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SMS Orchestra Students, Parents and Guardians,

Welcome to the 2019-2020 Sossaman Middle School Orchestra Program. We are so excited to have you as a part 
of our Orchestra family.

This  course  overview  outlines  the  policies,  procedures,  expectations  and  goals  necessary  for  successful 
participation and personal reward in the SMS Strings Program. While this will be discussed in great detail in 
class, it is crucial that you are equally as familiar with this document and have thoroughly read through this. 
While every effort has been made to make this handbook suitable for the entire year, any and all contents are 
subject to change. Should I change any contents I will always notify you. Once you and your child have read 
through  the  ENTIRE  document,  please  complete  the  Google  Form  through  the  attached  link:  https://
forms.gle/fkBZzk8JeNh1S5zt8 This is due by Friday, July 26th at 11:59pm. 
 
Communication is a key component of any thriving program. In order to have a successful music program, 
parents and students must always be informed. Most communication will be sent through email and you can 
also find information on my teacher page on the SMS website. The Google Form will provide me with your 
preferred contact information, but please inform me as soon as possible if you are changing emails and/or 
phone numbers.

I am currently going into my fifth year of school teaching, my first year in the Higley USD, and I’m so excited 
to become a part of the Sossaman family. I received a Bachelors of Music Education with Choral emphasis from 
Northern Arizona University. I sing in two choral ensembles outside of school: Canto Vivo, an ensemble of 
music  teachers  and  professional  performers  through  Mesa  Community  College  and  the  CGCC  Chamber 
Singers. I am also on staff with Phoenix Children’s Chorus as the Prep Choir Assistant. I am a cellist of over 20 
years  with  several  years  of  experience  teaching privately,  and performing in  various  orchestral  mediums 
including  symphonies,  pit  orchestras  for  musical  theatre,  and  a  soloist.  When  I’m  not  busy  teaching  or 
performing, I am spending time with family, cooking, or playing with my two dogs. 

The music program will provide rich experiences and life lessons that will last far beyond their time in middle 
school. Participation in any music program requires that a student commit to individual participation and 
responsibility, cooperate with their peers, and dedicate themselves to the excellence of the group: skills which 
may not be emphasized in other classes. Students are making a commitment to an organization. I am very 
excited that you and your child have chosen to be a member of the programs here at Sossaman. I eagerly 
forward to working with them and getting to know them throughout the year. If you have any questions, 
please don’t hesitate to send me an email

Sincerely,

Benny Dominguez
Director of Choirs and Orchestras 
Sossaman Middle School
Benny.Dominguez@husd.org
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ORCHESTRAL ENSEMBLES
Sossaman’s String Ensembles consist of two different ensembles: Advanced Orchestra and String Orchestra. 
Both orchestras will continually enforce fundamentals such as posture, body mapping, intonation, tone, left 
and right hand technique, bow placement and styles, all leading to polished musicality. Through application of 
solfège and rhythm syllables, students will be able to become more literate music readers. 

Each  ensemble  will  perform  at  least  one  concert  per  quarter,  with  additional  concerts  possible.  Should 
additional performance opportunities arise, they will be communicated in a timely manner to allow you to 
plan ahead.
 

INSTRUMENTS
Every student who is registered in orchestra will need to have a string instrument in proper working condition 
by Monday, July 29th. If you are unable to provide your child an instrument by then, PLEASE email me. 

Instruments  must  be  rented  or  purchased  from  a  reputable  music  store.  Purchasing  instruments  from 
warehouse stores or on the internet is a GAMBLE.  Very often online instruments are made with poor quality 
wood  and/or  adhesives,  and  may  have  misplaced  sound  posts,  all  of  which  can  result  in  a  poor  pitch 
intonation and tone quality. The cost of renting an instrument at a local music store starts at approximately 
$20.00 per month and goes up from there. If you would like a recommendation of a reputable instrument 
dealer, please send me an email and I will provide you that information. Please keep in mind that a quality 
instrument is imperative for your child’s success and the success of the ensemble. If it is a brand that can’t be 
purchased or rented at a music dealer, it isn’t a quality instrument and it will impact everyone’s progress.

There is a limited supply of school owned instruments for rent and are typically assigned to those who have a 
financial need. If you are in need of a school instrument, please email me at Benny.Dominguez@husd.org by 
Wednesday, July 24th.  I can’t guarantee I will have one for your child, however, I will do my best. 
 

CLASS MATERIALS
Every student will need to have the following items for class every day. Please have these ready by July 29th.

• A 1 in binder (Any color fine)
• Essential Elements 2000 Book Two
• A Pencil (Mechanical preferred)
• Music (Provided by the school later.
• Instrument, Bow, Rosin.
• Instrument Specific Materials

INSTRUMENT SPECIFIC MATERIALS
VIOLINS AND VIOLAS
You will need to purchase a shoulder rest if you do not have one already. Please do not use a foam shoulder 
rest.  They do not provide enough support. Kun is a very well respected brand, but feel free to ask a store 
specialist about their recommendations.

CELLOS AND BASSES
Please purchase an endpin anchor strap (preferred) or rock stop. Depending on how sharp end pin, this may 
only be necessary for a concert. Even cheap anchor straps are reliable, where rock stops can be hit or miss.

All of these items can be purchased from music stores or online.
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Concert Uniform
The visual aspect of performances can often affect how we perceive sound. Dressing with professional concert 
uniform is one important detail that contributes to the overall nuance of a performance. Please familiarize 
yourself with the lists below. Should studentsnot adhere to concert dress code, it may affect their participation 
in a performance, which will affect their grade. 

GENTLEMEN:
• Top: A white, long sleeve, button down dress shirt. 
• Bottom: Black bowtie 
• Black belt, black dress slacks, black dress socks, and black dress shoes.

LADIES:
• Top: A white blouse (shoulders covered) or white dress shirt
• Bottoms: Solid black knee-length skirt and black nylon. Cellists may opt for black dress pants.
• Shoes: Solid black flats or modest heel (1-2 inch).

If you may have an issue with paying for materials, instruments, or the uniform please email me at 
Benny.Dominguez@HUSD.org as soon as possible as I may have resources to help. No student 
will be removed from orchestra due to financial hardship. 

CLASS POLICIES
➢ Respect everyone and everything around you.
➢ Be professional
➢ Always have your necessary materials 
➢ Be focused 
➢ Work hard and be persistent. 

Treating everyone with respect enables the classroom to be a safe and supportive environment for learning. We 
should leave all people, places, and things better than we found them.

Professionalism encompasses respecting others, but also respecting ones self and the art. This includes being 
on time and prepared, being silent while the teacher or another student talks, not bringing food/drinks/gum 
into class, not using profanity, etc. 

To make music successfully it requires many pathways in our brain to be active at the same time. Students will 
be challenged to achieve a higher lever of focus to enable their success. As with any new skill it will take time 
and there will be times that it will be difficult. Being diligent and persistent will lead to great rewards.

CLASS PROCEDURES
A rehearsal routine allows our time to be used efficiently. The routine begins as students enter the room and is 
as follows:

• Drop off your backpack by the back, take out your folder and pencil. 
• You will have 2 minutes after the tardy bell to get your instrument.

• If you are not in your seat and silent after those two minutes, you will be marked late.
• We will then do some quick stretching to free up the body
• We will tune, do warm-up exercises, and some literacy instruction.
• The remaining time will be spent rehearsing repertoire. 
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RESTROOM POLICY/WATER POLICY - Please take care of water and restroom needs during 
passing period. Should an emergency arise, it is up to the teacher to decide whether a student can leave.

ASD POLICY
Sossaman Middle School staff and administration believe in the value and importance of teaching our students 
responsibility and accountability. As a result, students may be assigned After School Detention (ASD). ASD 
will be held three days a week. Students who are assigned ASD will serve on the next scheduled ASD day. 
Students  will  not  serve  on  the  day  it  is  assigned  in  order  to  allow  parents  the  opportunity  to  make 
arrangements to pick up their child. District transportation cannot be provided for ASD. Students will need to 
be picked up no later than 4:30PM. ASD may be assigned by a teacher for the following reasons:

1. Tardy to Class. 
2. Unprepared for Class (missing materials, pen/pencil)  
3. Failure to submit an assignment by the assigned due date. 

PERFORMANCES
ATTENDANCE AT PERFORMANCES IS  MANDATORY  and is  30% of the overall  grade.    If  a  conflict 
should arise with another school activity that you receive a grade in, an acceptable compromise may be made 
with the director and the other teacher/coach on an individual basis.  It is the student’s responsibility to make 
us aware of the conflict AT LEAST 2 weeks in advance. To receive full credit for participation in a performance, 
students are expected to:

➢ arrive on time and remain for the ENTIRE concert
➢ wear the proper concert attire as described in this guide
➢ exhibit outstanding concert etiquette
➢ Perform music to the best of their ability

ORCHESTRA CALENDAR 2019/2020
This is our tentative concert schedule and the concert nights will combine with the choral program. I will 
always send out reminders and notifications of changes at least 2 weeks prior to the performances. Please mark 
your calendars now in order to avoid conflicts. If any of the dates change, I will let you know as soon as 
possible. Other performances and activities that require our participation will be added as we are made aware. 
There will be a rehearsal an hour and a half before the start time of the concert, however, we are still deciding 
times. Concerts held in the SMS Gym have a $3 admission, but no one will be turned away.

Sept. 17 Fall Concert - SMS Gym
Dec. 5 Winter Concert – SMS Gym
March 4 Spring Concert - SMS Gym
May 6 End of the Year Concert – SMS Gym 

TRAVEL
In the event we travel, all of our transportation is by district buses or charter buses. It is a privilege to have 
transportation available to us, and so the following rules, in addition to HUSD district rules, will apply when 
on any off-campus trip. Disregard for these rules can lead to removal and disciplinary action at school

➢ All students must ride to and from activities in the school assigned transportation. 
➢ Noise levels must remain low (for safety reasons)
➢ Always remain seated (no changing seats)



GRADING
The orchestra grading policy reflects many items other than playing ability. The grading system is based on 
attendance, assessment, observation of proper rehearsal etiquette and concerts.

Rehearsal Skills Assessment - 35%  -  An efficient rehearsal relies on the procedures and policies regularly 
being followed . Each class a student can earn 5 points if they follow the class policies and procedures, losing 
points if they do not follow them. If absent, excused or unexcused, you will need to make up your points for 
the  day.  There  is  a  listening  assignment  Google  Form you  can  fill  out  that  will  make  up  your  absence. 
However, this must be done within two days for each absence. If you are gone for more than 30 mins. you will 
be counted absent. If you forget your music and/or instrument, you will have ASD and cannot makeup points.

Music  Literacy  Assignments/Assessments-  35%  -  Over  the  course  of  the  quarters  we  will  be  given 
assignments that will assess our knowledge of music literacy and course content. There may also be playing 
assessments that test note/rhythm accuracy, technique, tone, and intonation. Should a student wish to retake 
an assessment, it is up to teacher discretion. You may only retake if it is below 88%, you’ve reached out to the 
teacher personally before the end of a semester. We will follow the SMS policy for retakes as well.

SMS Retake Policy
SMS encourages students to re-take assessments on which they performed below their desired level of mastery. 
In order to be eligible to schedule a re-do/re-take time with a teacher a student must complete the following 
tasks: 

a. Make an initial attempt at assessment
b. Meet with the teacher to establish criteria to complete the re-take form and associated tasks.
c. Schedule with teacher a time before or after school to re-take assessment.

Performance Assessment 30% - Students are expected to attend ALL performances, and these events are a 
large part of every student’s grade. Performances are essentially a final exam, and the experience cannot be 
“made up.” The Performance Calendar is attached to this handbook. Please enter dates in your calendars now. 
Additional dates may be added with advance notice.

If an unavoidable conflict does come up, the student must notify the director with a written note or email from 
parents at least two weeks prior to the performance. Please note that babysitting, inclement weather or lack of 
transportation are not valid reasons for missing a performance. Please plan ahead! 

An “excused” absence from any performance is at the discretion of the director and an alternative project will 
be assigned. An “unexcused” absence will result in a zero for that performance. This typically lowers the final 
quarter grade by two letter grades.

ORCHESTRA CLUB/COUNCIL
As part of the SMS Orchestra Program, the students are automatically made members of the Orchestra Club. 
The Orchestra Club must exist in order for us to take advantage of the ECA Tax Credit donations made to the 
program and to hold fundraisers. The members of the Orchestra Club are NOT required to attend meetings 
outside of class.

ECA TAX CREDIT
The State of Arizona offers us a wonderful way to get funds to the schools’ extra-curricular activities through 
its tax credit program. This program allows donations up to $200 if filing individually or $400 if filing jointly to 
the Orchestra program. It benefits you as well since it is a dollar for dollar reduction in tax owed. For more 
information on extra-curricular tax credit donations, please email me. 



COMMUNICATION IS A MUST!
In order to make sure all parents/students get information, I ask that parents/students provide a valid email 
address on the google form (see link below). PLEASE provide email addresses for any parent/guardian who 
needs to receive information about your child. Thank you! If you ever have any questions or concerns, please 
do not hesitate to contact me at Benny.Dominguez@husd.org I will reply within 24 hours on school days. 

PLEASE COMPLETE THE GOOGLE FORM BY FRI, JULY 26.
The Orchestra Google Form can be found here. https://forms.gle/fkBZzk8JeNh1S5zt8 

If you are unable to fill the form out electronically, please email your director and I will send home a copy to 
fill out. 

Any parent  who can donate extra items,  we are always in need of  tissue,  Clorox wipes,  hand wipes,  9V 
batteries (for metronome). 

Also, if you can “scholarship” a student who is unable to get some of their supplies, please email me. 

HERE’S TO A GREAT YEAR!
I am thrilled to start a new year at Sossaman.  I can’t wait to see your children grow as musicians, but more 
importantly grow as individuals. We have great things in store and I look forward to seeing everyone fulfill 
their potential. If you ever need anything, please don’t hesitate to contact me!
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