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Where do we 
begin? 

� Our students come to us from varied elementary 
musical backgrounds with even more varied skill sets.

� We have to find a way to unite all of these students into 
the glorious choir that we know they can be.

� This cohesive choir can be built through a number of 
different avenues:

� Team building
� Music Literacy
� Warmups
� Music Literacy
� Choral Octavos
� Music Literacy



What is music 
literacy?

� “Literacy is one of the most pervasive concerns in 
education settings and has been examined, discussed, 
and promoted by countless individuals and entities.” 
(Broomhead, 2012)

� Simply put, Music Literacy is the ability to 
translate notation into vocal sound (reading) 
and sound into notation (notating). (Krueger)

� “Music Literacy is an investment. It is also a gift, and 
our duty. It takes time, and it can be difficult to teach. A 
choir that is capable of reading the score themselves 
has boundless potential” (Trecek-King, 2008)



What do our 
students 
know?

(Brumfield, 2014)

Grade Melodic Rhythmic

K
So Mi Quarter Note, Beamed 

Eighth Notes

1
So Mi La add Quarter Rest

2
So Mi La Do Re Add Half Note, Whole 

Note, Four Beamed 
Sixteenth notes

3

(So La) Do Re Mi So Do’ Add Dotted Half Note, 
Half and Whole Rests, 
Sixteenth Note 
Variations

4
(So La) Do Re Mi Fa So 
Do’

Add Triplet, Single 
Eight Notes, Dotted 
Quarter Note

5
(So La) Do Re Mi Fa So 
La Ti Do’

Add Dotted Eight and 
Sixteenth Note 
Variations



� Even if our students “learned” all of those concepts in 
elementary, there is a long time between the end of 
school and the start of the year.

� I approached each school year with a ”Sound of Music 
Approach” and started at the very beginning.

� They learned but it didn’t stick
� They never fully learned  it
� New students came in at the start of every year

� The pacing for eight grade was obviously faster than 
that of sixth grade, but everyone was allowed a fresh 
start.

� To process this, I had to set my own curricular goals for 
our music literacy rehearsal component that would 
lead us to success.





Eric’s Curricular 
Goals for 

Holmes Middle 
School Chorus
(2010 – 2016)

First Six Weeks
• Quarter, Half and Whole Notes
• Step-wise motion 
• Penta-scale
• Treble clef
• 4 measure rhythmic composition
• Top number of time signature

Fourth Six Weeks
• Dotted Rhythms
• Penta-scale plus La and low Ti
• Do – Mi – So skip
• Bass clef

Second Six Weeks
• Eighth notes in varied forms
• Penta-scale plus La
• Do – S0 and So – Do skip
• 8 measure rhythmic composition
• 2/4 and 3/4 time signatures

Fifth Six Weeks
• Tied Notes
• Key Signatures
• Tempos
• Rhythmic error detection

Third Six Weeks
• Sixteenth notes in varied forms
• Penta-scale plus La
• Do – Mi  and Mi – Do skip

Sixth Six Weeks
• Melodic error detection
• Catchup and review
• Composition Project

The pacing of these goals was derived from the skills needed to sightread at 
MPAs 





The Music 
Literacy 
Component

Rhythmic Reading 
� After initial introduction of rhythmic figures, the daily 

exercises were student created.

� I utilized varying templates and had a different student 
compose daily.

� This also allowed individual assessment of the students 
understanding of rhythm.

� We checked their exercise for errors as a class and then 
performed





The Music 
Literacy 
Component

Melodic Reading 
� This was a multi-stage process each day

1. Training the ear

2. Training the eye
� This modified as time went on

3. Warm-Up Exercise

4. Challenge Exercise



For the most part, 
the teaching of 
musical notation 
has not varied over 
the years. It all rests 
on the five line 
staff. But all of that 
can be 
overwhelming to 
students at first.

To many of our students there 
are 21 individual symbols to 
decode. 

How many individual symbols 
do you see?

Standerfer, 2019
To aid our students, we must 
learn to read music the same 
way we do a language, 
SOUND BEFORE SIGHT! 
Then in small chunks.























































































































































� To prepare for the literature, map out the melodic 
contour of the piece:

� Use the ear training time with the solfege ladder to start 
building the pitch memory in their head. 

The same practices 
are used when 
adding skips into 
the melodic 
reading.



Harmony in 
Sequence by 
Ruth Dwyer

1. Unison
2. Ostinato
3. Descant
4. Suspended Pitches
5. Canons/Rounds
6. Canonic Entrances
7. Partner Songs
8. Homophonic Harmony



Harmony in 
Sequence by 
Ruth Dwyer

1. Unison
� Should occur throughout the lifetime (not just for 

beginners)
� Allows the singer to focus on vocal technique
� At first, choose repertoire utilizing step-wise motion 

that leads the voice from head voice gently into the 
lower range. 

2. Ostinato
� Rhythmic:  repetitive pattern used to create 

accompaniment and/or harmony.  Prepares them for 
the more difficult task of participating in a melodic 
ostinato.  (Ex. Zum Gali Gali)

� Melodic:   repetitive melodic pattern that creates 
harmony with a melody.  Most often lead to descants.  



Peanut Butter 
Pie

Peanut butter pie, peanut butter pie.

I sure love my peanut butter pie.

Yes I’m guilty no alibi!

I ate all the peanut butter pie. 



Harmony in 
Sequence by 
Ruth Dwyer

3. Descant
� One of the richest and most important sources for 

successful harmonic singing by the inexperienced 
singer.  

� Defined as the highest part in polyphonic music (or 
instrumental family) or an obbligato part above the 
melody

4. Suspended Pitches
� Visually, the sustaining voice has no text while the 

melodic line usually continues and utilizes text.  



Harmony in 
Sequence by 
Ruth Dwyer

5. Canon/Round
� The goal of a round or canon is to use a melodic line to 

create beautiful harmony.  
� Rounds can be done by students starting in first grade 

as long as they are melodies that are simple and move 
mostly in steps or 3rds.  (Ex.  Are You Sleeping, Hot 
Cross Buns).

� Helps to develop the ear by listening and balancing in 
harmony with others.  If they feel a need to sing loudly 
to ”hold the part” they are not ready for polyphony.  

6. Canonic Entrances
� Leads to chord building and great way to introduce 

homophony
� Look for pieces that use melodic imitative entrances 

followed by suspensions or repetitive pitches to layer 
and build blocked chords.



Harmony in 
Sequence by 
Ruth Dwyer

7. Partner Songs and Countermelodies
� Using two clearly defined, well know melodies that have 

the same underlying harmonic structure.  
� Thus when sung together, harmony emerges through 

the entwined melodies.
� Countermelody:  composer/arranger creates a second 

melody using some or most of the same text or 
structural content as the original melody.  

8. Homophonic Harmony
� The bread and butter of choral music.
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