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 - Read the Pictures - 

What the Literacy Scholars Say: 
“This new thinking is empowering to our youngest or most inexperienced students who until now have believed that 
reading means the words or nothing at all” (Boushey & Moser, 2006, p. 48). 
 
Calkins (1997) explains that “reading the pictures” is one of the strategies for guiding early readers on their path to literacy 
development and independence. “Reading the pictures” as a strategy is ingrained in the way that children (and adults) 
“read” from an early age. By having students begin to infer character and plot details from the images in a book, students 
can begin to develop metacognitive skills.

   


Musical Considerations:

The ability to infer is powerfully used when a person “reads the pictures” of a book are not only extremely important in 
literacy development, but also in the development of musical listening, performance interpretations, and meaning-making 
skills.!
    
The powerful information contained in the pictures of a book can be likened to the emotional and artistic interpretations of 
a musical being, as well as, dynamic, tempo, articulation, and other “extra” symbols found in music notation, By paying 
attention to and having students infer information from the pictures in books, we can make a direct connection from this to 
music notational literacy and all the “extra stuff” of notation that turns sheet music from a series of black lines!
and dots into a living piece of music. 


Book-Based Composition:  
Connecting Literacy Education  

with Music Composition

adapted from A Guide to the Writing Workshop by Calkins!
 and from The Daily 5 by Boushey & Moser
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Guiding a Soundscape Composition: (1-3 class periods) 

1)! Select a picture book with vivid images, limited text, and that gives you an immediate idea of sonic possibilities.  
2) ! Engage the class in a picture reading of the book (block out the text, if possible). Ask students to discuss what !
! they see in the pictures and find attempt to discover what details they infer about the story.  
3)! Read the story aloud or ask students read it, stopping to give students a chance to make picture-to-text ! !
! connections.!
4) ! Give students time to review and retell the story in their own words. This will help you find out a little of what they !
! understood from the first reading. With time, reread the story.  
5) ! Ask the students to select a single page to discuss in depth. With the class, discuss the sonic possibilities of the !
! selected page (“How could we recreate the elements of this page through music?”). 
6) ! Collectively identify the layers, characters, and other important components of the images that need to be !
! included in a musical retelling.  
7) ! Playing: Communally, select instruments that can be used to perform character motifs and/or sound effects. 
8) ! Drafting: Decide upon (through student suggestions with teacher assistance) elements of rhythm, tempo, !
! texture, dynamics, and melody for each layer.  
9) ! Students can create an iconic or symbolic score, though this is not necessary.  
10) ! Rehearse the soundscape. 
11) ! Revising: Guide class in a discussion of any problems and/or confusion experienced when rehearsing. 
12) ! Editing: Encourage student offered changes and refinements to the music and/or score. 
13) ! Publishing: Perform the final draft of the soundscape and record it.  
14)! Upon modeling this method, allow students to compose soundscapes for other pages of the same book.  
15)! Collect the recordings and create a complete soundscape to accompany the book. Record students reading the!
! text so that the recordings can be placed in their classroom’s “Listening to Reading” center. Or create a digital !
! version of the work for students and/or parents to access on their homes.  !
Suggested Books for Page-Specific Soundscapes:!
Honey… Honey… Lion! (Brett, 2005)  
Fortunately (Charlip, 1993) 
The Black Book of Colors (Cottin, Faria, & Amado, 2008)"
In the Small, Small Pond (Fleming, 2007) 
In the Tall, Tall Grass (Fleming, 1995) 
Beetle Bop (Fleming, 2007) 
Barnyard Banter (Fleming, 2008)!
Lunch (Fleming, 1996) 
The Gigantic Robot (Gauld, 2009)!
Cactus Hotel (Guiderson & Lloyd, 1993) 
What Are You So Grumpy About? (Lichtenheld, 2007)!
The Feelings Book (Parr, 2000)"
Why? (Popov, 1996)!
Jon Coltrane’s Giant Steps (Raschka, 2002)"
When Lion Roars (Raschka, 2013) 
Yes Day! (Rosenthal & Lichtenheld, 2009) 
Imagine a Night (Thomson & Gonsalves, 2003) 
Imagine a Day (Thomson & Gonsalves, 2005)!
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Imagine a Place (Thomson & Gonsalves, 2008)!
 
Suggested Books for Whole-Book Soundscapes: 
Bone Soup (Evans, 2008) 
Squeak, Rumble, WHOMP! WHOMP! WHOMP (Marsalis & Rogers, 2012) 
Stone Soup (Muth, 2003)!
Grump Groan Growl (Raschka, 2008) 
Rain Talk (Serfozo & Narahashi, 1990) 
Build a Burrito: A Counting Book in English and Spanish (Vega & Diaz, 2008)!
Shhh! (Willis & Ross, 2004)!

!
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 - Read the Words - 
What the Literacy Scholars Say:  
In their book New Approaches to Literacy (1994), Marzano and Paynter note that syllabic awareness and identification of 
sentence patterns are among the list of important literacy skills that readers must practice and master within a “skills 
approach” of literacy development. Poems draw primarily upon syllabic structures and phrase/sentence structures and, 
therefore, can provide an excellent resource for literacy instruction.  
 
The power of poetry lies in the way that it acknowledges the aesthetics of our world. Calkins (1997) states that poetry’s 
inclusion in a literacy/writing program of instruction teaches “children to look carefully at everyday objects and pay close 
attention to their surprising beauty” (p. 33). The author also expressed the importance of poetry as an “out loud” form of 
writing. So, whether with student written works or works of more “notable” poets, poetry has a central role in literacy 
instruction.  
  

Musical Considerations: 
The link between poetry and music is obvious. Thibeault (2010) notes that music and poetry share a very similar set of 
descriptive vocabulary. Also, poetry’s syllabic and rhythmic bases make it a wonderful source for musical generation. 
Poetry places an importance on artistic phrasing, a skill that even high-level music performers struggle with. Also, poetry’s 
use of pattern and form provide music teachers with an easy pivot point for teaching musical understanding and aural 
discrimination of musical works.  !
Poetry, like music, is an aural art form. A poem is not a thing to be kept on the page; it yearns to be spoken aloud. In the 
performance of a poem, the musical possibilities of the human voice can be experienced, explored, and enjoyed without 
the concern of technicality and high-order musical performance skills. Thibeault (2010) points out this important aspect of 
poetry when discussing how recorded poetry can be explored as a musical outlet for both the seasoned performers and 
those who do not take part in lessoned and/or ensemble study. Poems can be starting points for composers by inspiring 
rhythmic ideas and soundscapes, among others. !!
Guiding a Poetry-Based Composition: (1-3 class periods)  

1)! Select a poem that has an easily repeatable meter, identifiable pulse, or rhythmic device and whose text is both !
! imaginative and fun (often, the students will have wonderful ideas for great poems). Look for works that also have !
! identifiable rhyming patterns and phrase/stanza structures. 
2) ! Then read the poem, experimenting with different ways to speak the words in rhythm. Also, ask students to !
! discover the rhyming words and patterns. Ask students to find the repeated phrases, rhyme sequences, or form. !
! Discuss the meaning (if any), text painting, metaphors, and/or similes used. 
3)! Reread the poem aloud with students, asking them to visualize the poem.  
4) ! Playing: Ask students to explore different ways of saying and singing the words. Guide them in finding the meter !
! and pulse of the words, but allow them to play with these devices creatively. Give students time to experiment with 
! recreating the rhythm of the poem with body sounds.  
5) ! Using a rhythm from one phrase, students can create an ostinato that will accompany a recitation of the poem !
! (Grokmo, 2003). 
6)! Drafting: Collectivly break up the stanzas of a poem and ask smaller groups of students (4-6 in each group) to !
! select 3-5 words that could be emphasized through the use of sound effects or musical fragments. Give them time 
! to work !together to create and write down the musical cues (could be as simple as highlighting their words and/or !
! drawing the instrument near the word that they will play it on).  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7)! Revising: After students have rehearsed their musical cues and ostinato parts, perform the drafted work. !!
! Afterward, engage the students in a discussion of what worked well and what could be changed.  
8)! Editing: Discuss solutions to problematic parts of the work. A common issue arises when two or more different !
! words are using the same instrument. Discuss how this could be confusing to a listener. Give students the chance 
! to decide how any alterations to their music will occur (use the “Fist of Five” technique to come to a consensus). !  
9)! Create a master score (it does not have to be in standard notation) for the poem that includes the ostinato !
! patterns and the musical cues.  
10)! Publishing: Perform the poem composition for the classroom teacher, principal, parents, and/or record it. 
11)! After the whole class composition, give students time to partner up in smaller groups. Ask them select their own !
! poem and create a new composition on their own. At this point, it may be fitting to have students compose using !
! their own poetry. A musical poetry anthology could be produced to be shared with the school community via live !
! performance or by creating a multi-media “text”.  !
Suggested Poems: 
“Crocodile” by Lewis Caroll!
“Beautiful Soup” by Lewis Caroll!
“Trees” by Sarah Coleridge  
“Nonsenses – I” by Edward Lear!
“Song of the Train” by David McCord!
“Eletephony” by Laura Richards 
“Caterpillar” by Christian Rossetti!
Train Song (Siebert & Wimmer, 1981) 
“Hug O’War” by Shel Silverstein  
“Porky” by Shel Silverstein  
“Rain” by Shel Silverstein!
“Sarah Cynthia Silvia Stout” by Shel Silverstein  
“Where the Sidewalk Ends” by Shel Silverstein!
“The Land of Nod” by Robert Louis Stevenson!
“I Bought Me a Cat” a folk poem/song!
“Two Cats” a Danish Nursery Rhyme!
 
Suggested Collections/Anthologies: 
Noisy Poems (Bennett & Sharratt, 1989) 
Red Hot Salsa: Bilingual Poems on Being Young and Latino in the United States (Carlson, 2005) !
Sol a Sol: Original and Selected Bilingual Poems (Carlson & Lisker, 1998) 
Joyful Noise: Poems for Two Voices (Fleischman & Beddows, 2004) 
Big Talk, Poems for Four Voices (Fleischman & Giacobbe, 2008)!
A World of Poetry (Rosen, 1993)!
Dark Emperor and Other Poems of the Night (Sidman & Allen, 2010)!
Song of the Water Boatman and Other Pond Poems (Sidman & Prange, 2005)!
Mirror Mirror: A Book of Reversible Verse (Singer & Massee, 2010)!
Where the Sidewalk Ends (Silverstein, 1974)!
A Light in the Attic (Silverstien, 1981) 
Falling Up (Silverstien, 1996)"
 For a list of public domain works, go to: www.gutenberg.org 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- Retell the Story - 
What the Literacy Scholars Say:  
Retelling a story requires a great deal of metacognitive skills that many young readers may need more chances to 
practice and develop. It is these skills that hold the key to reading comprehension. The Daily Five (Boushey & Moser, 
2006) illuminates this point with an early mini-lesson that models this “way to read.” In the lesson, a teacher returns to a 
previously read book and uses picture clues and memory of the written details to think through the process aloud. Once 
the students can independently master the “three ways of reading” (“Read the Pictures”, “Read the Words”, “Retell the 
Story”), the authors suggest they can begin to make the important connection that allows them to move beyond the basic 
skills of literacy to the higher-order thinking that makes reading have such a profound importance in everyday life.  
 
Musical Considerations:  
This “retelling” step is of utmost importance in the field of music and music education. The art of music is not in the ability 
of someone to sit quietly and read musical notation; it is in the creation and performance, the aural retelling of sonic 
storytelling (be in narrative, or not). Retelling is one of the things that makes music listening so compelling to many. Being 
able to hum the hook of a great song can brighten the worst day. Retelling is what allows improvisers to quote other 
compositions when performing. Retelling, as a strategy, is often what makes a great musical work so great; it is the lasting 
power the music has to etch a melody, harmony, or rhythm upon our internal sonic landscapes. Therefore, this step’s 
importance in a child’s music education could be seen as quite high.  
 
Selecting a Focus for Retelling in Composition:  
In order to easily employ this strategy in music composition, music educators may want to focus on one specific detail 
when introducing this compositional step. Two of the easiest ways to proceed involve focusing first on Character/Voice 
and then adding Organization/Plot detail. Below you will find two independent compositional experiences that can help 
draw students’ attention to each detail and allow them to logically put it all together. 
 
 Guiding a Composition Focusing on Character/Voice: (1-3 class periods) 

1)! Select a picture book with a small cast of easily identifiable and describable personality traits. When guiding this !
! experience for the first time, selecting books with 2-3 characters will work the best. As students become attune to !
! compositional experiences like this, books with larger casts can easily be used.  
2) ! Read the story together as a class. First, read the pictures and try to discover the main characters (make a !
! list/mind map of these for later use). Second, read the words aloud and discuss any new character ! !
! details (add these to the list/mind map). Finally, ask students retell the individual personality details of the !!
! characters and describe how the characters interacted with one another (this step can be visually displayed !
! through the use of a mind mapping program like MindNode or web apps like MindMeister). 
3) ! Playing: Ask students to select their favorite characters from the story. Provide students with the class-generated !
! list of the character’s personality details as a memory aid. Ask students to find a musical instrument and create a !
! musical theme for the character. Suggest that students explore ways to change the theme that will show the !
! character’s development throughout the story (ask, “How would it sound when the character did _______?”).  
4) ! Drafting: Give students time to select a few episodes (2-3) from the book where their character displayed a lot of !
! personal development. Ask students to think back on how they explored altering their character’s !theme and !
! suggest that they find ways to further develop those alterations for each selected episode. Remind students that  
! composers often create variations of by changing the following elements: 
! ! - Speed/Tempo: make the motif slower or faster. 
! ! - Volume/Dynamics: make the motif softer or louder. 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! ! - High-Low/Pitch: make the motif lower or higher and/or change the intervals of the motif. 
! ! - Duration/Rhythm: make the sounds shorter or longer. 
5)! Optional: Ask students to find ways to notate their character themes and the variations (this is a great chance to !
! encourage students to use standard notation). !  
6)! Revising: Ask students to find a partner and perform their work for this partner. Encourage students to provide !
! feedback to each other regarding what worked in their character themes and what could use improvement. 
7)! Editing: Students should use peer feedback to edit their work and notation. They should then practice playing !
! their theme and variations so that they can create a seamless performance. !
8)! Publishing: Students can perform their works in class. Performances can be recorded and compiled into a digital 
! portfolio (Soundcloud can be a wonderful way of achieving this).  
! * Distribute the performance recordings to student composers for personal reflection and assessment.  !
EXTENSION: ! Ask each student to partner up with a classmate who has a different character. Ask them try to ! !
! ! interweave their themes and variations into a pleasing work.  !
Suggested Books: 
Shark vs. Train (Barton & Lichtenheld, 2010) !
Squish Rabbit (Battersby, 2011)!
Lunch (Fleming, 1992) 
Let’s Do Nothing! (Fucile, 2009)!
A Soup Opera (Gill & Moose, 2009)!
Rosie’s Walk (Hutchins, 1968)!
Ghosts in the House! (Kohara, 2008)!
Lion and the Mouse (Pinkney, 2009) 
Like Likes LIke (Raschka, 1999)!
Duck Rabbit (Rosenthal & Lichtenheld, 2009)!
Where the Wild Things Are (Sendack, 1998) 
Green Eggs and Ham (Seuss, 1960) 
The Cat in the Hat (Seuss, 1957)!
Grumpy Cat (Teckentrup, 2008)"
Hop Jump (Walsh, 1996)!
 !!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Guiding a Composition Focusing on Organization/Plot: (4-6 class periods) 

1)! Select a picture book, fairy tale, or short chapter book with a strong and identifiable plot. Strong plot lines include !
! a clear and solid introduction, an episodic development, a clear climax, and a short but memorable resolution.  
2) ! Read the story. If the story has pictures, use them as an early organizer. After reading the story, draw students’ !
! attention to the plot diagram (called Plot Mountain, by many literacy educators). Ask students to identify the main !
! characters and how they fit into the introduction (note this together on the plot diagram). Ask students to discuss !
! the climax and how the author resolved any tension (note on plot diagram). Finally, ask students to make note of !
! important steps the main character made towards the climax (label these as the exposition).  
3)! Playing: Based on the initial read of the book and the plot discussion, select instruments for each character and !
! important text or picture element of the story (this could be setting or environmental elements found in the book). !
! Reread the book with students improvising on the selected instruments. Students should be encourages play !
! when they hear/see their character or element and should attempt to gear their playing to add appropriate raising !
! tension up to the climax and provide for a suitable resolution. This is an idea gather exercise that will give !!
! students time to process and develop musical fragments that they will use in their own work. !
4)! Using the story plot diagram, ask students to select specific steps on the plot diagram to create musical ! !
! soundscapes for (this can be done in small groups). Ask students to imagine the sounds and other sensations !
! that the main characters must have experienced during each selected step. Encourage them select multiple !
! instruments to create an interesting texture.  
! * If this project is done with the whole class (suggested for first time), ask each group to create the soundscape !
! for one step on the plot diagram. For a longer and more detailed project, consider asking student groups to create 
! music for an entire story on their own. 
4)! Drafting: Student groups should solidify their soundscapes, focusing on three key teacher prompts: 
! ! - How will each step begin?  
! ! - How will it develop?  
! ! - How will it end/how will the group know when that step has ended?  
5) ! Revising: While the rest of the student groups are working, the teacher can provide coaching for individual group !
! After asking a small group to perform (with out asking any questions), the teacher could then asks students to !
! discuss what they think worked well and what didn’t. Teacher could ask more questions to allow the students to !
! think about their work in different ways. Instead of provide feedback intially, this question phase can allow the !
! teacher to “get into the minds of the composers” and then be able to often constructive (but not dictatorial) !
! feedback and guidance to assist students with areas of their composition that they find need improvement. The !
! work is their’s and the teacher must remember that and only seek to help the students better articulate what they !
! are wanting to express through their work.  
6)! Editing: Once all groups are finished, the teacher can then discuss with the entirehow as each step draws closer !
! to the climax, the tension builds. Composers build tension in their work by altering some of the musical elements, !
! such as:  
! ! - Speed/Tempo: make the motif slower or faster 
! ! - Volume/Dynamics: make the motif softer or louder 
! ! - High-Low/Pitch: make the motif lower or higher and/or change the intervals of the motif 
! ! - Duration/Rhythm: make the sounds shorter or longer 
! ! - Thick-Thin/Texture: subtract or add musical layers 
! ! - Voices/Harmony: include harmony and/or add dissonance  
! The teacher should ask students decide with strategy(s) they will use to add tension to their work. Teacher can !
! check on the work, providing redirecting questions and limited feedback as necessary. After each group has had a 
! chance to solidify their work, they can be asked to create a notated score for their work that displays each layer/!
! instrument and specific directions to guide the performer. !
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7)! Adding characters: Each group can select a few students to work together to create musical themes and ! !
! variations for the story’s main characters (using the steps described in Guiding A Compositions Focusing on !
! Character/Voice). 
8)! Publishing: The groups will then come together and perform their soundscapes in order (using the plot diagram !
! as a reference point) while other students will perform the character themes and variations. Students can provide !
! questions and feedback for their peers and then revise and edit their own works prior to a final performance. !
! Record the final performances and compile a digital “text” where the story can be read along with the music.  
! * If the text to the book is relatively short, a performance of the soundscapes could accompany an oral reading !   
!   of the story. A recording of the complete work can be placed along with the book in the library and/or the !  !     
               classroom “Listening to Reading” center.!!
Suggested Books: 
Shark vs. Train (Barton & Lichtenheld, 2010)!
The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs! (Scieszka & Smith, 1989)!
The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales (Scieszka & Smith, 1992)!
Squids Will Be Squids (Scieszka & Smith, 2003)!
The Musicians of Bremen (Puttapipat, 2005)!
Alexander the the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day (Viorst & Cruz, 1987)!
Olivia Forms a Band (Falconer, 2006)!
The King’s Chorus (Hayward and Goldfinger, 2006)!
Weslandia (Fleischman & Hawkes, 1999)!
Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs (Barrett & Barrett, 1978)!
Li’l Dan the Drummer Boy: A Civil War Story (Bearden, 2003)"
Shrek! (Steig, 1990)!
Blueberries for Sal (McCloskey, 1948)!
The Story of Ferdinand (Leaf & Lawson, 1938)!
Even Monsters Need Haircuts (McElligott, 2010)!
Time to Sleep (Fleming, 1997)!
Bear Feels Scared (WIlson & Chapman. 2008)!
Katy and the Big Snow (Burton, 1943) 
Drummer Hoff (B. Emberley & E. Emberley, 1967)!!!
Suggested Books for Use with Instrumental Ensembles and/or Compositional Technology: !
A Soup Opera (Gill, 2009) 
Jake the Philharmonic Dog (LeFrank & Baranski, 2006) 
The Remarkable Farkle McBride (Lithgrow & Payne, 2003) 
Squeak, Rumble, WHOMP! WHOMP! WHOMP! (Marsalis & Rogers, 2012)!
The Composer is Dead (Snicket, 2009)!
 
 
Other “Retelling” Composition Ideas:!
- Using a book that has a solid cast of characters and a clear plot, ask some students create character motifs and  
  alterations while other students create soundscapes for each plot diagram episode.  
- Explore creating stories (personal narratives or fictional works) to compose to. 
! * Rory’s Story Cubes are great idea generators for use with solos or ensembles 
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