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Inclusive Classroom Matters: Practical Strategies for
Creating Inclusive Learning Environments Or Everything
You Always Wanted to Know About the Inclusive
Classroom But Were Afraid to Ask—A Musician!

Ronnie Wooten
Northern Illinois University
Dekalb, Illinois

“There are a variety of strategies that we can utilize inside the classroom that will
help to make it a more inclusive environment for all learners.”

In this day of ever-many attempts at political correctness, multiculturalism and
diversity, educators at all levels and from all disciplines are trying to figure out how to
make their classrooms "more inclusive." I often hear teachers use the phrase I'm trying to
make my class "more this" or "more that" to get all students to participate. The fact that
they use the qualifier "more" indicates to me that some sort of attempt has already been
made, with which the speaker is not quite pleased. Many times this is not the case - doing
"more" actually means making an attempt, and might more accurately be called doing
"something."

As a person of color teaching in a predominately white institution, there are many
challenges that face me each day I enter the classroom. By profession, my chosen
discipline is music—subspecialties include: music education; having spent several years
teaching grades 6-12, marching bands/wind ensembles and concert bands, woodwind
instruments, piano and history. Immediately, this has the potential to create conflicts in
the classroom since music, (especially classical music) is dominated by persons who do
not resemble me. I also hold graduate degrees in instrumental conducting; and am
currently working at a university level. Upon hearing this, most people remark "music
and inclusion? That's easy to do!" Music is a form of human expression found in every
culture on earth; therefore, it lends itself naturally as a vehicle for promulgating
multiculturalism, diversity and inclusion. Society has defined music and the arts as
something closely aligned with those things that make us "more" human. Psychologist
Abraham Maslow with his "needs hierarchy" model, places our aesthetic needs at the top
of the hierarchy—after we have met those more basic needs of food, clothing and shelter.
This is the part of our humanity that allows for appreciation of things beautiful, allows us
to express via alternative venues what escapes us in words. This need that we have as
humans allows us to do more than merely "exist." The music profession, by its very
nature and the fact that it is found in every culture on the planet, naturally lends itself to
(in many different forums) issues relative to inclusion in the classroom. In spite of this
fact, many times the music profession tends to be one of the most narrowly-focused,
biased disciplines in the academy.

The subject of inclusion is one that greatly affects persons at all levels charged with
the responsibility of classroom teaching. Most of us can recall classroom situations where
some persons (possibly even ourselves) have felt either uncomfortable or unwelcome to
present a comment or an opinion on a specific issue. In many instances the sharing of



such comments would undoubtedly help move the discussion forward, or provide
information which has not previously been mentioned. Current demographics repeatedly
show that the population of this country and certainly that of our schools, is becoming
more and more populated by: (1) women who question the dominant culture style, (2)
persons from non-European racial and ethnic or non-English-speaking backgrounds, or
(3) older adults returning to formal schooling. This listing is not meant to be exhaustive
nor prioritized in any way. In view of these statistics it behooves each of us to consider
not only "what" we teach, but "how" we teach it. We must take into consideration the
more diverse student populations that are coming into our institutions of higher learning.
There are a variety of strategies that we can utilize inside the classroom that will help to
make them more inclusive environments for all learners.
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