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in the childhood  
experience

Pedagogy 
DJ 

B Y  J A M I E  S O L I S

Exploring the potential of nontraditional content for educational activities can help engage  
students’ interests, while leading to numerous academic and social-emotional benefits.

DJ students between grades 
3-5 working independently 
to fine tune a multi-song mix 
in preparation for their live 
performance.
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                                     hen I first 
started teaching children how to DJ, 
I had a clear idea of the scope and 
sequence of the goals and technical 
skills that I wanted them to acquire. 
Eager to share my passion, I laid out 
the curriculum for the full semester 
and set benchmarks to keep students 
on track. Whenever implementing a 
new curriculum, however, very often 
something comes up that had been 
neglected in the planning process—
usually something very basic. 

A disc jockey, more 
commonly abbreviated 
as DJ, is a person who 
plays existing recorded 
music for a live audience. 
The most common types 
of DJs include radio DJ, 
club DJ who performs 
at a nightclub or music 
festival, and turntablist 
who uses record players, 
usually turntables, to 
manipulate sounds on 
phonograph records.

W

Students in grades 3-5 listen 
for songs in their library 
to mix together using the 
Serato DJ Pro software and 
a Roland DJ-202 Controller 
on the first day of DJ class.
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“Why do you want to learn DJing?” I asked my 
students on the first day of class.

“I don’t know about learn. I just want to have 
fun,” one 3rd-grader replied decisively. 

Fun. Did I remember to account for “having fun” 
in my curriculum? Is music learning not fun for young 
children? The theory-based curriculum of formal 
music education can certainly be overwhelming 
for many children, as illustrated by the trend of 
decreasing music participation in elementary 
schools—especially as students get older. This 
trend is ultimately a disservice to children’s long-
term academic development, as arts engagement, 
including music, has proven to have positive 
impact on academic success. 

Right now, we have an opportunity to amend 
children’s perspective of music learning using 
new DJ technology. DJ artists are relevant and 
visible in pop culture. While not many children 
are provided with opportunities to engage with 
DJ technology, the perception that DJing is 
fun persists. We need to take advantage of this 
opportunity.

Students experiment with 
the knobs and buttons  

on the controller and 
make connections 

through trial and error.

DJing and Constructivist Learning
I always begin the first class with a simple introduction of 
the DJ station, comprising a DJ controller connected to a 
laptop and speakers. I perform a quick two-song mix for the 
students to observe, employing filters and effects in the tran-
sition. We discuss the basic steps and I call on a volunteer to 
come up and try to mix the same songs I just demonstrated. 
Then the students pair off at their own stations. With this 
approach, students immediately engage with the technology 
and questions quickly arise.

“What does this button do?” one boy asked.
“I think that makes the short cut to the song,” his part-

ner replied while pointing to the cue point that appeared 
on the laptop screen.

“Are you able to put them (songs) down both at once?” 
the boy asked next.

“We have to hit play on each side to make it go. 
See here and the button there,” his partner pointed to 
the Pause/Play button on the left and right side of the 
controller. 

While the students initially direct the questions to me, 
they soon begin collaborating to solve each other’s prob-
lems. They approach the DJ station with a suggestion and 
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demonstrate what they think will make the mix sound 
better. Within minutes, students are able to grasp the 
generic functions of a DJ controller. Through trial and 
error, they are able to draw connections between the 
knobs and buttons on the controller and the visual cues 
on the software. Through active listening, they are able to 
achieve the desired sound on the speaker.

A DJ controller is naturally conducive to playful ex-
ploration and knowledge construction. Children are es-
pecially attracted by its interactive qualities. With technol-
ogy advancements, DJing is fun and game-like. With the 
press of a button, students can make the beat roll. With 
the turn of a knob, they can hear a vocal echo. With the 

adjustment of a pitch fader, they can 
make the song go faster or slower. 
These simple actions have exciting, 
sometimes comical, rewards. 

DJing is about students expe-
riencing the music. Their own 
music. As they want it. Children are 
natural music makers, and thrive 
during open-ended learning condi-
tions. Playing and having fun is the 
work of a child and the optimal 
condition from which they achieve 
sustained learning. 

DJing and the Joy of Listening
One major benefit of DJing for children is that it fosters 
the joy of listening. In my childhood, I spent a lot of time 
listening to CDs on my Sony Walkman, playing albums 
over and over. I was limited to the 12 tracks on my CD, 
and so I listened, internalized, and developed relation-
ships with each song. This daily routine of playing al-
bums on repeat and developing relationships with each 
song is hard to replicate in today’s digital world. Today, 
the quick turnover of musical interests limits long-term 
engagement of depth, intricacy, and intimacy.

“I don’t want to mix that one. I just want to listen 
to this song,” argued one 2nd-grade student as I tried 
to guide him through options to mix into the current 
song. While I was so focused on teaching him about 
track mixing, I lost sight of the importance of enjoying 
the songs as they were already produced. 

Another student asked, “Can I just DJ with one 
song?” I was momentarily taken aback because the fun 
is supposed to come from hearing songs blend. Isn’t it? 
Experience told me that DJing is about blending songs 
together. However, for a child just starting out, hearing 
two songs play at the same time can be overwhelming. 
Without the command of necessary technical skills, the 

clashing sounds of two songs together can be 
unpleasant. This student’s frustration with the 
task grew because he couldn’t make sense of 
the two songs that he “beat-matched” together. 
Is he going to get discouraged and give up on DJing? 
Can you DJ with one song?

I quickly realized, that, of course, he can 
“DJ” with one song. Given the functions on 
standard DJ controllers, multiple improvisa-
tional exercises are possible even on just one 
side of the deck. Using the filter knobs and the 
loop and roll buttons, he could make the song 
“his own.” When I showed him these functions, 
his face immediately lit up. Twiddling knobs 
to make interesting sounds with just one song 
maintained his creative momentum. He spent 
the next 20 minutes exploring what he could 
do on one song. When it came time to share, 
his was the first hand up, eager to demonstrate 
how he “DJed” with filter effects and rolls to 
get his new song, which he titled, “Z-west” (a 
combination of Jay-Z and Kanye West). 

The desire to innovate and get playful  
with the songs grew out of the fundamental  
joy of listening. 

Third-grade DJ student 
using the drum pad 
on a Roland DJ-202 
Controller to improvise 
remixing with one song.

We have an 
opportunity to 

amend children’s 
perspective of 

music learning 
using new DJ 

technology.
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DJing and Social Learning
“Can I listen to your mix?” one girl asked as she 
approached a DJ pair near her station.

“Yea, listen to this,” a boy from the pair said 
as he turned on the speaker monitor. “Me and 
Ava1 did something really cool!”

“Keep on listening; it’s coming, it’s 
coming!” Ava urged.

“There it [bass drop with 
sound effects] is! We literally just 
did that!” the boy exclaimed. All 
three broke into a wide smile 
and pumped their arms up and 
down as they let the mix play. 

As DJ educators, we have 
a unique opportunity to engage 
a whole student body with music 
learning that is responsive to individual 
interests while retaining the aspect of social 
learning essential to childhood experiences. 
Passionate learners are encouraged by giving 
them the space to share with their friends and 
explore together new ways to engage with 
the technology and music. The collaborative 
learning experience pushes their inquiry and 
engages them in conversation.

There is essentially no limit to what chil-
dren can do as DJs—what songs they can com-
bine, what sounds they can add, and what genre 
of music they can create. There is no “proper” 
song structure to which they must adhere. The 
only evaluation measure is whether it sounds 
good to them.

It is important to note that sounding good 
is subjective and can mean something totally 

different for children’s ears. If it’s funny, it doesn’t have to 
sonically make sense. Children are masters of DJing with feel-
ing. Early DJ experiences are not about understanding the 
technical mix or proper beatmatching. For young children, 
DJing is more about how the songs transform when they 
press a button or turn a knob and whether their friends find 
it funny or not. 

“Aaron, listen to this. It sounds so satisfying,” beckoned 
a 5th-grade boy to his friend. I was dreading the first few 
notes of yet another rap song, but was immediately sur-
prised by an “Old McDonald Had a Farm” remix, played in 
reverse. The pair burst out in laughter. Soon, the rest of the 
class started experimenting with ways to mix “Old McDon-
ald Had a Farm” into pop songs in their libraries, compet-
ing for what the children captioned, “The Funnyest Mix 
Ever on a Tuesday.” 

The ability to perform instant mixes and share them 
with their friends is a crucial social learning interaction. 
While the mixes are far from perfect and, at this point, 
mostly experimental, providing the space to explore piques 
their interest and invites ingenuity. They are taking charge of 

their own learning and constructing new knowledge 
together with their friends. They talk about their 

songs, what effects they want to add, and help 
each other navigate the technology so they 
can recreate what they hear in their heads. 

DJing and Culturally Relevant Teaching
I walk through the school hallways and 
hear 2nd-graders playing rap music on their 

cell phone speakers. Young students see mu-
sic videos online and emulate the pop music 

culture in their language, fashion, and habits. 
Unfortunately, much of the pop music selec-

tions is filled with explicit lyrical content. Children are being 
exposed to information they are not yet mature enough to 
digest or truly understand. While we cannot change the pub-
lic media content available to children, we must recognize 
and strive to provide a constructive space for them to make 
their own opinions about such content. 

As teachers seek to integrate pop music culture in the 
classroom, the very first step is to find clean edits of the 
popular songs. If unavailable, teachers can create original 
edits that filter out the explicit content. Alternatively, teach-
ers can choose to turn song library curation into a learning 
moment by engaging students in a discussion about ap-
propriate music to use in school and showing them various 
techniques for editing explicit content. When students 
want to bring in their own music, I ask them to consider if 
it is something we can play out loud in school. If not, what 
can we do so that we can use the song in school? Providing 

Students 
enjoy their 
unique 
creations. 
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students with opportunities for self-regulated 
learning will force them to be critical thinkers 
about the content they engage with, to navigate 
through the overwhelming amount of mixed 
media messages and maintain their own sense 
of character. 

When I’m bombarded with requests to play 
songs from Post Malone, Cardi B, Drake, Kanye 
West, and Eminem, I’m torn because my educa-
tor self completely disagrees with the lyrics in 
many of their songs yet the artist in me appreci-
ates the musical composition of the beats in the 
track. I cannot promote the messages in any of 
their songs, yet acknowledge that this is what 
children are dancing and singing to. 

The more that children become technically 
savvy with DJ technology, the more ways they 
will find to insert the content they want. In a 
recent DJ class, I overheard a student playing 
Li’l Wayne’s “Uproar.” I panicked 
because I am familiar with the lyrics 
and I definitely did not load the 
song onto the laptops, which meant 
the student had managed to rip the 
song from YouTube. I was horror-
struck as this young 4th-grade boy 
looped the profane chorus of the 
song and began considering how to 
best intervene or redirect his song 
choice. As I struggled, I observed 
that the student was skillfully loop-
ing and mixing two songs. The 
technical skill necessary demon-
strated that he had retained and 
applied the knowledge from class. 
He saved his recording and titled 
the song “5 4 3 2 I like hot dogs.” I 
chuckled and realized that he may 
be indifferent to the profanity in the 
chorus and liked the song because it 
sounded like “I like hot dogs.” 

I wondered how much children 
actually listen to and understand the 
explicit content of some of the pop-
ular songs they like. As I thought 
about this question, I remembered 
a song by the Bucketheads that my 
older brother frequently played 
when growing up, called “The 
Bomb” but I called it “Pizza Pep-
peroni Pie.” The correct lyrics are: 

“These sounds swirling through my mind.” However, every 
time I heard the song on my brother’s speakers, I jumped 
up and sang my lyrics. Did I know what the song was about or 
what I was really jumping and bouncing to? Not in the least. 

We all do it. We invent lyrics to songs whether they make 
sense or not. What engages us as listeners is the beat and the 
feeling it evokes when the melody plays. The struggle with 
pop music today is that many of the lyrics are inappropri-
ate for children. It’s getting harder and harder to find clean 
songs for children. Yet, it is crucial to stay authentic to the 
time and be the bridge that connects in-school and out-of-
school experiences so that children stay engaged.

DJing and Reciprocal Teaching
“That mix doesn’t sound good. I mean, the songs don’t 
sound good together,” a student complained. 

“That’s right! Sometimes songs that match together 
don’t sound good together. Can you show me another song 
that you think might work?” I replied.

The students suggest 
alternative songs for 
the mix.
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The concept of reciprocal teaching plays a 
major role in DJ learning. Yes, I come to class 
with prepared lessons, but it is also essential to 
listen to the students’ music suggestions and 
ideas. As the adult in the room, I have to let 
go of my ego and the perspective that I know 
what they need to learn. Knowing more doesn’t 
necessarily mean that I’m reaching my audi-
ence. Children’s instincts also reveal important 
lessons that need to be explored. They have 
the capacity to invent solutions to problems 
that arise and that sometimes make more sense 
to the class than what has traditionally been 
accepted.

How children use technology and how we 
think they should use technology will not always 
align. We hinder the development of children’s 
musical understanding when we expect them to 
simply receive information and follow a step-by-
step procedure for how to mix and which songs to 
mix together. DJing is fundamentally inspired 
from the constructivist approach to teaching 
and learning. Children need to be invited to 
question and voice their opinions if they are to 
grow to be independent thinkers.

DJ educators are bridging gen-
erations and cultures, bridging the 
music we know and the music the 
children tell us they want. Each ses-
sion is a collective journey of discov-
ery and having fun with the music. 
Together, we are creating original 
mixes that we didn’t think possible, 
learning ways to use the tools that 
we didn’t think about before. It is 
a shared space, not just among the 
students but also between the teach-
ers and the students. It is important 
to remember that the adults are not 
the only teachers in the room. 

In my early days of teaching, I 
struggled to explain what beat-match-
ing was. I demonstrated adjusting the 
pitch fader so that the speed of two 
songs matched, and tapping the new 
song on cue before inserting into 
the mix. But what is a beat or drop or 
bass to a child with no formal music 
knowledge? I observed one boy ex-
plaining to his partner what I meant 
for them to do. 

“Why do we need to match  
the lines?” 

“Because you need to put the 
big sounds together,” his friend 
explained. 

Yes, the “big sound” is the bass 
of the song, the one you must follow 
on screen when matching the BPM, 
beats per minute. As the two contin-
ued to work together, I watched the 
pair make sense of beat-matching with-
out knowing the proper terminol-
ogy. The big sounds have to go together. 
I invited the student to share his 
explanation to the whole group and 
watched their eyes sparkle as mixing 
finally made sense. 

Running an extracurricular pro-
gram, I have the benefit of knowing 
that my students already have a pre-
existing interest in the craft. Now it is 
my job to make sure they continue to 
learn the fundamentals and enjoy the 
experience without the imposition of 
my explanation of doing things. 

Student DJ pair 
attempting to beat-
match two songs. 

During the age  
of creativity  

and innovation,  
music is an 

essential  
subject area. 
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DJing for Everyone
In my work with NOISE212 Labs, 
my aim is to inspire creative play 
by preserving children’s musi-
cal impulse and the simple joy 
derived from listening to music. 
Entering the school space pro-
vides a natural progression toward 
bridging the gap between popular 
music and formal music learning. 
Interestingly, the children who 
choose to attend our classes are 
not just the “cool” kids. DJing is 
for everyone, because everyone 
has music in them. The quiet-
est person in the class is just as 
capable of DJing and perform-
ing a unique mix as the one who 
brings in the latest music. Within 
the school space, DJing becomes 
a safe environment for discover-
ing, discussing, and sharing music 
from around the world. 

During the age of creativ-
ity and innovation, music is an 
essential subject area. I am not 
arguing for the replacement 
of conservatory style or music 
theory—an understanding of the 
principles behind each action 
is crucial to long-term under-
standing. Rather, I hope to bring 
forward a new approach to music 
learning theory through experi-
mental practice with technologies 
that children are accustomed to 
seeing today, such as DJ control-
lers. Those with experience on 

DJ controllers will eventually 
come to realize how much there 
is to the specialized techniques re-
quired to DJ with vinyl and turnta-
bles. As children are exposed to 
DJing, they can begin to playfully 
explore core musical concepts as 
the precursor to advanced study 
in the craft. And while all stu-
dents might not seriously pursue 
music, all students do benefit 
from music participation.

Note:
1 All names mentioned have  
been changed.

Songs Referenced:
Li’l Wayne feat. Swizz Beats. “Up-
roar.” Tha Carter V, Young Money, 
Republic, and Universal, 2018.

The Bucketheads. “The Bomb.” 
All in the Mind, Positiva and Henry 
Street Music, 1995.

Innovating Music Education 
in the UK

In the United Kingdom, learning 
to DJ is now considered part 
of secondary education and 
counts toward a student’s 
General Certificate of Secondary 
Education (GCSE). The new 
qualification is possible because 
turntables, CDJs, and other DJ 
gear are now being recognized 
as formal instruments by 
examination boards. 
The education business Future 
DJs is sending professional 
DJs to schools all over the UK, 
bringing students a unique music 
experience. They offer 11- to 
16-year-olds an exciting study 
program that’s in tune with the 
music they listen to. The program 
covers the fundamentals of 
music, including timbre, tempo, 
pitch, texture, rhythm, and 
scales, as well as the details of 
electronic music production.

DJ Youth in China

At age 15, Shi Jiayuan took a 10-
week DJ course. By age 16, she 
was better known by her stage 
name, Gouachi, as a well-known 
DJ in the Shanghai music scene. 
A growing number of young 
Chinese people are learning how 
to spin records at DJ schools. 
Many Chinese children take 
piano or violin lessons in addition 
to intensive academics in order 
to be competitive when applying 
to middle or high school. 
Recently, a growing minority of 
parents are finding benefits to 
DJ classes as a way for their 
children to have fun with music, 
gain confidence, and stand out 
from the crowd.

The Youngest DJ?

DJ Arch Jnr won South Africa’s 
Got Talent at just 3 years old! 
The young DJ, whose real name 
is Oratilwe AJ Hlongwane, was 
named the winner in 2015.




