
Four Group Management
An approach to behaviour management for teaching Junk Percussion.

Having students with sticks in their hands, and buckets and bins that you’re going to allow them to hit is 
a great recipe for ... a headache!

So, to avoid that, and generally make sure that we have a good time, having an effective behaviour 
management strategy is of critical importance if you’re going to undertake this activity. This is a 
behaviour management strategy which we have tested, and it works. It works for one-of sessions, and 
ongoing classes.

As I’m sure you well know, in teaching “prior preparation prevents poor performance”, so the more you 
can prepare well for these lessons, the better off you will be. Give yourself time to plan the instruments 
you will use, the setup and what music you will play.

Here are the key elements:

1) The room needs to be set up in advance of the students coming in. 

You cannot spend time “giving out” instruments - students will be hitting their instruments and making 
noise in nanoseconds and you won’t be able to communicate anything if you let that happen.

You also need to be very organized. What instruments do you have? How will they be hit? Do you have the 
correct number and right type of sticks for them? Organize all of this well in advance. It doesn’t matter 
what particular instruments you have, but remember the principle of being organized with what you do 
have.

Have the students wait outside while you set up the room if you need time to make this happen.

2) The room should be laid out with two distinct areas: 

 1) The performance zone - where the instruments are set up in four groups (see below).
 2) The floor - where students sit when they come in and learn concepts.

This is really critical. I can’t emphasise how important it is that the students physically MOVE away 
from the instruments to learn things aurally and with body percussion. This is also a critical strategy to 
give rest to everyone’s ears. Junk percussion can be loud! It is really important that you maintain a safe 
level of volume in the room, and this is one strategy that gives regular rest periods between the loud 
performances.

Of course ideally you have quite a large space to teach these lessons. The school hall is ideal if it is 
available. However most music rooms will be fine - just divide the space available into the performance 
zone and the floor, and communicate this carefully to the students when you are introducing the activity. 
Tell them that they need to move quickly and quietly from the floor to the performance zone and back 
when they are instructed to.
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3) The performance zone should be physically set up with four groups of instruments. 

Ideally you’d have four distinct groups of instruments. For example you might have: 

 - a set of bins
 - a set of 11ltr water bottles
 - a set of small buckets 
 - a set of large buckets

However if you have instruments that are all the same - that is fine too. If you did have instruments that 
were all the same and were so inclined you could even paint them four different colours to make them 
identified clearly into their four groups. Physcially set up the instruments in four lines, angled towards 
the centre so that the teacher can maintain eye contact with everyone. Place the buckets on chairs or 
on the floor, and the students will stand behind them. Place the sticks on the instruments in a consistent 
place on top of the instrument or alongside before the session begins. 
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4) Separate students into four groups randomly

Next you will randomly separate the students into four groups. The best way is to move along the 
line giving everyone a number:  1, 2, 3 or 4. These groups will stay together for the session, or you 
may choose to keep them in their groups for a number of sessions if doing it regularly. Make sure that 
everyone clearly knows which group they are in.

No-one gets to choose their instrument! of course children will ask, and particularly if you have a mix 
of instruments you’ll find some instruments more popular than others. However, this can’t be allowed to 
happen, and students need to understand that everyone will get to play everything.  

You can rotate the groups among the instruments, and this is another reason that it really helps to have 
even numbers of instruments in each group.

Say something like “When I say go.... group 1 will move over here and play the bins, Group 2 will 
move here and play the buckets..” and so on. Be explicit and very clear in your instructions at this 
point. Everyone MUST know exactly where they are to go. Assure the students that there are enough 
instruments and sticks (because you’ve planned this and setup well in advance).



5) Practice moving to the instruments, picking up sticks silently.

Before you even play ANYTHING - have the students practise moving silently to the instruments and 
picking up their sticks without making a noise. If anyone hits their instrument deliberately, make the 
whole class sit down again.

This might seem harsh, but if you establish this expectation early you won’t have any problems getting 
the students on-task with their learning. Make it a competition and see which class can move to the 
instruments fastest and quietest!

6) Regular rotation to allow everyone to play everything.

Of course during the class they will move from the performance zone to the floor several times. Each 
time you can have them go to a different instrument group, so that they are getting to play different 
instruments. 

Towards the end of the lesson when they are performing the piece you can have them rotate around 
and perform it again. So say something like “Sticks down everyone.  Now - When I say go, people in 
group 1 will move across to area B, people in group 2 will move back to area C, people in group 3 will 
move across to area D, and people in area D will come forward to area A”. This sounds complicated, 
but it really isn’t when you can indicate it in person. Always do it the same way. Rotate clockwise (or 
anticlockwise), whichever works best for your classroom, but always do it consistently. If your students 
know this and are familiar with it you can eventually say “Sticks down. Rotate.” and the students will 
quickly and quietly do it.

7) Have a loud music player that you can operate easily.

Lastly a key ingredient in the music we are sharing with you in our Junk Percussion collection is the 
backing tracks. Once the students are familiar with them and want to perform them, you can of course 
leave out the backing tracks and perform everything live, but during the learning process the backing 
track provides a great way to:

 a) Have the music sound good right away.
 b) Keep the students in time.

For this reason a music player that is LOUD is very important. If possible hook up an iPod or iPhone to a 
keyboard or guitar amplifier, or a powered speaker. This will really help your students clearly hear the 
beat in the music and keep in time. Be well prepared with the tracks you need, and have a system for 
playing them and finding the right place in them quickly.

Conclusion

This seems like a lot of instructions, and a lot of details to remember before you even begin! However 
the more you can prepare for the classroom management side of Junk percussion, the more successful 
you will be in creating great music together as a class.


