Storytelling Through Music and Lyrics

As stated in the introduction to this unit, the texts, reading skills, and writing assignments incorporated in it were born out of our desire to focus on the intersection of music and literature. We wanted to focus our unit on something that would engage the students and that would be accessible to all of the students in the class, regardless of background. Music, of course, was a logical choice. In our experience with adolescents, music is a big part of their lives. Heck, music is still a big part of teachers’ lives too, and we aren’t adolescents. It is a major source of our entertainment and is also often an outlet for our problems and feelings and a source of influence for their ideas and opinions. Also, there are a vast number of styles of music out there, so each student should be able to find something he or she connects with. 

However, there are some real skills and strategies we felt a unit on music could teach. As we developed the unit, we found these three Common Core Standards to be the focus of it:

• RL.8.5. Compare and contrast the structure of two or more texts and analyze how the differing structure of each text contributes to its meaning and style.

• RL.8.4. Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choices on meaning and tone, including analogies or allusions to other texts.

• RL.8.2. Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text, including its relationship to the characters, setting, and plot; provide an objective summary of the text.

For the first three weeks, one standard is focused on week-by-week. As I delve into the narrative for the unit, I will discuss how these standards will be addressed and assessed. 

The readings for the first week of the unit are the autobiographies of John Lennon and Jay-Z and James Baldwin’s “Sonny’s Blues.” They were specifically chosen to facilitate the educational goals of the week: comparing and contrasting structure of texts. The two autobiographies accomplish this on two different levels. First of all, we will compare and contrast the two texts with each other—the style, message, and execution of each. However, we will also be able to use them to compare and contrast the similarities and differences between music and literature. Music, like writing, is a form of expression of one’s ideas, feelings, and experiences. Reading about how the two artists used music to reflect and project these things will facilitate a discussion on how writers accomplish that and what the similarities and differences are. “Sonny’s Blues” accomplishes a similar goal, as it is a story explicitly about the effect of music on one man’s life. After spending the middle of the week learning about narrative structure, we will be able to approach the text with a framework in order to go deeper in our discussion of music and text. 

We will assess students’ understanding of the standard through their writing assignment at the end of the week. As a checkpoint for the final project, each student will have to choose a jazz song or a classical music song and explain what story or part of a story it tells and why he or she chose it for his or her mix CD. By having this checkpoint assessment, we can determine whether we need to review any of the week’s material before moving on to the next week’s material. We can make a final assessment on the students’ understanding of these concepts in their final projects, because they have to similarly justify how their CD tells a story and explain each song choice.

We are only doing two readings in week two, but each covers one of the two main skills we want the students to learn about poetry. First we focus on rhythm and rhyme, which we figure will be most engaging for the students. To prepare students to write their own blues poetry, we will read and discuss Langston Hughes’ “Bound No’th Blues.” The poem works well for poetry instruction because it has a defined structure and rhyme scheme but not a strict one. This allows us to provide brief instruction on structure and open up a discussion on the limits of structure. This will be very helpful to the students when they sit down to write their own blues poems. The other readings will be Bob Dylan poems, as well as lyrics from his songs. Bob Dylan’s poetry, in many ways, is similar to his songs. A big part of folk music is word choice and imagery, so we can use both his songs and his poems to highlight those aspects of poetry. However, one difference I noticed between the two, is the care Dylan takes with crafting the visual aspect of the written word that he doesn’t in his lyrics, such as this line from his poem “17”: “after crashin the sportscar / into the chandelier / i ran out t the phone booth / made a call t my wife. she wasnt home.” We feel this will also help students understand that crucial aspect of poetry and, conversely, help them see how music supplements the lyrics of folk music. 

Like in week one, we will assess students’ understanding of concepts in week two through a song choice worksheet, as well as the blues poetry day, in which they will compose and present their own poems. 

Writing was not a critical focus of our unit, as the unit is for a reading class. However, we did try to incorporate writing whenever possible, as it is a proven tool for learning. That is why we have the students fill out worksheets on their song choices for the first two weeks. As a writing to learn activity, this accomplishes precisely what we want. Students may have a vague idea why they chose their song, and writing about it will really help them flesh that idea out. That may just help them better understand and articulate their reasons, which will come in handy for their justification on the final project. However, it may also help inspire their future song choices, bringing more continuity and connection to their album.

During our third week of the unit, we didn’t plan any readings, strictly speaking. The focus of this week is on the development of themes throughout a text. And since our primary vehicle for teaching this strategy is the concept album, most of the week will be spent analyzing themes in such albums. However, throughout the week, we will be treating music as a sort of text, and thus we see literary value to such a focus. Furthermore, we will be comparing the choices artists like Kanye West and Pink Floyd make concerning the themes of their concept albums to prose narratives studied in previous units of the year. We just didn’t feel we had time to read a prose narrative with everything else going on in the week. We chose those two artists specifically, because we felt their music is on two differing spectrums of music—rock and rap—and because they are both unique in their own way, Pink Floyd’s The Wall delving so deep into a single theme and Kanye West’s first three albums because they carry a single concept through multiple albums. 

Since the concepts from this week are also the overarching concepts of the final project—they are making their own concept album—we will rely on that for our assessment of this standard. 

The final week of our unit is devoted solely to the students’ mix CD projects. For this week, we will not be introducing new readings or literary strategies nor will we be doing any writing. The purpose of this week is to synthesize everything covered in the first three weeks. As such, this will be an important week for assessment. By checking up on each student throughout the week, we will have the opportunity to check student understanding one last time before they hand in their final projects. If need be, we can use some of this time to review over concepts and clear up any misunderstandings fro the first three weeks. After that, we will simply assess what students learned through the written justification of their mix CDs. We will know whether they learned the concepts taught and whether they are beginning to engage in higher order thinking by the explanations of their song choices and the narrative they have built in their CD.

Students will have the opportunity to use technology throughout the week as they develop their mix CDs. They will be using computers to transfer music and build their mixes. This is probably a very familiar process for most students and should be something they all engage in enthusiastically. They students will also make a sleeve for their CD cases, adding an explicitly literate and artistic component to the assignment. Depending on the schools resources, the students will actually burn a CD on a blank disk, or make a playlist on Grooveshark.com. On the final two days of class, the students will exchange and discuss their concept albums in small groups.

