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Workshop Description: 

Students need to learn wonderful repertoire as a part of their music education: to 
respect its integrity by performing the music accurately, observing expressive details, 
and capturing its style - in short, re-creation. Students also need to create their own 
music, exploring different musical concepts, expressive possibilities and styles through 
improvisation and composition. In this active workshop we'll explore the intersection of 
these two ideas, using student experiences of known repertoire as the frame and 
springboard for creating their own music. Come prepared to sing, move, listen and play 
the Orff way as we experience the creative process while addressing Ontario curriculum 
standards. 

In this workshop I’ll introduce three pieces of repertoire with some suggestions for 
creative work. I hope that this workshop will inspire you to look at the repertoire you 
already teach as a source for creative as well as recreative learning. 

 

Workshop Video 

As elementary music teachers we are always balancing two aspects of the curriculum: 
skills and concepts. Skills require practice through repetition of familiar models. In 
contrast, concepts are best acquired through critical analysis and creative process, both 
of which are represented in our Ontario arts document. In this short presentation I’d like 
to suggest a model for combining these goals by allowing creative work to grow out of 
re-creative work.  

All music, no matter how sophisticated, exhibits foundational organizational musical 
concepts that Orff described as elemental. Ideas such as call and response, theme and 
variation, tension and release, complementary rhythm, musical texture and so on are 
universals that cut across cultural differences and time periods. When students learn a 
sophisticated piece of music, one requiring skill practice, my suggestion is that you pull 
out one of these ideas that appears in a compelling way in the particular repertoire, and 
use that idea for creative work, providing a suitably pared-down scaffolding focusing on 
just this element. Often this creative piece can be combined with the repertoire to create 
a new musical form; the original piece provides a musical context and impetus for the 
students’ improvisations or compositions, and the students’ creative output is validated 
by appearing within the framework of the more sophisticated composition in a very 
musically satisfying way. Meanwhile, the students not only consolidate their 



understanding of a particular musical concept but also gain insight into the 
compositional choices of the composer whose work they are performing. 

Orff and his colleague Gunild Keetman created multiple examples of pieces that can be 
learned in whole or in part as skill-building repertoire in the six volumes of the Music for 
Children series, volumes that have been adapted for multiple languages and cultures 
around the world. I’m going to use two examples today from Volume I – which is 
restricted to C do pentatonic (although Orff-Schulwerk mostly definitely is not!) – 
because many teachers have encountered this volume in their Orff Level I teacher 
education courses. However, in selecting from this source I hope to inspire you to look 
at all the repertoire you do as a potential source for creative work.  

Allegro “Hiya” p. 123, Orff-Keetman, Music for Children, Ed. Margaret Murray 

Recreation: 

For a first example, consider this Allegro in rondo form, a troika we usually refer to as 
“Hiya” from the shout in the body-percussion episodes. The full orchestration sections 
providing exciting practice of xylophone technique but only one part (the soprano 
xylophone) requires much time to teach, making this a valuable and exciting piece of 
classroom repertoire. The interludes feature calls back and forth between two parts 
combined with opposite touches body percussion. The rhythmic intensity also builds 
from quarter to eighth notes during this interlude.  

Creation: 

Taking these ideas as inspiration, ask small groups to create their own dynamic two-
part dialogue with contrasting body percussion and doubling of time values. Read Chris 
Raschka’s classic picture book Yo! Yes? to the class and ask them to use this text as 
their model for developing the speech. Students set up a steady beat, then create their  
chants to this steady beat. Once they can do this, ask them to add contrasting body 
percussion. Perform the whole piece again, replacing the Orff-Keetman episodes with 
the newly composed ones, extending the rondo as much as needed to give every group 
its own episode. Here is an example of what students might come up with: 



  

If you want the students to write out their composition, do this as a subsequent lesson, 
not at the same time as the creative work. Combining the challenges of writing and 
creating often leads to a poor musical result – both activities deserve to be well taught, 
at different times.  

 

Canon, p. 132, Orff-Keetman, Music for Children, Ed. Margaret Murray 

There are numerous pieces in this volume that invite melodic creation by students; 
remember that the pieces were written with the intention that they were models for 
students to imitate, elaborate and manipulate. Here is a typical example, a Canon in 
AAAA form. Learning to play this and then play in canon, stopping your own part in the 
right place and staying on beat with the three other parts, is a wonderful skill-based 
challenge for students (recreation). Once the students can play the melody, introduce a 
melodic concept that will be the basis for creative work. Tap beats 1 and 3 on a drum 
and ask them to play only the notes that occur on these strong beats, putting the others 
in the air. What do you notice about these strong beat notes? They are all Cs, Es or Gs. 
Yes, these are the doors and windows to the key of C pentatonic – the most important 
notes. Invite students to replace the third A section with improvisation, specifying that 
they should focus on C E and G most (especially on strong beats) and use D and A as 
passing notes. If they do this in small groups, each small group could even perform in 
canon as part of the big class performance. This canon also invites the addition of 
student-composed lyrics. Perhaps you might use, “I don’t want to wear a mask…” as the 
starting point! 



 

  



Candles, Candles, Musicanada 6 

For a vocal example, consider “Candles, Candles1,” a 2-part song for Hanukah found in 
Musicanada 6; it features an interesting use of complementary rhythms in triple meter.  

 

 
1 As found in P.L. Brooks et al, Musicanada 6, Toronto: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1982, pp. 44-45. 
Copyright 1974, Shawnee Press. Permission for this use pending. 



 

 

Learn this as a note/rote song as suggested, then ask students to create an inventory of 
the 3-beat rhythmic motives: 



 

Are any of these used at the same time? (Yes, at the end of the piece the two parts 
become parallel in rhythm for the first time.)  

What rule do you think the composer gave herself when she was writing the music? 
(The rhythms in the two parts should always be contrasting or complementary.)  

Students then work in small groups to create their own complementary 2-part rhythmic 
compositions of 8 or 16 measures. These rhythms can be performed gently on drums 
and finger cymbals, for example, as an interlude between repetitions of the original song 
or as an accompaniment to the original song. Here is an example: 

 

 



As a further step, the students can improvise or compose melodies in A lah pentatonic 
(A C D E G A)2 on Orff instruments using the rhythms they’ve written, sticking to the rule 
of starting and ending on A. Each group takes a turn to improvise interludes between 
repetitions of the song while another group adds a drone-based accompaniment. Any or 
all of these creative efforts can be combined with the original piece as an original 
student arrangement.  

 

In Conclusion 

There is one caveat: when you are performing a song with a specific cultural origin, it 
may not be appropriate to combine it with creative additions or manipulations. As 
always, do the research on repertoire to be sure that your activity is culturally 
appropriate. Check out the resources on the Anti-Racist page of ontarioorff.ca for help 
with specific titles. 

I hope that this might suggest a different way of selecting and approaching the 
performance repertoire you use in your elementary music program. It’s an approach I 
use as well in my listening program, isolating one compelling feature of the music, often 
by experiencing it through a combination of movement, mapping with focused listening,  
and then developing a creative activity using that feature. This session has been a very 
general introduction to the topic. Do feel free to contact me - 
catherine.west@rcmusic.ca - if you have questions about any of the three pieces, or 
better yet, come to the Royal Conservatory and take an Orff course! Good luck in your 
teaching this year and I look forward to being together in person at the 2022 
conference. 

 

 
2 The song is in A minor diatonic with chord changes, not A lah pentatonic. Using the pentatonic for the 
creative task however, keeps the focus on complementary rhythm, which is your learning goal here, but 
still allows you to combine the original piece with the creative work to make a musically satisfying 
culminating experience. If your focus were to be chord change instead, you would design the experience 
in a different way.  


