
Joel Kirk—Music in the Movies (MUS 206). Spring 2022. 
 
Observation report of class visit, Tuesday March 8th. 
 
This was an extremely impressive pedagogical performance. Indeed, one worthy of Joel in my 
opinion being nominated for a Graduate Teaching Award. Joel is in many ways a natural teacher 
and, moreover, one who is self-evidently prepared to put in the hours necessary for putting 
together effectively these big Gen Ed Classes.  
 
The time commitment for teaching “Music in the Movies” is, one should note, particularly 
onerous. The instructor not only has to know the material—which with films is no mean feat, 
since they are long and complex—but also to be able efficiently to present it to the students in 
a fluid manner during class time. So, it requires complete fluency with technology and careful 
preparation and set up beforehand.  
 
In this regard, Joel’s performance was faultless and left me feeling that if ever I needed help 
with working with such materials in class, I would go straight to him for help. Indeed, Joel’s 
command of the quite wide array of technology he employed in the class overall was 
exceedingly impressive. There were power point presentation slides, Youtube clips, even an 
electronic roster system, and all were projected effectively using the equipment in B1 Slee—
which, as I know from personal experience, is not unconvoluted. The effort he has put into 
learning how to use these devices, and also to juggle between them with ease live in class, will 
stand him in good stead with university teaching for years to come. Indeed, it is worth stating 
unambiguously, that this is someone who is eminently prepared for future university teaching 
employment. 
 
With regard to the material itself, the class presented a large amount of material, widely 
differentiated in terms of its forms, genres, and performers. Joel had crafted the material into a 
tight and very cogently structured class plan, and had internalized it all enough that he was able 
to teach basically without notes. The ability to do the latter, I consider to being particularly 
prodigious in one so relatively new to higher education teaching. But as with the technology, it 
will stand him in very good stead for the future. Students in my experience always respond 
better to professors who have internalized their material this way. And, likewise, I think 
professors who have this practice down also respond to students better and with more 
flexibility. 
 
Regarding this latter point—flexibility with regarding responding to students—here I think there 
is a little bit of room for some development. I should note quite clearly, however, that this is 
certainly in no way a problem. Everything was there in terms of evidence that Joel had already 
considered the issue. He had obviously orchestrated the structure of the class carefully to 
include specific moments where the students could respond to questions. This they did—thus 
showing a degree of trust and comfort that they feel for the professor. I was also impressed 
with the way Joel wove practicing terminology that the students had already learned into these 
moments.  



 
However, I felt a little that Joel could maybe have given these moments just a wee bit more 
room to breathe. I felt sometimes that Joel had decided that there was one basic answer he 
needed to get, and once that had been acquired the overall structure of the class could then be 
reaffirmed and they could continue. Obviously, questions the professor asks are always, to a 
degree, leading questions. Nevertheless, there were moments where I felt the students wanted 
to say more, and thus that it would have been beneficial to linger longer. 
 
In part, the ability to incorporate the possibility of anxiety-free digression into classroom 
discussion can only come if one leaves room for it. So, I made the suggestion that maybe not 
covering so much would allow for this. (At the moment there is an almost Prussian rigor to the 
amount of material and the formidable organization to which it has been subjected.) Indeed, I 
made this point when I looked at the syllabus and mentored Joel about it as he was preparing 
to teach this class.  
 
When we first start teaching it is, of course, classic that we often try to teach a little bit too 
much, and are a little bit anxious about keeping in control. But as I counselled Joel in the 
meeting we had after my observation, it is perfectly possible to digress whilst also keeping an 
eye on what will be needed from the discussions in order to be able to proceed onwards. Joel 
has a really lovely classroom manner, and many of the students obviously warm to him. So, I 
would suggest that he can trust himself to let spoken interactions with the students range more 
widely. I also made the suggestion—with regard to the question of being comfortable with the 
students in their relationship to one’s goals for a specific class meeting—that maybe wandering 
physically around amongst the students, along the aisles and so forth, would be helpful. Since 
Joel memorizes most of his class, this would be perfectly feasible. 
 
These, however, are relatively small points. And overall, as I stated, I thought this was a superb 
performance that could (and indeed should) garner recognition and (re)awards. We have 
indeed been very lucky in the Department of Music to have had someone so worthy of our 
trust, as Joel. He was taken responsibility in exemplary fashion for a class that has significant 
impact on our overall enrollment numbers, and maybe even on our ability to recruit students 
into our major and minor undergraduate programs. Bravo! Really well done! 
 
Dr James Robert Currie 
 


