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Summary: 
 
The article, “Smartest Thing I Ever Did-Using Smiley Face Stickers,” is about using “Pass-Off” 
cards and smiley face stickers to help keep track of students learning progress. Pass-Off cards, 
printed on cardstock, is a tool that can help students keep track of their practice times, skills 
needed to work on/have been accomplished, written assignments, and important information. 
Cards can help students visually see their accomplishments and also plan for future work. 
Overall, these cards help make students accountable for their music learning. These Pass-Off 
cards can be seen as a “snapshot” of a student’s progress throughout a semester. Students can use 
these cards to keep track of their practice times. Involving parents is important, and one way to 
do that is to have parents sign off on the card when the student practices. As the student 
practices, the Pass-Off card lists skills they need to be working on. This helps students focus on 
more specific details while practicing. Rather than having playing tests, Pass-Off is a term that 
can be used instead. Students can demonstrate mastery of a skill in class during that week’s 
“Pass-Off.” This shows students that it is not a one-time grade, but a continuous work on 
developing skills. Pass-Off cards can also have a written assignment section, where students 
could keep track of written assignments given and the grades they received on those worksheets. 
With all of these things listed on the practice card, when a student did well, such as practicing 
more than required, or getting an “A” on a worksheet, or mastering a skill, they could receive a 
smiley face sticker, to show they did a good job and to serve as motivation. Finally, Pass-Off 
cards can have important information, such as concert dates, assignment due dates, practice 
ideas, etc. Having everything all on one document can be helpful for the students to remember 
that important information. Since students are viewing the Pass-Off card daily, the important 
dates and information are always in sight of the student, meaning less excuses for the students to 
miss a date. Overall, these Pass-Off cards serve as benefit to both the students, parents and 
teacher. Students stay motivated to learn. Parents are constantly being informed. Teachers are 
able to easily keep track of students learning progress. Plus, these cards are engaging for 
students, especially with the smiley face stickers.  
 
H 

• Under the “Practice” section, it is mentioned that students were required to commit to a 
minimum of 30 minutes of practice per weekday and 30 minutes over the weekend. I am 
assuming this would be for middle school/high school? How much time should beginners 
be required to practice? (like 6th grade orchestra) Or should 6th graders be practicing 30 
minutes a day? How should the time of practice increase as the student progresses? (ex: 
6th grade, to 7th grade, to 8th grade, to high school) 

• What would happen if a student lost their “Pass-Off” card? Would that affect their grade? 
Would/should they be able to get a new one and continue where they left off? What 
would the consequences be? Have you ever had a student that lost a “Pass-Off” card? 

• How do you ensure that parents are involved with “Pass-Off” cards? I do something 
similar with my private lesson students, where students are currently doing a “100-day 
practice challenge,” and I am making parents sign off on the days that the student 
practiced. Some parents aren’t as involved in their child’s practicing, and a lot of times 



forget to sign when they practice. Or sometimes, the students chart said the student 
practiced, but then the student comes to the lesson and seems unprepared, leading me to 
wonder if the student/parent is being honest. (Most of my students are great with 
this…this has just been a scenario that has happened once or twice.) How do you ensure 
that parents are on board with this and want their child to practice? How would you avoid 
parents signing the card, when their child didn’t practice (so they won’t get a bad grade in 
the class) or parents that might not be as involved and forget to sign.   

A 
• I never thought about how the materials we as teachers use can change a student’s 

mindset. For example, Dr. Spieker mentions that using cardstock will convey to students 
that this is an important document, and therefore they will take it more seriously. 
Compared to just using a regular piece of paper, students might not think much of it and 
won’t take as good of care of the document. As teachers we have to be so intentional with 
everything we do and the materials we use. Using cardstock is a perfect example of this.  

• I never thought about how listing the skill elements for the students can also be helpful 
for the teacher. The teacher listing a set of goals for students to achieve will allow the 
teacher to keep track of what skills need to be taught. It will help keep the teacher on 
track. While the result of skill achievements are good concerts, this comes with repetitive 
rehearing and learning new skills. Having the student keep track of the skills learned can 
also be a huge help to the teacher to see how they can help students master those skills. I 
never thought about how this section on the “Pass-Off” cards could be a benefit to both 
the student and teacher. But just how these are intended to benefit the student, it can 
equally benefit the teacher.  

• My past orchestras never did chamber music in class. We had opportunities to create 
groups for ISSMA, but it was optional. I never thought about creating a unit, where the 
orchestra as a whole would focus on chamber music. This could be great from a 
musicality standpoint, but also to allow students to get to know one another, and work 
with each other in a different way, like a team-building activity. I wish more schools 
would incorporate chamber groups in their curriculum. Not only is it fun, but students 
will grow musically and can learn and focus on new concepts.  
 

T 
• In Middle School, my orchestra director did practice cards. Very similar to this, where we 

were required to practice a certain amount of time throughout the week, and we had to 
receive a parent signature proving we practiced. But I love that this “Pass-Off” card takes 
it a step further and requires students to identify what issues they want to focus on while 
practicing for that week. I think it is so important for students to take responsibility for 
their learning, where they create goals that they want to achieve. These “Pass-Off” cards 
allow students to track the skills they need to work on or learn, and helps students stay 
motivated to continue to practice those skills. Students can say they practiced but in 
reality, didn’t really work to improve on anything. They may have just played through the 
music mindlessly. But requiring students to think about specific skills will help guide and 
motivate their practice. I would want to do this in my future orchestra. I want my students 
to be aware of the skills they are working on when they practice.  

• I love the idea of stickers! I use stickers in my piano lessons. Students collect stickers, 
and when they reach a certain amount of stickers, they get a prize. I haven’t really seen 



stickers being used in an orchestra setting before. I think stickers are fun and a great 
motivator for students. I would love to incorporate fun stickers in my future classroom. 
Even though stickers can be silly, students love them and will take pride of their sticker 
collection. It serves as a motivator to do well and is positive reinforcement.  

• I love the idea of not using the terms “test” or “playing test.” I feel like tests don’t really 
show a student’s knowledge or skill. As it says in the text, “a test suggests a one-time 
event of success or failure while the rest of the class marches on.” There are also many 
students who have testing anxiety, and do not perform their best under that kind of 
pressure. I love the idea of “Pass-off,” as it means keep working on that skill, even if it 
takes longer than other students. Each individual learns at different speeds. These cards, 
and the terminology of “Pass-off” focuses on the students working and developing skills 
continuously, rather than it being a one-time thing for a test/performance. I want to apply 
this mentality in my future classroom. I want students to work towards their skill, not 
because of a test, but because they have a desire to learn.  

 


