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So what is the role of teaching…?…To put students into contact with phenomena related to the 
area to be studied–the real thing, not books or lectures about it–  and to help them notice what is 

interesting; to engage them so they will continue to think and wonder about it.  
 

–Eleanor Duckworth, The having of wonderful ideas and other essays on 
teaching and learning 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo of The 4 Tops by The_Old_Grey_Wolf used by permission  
via https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/ 

Photo of 12 tone matrix from “Twelve Tones” by Vihard https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4niz8TfY794  
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What Does Learning Look Like? 
• Sometimes messy and iterative 
• Making sense of something in your own way 
• Making connections between what you already know/can do and new learning 
• Having a clear intention 

 
Learning in the music classroom consists of students CONSTRUCTING their 
understanding of music through ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT with music. The teacher is a 
guide and facilitator.  
 
 
Project-Based Learning for the Music Class 
A way of teaching where students have the chance to engage in inquiry related to an authentic 
problem. Characteristics of PBL: 
• Complex task responding to a challenging and authentic question/problem  
• Students are involved in design, problem-solving, decision making 
• Students work relatively autonomously  
• The project provides a clear intention and guide for the students’ action for learning 
• Students develop their critical thinking, communication, and collaboration skills 

 
From:  
Thomas, J. W. (2000). A review of research on project-based learning. 
https://documents.sd61.bc.ca/ANED/educationalResources/StudentSuccess/A_Review_of_Resea
rch_on_Project_Based_Learning.pdf)  
 
Buck Institute for Education. (2010). Project-Based Learning, Explained. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMCZvGesRz8  
 
 
PBL and the Ontario Curriculum 
Project-Based Learning provides opportunities for students to develop their musical 
understanding, skills, and knowledge related to all four core ideas underlying the Ontario Arts 
Curriculum:  

• Developing Creativity 
• Communicating 
• Understanding Culture 
• Making Connections 

Project easily intersect with the three Overall Expectations of Creating and Performing; 
Reflecting, Responding, and Analyzing; and Exploring Form and Cultural Contexts.  
 
 
Projects to Explore 
Project 1: Writing a Song Based on a Model (Gr. 5-8) 
A song writing project inspired by Like Real People Do by Irish musician Hozier (2014).  
Inquiry Problem: Writing a song inspired by a model  
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Curricular Connections 
Gr. 5 - 8 
Creating and Performing: Students will create and perform an original piece based on a model 
Reflecting, Responding, and Analyzing: Students will have the opportunity to respond to a 
piece by Hozier and identify elements of music in the piece (scale, pedal/ostinato, ABA form) 
Exploring Form and Cultural Contexts: Students will have opportunities to compare and 
contrast Hozier’s piece with pieces created by their classmates 
 
Process 
This process would take several classes. Each of these steps could be introduced in a new lesson 
with other activities taking up the rest of the time to keep students interested and growing 
musically, or two steps could be combined in one class period. Step 4 may take several class 
periods. 
 
1. Introduce the piece 

• Introduce Hozier, possibly watching Sergei Polunin’s dance video to the song Take Me to 
Church rather than the official video (N.B. The official Hozier video has explicit content 
related to a hate crime committed against two gay men. Hozier released it as a statement 
in the face of Russia’s criminalization of homosexuality) 

• Listen to the song Like Real People Do with the lyrics displayed 
• Give students a chance to respond to the song. What do they like? What do they notice 

about the song? 
• Listen again, this time having students listen for the form. Label the form. 
• Have students sing the do pentatonic scale in G-do with the scale displayed on the board 

as a tone ladder 
• Listen to the verse of the song again, and trace the pentatonic melody on the tone ladder 

while the students listen and watch 
• Have the students sing along in solfa (it will be quite high for la. You can have them sing 

it down in the same octave as Hozier does, but in the next step, they will have to sing the 
B phrase up an octave) 
 

2. Write the melody for the A phrase 
• Have students add letter names to the solfa tone ladder (G=do) 
• Sing the scale with solfa and then with absolute letter names 
• Write the scale on the staff in G-do, working through which notes would be on lines or 

spaces 
• Sing the A phrase of the Hozier song in solfa (it’s nice to play the recording for them to 

sing along) 
• Give students a plasticized staff and bingo chips and have them work with a partner to 

write the melody in G-do (The song moves back and forth between a simple and 
compound meter and so, you could just have them look at the melody) 

• Circulate and offer help where needed 
 

3. Look at the B Phrase 
• Reading from the score, sing the whole song in solfa (AABA) along with the recording 
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• A student or students can play or sing a simple tonic/fifth bordun along with the song as 
the class sings (the original song has a tonic pedal on every beat. Be sure to discuss and 
help them to hear it/notice it) 

• Discuss: Is the B phrase still pentatonic? Sing the pentatonic scale with ti added 
• Discuss the features of the melody. How do Hozier create unity? How does he create 

contrast? A good melody has both. 
 

4. Introduce project and have students get started 
• Introduce the project: Compose a song in G-do with the form AABA 
• The A phrase must end on do (you can also suggest that either the A or B phrase must be 

pentatonic or have both be pentatonic or not specify) 
• Brainstorm ways that the A and B phrases could be contrasting 
• Students work in groups of 2 or 3 on Orff instruments to develop a melody for the A 

phrase ending on do 
• When they are satisfied, someone in the group writes their names on the composition 

sheet and writes the letter names underneath the staff. If they have time, they can put the 
notes on the staff without rhythm.  

• If they are ready, they can go on to the B phrase, following the same process and writing 
their notes on the B side of the worksheet.  

• Groups can then experiment with adding a tonic pedal or bordun accompaniment, or a 
chordal accompaniment (all of these should be explored prior to the project with different 
pieces. Check out the Music for Children volumes by Orff and Keetman edited by 
Margaret Murray for ideas of pieces for these kinds of accompaniments) 
 

5. Sharing/Workshopping 
• Groups share their melodies and get feedback from the class on what works, get 

suggestions. 
• When they are satisfied with their song, they can write the song on the song sheet.  
• If they want to, they can add lyrics 
• If you have time and want to, you can have groups record their songs on iPads or phones 

and send you the sound file or visit each group as they work in class and listen to their 
pieces and write in the rhythm for them. 

• Make copies of the final score for each person in the group so they can put them in their 
music duotangs/binders or portfolios (hopefully, they will play them at home on recorder, 
piano or whatever they can do!) 

• Each group should have the chance to share their final piece for their classmates (and if 
you have permission, you can record them) 

• Teacher can facilitate a conversation comparing and contrasting artistic choices made by 
Hozier and each group related to the elements discussed (meter, scale, accompaniment, 
melody, form) 

• Compositions can be evaluated with a rubric by the group, the class and the teacher 
• Students can share their pieces at school events, with their homeroom teacher, on the 

internet in a secure way (they can send mom and dad and grandma the link), or at student 
led conferencing 
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Like Real People Do 

 
 
 

Project 2: Serial Composition (Grades 5-12) 
Inquiry Question: How did 20th century serial composers compose music? 
Given that the point of atonal music is to deliberately avoid melodic and harmonic language and 
structures typical of western music (i.e. functional harmony, diatonic melodies), this is a great 
project to provide students the opportunity to develop their capacity to play with and create with 
music, regardless of their previous background. Because students do not need to know the ‘rules’ 
of specific structures or how melodies and harmonies function to create music (in fact, it might 
be an advantage if they don’t), students are free to explore a world of sounds, and they can also 
learn some common compositional techniques that can be used in other contexts in the process.  
 
Curricular Connections 
Gr. 5 – 12 
Creating and Performing: Students will create and perform an original serial composition 
based on a tone row they create with a partner 
Reflecting, Responding, and Analyzing: Students will have the opportunity to respond to two 
compositions by Stravinsky and identify compositional techniques common to serial composition 
used by the composer 
Exploring Form and Cultural Contexts: Students will have the opportunity to learn about 20th 
century serial composition 
 
Process 
This is potentially a longer project that could take a couple of months to work through if the 
students are engaged. What I really like about this one is that it gives students free license to be 
creative and play with music. Once again, I would recommend using part of a rehearsal or class 
each time you meet to forward the project rather than the whole period. Some students will be 
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done quicker than others, some will be absent in the groups, some will check out if there is an 
extended period of unstructured time. Also, you could exit the project at several points 
depending on the time you want to devote and the interest and age of your students: Students 
could just experiment with building a tone row, could do this and then try the various techniques 
on their row without creating a composition, or could go as far as making a melody but not add a 
harmonic component, and they could make a score or not. 

  
1. The Owl and the Pussycat 

A 12-Tone Composition by Igor Stravinsky (1966) 
• Read students the poem by Edward Lear 
• What kind of music would you write to go with this nonsensical children’s poem? 
• Listen to Stravinsky’s setting of the poem 
• Discuss 
• Explain that Stravinsky was a Russian composer that became a U. S. citizen  

o He lived from 1882-1971. At the end of his life, he lived in LA.  
o He experimented with several different styles of music throughout his career and 

this was the style of music his was exploring at the end of his life. It is called 12-
tone or serial music.  

o This is the last piece he wrote 
• Show a piano keyboard and the notes for a C Major scale. Point out the black notes and 

count the pitches of the chromatic scale (12 tones) and explain this scale is where this 
style of music writing gets its name 

• Watch the beginning of the Vi Hart video called “Twelve Tones” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4niz8TfY794  

• Go over the rules: 
o Composition is based on a tone row: A series of notes that uses every pitch in the 

scale once 
o All pitches from the scale must be used only once in the tone row EXCEPT: 

• Can return to the note immediately before the current note in the row  (Ex 
A G B C B is allowed but not A G B A) 

• A pitch can be played twice in a row (the same one or a higher or lower 
pitch of the same letter name) 

o Note lengths can vary and rests can be added to change the row each time it is 
used 

o The pitches of the tone row can’t change, but you can change the octave of any 
pitch whenever you want to 

• Introduce Schoenberg, the inventor of this kind of music and listen to a bit of his Suite for 
Piano, Opus 25. Discuss if students want to talk about it.  

 
2. Make a tone row 
First, model making a tone row of the notes available on whatever instrument they are going 
to use to do the same. My sample row for elementary students using Orff instruments was:  C 
B A E G D F 
• If using Orff instruments, you can do a 7-tone row of the notes of the diatonic scale, or an 

8-, 9-, or 10-tone row if you get the students to modify the scale by adding one or both of 
B and E flat and/or the F sharp (just get them to add the accidentals next to their sister 
pitch in the scale and remove whatever bars no longer fit on the high end) 
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• If using a keyboard app on students’ phones, iPads, tablets or laptops, make sure 
everyone has downloaded it/it’s accessible on the school’s devices ahead of time. In this 
case, you can do a 12-tone row starting on any note 

• Same goes for band instruments if this is what students are using to compose 
Now, divide students into groups of 2 or 3 and have them make their own tone row, 
working it out on an instrument or app so they can experiment and make a row that 
sounds good/interesting to them.  

• Distribute paper strips and pencils and have the students write the tone row out as a series 
of letter names and write the name of their sheet    

• Make sure the rules are posted for them to refer to as they work and remind them that the 
intent is to not have the melody pull to a tonal centre 

• When ready, each group can write their tone row on the board and play it for the class 
• The class can check each row against the rules, and offer feedback for how to fix if 

needed  
 

3.  Introduce ways to modify the tone row to construct a melody 
Using the tone row that you constructed as a model last time, demonstrate the following 
strategies to modify the tone row 
• Retrograde: Play the notes of the tone row backwards 

C B A E G D F becomes F D G E A B C 
• Inversion*: Turn the tone row upside down (all the intervals stay the same, they just go 

down instead of up or up instead of down. To demonstrate, write your tone row on the 
staff and point out the way that the inversion mirrors the shape of the row. Show they 
how to count intervals. 

 

 
Tritone (*see note below) 

 
• Retrograde Inversion*: Play the notes of the tone row backwards AND 

upside down 
 
Original (Prime) Row 

 

& w w w w w w w ∑
C B A E G D F

©

& w w w w w w w
C D E A F B G

©

& w w w w w w w ∑
C B A E G D F

©
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Retrograde Row 

 
 

 
Inversion of Retrograde Row 
 

*With older students, you can also mention that you are allowed to sharpen or flatten pitches if the 
modification results in intervals or melodic turns that they don’t like (Ex. When I invert my tone row on 
the previous page, I get a tritone in the melody. I am allowed to change the B to B flat to make a perfect 
4th instead if I want, or I can leave the tritone. It’s up to the composer).   

• Have a listen and show the class the first page of the score for Stravinsky’s Ricercar II: 
Tomorrow Shall Be from Cantata (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cORBsM6ShWs  
“Stravinsky - Cantata 1951 52 HD” is a recording that shows the score. This piece is at 
8:13 in the video). 

• Play the class the Prime tone row either on the video or on the piano. Point out that the 
introduction introduces the tone row.  

• Have the class figure out which version of the tone row Stravinsky uses for each bracket 
in the A section of the piece (Answer: Retrograde, Inversion, Retrograde Inversion in that 
order) 

• If you want, mention that, in any version of the tone row, the composer is allowed to vary 
the rhythm and add rests, and can put any note in the series in any octave throughout the 
piece. Point out that Stravinsky varies the rhythm but he stays in the same octave. 

• Have the groups work out the retrograde, inversion, and retrograde inversion forms of the 
tone row for their composition and decide on pitch modifications. Give them the 
worksheet to write out each form. Invite them to experiment with using different 
rhythms, and playing the notes of the series in different octaves 

• Later, if you wanted, you could introduce students to another serial music compositional 
technique: Transposing the entire tone row to another starting pitch. All the intervals 
must stay the same but pitches can be modified with sharps or flats so long as the interval 
stays the same size as that of the original tone row) 
Ex. C B A E G D F becomes F E D A D G Bb (or B) 
 

4. Groups create a serial composition 
• Using their worksheet from activity three as a guide where they have written out the 

various versions of their tone row, have the groups create a serial melody by first stating 
the prime tone row, and then adding in the other versions. They can use the same version 
multiple times in the work.   

& w w w w w w w
F D G E A B C

©

& w w w w w w w
F A E G D C B

©
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• Remind students that they can put some or all of the notes of the tone row in any octave, 
can vary the rhythm, add rests, and transpose the tone row to any other starting pitch at 
any time. 

• Show the class how to indicate the octave above the octave of the first pitch by using an 
apostrophe beside the letter name (Ex. B’) and explain that, if they want the note to sound 
in the octave below the main octave of the tone row, they can use a comma (D,) to 
indicate this. 

• Show the class the Stravinsky score again and point out the ways that he has varied the 
rhythm, and the ways that the tone rows overlap at the ends of the row to make a melody. 

• Have students make a rough score by writing out letter names of what they decide to do 
(they can transfer this to a staff later if you want). They will eventually to have a good 
copy of the score (either letter names written out or on the staff) so they can practice and 
perform their piece. 
 

5. Have the students add atonal harmony to accompany their melody (Optional) 
• Demonstrate how to make chords using the notes of the tone row rather than using 

triads to make an accompaniment 
Ex. For my prime tone row C B A E G D F, My first chord could be C B A and E 
played together or arpeggiated, or even just C B E. Encourage them to avoid triads 
and to experiment with interesting sounds. 

• With older students, you could talk about Schoenberg’s experimentations with chords 
built on 4ths instead of 3rds and let students try this for some or all of their harmonic 
accompaniment if desired.  

• Now have each group make a score on the staff or with just letter names (or with 
letter names and staff). Copy for each member of their group or put on chart paper so 
they can all see the score to practice and perform.  

• Give groups time to practice over a few classes and to share with the class (maybe a 
few each period). Allow class members to respond and give suggestions. 

• For older students in an instrumental, contemporary, or composition and production 
context, students could assign chord and melody notes to specific instruments. They 
could then make a band score for their ensemble to play the piece (you could do the 
transposition for them for non-C instruments) 

• When groups are satisfied with their composition, you can record them (voice 
memos? video?) for assessment and for sharing with parents and others, or have 
students make an electronic version on Finale, Noteflight, Musescore,  Garageband or 
another app using a Midi keyboard to enter the notes, or live recording (may have to 
pay for this feature).  

 
 

Project 3: Music Maps (Grades 3-5) 
A project based on Blair, D. V.  (2007). Musical maps as narrative inquiry. International Journal 
of Education and the Arts, 8(15), 1-19. Retrieved from http://ijea.org/v8n15/ 
Inquiry Questions: How do composers structure their work? How can we 
represent what we hear? 
 
Curricular Connections 
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Creating and Performing: Students will create music maps to represent their listening related 
to several pieces of music 
Reflecting, Responding, and Analyzing: Students will analyze and map various pieces of 
music 
Exploring Form and Cultural Contexts: Students will have opportunities to compare and 
contrast various compositions 
 
 
Process 
Each of the four map projects could be used alone or in conjunction with the other activities over 
a period of several classes. Together, they are designed to gradually deepen students mapping 
and analysis skills, but they would work separately as well. I would recommend that students 
engage in other activities in each lesson in addition to exploring music mapping rather than 
spending a whole period on the project.   
 
1. Puzzle Map: Comedians’ Galop by Kabalevsky 

Based on Wiggins (2001) 
• Students are divided into groups of 3-4 students and given a packet of cards representing 

different sections of a short piece of music.  
• Together, they must decide how to put together the puzzle to make the map of the piece 
• The students are given more cards than they need to complete the task 
• The piece is played several times in succession as needed with time for groups to discuss 
• It doesn’t matter if the students interpret the cards as intended. It is the discussion and 

thinking process that matters  
(See Espeland, 1987 and/or Wiggins (2001) Chapter 7 for more details about this project) 

 
 

2. Model Map: Danse Arabe, Nutcracker Ballet by Tchaikovsky 
• Teacher selects a short piece of music to map as an example and creates a map prior to 

class, starting with the larger form of the piece, and then working section by section.  
• The map can be made on pieces of paper, a large roll of butcher paper, or on powerpoint 

slides that are projected. 
• Students listen to the piece, and then listen with the teacher silently guiding them through 

the map 
• Students are given an opportunity to share what they noticed about the music and the 

map. Teacher explains their process for making the map. 
 
 
3. Incomplete Map: 2nd movement, The Surprise Symphony by Haydn 

• Prior to class, the teacher creates a map for the first phrase, the theme, or the theme and 
one variation of the piece  

• The class listens to the piece silently and then the teacher guides them to discover the 
form (Theme and variations) 

• The teacher shares their map fragment with the class. The map fragment is posted on the 
board with space for students to add to the map (can be on white board, butcher paper, 
large sheets posted around the room) 

• As the class listens, students are invited to come up and add to the map 
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• Afterwards, students can discuss the map that they created (N. B. The class does not have 
to map the whole movement) 

 
 
4. Students map a piece in groups: Viennese Musical Clock by Kodály 

• Students listen to the piece  
• The teacher leads the class to derive the form of the piece (ABACADA) 
• Students are placed in groups of 3 or 4 
• Students listen again to the piece and are encouraged to create gestures to represent the 

music as they listen. The idea is that gestures could translate to part of the map they are 
going to make.  

• Each group is given paper, pencils, and an eraser. Together, they are to make a map to 
represent the piece.  

• The teacher replays the piece several times as the groups work, possibly focusing on one 
section at a time if needed. If groups are finished a section, the teacher can encourage 
them to work on the next section from memory until the class catches up 

• Once the group is satisfied with their map, they can add colour and texture using coloured 
markers, time permitting 

• Over a period of several classes, each group has the chance to share their map and their 
fellow classmates have the chance to respond to each map. (One student from the group 
goes to the board and silently guides the class through the map as the class listens).  

• With this map or a subsequent map, the teacher can build a rubric for the project which 
can be used for self-assessment or teacher assessment of the project. The assessment can 
include reflective writing about what students have learned about melody if desired. 
 
 

5. Share/Extend 
• Students can share their maps with students from a younger grade, with parents at 

student-led conferencing, at a music/art sharing day. 
• After reflecting on what they have learned about melodies, the students could then write 

their own melodies using Orff instruments or iPad instrument apps. They could record 
their compositions and/or notate them on the staff or make a graphic score of their piece.  

• These activities can be enacted with any music (although it’s best if there are not lyrics so 
students attend to the melodic contour). Try music from other cultures, jazz, folk, 
electronica… 
 
 

Advice: Once the students are working in groups, circulate and be available as a resource to 
help them resolve musical and interpersonal issues, make suggestions, and keep them on track 
BUT try not to interfere when things are going well in a group. Let them create their project 
themselves unless they ask for help, or obviously need your help.  
 
Other Pieces to Map 
La creation du monde (Milhaud) 
Sabre Dance (Khachaturian) 
Fanfare for the Common Man (Copland) 
Golliwog’s Cake Walk (Debussy) 
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Syncopated Clock (Leroy Anderson) 
Anything from Carnival of Animals (Saint-Saëns) 
Dances from the Nutcracker (Tchaikovsky) 
Danse espagnol or csardás from Swan Take (Tchaikovsky) 
Sorceror’s Apprentice (Dukas) 
William Tell Overture (Rossini) 
The Two Cats from Sleeping Beauty (Tchaikovsky)  
A piece from Anthologie de la musique classique de l’Inde (Smithsonian folkways) 
Classical or instrumental folk music form from other cultures 
Bitter Sweet Symphony (The Verve) 
Ideally, a piece that is 3 minutes or shorter  
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Project 4: The Motown Sound (Grades 5-8) 
Inquiry Question: What is the Motown Sound?  
Motown was a Detroit R & B/Soul record label founded by Barry Gordon in 1959. It was the 
first black record label and feature artists such as Marvin Gaye, Smoky Robinson, Diana Ross 
and the Supremes, the Jackson 5 (featuring young Michael Jackson), Stevie Wonder, and the 
Four Tops.  
Motown’s hits from the 50s to the 70s featured a group of studio musicians who called 
themselves the Funk Brothers who did not get credit for their work even though they played on 
more hit records than any other musicians. There is a fascinating movie about these men called 
Standing the Shadow of Motown (2002) that you can show parts of to your students. It’s 
available on Vimeo https://vimeo.com/150501920  
A Motown project could consist of discovering the parts of one or more Motown songs and re-
enacting the piece(s) using Orff instruments, recorders, ukuleles, percussion instruments, and 
vocals. Students can choose which part of the music they want to play/which role they want to 
undertake.  
 
The Motown sound was unique and featured: 

• Simple (mostly major) melodies 
• Guitar, keyboard, bass, drums, tambourine and background singers 
• Melodic basslines 
• Tambourine on the back beat 
• String arrangements and horn “pops” 
• Call and response between the lead singer and background singers (also, matching 

outfits!) 
 

Curricular Connections 
Gr. 5-8 
Creating and Performing: Students will re-enact a Motown song including associated 
performance practices using classroom instruments 
Reflecting, Responding, and Analyzing: Students will have the opportunity to analyze several 
Motown songs in order to discover what makes the Motown sound 
Exploring Form and Cultural Contexts: Students will have opportunities to learn about a 
specific musical practice (Motown) 
Extensions: Students will have the opportunity to learn about Motown’s history and historical 
context, the Funk Brothers, and the impact of racism on Black musicians of the 1960s to the 
current moment 
 
 
1. Reconstructing My Girl by the Temptations (1965) 

• Listen to My Girl. Even better: Watch the Temptations perform it on Youtube 
• Sing the do pentatonic scale in C-do 
• Play the scale on Orff instruments in C 
• Play a do pentatonic scale in F-do 
• Listen to the guitar line for the verse. What do you notice? (The guitar alternates 

between walking up the C pentatonic scale and the F pentatonic scale)  
• Play along with the verse 
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• Add the bass (C and F) 
• Teach the chorus. Have everyone play the chord fundamentals on each beat:  
CC DD FF GG, CC DD FF GG 

My Girl (C), Talking ‘bout my (F) girl, My girl (G or G7) 
• Play along with recording 
• Add bass intro G CC G CC 
• Gradually add the lead and vocals, the tambourine on the back beat, a cahone or other 

drum, ukuleles or piano on chords or chord fundamentals 
• You could also have kids play the horn part on recorder (E F G  E F G) 
• Have the singers decide on choreography (if they want to)  
• If you want to, you could teach the I and IV chord and voice leading and have 

students label chord functions on a score or chord sheet 
 
 

2. Do the same with several other Motown Songs 
Try: Please Mr. Postman or Too Many Fish in the Sea by the Marvelettes, I Want You 
Back or ABC by the Jackson 5, Dancing in the Streets by Martha and the Vandellas, Baby 
Love by the Supremes.  
 
 

3. Contrast and Compare 
Discuss elements in the songs that are the same and different. What makes the Motown 
sound?  

 
Advice:  Be sure to talk about the history of Motown and why Barry Gordie founded the label as 
you engage in the project with students. This project provides an interesting way into a 
discussion about racism and the experience of African-American musicians and people at the 
time that Motown was an active label, and in the present.  
 
Note that you can engage students in this same process with songs from any musical practice. Do 
some listening and reading, find a chord chart/score if applicable, and plan how you will layer in 
all the parts. If you can find recorded songs in keys in which the kids could actually play on 
recorder, ukuleles, guitar, and/or Orff instruments, they can play along with the recording while 
they are learning the arrangement. Later on, you or a student can chord on the piano to anchor 
the group. You can also have students work in small groups on the same song or different songs 
and present them to each other. Just curate the songs first for best results. As always, evaluate 
with a rubric. 
 
Other Projects 
Project learning is a great way to introduce students to various musical practices, or ways that 
people “musick” in the real world. Doing thematic units on a culture or place, fa unit or black 
history month, a unit on Indigenous hip hop artists, an exploration of a specific music for a 
special event, etc. is a great way to give students experiences of music from a variety of practices 
in a meaningful way. Also, these kinds of projects provide chances for collaboration across the 
curriculum with the English, Social Studies, Phys. Ed., Drama, or Science teacher.  
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1. The Blues 
The blues is a uniquely American musical practice that originated in the deep south in the 
Mississippi delta in the 19th century. The original blues musicians were slaves, ex-slaves, or 
descendants of slaves (i.e. share croppers) who sang as they worked in cotton and vegetable 
fields. It is commonly accepted that this music evolved from African spirituals, chants, field 
hollers, hymns, and dance music.  
 
Famous blues pioneers include Lead Belly, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Son House, and Charlie 
Patton. These men generally sang and accompanied themselves on guitar. The Delta Blues 
eventually spread to the cities where it took on different flavours such as Electric Blues in 
Chicago (ex. John Lee Hooker and Muddy Waters), the Jump Blues, Boogie-Woogie, Kansas 
Blues (Ex. Count Bassie), Memphis Blues (Ex. Ike Turner, B.B. King, John Lee Hooker and of 
course, Elvis). The blues provided the foundation for early rock and roll (think Jerry Lee Lewis, 
Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Elvis) and influenced later rock musicians such as the Rolling 
Stones, Eric Clapton, and even the Beatles. One common blues form is the 12-bar blues.  

 
Characteristics of the 12-bar blues: 

• 12 bar chordal structure  
• AAB form for lyrics reminiscent of call and response form 
• 4/4 time 
• Lyrics about the hardships of life 
• The use of blue notes (flat 3, 5 and 7) instead of the 3, 5 and 7 in the Major scale 

or in addition to these tones 
• Walking bass line and shuffle (swinging rhythm section) 

 
12 Bar Blues 
 

I  I  I I     A 
 
IV IV I I    A 
 
V IV I I (V if repeating pattern) B 

 
Study of Lead Belly 
Smithsonian Folkways has a unit plan on Lead Belly written by Pat Campbell and Bethany 
Grant-Rodriguez from the University of Washington in which the students learn about Lead 
Belly, listen to some of his music from the folkways catalogue and write a 12-bar blues song. 
You can access the lesson plan at: https://folkways.si.edu/lead-belly-and-his-legacy-of-southern-
song/music/tools-for-teaching/smithsonian  
 
 
2. Steve Reich and Phase Music 
Students watch a video of Reich’s Clapping Music and try and perform it with the video (you 
may need to slow the video down) . This video shows the rhythm and how phase works 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lzkOFJMI5i8  
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Students could then use phase as a compositional technique to make pieces using Garageband or 
a piece of recorded music played on several devices that are started at different times (you could 
explore some of Reich’s early tape music) or by writing their own rhythms and doing their own 
clapping music piece.  
 
 
3.  Compare and Contrast Music from Another Tradition with 

European/North American Music Traditions and Practices  
For ideas and information see: 
• Multicultural Perspectives in Music Education Volumes 1-4 
• Thinking Musically: Experiencing music, expressing culture 
• Roots and Branches 
• Experiencing Music, Expressing Culture series (Music in China, Music in Japan, Music 

in West Africa, etc.) There are at least 25 books in the series, all include a CD. 
 
 
Evaluating Project Learning 
See the following books for advice on assessing student learning: 
Setting and using criteria 
Self-assessment and goal setting 
Collecting evidence and porfolios: Engaging students in pedagogical documentation 
By Anne Davies and Sandra Herbst and colleagues 
 
Short, easy reads with practical advice on assessment for learning practices (and they are 
Canadians. You can order them at http://www.connect2learning.com/books/knowing-what-
counts-series-4-books/ 
 
 
 
 


