
Balija, President of VVS for membership information and all other questions regard-
ing our outreach opportunities at Balija.ayn@gmail.com. For updates, please follow 
us at virginiaviolasociety@gmail.com. 

The registration fee included all classes, a commemorative tee shirt designed by 
Kimberly Ryan, lunch and snacks. VVS eagerly looks forward to its kickoff VIOLAPA-
LOOZA event,  October 2017. 
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Guitar Forum 
 

How to Take Your Music Reading to the Next Level 

By Dr. Sean Beavers 

Recently, a friend contacted me expressing frustra-

tion that his 
music students did not read staff notation well. They used 
the written fingerings on the page as a crutch. They read 
the first note and then relied on finger numbers rather 

than notes. 
 
This is a common challenge. Reading staff notation is a complex skill. Many students shy away 
from the mental effort involved. 

How do you deal with this challenge? How do you help students deeply engage with staff nota-
tion? Here are some approaches that will help: 
 

1. Vocalize Letter Names 
If you’re only going to try one approach for improving note reading, this is the one I would rec-
ommend. Ask the student to say or sing letter names or solfege aloud while visualizing where 
the note is played on the instrument. Then have them play the passage slowly on the instru-
ment while saying or singing letter names or solfege. By the way, if the student is struggling 
with rhythm accuracy rather than note accuracy, ask them to vocalize counting. 

2. Eliminate Fingerings 
If the fingerings are a crutch, have the student do without them for a while. One approach is to 
simply mark out fingerings. Another approach is to assign a new piece with no fingerings pro-
vided. Either way, require the student to say letter names of each passage and then play 
through the passage, relying on the notes. Then ask them to write in their own fingerings, with 
your assistance as necessary. 

3. Assign Sight-Reading 
To make reading notation a habit, assign the student a few sight-reading excerpts every week. 
This should consist of material well below their level of playing. In lesson each week, select one 
item from the sight-reading list, and ask them to play it for you. 
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Guitar Forum, cont. 
 

4. Explore Improvisation 
Teach the student to improvise in various keys. To do this successfully, they will need to be 
aware of the notes they are playing. They will need to understand how the notes fit in the key 
and how they fit with the chords of the accompaniment. 

5. Experiment with Fingerings 
Ask students to play the same passage in multiple ways. A student could play the passage not 
just with different fingerings but also in different positions on the fingerboard.  

Staff notation is a universal musical language. If you want your students to read it well, try var-
ious approaches until you find one that works for each student. 

http://www.potomacacademy.gmu.edu/
http://www.privatemusicstudio.com/
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Harp Forum with Elizabeth Blakeslee 
 On October 15, 2016, the Virginia Harp Center hosted a College Fair for 

middle and high school harpists. The event was a spectacular success. 
Twelve harp professors, representing about twenty different schools gath-
ered in Midlothian. After some coffee and mingling to check out the materi-
als on the tables, the day opened with each faculty member discussing the 
schools she represented. Unlike most instrumental teachers, harp profes-
sors are almost always adjunct faculty, sometimes teaching at as many as 
three or four different colleges or universities. 
 

An informative panel discussion about application and audition procedures 
followed. The teachers stressed the value of trial lessons, early application, 
and a solidly prepared audition program. Many encouraged students to 
seek double-majors, allowing for more options following graduation. 
 

The afternoon was devoted to “speed harping.” There were two sessions, 
each with ten students. The professors rotated through the students, giving five-minute mini-lessons. 
The purpose was for the students to get a sampling of teaching styles. The event culminated with a 
student recital, which was very well-received. 
 

I represented George Mason University and Washington Adventist University, and enjoyed the day 
very much. I thought the session about the application process would have been especially valuable to 
the students, as much advice was given about applying for scholarships and other financial aid.  
 

I found the speed-harping exhausting, though I loved every minute of it! It was a challenge to hear a 
student play about two minutes of music, and choose something to critique which would be meaning-
ful in such a short time-frame. In my memory, the students all blur together and it is hard to remember 
individuals. I think a fifteen-minute lesson 
would have been more effective for both 
student and teacher. I did not hear any 
feedback from the students, but I imag-
ine they had a similar experience. 
 

I congratulate the Virginia Harp Center on 
creating such an innovative event, and I 
hope that it becomes an annual event, 
and one that serves many students in 
their quest for the best fit for their col-
lege experience.  
 


