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Overview 

In my instrumental music lessons and rehearsals, each of my students is participating in 
hands-on music making through the study of their instrument. There are fundamental 
skills that must be developed and practiced for students to have a rewarding experience in 
a band or orchestra rehearsal. This cannot be achieved without practice, of course, but 
after certain basic skills such as posture, hand position, or embouchure are learned and 
reinforced by the instructor, the maintenance and development of these skills falls to the 
student to devote time to their instrument practice (ideally) every day. While one can 
leave this motivation up to parents to enforce, I strive to create a curriculum where 
students want to, rather than have to practice their instrument. Instilling within a student a 
motivation to practice on their own can be achieved by applying the fundamental 
concepts of instrumental study to playing in music genres that are meaningful to the 
student. In short, we try to avoid the following from a student: “when can we learn to 
play a good song?” 

     This curriculum unit will be directed toward middle school or high school 
instrumental music ensembles, though this can be equally valuable for general music and 
vocal music classes. As middle school to high school is a time where students’ are 
deciding the kind of people they are going to become, I believe it is worth exploring their 
musical interests with respect to genre. In addition, I want them to begin to examine some 
of the possible sources of these influences: parents, grandparents, school, church, friends, 
mass media, and other factors. In this unit, students will be tasked to select, analyze, 
arrange, rehearse, and perform short selections of repertoire that exemplify certain 
aspects of their identity and/or culture. In doing so, they will not only be improving their 
skills on their chosen instrument or voice, but will also increase their knowledge of the 



historical and cultural foundations of music genres, music theory and analysis skills, 
transcription and arranging skills, and music technology applications. 
 
Rationale 
 
I teach instrumental music at five schools throughout the School District of Philadelphia, 
spending one day at each school per week. This fact determines that I will see each 
student once weekly at maximum. Within each school, all students visit a specialist music 
teacher for general music classes weekly, where they learn the elements of music as well 
as perform by singing and playing classroom instruments. Students receive a report card 
grade for this experience. Students who play band and orchestra instruments are also 
enrolled in a weekly lesson period, and within that time, they rehearse material that will 
be used for performance in our seasonal concerts. I understand that I teach an elective 
class, and although students receive an additional report card grade for the work they do 
in my class, this does not prevent some students (and some of their subject and grade-
level teachers as well) from stretching their understanding of my class from “elective” to 
“extracurricular.” In spite of this, I continue to maintain high expectations of students in 
my programs, and they consistently produce quality work at seasonal performances, 
which can usually only be accomplished through at-home practice. With the seasonal 
concert taking its place as the culminating experience of instrumental music instruction at 
many of my schools, one can often times feel as if one is “teaching to the test.” 
 
     I regularly use an end-of-term survey with students to discover more information 
about their musical interests, in regard to genre preferences, song requests, and the like, 
in order to program repertoire that will have meaning to them. In doing so, I can 
incorporate some of their choices into the repertoire while still programming some of the 
essential works of their idiom along with technical exercises such as scales and 
arpeggios. With this unit, the goal will be for students to identify their own musical 
preferences and their interconnectedness to ultimately create a short concert program in 
its entirety—outside the programs that I direct. Through this process, the students will 
gain knowledge of music history in general and American music history specifically, 
discovers some of the factors that inform their music choices, and the relationships 
between different genres of music. In addition, they will begin to understand the role of 
the music director in an ensemble regarding music programming and preparation before 
the rehearsals can even begin. 
 
Background 
 
In programming works for study for instrumental lessons and concerts, the teacher 
ultimately has a lot of freedom in selecting the repertoire. Music educators, in this role, 
are tasked to use two sets of experiences—as both music teachers and performers—to 
create interesting, effective programs. Outside the tradition of “holiday” or seasonal 
“winter” music commonly featured on December concerts, the curriculum and thus the 



concert program can be tailored to fit the needs and culture of one’s particular school. 
The catalog of music available for ensemble performance is far-reaching; music from 
genres as diverse as classical, jazz, and all shades of popular music, as well as many 
selections from a non-Western musical heritage. However, this sort of variety was not 
always commonplace. Public education, at large, has only recently made strides to shape 
and deliver a multicultural curriculum that will be meaningful to a diversifying student 
body; music has been one of the last subjects to mandate curricular revisions to include 
subject material that acknowledges the diversity of its audience. In these situations, the 
music educator has the opportunity to bridge the gap between “school music” and “life 
music,” thus encouraging increased student engagement and participation, especially 
from under-represented populations. 
 
     Music education has long clung to a Western classical music tradition that served to 
teach schoolchildren to aspire to this “cultured” music at the expense of others. The 
ethnic musics of more recent waves of immigrants were ignored, if the music teachers 
were even aware of their existence. These ethnic musics are all integral to the culture 
from whence they came—and music educators were slow to capitalize on this 
connection. As well, every culture places a value on the art that comes from within it, and 
attempting to impose on it standards from outside the culture are superficial to the 
exercise. One can be tempted to take a cynical view of the forces at work here and call it 
public education’s attempt to assimilate late waves of immigration. Experts began to 
investigate the narrow scope of music education in the 1960s, through conferences like 
the Yale Seminar (1963) and the Tanglewood Symposium (1967). The Yale Seminar 
focused primarily on the quality of music education in America, with a nod to 
authenticity and work outside the Western classical tradition, though the 
recommendations of the Seminar were not implemented due to a lack of professional 
educators in attendance. Music educators did not address the matters discussed at Yale on 
a large scale until the Tanglewood Symposium. Here, the focus was on maintaining the 
integrity of the art being studied, as well as expanding the musical repertory to include 
“music of our time in its rich variety.” This included contemporary avant-garde music, 
American folk music, jazz, non-Western musics, and teenage pop music. Even with this, 
the separation between “serious” and “popular” music has started to close in the eyes and 
ears of experts.  
 
     The study of teenage culture and teen pop music in academia did not emerge until the 
1950s, as academics often looked on the subject with disdain. Prior to the 1950s, 
academic research into youth culture focused on matters of delinquency, while media 
companies did research into this demographic segment seeing a business opportunity. As 
rock ‘n’ roll became the definitive sound of 1950s youth, the music industry created a 
happy image of American adolescence, and the teenage masses (even some members of 
the target audience who were aware of this fact) were socialized to follow these trends. 
Hit singles were being created by adults, but meant for youth—and this contradiction 
seems not to have a great effect on their intended audience. Observations at the time of 



this generation of youth reveal an indiscriminate approach to listening, where music was 
not necessarily consumed for enjoyment, but rather to become a topic of discussion 
among friends. This is a fact that is not ignored by media outlets, as youth in the 1950s 
and 1960s have demonstrated to possess more disposable income while their focus on 
personal consumption has increased. Accompanying the consumption of music among 
youth, the consumption of films and fashion followed closely. The presentation of the 
music via radio as hit singles, the mass following for the hits and star performers, its 
orientation as a form of dance music, and the youth orientation of the country generally 
have all contributed to the real and perceived tensions between the youth generation and 
that of their parents. Considering the vast majority of this music is created by the older 
generation, it is interesting to note that rebellion is an often-used trope in pop 
songwriting. However, what is ironic about these rebels is that a consumer in the 
“outsider” group is often times eschewing one set of conventions, e.g., those of the 
mainstream pop audience, for a different set of expected behaviors, e.g., those of “hot-
rodders” or hot jazz listeners. Members of this set of music fans are choosing to identify 
as outsiders by conforming to a minority group.  
 
     As the emergence of youth popular music was becoming an economic force, 
discussions of what exactly constituted “American” popular music abounded. The music 
of ragtime emerged at the turn of the twentieth century and was regarded at the time as, 
arguably, “the one true American music.” There were elements of ragtime that many saw 
as an affront to public decency: the syncopated rhythms, position as dancing music, and 
apparent benefactor of African American musical traditions ensured this status. The 
contributions of African Americans to the American musical canon cannot ignore jazz at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, though its genesis is not the contributions of a 
solitary musical culture. Rather, the genesis of jazz as an original style of music owes a 
lot to distinct elements of two separate diasporic communities: the English-speaking, 
mostly Protestant, “Uptown” African Americans, and the French-speaking, mostly 
Catholic, “Downtown” Creoles. The “Downtown” crowd emphasized their European 
heritage in many elements of life, including the type of musical training they received—
formal study was almost a given for a Creole musician, and they could be seen 
performing with the local symphony and at the opera house. The “Uptown” community 
acknowledged their African roots, with musical traditions utilizing call-and-response to 
and playing by ear. The settled-on traditions of “jazz” became widespread during the 
Great Migration and Louis Armstrong’s presence as the face of such a movement. One 
needs to remember that jazz and popular music were synonymous—just as ragtime was 
the popular music before it. 
 
     Concurrent with these two genres of music, popular songs of Tin Pan Alley rose to 
prominence. The popular songs that emerged at this time were targeted towards a more 
urban, sophisticated audience—the kind of people who frequent Broadway shows. Issues 
of race and identity are closely tied to Tin Pan Alley music, from the audience (mostly-
white, upper-income urbanites and tourists), to the composers (frequently Jewish 



musicians—many who were recent immigrants themselves—including George Gershwin 
and Irving Berlin), to the subject material of the songs (featuring painfully ignorant titles 
and lyrics that serve to “other” marginalized groups—see “Chinatown, My Chinatown,” 
“My Hula Lula Girl,” and “Cherokee”). In many of the same ways that music of diverse 
ethnic groups became a talking point within music education, the music of disparate 
ethnicities became a feature of the pop music of this era; unfortunately, the ethnic groups 
themselves did not always get the opportunity to create music reflective of their 
American experience and were instead unflatteringly parodied. One can draw the 
following conclusion to this examination of early-twentieth-century American popular 
music—that there is not one single musical tradition that represents all Americans, 
despite the music industry’s attempts to market a single experience. 
 
     The music industry uses genre identifiers for the main purpose of packaging a target 
audience for advertisers. These genre titles roughly separate pop music into three groups: 
one style of music intended primarily for African Americans, one intended for rural, 
white Americans, and one undesignated category, though in reality targeted at upscale 
urban white audiences. The genre titles themselves have had many names throughout 
their existence—race records, soul, or R&B for African Americans, hillbilly or country 
for rural Americans, and “mainstream”, Hit Parade, or Top 40 for upper class audiences. 
These classifications, when first assigned in the 1920s, did not necessarily distinguish 
between many of the musical or technical differences between them, as all three 
categories descended from relatively similar musical origins—those of vaudeville, blues, 
early jazz, and Tin Pan Alley. Musicians, both black and white, would commonly 
perform the same songs as well, not tethered to genre identification until the recording 
industry became the driving force in the music industry. While the use of genre 
identifiers became a source of pride for certain demographics (race music for African 
Americans, hillbilly music for rural, white Southerners), the fact of the matter is that 
people from all walks of life were listening to all three music styles. Urban folk were 
listening to hillbilly music, and white folk of all socioeconomic status were listening to 
race music. As well, everyone listened to Top 40. The names assigned to the genres 
seemed to serve another purpose: to give audiences the feeling that they were stepping 
outside of their comfort zone, thereby giving a connotation of the “other” to music that 
was not determined to be “their” music. The music that was being consumed by 
audiences was all pop, though it had enough distinctiveness that they felt safe consuming 
it. Even mainstream white audiences consumed country music framed as “other”—as it 
was believed to be an old-time, distant musical tradition, outside their normal experience, 
but served as a kind of “folk” music for this audience. The music industry continued to 
support these divisions, for instance, as “hillbilly” music evolved into “country” or 
“western,” the performers dressed in increasingly loud cowboy wear for public 
appearances, as they were helping to separate people from their money at the record 
store. The categories remained, but by the time rock ‘n’ roll became the dominant music 
on the charts during the 1950s, record companies were hip to the fact that the biggest acts 
in rock were creating a sound that had influences from the three genres (rhythm and 



blues, country, and mainstream pop) and were targeting a youth audience, thus delivering 
“crossover” success. Integration won, racism is over—if you were a record company 
executive! Strictly commercial purposes aside, the crossover appeal of any rock, blues, 
soul, or country music did not supersede the animosity some folks felt about the music 
and the musicians of African descent that found chart appeal and material success during 
the rock ‘n’ roll era. However, if an artist was attempting to “cross over,” that is, jump 
from rhythm and blues to pop, from country to rock, or from pop to another genre, the 
artist could be considered to have “sold out” and damage their image, that is, their worth 
to mass media. 
 
     Since the 1950s, matters of race have created a binary division within the music 
industry between what is “black” and what is “white”. For example, Jews were 
considered a racial minority until World War II, but lost some degree of “otherness” as 
they became positioned as recording company management and hit songwriters for white 
artists. Since their “assimilation” into whiteness, Jewish artists such as Bob Dylan 
became disillusioned with their status, while later Jewish performers such as Gene 
Simmons and David Lee Roth were accepted as rock stars in a predominantly white rock 
environment. Music performed by other minorities in America, such as Latin Americans 
(Jennifer Lopez) and Asian Americans are presented in terms of black and white, and are 
commonly directed into a style reminiscent of African American music. If we were to 
operate in this binary system, the genres of music associated with African Americans has 
become the music of struggle, while the genres of music associated with white Americans 
are considered “authentic” American music. However, the examinations presented earlier 
indicate that this cannot be accurate, though stereotypes persist. Stereotypes can be 
considered cartoonish (as in the song “Chinatown, My Chinatown”) or insidious (the 
consideration of music genres associated with African Americans to be unsophisticated, 
overtly sexual, or dangerous.) However, as people, especially adolescents, publicize their 
preferred music genres, favorite bands, and the like, they are using the music they 
consume to be an expression of who they are—fairly or unfairly, stereotypes can be 
applied to different kinds of listeners. One study of music-genre stereotypes noted that 
respondents assumed the socioeconomic group (working, lower-middle, middle, upper-
middle, and upper class) of six prototypical music fans (fans of classical, jazz, rock, pop, 
electronica, and rap) to center around the “average,” while they assumed working class 
listeners preferred pop and rap while upper class listeners preferred classical and jazz. 
While these stereotypes may or may not be accurate, it can be construed from the results 
that working class listeners prefer simple music and upper class ones prefer sophisticated 
music. What can be damaging is that respondents also believed that black listeners 
preferred rap and jazz (two styles of music strongly linked to those of African descent) 
and taken together, can lead to blacks and the lower classes as simple as well—which 
would likely not be present if the survey asked directly about these groups.  
 
     As we recognize that individuals, especially youth, use their music genres preferences 
as expressions of their identity, one must be aware of what exactly the term “identity” 



means. According to Turino, “identity involves the partial selection of habits and 
attributes used to represent oneself to oneself and to others by oneself and by others.” He 
defines the term “self” as “the physical body we are born with, which includes the mind, 
nervous system, and genes, plus the total collection of habits that guide everything we 
think and do.” The term “identity,” used in this way, is a presentation—a way for one to 
highlight certain parts of one’s “self” and diminish others in a different social settings. 
One tailors their projection of identity in ways that are relevant to the situation; the author 
lists a long set of behaviors about himself that is exhaustive—he identifies as a man, a 
white man, a musician, a composer, an ethnomusicologist, a coffee drinker, a sleeper, an 
eater, et al. One would only present those elements that matter to a specific situation 
(when in the lecture hall, those might be as a musician, an ethnomusicologist) and 
downplay those that may not have an effect (as a sleeper, an eater.) Individuals can also 
shift the focus of their identities to address different issues. With this in mind, a music 
student may emphasize their hip-hop fandom while among their school friends, but 
choose to highlight themselves as a classical music lover when they to go youth orchestra 
on Saturday morning. This student is not trying too hard—but they are using their 
identities to unite with members of a social group in both instances. The push to make 
connections with other humans is part of what makes us human. 
 
Objectives and Standards 
 
Students will be able to determine a list of music genres that are personally relevant 
through self-reflection and group discussion. 
 
Students will be able to identify characteristic artists and songs of their chosen genre. 
 
Students will be able to identify similarities between musical genres and time periods. 
 
Students will be able to explain the history of performance of their chosen genre. 
 
Students will be able to develop their instrumental performance skills on their chosen 
instrument through work within the ensemble and home practice. 
 
Students will be able to improve their music theory skills thorough melodic transcription 
and arranging. 
 
Students will be able to utilize music notation software to create short musical pieces to 
be performed by the ensemble. 
 
Students will be able to demonstrate ability to present a program of original arrangements 
for the school community. 
 



The Core Curriculum of the School District of Philadelphia is aligned to the Pennsylvania 
Academic Standards for Arts and Humanities. The standards include instruction in the 
following areas: Production, Performance, and Exhibition of Dance, Music, Theatre and 
Visual Arts, Historical and Cultural Contexts, Critical Response, and Aesthetic Response. 
The first part of this unit deals with the investigation of music genre choices as an 
expression of one’s identity deal primarily with social and cultural contexts, though the 
students will have to place their songs and genres on a historical timeline. The second 
part of the unit, including the culminating experience of a student-directed performance, 
so performance- and production-based standards apply as well. As this unit has been 
intended for late-middle school to early-high school students, the Standards selected are 
from the eighth grade level of the Pennsylvania Academic Standards. 
 
9.1.8.A Know and use the elements (duration, intensity, pitch, timbre) and principles 
(composition, form, genre, harmony, rhythm, texture) of music to create works in the arts 
and humanities. 
9.1.8.B Recognize, know, use and demonstrate a variety of appropriate arts elements 
(sing, play an instrument, read and notate music, compose and arrange, improvise) and 
principles to produce, review and revise original works in the arts. 
9.1.8.C Identify and use comprehensive vocabulary within each of the arts forms. 
9.1.8.D Demonstrate knowledge of at least two styles within each art form through 
performance or exhibition of unique works. 
9.1.8.E Communicate a unifying theme or point of view through the production of works 
in the arts. 
9.1.8.F Explain works of others within each art form through performance or exhibition. 
9.1.8.G Explain the function and benefits of rehearsal and practice sessions. 
9.1.8.H Demonstrate and maintain materials, equipment and tools safely at work and 
performance spaces. 
9.1.8.J Incorporate specific uses of traditional and contemporary technologies within the 
design for producing, performing and exhibiting works in the arts or the works of others. 

Explain and demonstrate traditional technologies (e.g., instruments.) 
Explain and demonstrate contemporary technologies (e.g., MIDI keyboards, 
computers, audio/sound equipment.) 

9.2.8.A Explain the historical, cultural and social context of an individual work in the 
arts. 
9.2.8.B Relate works in the arts chronologically to historical events. 
9.2.8.C Relate works in the arts to varying styles and genre and to the periods in which 
they were created. 
9.2.8.D Analyze a work of art from its historical and cultural perspective. 
9.2.8.E Analyze how historical events and culture impact forms, techniques and purposes 
of works in the arts. 
9.2.8.G Relate works in the arts to geographic regions: Africa, Asia, Australia, Central 
America, Europe, North America, South America 



9.2.8.I Identify, explain and analyze philosophical beliefs as they relate to works in the 
arts. 
 
Strategies 
 
I will note that this unit is targeted at a performance ensemble, namely 7th and 8th grade 
band, at a neighborhood elementary school in Philadelphia. As such, all of the 
participants in the class will have at least two years of experience on their instrument. At 
this point in their development, every student in the group will be able to identify whole, 
half, quarter, and eighth notes and rests, identify notes of the treble and bass clef staves, 
identify the time signatures 4/4, 3/4, 2/4, 3/8, and 6/8, identify key signatures in concert 
B-flat and concert F, and be able to play one-octave concert B-flat, F, and chromatic 
scales. With this amount of prior knowledge, the students have some degree of flexibility 
to perform the arrangements that will be made, without every song necessitating a 
transposition to the same key. I understand the realities of teaching music in public 
school, and the amount of prior knowledge and skill development may not be at this level 
in every school, and some schools may want to challenge the students further. Teachers 
who choose to use this unit in a vocal music ensemble or general music class may find 
the performance requirement of this unit not to be appropriate; that is, if the vocal 
performance constitutes printing the lyrics to a pop song and singing from there, students 
are missing the point—while general music classes may not feel they should require their 
students to perform. To make full use of all the exercises in this unit, I would recommend 
that teachers of vocal or general music use instruments as available (guitars, keyboards, 
ukuleles, recorders, xylophones) to create an accompaniment to voice parts or to work 
out the arrangement from the start. The unit can be tailored to fit the needs of the school 
in question, either by simplifying the requirements or adding to them. The workbook, 
One-Minute Theory, Book One, is a good companion for students to practice note and 
rhythm identification drills that are not at the standard required by the teacher, or for 
students to simply increase their proficiency in music theory skills. 
 
Self-Reflection 
 
Students will begin the unit by looking inward; the unit is predicated on the musical 
identities they are choosing to present. Students will be prompted to investigate the 
possible influences for their musical preferences, which can include their friends, parents, 
grandparents, school, church, music teacher, and other cultural influences. Students will 
also have the opportunity to examine their media consumption habits, for example, which 
movies, television shows, YouTube videos, radio stations, and Spotify playlists they 
prefer, how actively they attend to their social media presence, and in which stores they 
prefer to shop. These non-musical factors are all part of the socializing forces that 
determine students’ collections of experiences and will have an influence on the way 
each student arrives at their favored artists and genres. 
 



Group Discussion/Group Projects 
 
The nature of the ensemble rehearsal is inherently collegial; cooperation is necessary for 
learning to take place and for the rehearsal to be successful. In the course of reflecting on 
their music preferences, some students will inevitably want to share their findings with 
the class, while some will be more private. As an equalizing agent, the class will publicly 
display a list at first, and later, a timeline that follows the chronology of artists and genres 
through recent history—or as far back as one wants or needs to proceed. Working 
backward is a way to uncover music history sequentially in the classroom, since students 
will be more invested in and attached to historical subjects when they have a frame of 
reference. 
 
Online Research 
 
Teachers will assist the students in researching their genre, uncovering the lineage of the 
tradition that caused their genre to be identified as individual. Students will research 
artists who characterize this style, in addition to tracing chart performance of individual 
songs or albums. Also, students will be able to identify certain award categories that have 
come and gone that signify their chosen music genre, as well as the songs, albums, artists, 
songwriters, and even producers behind award winners. The best resource to trace hit 
singles and top albums, by genre (Hot 100, Pop, Adult Contemporary, Adult Pop Songs, 
Hot R&B, Mainstream Rock, Dance Club Songs, the list goes on,) is Billboard 
(www.billboard.com,) and the source for popular Record, Album, and Song of the Year is 
The Recording Academy (www.grammy.com.) 
 
Music Technology 
 
Students will use the open-source music notation software MuseScore 
(www.musescore.org) to transcribe and arrange their pop songs for their final 
performance. Users can create and edit music scores in the program, print individual 
instrument or voice parts, save their work, and share the editable score files or PDFs of 
their compositions. The interface of MuseScore is quite intuitive; a quick tutorial can 
show students (and their teachers, depending on one’s familiarity with the program) the 
main features of the program and how to employ them effectively. Users can start with 
the demo score (which opens when the program opens) to experiment with the interface. 
To enter notes, one simply clicks the measure where the music will start, clicks the type 
of note desired in the toolbar, and presses the letter of the desired note, A though G, on 
the (qwerty) keyboard. Users can also click the position on the staff for the desired note, 
if they choose, or if one has MIDI keyboards connected to computers, input notes by 
playing the keys on the keyboard in step-time or real-time (the keyboard input method is 
not likely to be applicable to many schools, outside music magnet high schools.) One can 
change the pitch with the up or down arrows on the keyboard, enter sharps, flats, or 
naturals by clicking the corresponding button in the toolbar, drag-and-drop repeats and 

http://www.billboard.com/
http://www.grammy.com/
http://www.musescore.org/


changed key signatures or time signatures, copy and paste sections of the score in other 
places, and transpose parts for multiple instruments. There are many, many levels of undo 
for correcting mistakes. Since students rarely practice handwriting in English, trying to 
teach them to handwrite in music (though I feel it is still a valuable skill) for the purposes 
of creating something that their classmates have to play and their teacher has to grade is 
an ineffective use of class time. And think of all the erasing! The time saved by using 
music notation software over handwriting gives students more time to engage in higher-
order skills such as creating the arrangement in the first place, and getting on to 
practicing and performing their original works. 
 
     MuseScore also has a social component—if a user registers an email address with 
their website, one can browse thousands of scores that the community of MuseScore 
users have uploaded to the site for other users to save, print, edit, add/subtract 
instruments, change keys/instrument ranges, and generally use at will. Students can share 
their arrangements with the MuseScore community if they choose. The computer science 
teacher or technology supervisor can install MuseScore on multiple machines in the lab, 
as it is a free-to-use program; the tough part may be reserving the lab for your students to 
do their projects. 
 
Classroom Activities 
 
This examination of music genre preferences is meant to accompany all concurrent 
music-making objectives of the ensemble and enhance the historical and cultural 
experience of the students in it. The usual rehearsal procedures will continue to take 
place—set-up and tuning, warm-up, technical exercises, ensemble/blend exercises, 
rehearsal of repertoire, and enrichment. Music theory skills practice, via One-Minute 
Theory lessons should continue. Since this class meets only once a week, momentum can 
be hard to maintain during this project if one does not commit to revisiting the unit at 
each class. Rather than supplant entire class periods to complete this unit, I envisioned 
the discussion and reflection portions of the project to take the beginning block of time 
during rehearsals, like an extended “Do Now.” Ideally, in a 45-minute class, the first 15 
minutes of the class can be spent working on components of this unit, and the final 30 
minutes consist of an abridged rehearsal to continue to maintain instrumental skills and 
musical sensitivity. Some class periods will need to be set aside for work on the unit, 
such as the music notation software tutorial. For as much as music teachers may dislike 
“teaching to the test,” the school will have performance expectations and commitments 
that need to be met, and this unit is not meant to provide all of the repertoire for the 
traditional concerts. 
 
Activity One: Music Personality Survey and Follow-Up 
 
This activity can be completed with group discussion or pen-and-paper; I would leave the 
choice up to the teacher to choose the more effective method. The teacher should prepare 



to ask the following questions: What styles of music do you listen to? Who are your 
favorite recording artists? Do you play any instruments, or did you ever? What radio 
stations do you listen to? How else do you consume music (YouTube, Spotify, Pandora)? 
What TV shows do you watch? What are your favorite movies? Where are your favorite 
places to shop? If the teacher has a dedicated teaching space, the teacher can list the 
answers on the board, but it may be more useful to enter the answers into an Excel 
spreadsheet. Alternatively, teachers can format the survey questions into a Google Doc 
and share the link with their students to complete at home, which will automatically 
populate a spreadsheet with their data. I prefer to administer the survey in class, because 
students are forced to make quick decisions (which may reveal more accurate answers) 
and not have time to get too clever with their responses. The students should also retain a 
copy of their answers for the purposes of the follow-up exercises. 
 
     While I prefer quick reaction time for their first set of answers, I want students to 
reflect on these answers for follow-up activities. To prepare for the next class meeting, 
assign students to administer the same music personality test to their parents. In doing so, 
we can trace musical listening habits through generations. Students can also give the test 
to someone of a different generation, for example, a grandparent, aunt or uncle, 
classroom teacher, religious leader, and others—even significantly older siblings or 
cousins, who may not technically be of a different generation, will likely have vastly 
different set of musical experiences that should yield unique answers. Students will be 
tasked to examine the similarities and differences between their answers and those of 
people in different generations, and think about the reasons these similarities exist. A few 
examples of student answers are listed below: 
 
Mainstream pop music fan: “I listen to Q102 on the way to school with my mom, and she 
lets me pick the music.” 
Mainstream rock music fan: “My dad listens to 1990s alternative all the time.” 
Dance music fan: “Saturday Night Fever is my favorite movie.” 
R&B fan: “My friends and I know all the words to ‘24K Magic.’” 
Classical music fan: “I started playing the violin when I was 4, and I try to play my music 
along to the recordings.” 
Country music fan: “I like to wear boots and a cowboy hat.” 
Spanish-language music fan: “My mom went to grade school with Shakira.” 
Indie rock music fan: “Check out this band from the FIFA 17 soundtrack.” 
 
     Some of these answers are more unlikely than others, though that does not mean they 
are less valid. It is important that students start thinking critically in a performance-based 
class, where they are used to reproducing the sounds represented by the notes on the 
page. The results of this critical thinking exercise can give students the foundations 
necessary for building the music history timeline in the next exercise. 
 
Activity Two: Music History Timeline 



 
The results of the music personality survey and investigation of those results will form 
the start of the music history timeline. Start by listing all the favored music genres on a 
chart or Excel spreadsheet. Then, demonstrate the online research tools (Billboard, The 
Recording Academy) that students will use to fill in the following information: for each 
genre, list artists representative of the genre, songs characteristic of the genre, years the 
artists were active, and any historical or cultural markers of significance (for example, 
1960s folk music coincided with the anti-Vietnam War movement, 1960s and 1970s soul 
music with the struggle for civil rights for African Americans.) The students will be 
tasked to bring the information, while the teacher will have to fill in the gaps when 
needed. Class discussion is useful for determining the connections between genres of 
different generations, and teacher knowledge will help to shape this chart. The students 
should look for direct connections between genres (similar style, similar 
instruments/voices, similar song form, similar audiences intended for each genre, and 
similar culture represented by each genre) in the following way: 
 
Jazz/Louis Armstrong/”What a Wonderful World”/1920s-1960s 
Blues/T-Bone Walker/”Stormy Monday”/1920s-1970s 
Rhythm and Blues/Louis Jordan/”Saturday Night Fish Fry”/1930s-1960s 
Rock ‘n’ Roll/Little Richard/”Tutti Frutti”/1940s-present 
Motown/Diana Ross/”Ain’t No Mountain High Enough”/1960s-present 
Soul/Marvin Gaye/”What’s Going On”/1960s-1980s 
Funk/Kool and the Gang/”Hollywood Swinging”/1960s-present 
1970s R&B/Jackson 5/”I Want You Back”/1960s-1980s 
1980s R&B/Lionel Richie/”All Night Long”/1970s-present 
1990s R&B/Mariah Carey/”Hero”/1990s-present 
2000s R&B/Bruno Mars/”Uptown Funk”/200s-present 
 
     While this list is nowhere near exhaustive, it is obvious that there can be contention in 
the assignment of artists to genres, decades, years active, and cultural relationships. From 
a quick look at this list, one can tell that this is an example of African American music 
roughly spanning the 1920s to today. However, questions abound: does Louis 
Armstrong’s output in this thread count as jazz, or was it pop back then? Should he really 
count for the 1920s to the 1950s, since “What a Wonderful World” is his most famous 
song, and wasn’t recorded until late in his life? Didn’t T-Bone Walker do roots blues 
(folk) records? Does rock ‘n’ roll music belong in this thread, since Elvis is white? Does 
Lionel Richie also count as funk, from playing with the Commodores? Does the Jackson 
5 represent the 1970s? What about all of the Jackson siblings’ solo careers? Michael? 
Janet? Is Bruno Mars ripping off half of the artists on this list with his retro vibe? Doesn’t 
Mariah Carey sing sappy pop songs? With high notes? Isn’t she on American Idol? Then 
she has to be pop! The resulting discussions and spider webs that will result from these 
discussions will see artists crossing genres, genres crossing artists, artists crossing 
decades, and political movements using and being used by the artists participating in the 



time. It will be interesting to see what The Recording Academy and Billboard say about 
the artists and genres that the students bring in. One must also remember that most of 
these labels are retroactively added to define genres of music, or are applied to make 
certain demographics appealing to advertisers. 
 
     For extra credit, students can look for secondary connections between stylistic 
conventions of different critical listening to connections that may be missed by 
inexperienced listeners (see Kanye West use samples of Curtis Mayfield, or the Beastie 
Boys use samples of Led Zeppelin and Black Sabbath.) 
 
Activity Three: Transcribing and Arranging with MuseScore 
 
The students in this class will select, transcribe, and arrange the performance literature 
for the final project in this unit. The teacher will help the students to select songs that are 
representative of their chosen genres, and help them to choose appropriate parts of the 
songs to transcribe for the assembly. The selections will need to be short (~1 minute 
each) since there are many students who will have to present work, and some students 
will need a starting note or notes to create an accurate transcription. The guidelines for 
the arrangement will be to notate at least the melody and a bass line, while a harmony 
part will yield extra credit. Students must assign parts to the instruments in our ensemble, 
which are those of a standard concert band (flutes, clarinets, alto and tenor saxophones, 
trumpets, trombones, horns, percussion) plus guitar and piano, if they choose. Students 
may wish to add string parts (violin, viola, cello, double bass) and/or vocal parts if they 
desire. 
 
     The teacher is responsible for directing the MuseScore tutorial, but the students will 
be able to work independently to complete their arrangements while the teacher is 
available for troubleshooting. This is the part of the unit that requires independent 
work—and if students need additional time, they may have to schedule use of the 
computer lab for more sessions. However, since MuseScore is a free program, students 
can save their work in school, upload it to their Google Drive, Dropbox, or other cloud 
storage, and download it on their home computer to continue. Unfortunately, there is no 
music notation feature in iOS/Android MuseScore apps, only the ability to save, open, or 
play back existing arrangements. The fact that MuseScore is open-source could mean that 
music notation features within the apps are coming in the near future, but this is not 
confirmed. 
 
Final: Concert/Assembly 
 
After the completion of most of the arrangements, the teacher will add them to the 
rehearsal schedule. The songs should be short and relatively easy for most instruments, 
compared to their regular ensemble repertoire, and are meant to showcase the work they 
have done to create original versions of their favorite music genres. This activity is the 



culmination of the class taking ownership for the direction of this performance. The 
teacher’s job is to rehearse the music, while the students must do everything else: they 
must schedule a date for the performance, reserve a performance space, create a program, 
promote the event, and emcee the proceedings, in addition to showing up and playing 
well. The teacher can assign jobs to students according to their preferences and skills—a 
student with a particularly good relationship with the main office may be the ideal choice 
to meet with administration to ask for a date and to book a space. Students should also 
look at incorporating their work into an existing school event, such as an arts festival, 
multicultural celebration, history day, and the like. 
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