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What is Listening?
“[L]istening involves the processes of receiving auditory stimuli (musical sounds), focusing on one
or several musical elements, creating relationships among these elements, and then responding
to those musical relationships" (Kerchner, 2014, p. 6).
It is an intimate interaction with sound as “[l]isteners are called on to make sense of the music,
to ‘put it together’ with mind, body, and feelings” (Reimer, 2003, p. 117).
“Listeners create and recreate their own musical experiences by perceiving certain musical
elements” (Kerchner, 1996, p. 28).

	
  

The Cycle of Responding	
  

Types of Listening
Campbell (2005) identified three types or phases of listening.
Attentive Listening: Attention directly toward one or more specific musical dimensions of a
given work.
Prompts:

1) Follow this listening guide of the instruments that are playing.
2) Pay attention to the way the melody moves down and then up.
3) On this listening log, explain how the composer uses meters.

Engaged Listening: Listening to a work while actively performing one aspect. This requires
learners to transfer their attentive listening into motion.
Prompts:

1) Tap along to this repeated rhythm in the song.
2) Trace the melodic contour of each part with flashlights.
3) Sing along with the hook each time you hear it.

Enactive Listening: Intense listening to a musical work in order to accurately reproduce it.
Prompts:

1) Listen to this song and figure out how to play the guitar part.
2) Pay attention to the way the singer uses melismata so you can sing it accurately.
3) Listen to this recording and figure out how to play it with your ensemble.

Moving to Music
Pre-Structured: Movement sequences that help to provide kinesthetic reinforcement as learners
attend to specific musical dimension(s). Teachers must help learners to uncover connections
between gestures and sonic elements. Kerchner (2014) notes, “gestures and movement
sequences should enhance students’ focus on attention and musical awareness while being
unobtrusive of their music listening experiences” (p. 53).
Prompts:

1) Follow my moves. We will move our arms up when the dynamics get louder and
march to the accompaniment rhythm.
2) We will learn how to do a folk dance that goes along with this song. Notice how
the moves change when the music changes from one section to another.

Intra-Structured: Free movement where learners display how they are attending to the
dimensions of a musical work.
Prompts:

1) Listen to the music and show at least one dimension of the piece of music
through your body movements.
2) In a small group, have each person “cover” one dimension by using isolated
gestures (moving one body part): melodic contour, tempo/meter, dynamics,
accompaniment rhythm, and articulation.
3) In your group, each person will act out one specific instrument part but you
can’t pretend to play the instrument. Use gestures to demonstrate the melody,
rhythm, articulation, and dynamics of your instrument part.

Post-Structured:	
  Movements informed by non-structured experiences in which learners plan
sequences of gestures that indicate multiple musical dimensions.
Prompts:

1) Based on your free movements, develop a movement sequence that shows at
least two dimensions of the piece of music.
2) Refine your small group “covers” into a choreographed movement sequence.
3) In a small group, break up the music dimensions of the work among the
group members and have each member create a static sculpture for their
dimension. The group’s combined sculptures will then visually illustrate multiple
dimensions of the musical excerpt for the class(Kerschner, 2014).

Formative Assessment Ideas: Based on the work of Barrett (2011), rubrics similar to those
below might provide teachers with information about which dimensions of music learners are
attending to so that they may help draw their learners’ attentions to dimensions less represented
in student movement experiences.

Visualizing Music
Listening Guides: Teacher-created visuals that help students focus on specific dimensions of a
work. These need not be static (as in they can be animated, see smalin’s amazing classical
animations https://www.youtube.com/user/smalin).
Types:

- Instrument Guides: Guides that display which instruments are playing.
- Iconic Guides: These guides and animations display information about the
melody and rhythm/durations of a given musical work.
- Story Guides: These guides display information based on the programmatic or
lyrical content to give learners insight into the overall story of the work.
- Form/Theory Guides: Guides that display information about the key, meter,
form, phrase, etc. They are primarily useful with older students.

Examples:

Story for Schubert’s “Der Erlkönig”

Prompts:

1) We will listen to this piece of music and follow along with this listening guide. Try
to make sense out of the images and symbols on the guide and discover how
they are connected to the sounds you hear.
2) Fill in the gaps on this incomplete instrument guide.
3) Look and listen to smalin’s animation to Bach’s “Fugue in G minor.” In your
group, have each person take one voice/color line and move your bodies along
with the icons.
4) Follow along with the story/lyrics guide for Schubert’s “Der Erlkönig.” After you
are familiar with the music and the characters, act out the music.

Form/Theory for Schuberts “Der Erlkönig”

Puzzle Pieces/Cards: Related to listening guides, these iconic and/or story guides are broken
up into small cards that students must organize. These are very helpful when helping learners to
discover elements of form and when introducing new pieces to them for future “performances.”
Types:

- Iconic and Figural Puzzles: Developed in the work of Blair (2013) and Wiggins
(2001;2006), iconic and/or figural versions of an excerpt are displayed on cards
for learners to organize as they listen. Can be a wonderful assessment of
attention to melodic contour.
- Story/Lyric Puzzles: Images and text representing phrases of a musical work
can assist learners in learning the lyrics and discovering the form.
- Symbolic Puzzles: By breaking up a notated rendition of a familiar melody,
learners can then practice their decoding and note reading skill by remembering
a familiar melody and arranging the measure/phrase cards. It is also a fun
activity for creating student “remixes” of melodies.

Examples:

Story puzzle for “Each of Us is A Flower”

Iconic puzzle for “Yellow Submarine”

Prompt:

1) Take these cards and place them out in front of you so you can see each part of
the puzzle. Listen to the music one time and just try to identify the cards that
represent each phrase (but don’t move the cards). On the second listen,
organize the cards. After you have them in order, point and sing along to see if
you are correct.

Listening Maps: “[G]raphic representations of music, the musical maps of students, are a form
of narrative. Like ink on a page, they tell the story of the creator’s experience. Yet, it is not the
ink that is important, it is the essence of the experience that has meaning. The marks on the
page are not the complete representation of the experience, but they provide landmarks and
points of meaning for each particular cartographer. These maps become a frame for the
experience, a tool which enables each listener a way of allowing others into their experiences”
(Blair, 2007, p. 14). These require multiple listenings, time, and chances for the mapper to
explain what their map represents. Teachers then become inferers and decoders of the symbols.
Example:

Map of one phrase of “Hens and Rooster” from Saint-Saëns’ Carnival of the Animals

	
  
Prompts:

Based on Blair (2013) and Kerchner (2014):
1) Listen to the musical excerpt (shorter excerpts work best) and try to visualize
one dimension of the music (mood, story, your emotional reaction, melodic
contour, rhythm, form, dynamics, instrumentation, etc.).
2) On the second listening, take your piece of paper (legal and/or ledger size work
the best) and your pencil/crayon/marker to illustrate your first mental
visualization. Feel free to use lines, icons, symbols, images, or even words.
3) On each pass (or two), add another dimension to your map. Don’t worry about
covering everything or even editing your work.
4) After you have mapped as much as you can, follow your map as you listen to the
music. Edit it as needed. If you need to, copy it to a larger medium.
5) Practice tracing/performing your map along with the music.

Discussing Music
Allsup and Baxter (2005) highlight the importance of helping learners develop their abilities to
describe and discuss music verbally, in stating “[e]quipping students with the skills and language
to discuss, describe, and defend music they know and like, as well as music that is new and
different, is an essential aspect of music teaching" (p. 29).
Discussing in the Moment: The act of having learners respond to music through verbal means
during the act of listening to the work.
Prompt:

1) Turn to a partner and “Think-Pair-Share” about what you hear. You can describe
the instrumentation, mood, your feelings about the music, melody, rhythm, etc.
After you and your partner have both had a chance to discuss, make a list of
similarities and differences between each of your responses.
2) We will be listening to a new piece of music. After we have had a chance to get
to know the piece a little, we will start to pass this beach ball. On the beach ball
are many terms that describe different dimensions of the musical work. If the
ball gets tossed to you, describe the dimension that your right hand is closest to
when you catch it.

Formative Assessment Ideas: Based on the work of Barrett (2011), the following rubric can be
used by teachers, in a similar way to the movement rubrics.

Journaling and Listening Logs: Experiences where learners discuss and describe specific
musical dimensions via finely crafted prompts. Journaling through free drawing or writing to
music as well as by responding to teacher prompts can be highly valuable in order to allow each
learner an independent opportunity to explore and expand their capacity for creative and
informed thinking.
Examples: Below is an example of a 1st grade listening log and a comparison chart adapted from
Barrett (2011).

Formative Assessment Ideas: Based on the work of Barrett (2007), this rubric can be used by
teachers to assess the depth of a learner’s thinking in journal or free-response writings.

Developing Prompts/Questions
When crafting prompts or planning discussions, the quality of the questions asked are often the
key to helping learners think and attend to musical excerpts in different ways. Allsup and Baxter
(2004) state that “[w]hen teachers ask thought-provoking questions about music, students can
build language and thinking skills to help them talk about the music they encounter throughout
their lives” (p. 29). All question examples are adapted from questions found in Figures 1 and 2 in
Allsup & Baxter’s article found on pages 30 and 31.
Types of Questions:
Open:

These questions are entryways into finding out what learners are attending to in an
excerpt. There are no single, “right” or “wrong” answers.
Examples:
“What do hear in the music?” “Tell me what you think.”

Guided:

These questions are more focused upon specific musical dimensions. Teachers
engage learners in specific, attentive listening with these types of questions.
Example:
“How did the composer use texture to help express a mood?”

Closed:

These questions are useful for eliciting single answers. Use these sparingly.
Example:
“What instrument is playing the melody?”

Question Frameworks: In the following frameworks, teachers are best served to ask guided
questions for each.
Analytical:

This question framework encourages learners to explore and analyze the way
musical dimensions interact in an excerpt.
Examples:
“How do the instruments cover the melody? “What rhythm(s) did the
composer use to provide a sense of unity?

Judicial:

This question framework relies upon the personal judgments of the listeners. With
these types of questions, teachers can show greater value for the personal insights
and experiences of the learners they work with.
Examples:
“What do you feel about this music?” “How do you think the
composer
did in telling the story of the work?” “How effective do you think the
use of the theme was in providing a sense of unity in the piece?”

Creative:

This question framework puts the learners in the driver seat as they use their
judgments to suggest what they might do if they were to compose, arrange, or
remix a similar musical excerpt.
Examples:
“What would you keep and what would you change?” “Image you
where remixing this, what would you sample from this and what
samples might you add to it from other works?”

Selecting Listening Examples
Based on the suggestions made by Abril (2006), Allsup (2010), Barrett (2011), and Wiggins
(2001; 2009)
Intrinsic Education Value: Examples must be selected for their intrinsic educational worth.
Listening selections should display relevant musical elements that are connected to listening
curriculum goals and/or connected to other curricular areas. When introducing new concepts, it is
useful that an excerpt provides an “obvious and exposed” (Wiggins, 2001, p. 64) example of the
concept and thus provide the learners with a “Doorway Into” the music (Wiggins, 2009, p. 39).
Real World Familiarity: If possible, examples should represent musical works that are
analogous to works students will experience in the “real world.” Listening examples that students
might naturally happen upon in their everyday lives and/or are connected to other curricular goals
(such as music for concert performances) should be chosen.
Diversity: Examples should represent a variety of styles, genres, forms, and ensemble types.
When added to a listening diet composed of more familiar works, newer and less-known styles
can help expand learners’ understanding of musical concepts, and the meaning that musicmaking has in different cultures.
Cultural Validity: Beyond authenticity, Abril (2006) explains that musical examples should have
high cultural validity (being honest and culturally representative) and low bias (not being full of
cultural/musical “stereotyping”).
Personal Value: Examples should be judged as valuable by the teacher and/or the students.
Listening selections that either the teacher or students are enthusiastic about will often help lead
to enjoyable and engaging activities and discussions. It is important to note that classical music
does not represent the entirety of “good” music, and it is often very removed from what my
students consider “their music” or music that they might choose to listen to on their own accord.
For many of my students, popular music represents their musical world. Rodriquez (2004) notes
that we must “meet our students’ need and right to learn more about the music that surrounds
them” (p. 13).
Availability: Examples should be easily found by students for independent listening at home.
With the prevalence of iTunes, Youtube, and other digital music services, students will often want
to have school listening examples available to them for their own listening and enjoyment.
Therefore, if possible, teachers should select music that students can seek out on their own
and/or tell students where they might find class listening examples.
Repeatability: Examples should be short enough to allow learners to attend to without
exhaustion. Also, examples should be able to sustain students’ interest and appeal over repeated
listening. Only through repeated listenings can students come to know and be familiar with a
piece of music to a level that will allow them to listen deeply and draw meaning from it.
Openness: Examples should offer room for both student and teacher growth and discussion. In
this openness, the authority of one party regarding a musical work should not impede personal
interpretation of the piece by the other part.
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