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“I would teach children music, physics, philosophy; but most importantly music, for the 

patterns in music and all the arts are the keys to learning.” 

-Plato 

 

 



  

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Students from minority demographics are often denied the opportunity to participate in music 

instruction for a wide variety of reasons relating to inequitable access to arts programming for 

students attending underfunded schools in low socioeconomic areas.  If minority students are 

granted access to music programming, the curricula available are frequently incongruent with 

students’ cultural backgrounds and personal identities.  In response to this problem, a culturally 

sustainable curriculum was developed to meet the needs, interests, cultural identities, resources, 

and prior knowledge of students at a Job Corps center in Cassadaga, NY.  Armed with research 

regarding music’s impact on cognitive, affective, and social development, as well as best 

practices in culturally sustainable pedagogy, the curriculum developer embarked on the creation 

of a music program that lead students through the four creative processes as defined by the 

National Coalition for Core Arts Standards (NCCAS): connecting, creating, performing, and 

responding.  A student-centered curriculum, Keys to Learning was designed with flexibility; 

emphasizing higher order inquiry, and practices in critical thinking skills as the pedagogical 

fulcrum of the four creative processes.  With few extraneous resources, students told their stories 

through the medium of original song composition; the visceral authenticity and unprecedented 

innovation exhibited in these works validates the profound benefit of such a curriculum for 

students from all backgrounds. This curriculum is aligned with the Job Corps Career Success 

Standards (2016) as well as the twelve Anchor Standards from the National Council for Core 

Arts Standards (SEADAE, 2016).  
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Introduction 

Problem 

The problem this curriculum project addresses is that students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds are often denied access to culturally relevant music programs, if they have access to 

any type of music programming at all.  This project will provide students from at-risk, low 

socioeconomic backgrounds with a culturally sustainable music curriculum that will allow 

students access to wider opportunities through immersion in the arts.   Minority students seem to 

be falling rapidly behind in spite of educators’ valiant efforts to restore the academic and social 

progress of these students.  It has often been pondered whether certain interventions or activities 

could be employed to reach these vulnerable demographics.   

Varied educational opportunities are quickly dwindling in public education settings 

nationwide, especially in those serving high-need students. An endemic lack of funding, married 

with ideologies that view arts education as an indulgent accessory only to be afforded by the rich 

is creating an education system void of critical thinking, creative problem solving, and 

intellectual diversity.  The values of American education have been flagrantly misplaced; arts 

programs are sacrificed in the name of test preparation, while standardized test scores continue to 

descend.  Arts programs are quickly dying, and with them, lifelong opportunities for students in 

search of creative outlets amidst the neuroses of a rampantly performance-based society.  Not 

only are test scores declining and arts programs disappearing from schools, culturally relevant 

programming is sparsely and superficially implemented.  High dropout rates of African 

American and Latin American adolescents are proof of cultural incongruence in public 
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education.  The following curriculum seeks to address the problems mentioned above in an 

impactful, applicable, and culturally sustainable manner.        

Purpose 

The purpose of this curriculum project is to develop a culturally sustainable music 

curriculum for Job Corps students in order to promote social skills through positive communities 

of practice (CoPs), which will thereby increase students’ employability and preparedness for 

effective membership in society.  Positive, culturally relevant CoPs have been shown to decrease 

violence, promote academic achievement, and enhance collective multicultural empowerment 

within and amongst students.  This culturally relevant music curriculum will yield long-term 

benefits for the schools, home neighborhoods, and communities of these culturally diverse youth.   

Many studies have been conducted regarding the impact of music on neuroplasticity, linguistic 

development, self-concept, and academic achievement in people of all ages, nationalities, and 

ethnicities. The following curriculum will exemplify the benefits of music on identity, 

neurology, affect, and academic achievement within a standards-based framework founded on 

the principles of culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris, 2012).  These standards will later serve as 

the foundation upon which a new curriculum will be built to suit the needs and purposes of 

students at the Job Corps center in Cassadaga, New York.  

Significance 

This curriculum project is significant because it will promote positive identity, creativity, 

inspiration, and investment within the participating students through music-based arts education.  

Meaningful learning requires commitment of both educator and student; the current educational 

climate is denying all parties opportunity and incentive for investment. Evidently, increased 
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language and mathematics drills do not succeed in yielding greater achievement on standardized 

test scores for the students in public schools.  Therefore, this curriculum will reignite the 

valuable practices of creative problem solving, effective communication, and critical thinking in 

education: the very qualities inherent in the most innovative contributors of society; thereby 

yielding students who are prepared for meaningful relationships and careers. In the following 

synthesis, several studies will be explored with great detail in preparation for the development of 

this culturally relevant music curriculum; these proceeding explorations will exemplify the 

extramusical benefits of musicianship for learners in these demographics.     
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Literature Review 

Benefits of Music Programs 

Literacy skills.  The first study explored was authored by Slater, Strait, Skoe, O’Connell, 

Thompson, and Kraus (2014). This quantitative research explored the longitudinal effects of 

classical instrumental music training on the literacy skills of at-risk youth.  This research 

addressed the ages-old correlation between low socioeconomic status (SES) and the 

corresponding limitations of students’ literary skill and academic achievement.  The participants 

in this study were Spanish-English bilingual elementary students aged six to nine years.  Female 

participants numbered 26, and male participants numbered 16.   Participants included in the 

experimental group numbered 23, and received five hours of formal musical instruction per week 

on the instrument of their choice through involvement in Harmony Project, a renowned after-

school music program in the Los Angeles area.  Nineteen participants in the control group 

received no musical training.   Three standardized literacy measures were used to collect data: 

the Test of Silent Word Reading Fluency (TOSWRF), the Test of Word Reading Efficiency 

(TOWRE), and the Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP).  These 

assessments were administered before and after the one-year period of musical training.   

The data retrieved from this study reveal that literacy skills of students in the control 

group diminished throughout the course of the study, whereas the literacy skills of students in the 

experimental group remained stable.  The diminishment of students’ literacy skills in the control 

group was to be expected, as this is a trend that has been observed consistently throughout 

history within this demographic.  The findings of this study may be modest, but they are indeed 

promising.  Though the title of the article includes the term longitudinal, one year is certainly not 

enough time to glean a solid basis of data regarding music’s effect on literacy development, as 
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variables are quite weighty in this relatively short period of time.  Additionally, the sample size 

included was relatively small.  Future research including studies conducted over a greater length 

of time and including an increased number of participants would be beneficial to the field.  The 

proceeding research extends Slater’s investigation as discussed above by addressing the neural 

implications of musical training as well as the auditory processing abilities associated therein.   

Neurological.  The study discussed above was expanded by Kraus, Slater, Thompson, 

Hornickel, Strait, Nicol, and White-Schwoch (2014) for the purpose of examining the effect of 

classical-style instrumental music training on the neural processing of speech syllables in the 

same group of at-risk students.  Neural processing of speech syllables is essentially a way of 

describing how the brain works to produce or (in this case) perceive speech.  Above, Slater and 

colleagues used a series of standardized assessment measures to determine the effect of music on 

literacy skills.  Though the same group of participants was included, research led by Kraus 

stands in contrast to that of Slater et al. due to the incorporation of a neurophysiological protocol 

which was employed in order to discern participants’ response to audio stimuli.  Participants 

responded to a number of auditory stimuli, and brain activity was recorded using software that 

tracks neurological functioning.   Brainstem activity was measured when students were exposed 

to a variety of speech sounds and clicks.  One pair of stimuli introduced to participants were [ba] 

and [ga].  The [b] and [g] consonants were chosen as important contrasting stimuli due to their 

aural similarity and their varying frequencies.  These varying frequencies stimulate different 

areas of the brain stem, thus providing researchers with a clearer picture of how musicians’ 

neurophysiological responses differ from those of non-musicians.    

Kraus et al. (2014) included a sample of forty-four children with a mean age of 8.25 

years.   Twenty-five of the participants involved were female.  Like the aforementioned study 
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conducted by Slater et al. (2014), eighteen students in this control group were exposed to music 

training through Harmony Project, the renowned after-school music program in the Los Angeles 

area.   The participants in this study number one less than the aforementioned research initiated 

by Slater (2014).  In additional contrast to Slater et al. (2014), Kraus and colleagues (2014) 

extend the experimental group’s music training period for an extra year in order to determine the 

impact of this extra exposure to music training on participants’ neurological functioning as it 

corresponds to literacy development.   Participants in the control group ceased music training 

after one year.  The neurophysical protocol discussed above was administered before and after 

the music training periods.  The researchers hypothesized that an additional year of music 

training in Harmony project’s standard curriculum would significantly improve participants’ 

neural processing of [ba] and [ga] speech syllables and click stimuli as exhibited in a brain scan.   

The results of this research indeed build off of those from the previously discussed study; 

participants receiving two years of music training in Harmony Project expressed significant 

improvements in neurophysical speech and language processing.  In contrast to the preceding 

studies, this research demonstrates that prolonged exposure to music is of great benefit 

neurologically, and these neurological benefits transfer to academic and literacy skills in at-risk 

youth.   Future research would benefit from including a larger sample size.  The following study 

explores the direct connection between musical aptitude and language skills without the 

intervention of a music program.   

Parallel to the aforementioned study of Kraus et al. (2014), Tierney, Krizman, Skoe, 

Johnston, and Kraus  (2013) conducted quantitative research regarding the impact of one-on-one 

high school music classes on the speed of students’ neural responses to speech presented with 

background noise.  Forty-three adolescents participated in the study.  A group of 21 participants 
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received music training (21 in choral training and 9 in band).  The remaining 22 participants 

were placed in the control group where they received fitness training via the district’s junior 

ROTC program.  The intervention for each group lasted for four years.  Both groups were 

assessed before and after the interventions using two standardized measures: the Wechsler 

Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence (IQ), and the Woodcock-Johnson III Test Battery, which 

measures reading ability and auditory working memory. The researchers hypothesized that 

students receiving one-on-one music lessons in school would process speech sounds set in 

background noise faster than the students in the junior ROTC fitness group.   The findings 

support the researchers’ hypothesis; the results concluded that high school music instruction 

enhances the neural processing of speech and noise.  Brain activity while processing auditory 

stimuli was increased in students receiving group music lessons, whereas the neural functioning 

of students in the fitness control group stayed the same.   

New language pronunciation. Unlike the previous studies, the following research 

explores the connection between musical aptitude as determined by the Seashore musical 

aptitude test (Seashore, 1919), and second language pronunciation skills in Finnish school 

children.  The researchers investigated this relationship with two groups of twenty students.  In 

group one, eight out of 20 students were active participants in classical instrumental music 

lessons as well as school music class for at least one year.  In group two, five students out of 20 

participated in both instrumental music lessons as well as a school-based general music class 

while another three participated in instrumental lessons alone.   The researchers hypothesized 

that students with more advanced foreign language pronunciation would recognize musical 

sound features with greater speed and accuracy than those students with less advanced foreign 

language pronunciation skills.   
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 Milovanov, Huotilainen, Valimaki, Esquef, and Tervaniemi (2007) administered three 

quantitative assessment measures to all 40 of their participants.  The first measure used was the 

Seashore Musical Aptitude Test.   As the name suggests, this assessment determined 

participants’ musical abilities using the criteria of rhythm, pitch, timbre, tonality, time, loudness, 

and general musical aptitude.  The second assessment used was a phonemic production 

evaluation.  Participants read 30 words in English that included phonemes with no equivalent in 

the participants’ native language of Finnish.  These 30 words were recorded onto a mini disc and 

analyzed by researchers.  The final evaluative criterion of this study was a musical chord and 

phoneme discrimination test.  A recording was played for participants that included a major 

chord, a chord with the base note at one third of a semitone flat, and another chord that was two 

thirds of a semitone flat.  Participants were instructed to indicate the differences in the flatness of 

the chords.  For the phoneme discrimination, participants were instructed to distinguish between 

ten sets of three words.  In each set, two words were the same and one word was similar but 

contained a different phoneme (beep-jeep-beep).  Participants were to indicate the number of the 

word with the variant phoneme (1, 2, or 3).   

The results of this research are quite interesting: “Children with good linguistic skills 

showed more pronounced sound change evoked activation with the music stimuli than children 

with less accurate linguistic skills” (Milovanov et al., 2007).  In short, a positive correlation was 

expressed in the relationship between musical aptitude and accurate pronunciation of second 

language phonemes.  These data imply that the same neural mechanisms are employed in the 

processing of music and language.  The following research will explore these shared mechanisms 

in a more tangible way. 
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Phonological awareness.  The following research conducted by Dege and Schwarzer 

(2011) is similar to the research of Milovanov  (2007) in that the study was implemented in 

Europe, specifically Germany.  Though the research of Dege and Schwarzer is also quantitative 

it is not as scientifically technical as Milovanov’s neurophysiological approach.  Dege and 

Schwarzer explore the effect of a music program on phonological awareness in Kindergartners.  

The original sample size of this study was 55 kindergartners (19 male and 36 female); however, 

due to controls and attrition, 41 students completed the study.  Participants were randomly 

assigned to the experimental group, in which they participated in an early childhood music 

program for ten minutes a day for 20 weeks, or the control group in which participants received 

ten minutes of fitness training each day for 20 weeks.  Data collection was comprised through 

the following measures: a socioeconomic questionnaire to be completed by participants’ parents, 

the Catwell Culture Fair Intelligence Test (CFT1; Cattell, 1949), and a phonological awareness 

test (BISC; Jansen et al., 1999).   

After these tests were administered, the training commenced for each group.  The 

measure of phonological improvement after the interventions was a re-administration of the 

selected phonological awareness test (BISC).  The results of the study illustrate the importance 

of music on early literacy acquisition. Participants in the music training group expressed 

significant improvement, whereas children in the fitness training group exhibited nominal 

improvement in their phonological awareness.  These results are quite exciting to those in the 

field of music education because students who participated in the treatment significantly 

improved in their phonological awareness, thereby implying that music education positively 

effects literacy skills.  However, inclusion of an equal number of male participants to female 

participants would greatly benefit future research.  Additionally, the length of future studies 
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should be extended in order to examine the longitudinal effects of early childhood music 

instruction on language and literacy as well as academic and social development.   The same 

researchers conduct the following study.  In contrast to examining early childhood music 

participation however, the researchers in the next study examine music’s affect on affect in 

children between 12 and 14 years of age. 

Affective.  This research explores the effect of private or small group music lessons on 

self-concept in 12-14 year-old students.  Like the last study discussed, the lead researcher is this 

study by Dege, Wehrum, Stark, and Schwarzer (2014) is the same. The sample size of this study 

is significantly greater than that of Dege and Schwarzer’s 2011 study.  Here, 92 children ranging 

in age from 12 to 14 years old participated.  Those participants with no musical training 

represented 28.3% of the sample, and 71.7% of participants had received music lessons.  Of the 

participants who took music lessons, 34.7% reported having fewer than four years of private 

instruction and 37% reported participating in four or more years of private music lessons.  The 

number of male participants (n= 47) to female (n= 45) is much more balanced than Dege’s 2011 

study; this greatly increases the validity of the following results.  This study included individual 

data collection sessions in which an IQ test was administered.  Following the individual sessions, 

academic self-concept was assessed in a large group setting.  In addition to the individual and 

group sessions, a demographic questionnaire was distributed and completed by the parents and 

guardians of participants.    

The findings of this study reveal that academic self-concept correlates positively with the 

duration of music lessons, regardless of socioeconomic status or intelligence.  The primary 

limitation of this study is the fact that though academic self-concept was analyzed in relation to 

music training, the academic achievement of participants was not examined.  Furthermore, the 
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causal relationship between music and self-concept is unknown.  Dege and colleagues (2014) 

questioned whether music participation itself improves academic self-concept, or if those 

children with greater academic self-concept are more likely to participate in music lessons.  

Further research should be conducted to determine the relationship between these two 

aforementioned factors.  In the study below Kinney (2010) addresses these questions by 

exploring the extramusical influences that impact students’ participation in music programs.    

The following research examines the cultural and socioeconomic factors that influence 

children’s’ participation in music and the affective implications therein.  In a study published in 

2013, Martin, Mansour, Gibson, and Liem address the uneasy relationship between the arts and 

other curricula due to an increased emphasis on high-stakes testing in the areas of numeracy and 

literacy.  Additional factors addressed include competition for time and space, lack of training in 

the arts for preservice teachers, and the ever increasing perception that arts education is not 

essential to the intellectual, social, and academic development of students.  The questions of this 

research are as follows:  

(a) What is the link between arts participation and academic (e.g., motivation) and 

nonacademic (e.g., self-esteem) outcomes, beyond sociodemographics and prior 

achievement?  (b) What is the relative salience of specific forms of arts participation- 

school (arts tuition, engagement), home (parent-child arts interaction, arts resources), and 

community (external arts tuition, participation and attendance in arts events)- in 

predicting academic and nonacademic outcomes? (p. 713). 

The researchers surveyed 643 elementary and high school students from 15 schools 

located on the east coast of Australia.  Participants were surveyed at the conclusion of the 2010 
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school year, and then again at the end of the 2011 school year.  At the outset of the study, 27% of 

students were enrolled in grade 6, 46% in grades 7-9, and 27% in grades 10-12.  Just over half of 

the participants (55%) were female, and the remaining 45% were male.  Students who reported 

speaking a language other than English at home comprised 21% of the surveyed population.   

Students were given 45 minutes to complete the surveys, which included a variety of Likert and 

Likert-like scales as well as yes/no response items.  The measures included participation in arts 

education, academic outcomes (motivation and engagement), nonacademic outcomes (self-

esteem and life satisfaction), as well as socioeconomic background and general characteristics.  

The findings of this study were largely conclusive in regard to the positive correlation between 

music participation and academic as well as nonacademic affective factors.  Interestingly, SES 

proved to be a powerful predictor in participants’ level of artistic engagement. The findings of 

this study reveal that arts engagement positively predicts adaptive motivation, academic 

buoyancy, academic intentions, school enjoyment, class participation, self-esteem, meaning, 

purpose, and life satisfaction.   

The primary validity concern of this study is inherent within its design: “The data was 

based on self-report and so there is a need to collect data from other sources… also, the research 

design of the study was quantitative, and there are limits to what we can understand through such 

data” (p. 724).  The designers of future studies in this realm would be wise to marry 

observational evidence with the quantitative data of this study.  Additionally, further exploration 

of socioeconomic factors in the participation of students in the arts would strongly impact the 

preexisting body of literature.  The following study investigates the cultural and demographic 

factors on students’ arts participation in greater depth.   
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Factors Affecting Participation in Music Programs 

Socioeconomic status.  Southgate and Roscigno (2009) examine the disparity between 

the allocation of resources and time, and the influence of these factors on achievement levels in 

children from early childhood through adolescence.  This disparity can be observed in the degree 

of musical involvement both in school and out of school.  A clear picture of educational and 

social stratification is depicted in the musical involvement (or lack thereof) of parents and 

students.  As will be discussed below, music participation is indicative of differences in child 

rearing philosophies among the social classes. The researchers address the following questions:  

First, …who participates in music both in and outside of school, and to what extent is 

such involvement stratified by social class, race/ethnic, and gender status?  Second, 

“…do various forms of music involvement influence academic achievement, even after 

accounting for prior achievement, background statuses, and other educationally 

meaningful investments?  [And finally,] “…to what extent might disparities in music 

involvement shape group-specific gaps in achievement that have been so well 

documented elsewhere? (p. 9) 

The data were retrieved from two studies conducted by the U.S. Department of 

Education; namely the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K) and the National 

Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS: 88) (National Center for Educational Statistics, 

1997).  At the outset of the study, approximately 20,000 American kindergarten students and 

25,000 adolescents were screened in 1998-1999.  Due to attrition as well as the selective nature 

of the researchers’ criteria, the final sample size included 4,376 kindergartners from more than 

1,000 American schools.  These students were surveyed using the ECLS-K on three additional 

occasions in the first, third and fifth grades.  Students who participated in this study via the 
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NELS: 88 numbered 7,781 students in 8
th

 grade and beyond.  These students, representing over 

1,000 schools, were assessed using this measure every two years.  Cases were selected only if 

scores on math and reading were included in the data.  Socioeconomic status (race/ethnicity, 

parental structure, and gender) was surveyed in both measures.  Additionally, cultural capital of 

each subject was measured on the basis of the number of books present in the child’s household.  

This measure of cultural capital distinguishes the study of Southgate and Roscigno (2009) from 

all previously discussed research.   

 The findings of this study reveal interesting connections between music involvement, 

SES, cultural capital, and academic achievement.  “Music participation outside of school is 

positively associated with reading achievement and adolescents…. The results thus far suggest 

unique and robust associations between achievement and music” (p. 17).  Though the 

correlations between music and academic achievement have been highly lauded, there are more 

profound factors at play when considering music participation throughout childhood.  These 

factors, as discussed in greater depth below illustrate the convoluted nature of the interaction 

among cultural capitol, cultural competent education, academic achievement, and socioeconomic 

mobility. 

Almost all small children were exposed to or involved in at least one music lesson per 

week, yet this degree of musical exposure was the reality for only half of all adolescent 

participants.  This observation follows that social stratification and class differences relating to 

arts education are minimal in early childhood, yet appear to increase through adolescence. “The 

effects of social class on parental music involvement are strong, statistically significant, and 

consistent for both small children and adolescents” (p. 13).  
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 The complexities of racial differences in music participation are indeed complex.  White 

children exhibit greater overall music involvement longitudinally that do African Americans, 

Hispanics, and Asians.  However, Asian children are more likely to participate in music lessons 

outside of school, and African American parents with young children are more likely to attend 

concerts than whites.  Nevertheless, White children are most likely to participate in music related 

activities as they age, suggesting an advantage during childhood through the high school years.  

Furthermore, the extracurricular activities of students differ among the social strata.  Parents of 

higher SES backgrounds approach child rearing from a “work in progress” (p. 8) perspective, 

whereby the free time of their children is educationally centered and more structured than that of 

their lower SES counterparts.  This observation suggests that factors beyond economic resource 

determine involvement in music, whereby “… culture weighs heavy in the decision to participate 

in music” (p. 14).         

English language proficiency.   The following study by Kinney (2010) examined the 

nonmusical factors that determine urban students’ decisions to enroll or persist in school music 

programs.  The participants of this study were selected from an urban Midwestern area in which 

the median household income is $28,730 and the population is 409,764.  Students enrolled in 6
th

 

grade (n= 402) and students in 8
th

 grade (n=340) participated in the study.  The male participants 

represented 52.1% of the sample and the females 47.9%.  Over half of the participants were 

White, one quarter were African American, and the remaining 25% identified as Hispanic or 

multiracial.  To determine the specific demographic factors of each participant, several data 

collection strategies were employed.  The free or reduced price lunch status of each participant 

was determined as was beginning and end of year music enrollment status.  Standardized reading 

and math assessment results of each participant were obtained (6
th

 grade state proficiency test, 
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and 8
th

 grade McGraw-Hill Terra Nova CTBS Multiple Assessment).  A family structure 

analysis was conducted, in which researchers determined the number of participants originating 

from single parent, two parent, or guardian households.  Finally, an analysis of transience was 

administered, illustrating the movement of each student and family into or out of the district in 

question.    

The findings of this study were quite fascinating.  Regardless of socioeconomic or family 

status, female participants were twice as likely to enroll and persist in the school’s music 

program.  As one may assume, academic achievement also played a significant role in student 

involvement and retention in the school music program.  Future studies could specialize in 

certain racial demographics and address the extracurricular and nonmusical factors specific to the 

individual communities.  Moreover, analyses of the school music program itself and how it 

relates to students’ contextual factors would be of great benefit to the field.  Though the 

following study set out to determine the connection between ELL status and school music 

participation, the researchers gleaned a fruitful harvest of information on the many nonmusical 

factors affecting students’ participation in and access to music. 

The proceeding research was conducted with the intention of determining the cause of the 

gross underrepresentation of English Language Learners in school music programs.  Lorah, 

Sanders, and Morrison (2014) propose two research questions: “(1) Does student ELL status 

significantly predict music participation in the 10
th

 grade, after accounting for school 

membership?  (2) Is student ELL status uniquely predictive of music participation after 

controlling for student SES and academic achievement?” (p. 236).  The underlying foundation of 

these inquiries seems to be the question of whether underrepresentation of ELLs in school music 

programs is due to lack of interest or lack of opportunity.   
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Though the sample size of the last study was significantly larger than those previously 

mentioned, the sample size of this investigation boasts the greatest number of participants with 

data collected from 15,011 tenth- graders from 751 American high schools. The percentage of 

ELLs participating in this study was 14%.  Of the 15,011 student participants, 21% reported as 

having participated in at least one school-sponsored music program (band, orchestra, chorus, or 

choir); 13% of which were also classified as ELLs.  The data collection strategies employed by 

the researchers included a survey of two questions distributed to participants.  The students were 

asked, “Is English your native language?” and “Have you participated in the following school-

sponsored activities this school year?  Band, orchestra, chorus, choir.” (p. 236).  In addition, 

student composite SES was determined using these five standardized, and equally weighted 

variables: father’s education, mother’s education, family income, mother’s occupation, and 

father’s occupation.  The final measure used to gather data was student academic achievement as 

determined by the average of students’ math and reading scores on exams developed by the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 1997).    

Though Lorah and colleagues (2014) were most interested in determining the connection 

between ELL status and music participation in school, the findings revealed that when 

controlling for SES and academic achievement, ELL status itself had no significant impact on 

the rate of student music participation.  Of the three non-musical elements examined in this 

research, SES and academic achievement were the two strongest factors determining the rate of 

participation in school music programs.  This revelation, though commonly accepted in the field, 

has very troubling implications for students with limited socioeconomic opportunities.  As 

emphasized by Lorah, Sanders, and Morrison (2014), underrepresentation of ELLs in school 
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music programs is most closely related to lack of access due to socioeconomic factors.  These 

data reveal an unsettling reality behind the correlations of academic achievement and music 

participation. 

The limitations of this study include the lack of differentiation in other factors such as 

gender or region of the country.  As Kinney (2010) concluded in the previous study, females 

were twice as likely to be enrolled in music programs, regardless of SES or academic 

achievement.  The exploration of these factors is beginning to illuminate the lack of equitable 

access for certain demographics.  The following theories will illuminate the overarching 

methodologies that seek to address the aforementioned quandaries, while the models to follow 

reveal practical applications of these theoretical frameworks within the context of music 

education.     

Theoretical Frameworks  

Nonverbal communication.  The first theory to be examined is nonverbal 

communication.  In this pedagogical framework, theorists Battersby and Bolton (2013) discuss 

the manner in which music and other nonverbal communication methods transcend language 

barriers in the classroom and decrease culture shock.  In an ever-changing world, the student 

population of America’s public school system is diversifying.  Approximately one in five 

Americans will be an immigrant by the year 2050, according to data from the Pew Research 

Center (2008).  For 5.5 million students in the United States, English is a new language, and 

within the next decade, Emergent Bilinguals (people learning English as a new language, 

otherwise known as EBs) will represent one quarter of the student population in American public 

schools.  Curricula and pedagogy must evolve if public education is to have any lasting impact 

on the contemporary student.  Nonverbal communication is an excellent way to engage learners 
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from a wide variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds in a unified manner.  In this 

framework, pupils are able to freely and openly communicate with both their teacher and peers 

through an established system of nonverbal cues.   

The three overarching theories of nonverbal communication are: paralanguage (tone, 

volume, and other extraverbal elements), proxemics (use of space), and kinesics (using body 

movement).  Battersby and Bolton (2013) discuss the use of kinesics in concert with music in a 

‘global classroom’.  This particular context refers to the diverse representations of language and 

culture in a music classroom.  Though implementation of music in the classroom context 

discussed above is inherently beneficial in transcending the many cultural and linguistic barriers 

between the educator and among students, kinesics is an additional communicative benefit (or 

possible detriment, if students’ cultural backgrounds are ignored).   

Due to the White, middle class social norms of American public schools, culture shock is 

a potent issue for both students and teachers in culturally heterogeneous classrooms.   Culture 

shock is defined for our purposes as:  “a combination of unfamiliar stimuli and a loss of familiar 

signs, signals, practices, and customs of social intercourse” (DeCapua and Wintergerst, 2004).  

Culture shock as defined here can be counteracted with the use of nonverbal communication:  

If everyone is gesturing, then we are all speaking the same language.  Students do not 

have to worry about fitting in or feeling foolish when they do not understand the meaning 

of the directions because they cannot speak the dominant language.  They can actively 

participate without worry about how they are perceived by others.  (Battersby and Bolton, 

2013, p. 64) 
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Though nonverbal communication in the form of kinesics is highly effective when 

working with students from heterogeneous cultural backgrounds, educators must be sure to 

understand the cultural implications of certain gestures and body movements.  The researchers 

relay an educator’s experience of embarrassment and misunderstanding when students’ cultural 

backgrounds were not fully understood prior to kinesic implementation: 

One day I used the “thumbs-up” gesture because my students did a wonderful job playing 

through their song and I wanted to compliment them.  One boy raised his hand and told 

me that my gesture meant something bad.  I was stunned, because I never thought that I 

would ever do something to offend one of my students.  On further reflection, it occurred 

to me that the students and I could come up with our own gestures to replace those that 

some learned were offensive.  (Battersby & Bolton, 2013, p. 61) 

Nonverbal communication as illuminated by Battersby and Bolton is a highly effective 

means of establishing a common communicative framework in a multilingual learning 

environment.  The inherent caveat however, is that this framework must be implemented within a 

comprehensive understanding of students’ cultural norms and mores.  Nonverbal communication 

is an essential fixture within any music-making environment.  The CD will employ the principles 

discussed above within the musical sphere in order to promote effective expression among 

participating students in the culturally sustainable music curriculum.     

Musical Habitus.  Musical habitus is a concept that has roots in the theoretical 

framework known as communities of practice, or CoPs (Wenger, 1998).  Etienne Wenger defines 

CoPs as “groups of people who share a concern or passion for something they do and learn how 

to do it better as they interact regularly” (1998).  Communities of practice are not necessarily 
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found within formal learning contexts; they evolve with time, place, purpose, and circumstance.  

People are often involved in multiple communities of practice within their social circles at work, 

school, in their neighborhoods, or through leisure activities.  This framework however, also 

applies to the formal learning context.  Students work together with a common cause and 

develop socially, morally, and intellectually as a result of their interactions.  There are some 

negative implications inherent in all communities of practice, and these aspects must be 

acknowledged within each CoP.  Relationships within these communities flavor the experience 

of all members, for better or for worse.  Furthermore, both excessive and healthy boundaries can 

be formed between the members of a CoP and ‘outsiders’.  Members, including the experts or 

facilitators within a CoP, must also acknowledge these boundaries in order to promote positive 

interaction within the context of a wider landscape of practice (Wenger, 1998).    Research in 

music education has evolved to include the concept of CoPs in a uniquely music-centered way.  

The term for this music-specific framework is ‘musical habitus.’ 

Habitus is best summarized as a structure of acquired beliefs, tastes, or dispositions 

largely dependent upon the social, cultural or familial funds of knowledge of an individual 

(Bordeau, 1977).  Therefore, musical habitus encapsulates all of the aforementioned aspects of 

identity as applied to musical taste, practice, and ideology.  Rimmer (2010) explores musical 

habitus within a group of young men who were fans of a certain genre of music referred to as 

“New Monkey”.  As Rimmer continued to observe and interview these young men, he noted an 

evolution of musical habitus.  Young men who were members of the “New Monkey” community 

of practice began to establish their own unique musical habitus which produced a new way of 

speaking, social interaction, and clothing styles; all reinvented from bits and pieces of CoP 

members’ cultural capital.   
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Cultural capital (Bordeau, 1977) is defined as resources (usually non-material) that 

promote social mobility beyond economic advancement.  Ruth Wright (2008) explored cultural 

capital within the context of musical habitus in a Welsh secondary school music curriculum.  She 

found that there was a preexisting disparity between the educator’s musical habitus and that of 

her students.  This paradigm served to alienate many students from the existing music program; 

an endemic issue currently plaguing music education in American public schools.  After this 

disparity was acknowledged, the conclusion was made that a more culturally relevant music 

curriculum could be forged while honoring students’ cultural capital in a meaningful way.  

Wright began to give students more freedom in the music classroom, inciting an amended 

balance of power and allowing students to determine the pace and sequence of their learning.  

This educator began to recognize the power of musical habitus, and in this acknowledgement, 

she forged the way in creating a new classroom habitus that purposed to honor the varied tastes, 

intelligences, and cultures of all students in her classroom.                  

Culturally sustaining pedagogy. A plethora of research has been conducted on the 

effectiveness of pedagogical practice by scholars such as Shulman (1987) and Berliner (1988).  

These researchers have sought to conceptualize the success of expert pedagogues for the purpose 

of training novice teachers effectively.   According to researcher Sonia Nieto, the issue of 

effective teaching practice extends beyond lesson planning and dissemination of content.  In an 

interview following the third edition of her book, Affirming Diversity: The Sociopolitical Context 

of Multicultural Education (2000), Nieto elaborates on the importance of approaching cultural 

responsiveness in the classroom as an overarching worldview that flows out of an educator and 

into the classroom climate as the result of building meaningful relationships with students and 

affirming the value of their funds of knowledge.  Funds of knowledge is defined by Moll, 
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Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez (2001) “to refer to the historically accumulated and culturally 

developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and 

well-being” (p.133).   

Multicultural education has grown a great deal more sophisticated in theory than it was, 

but in terms of curriculum and practice, it hasn’t grown as much.  I see a lot of… 

wonderful intentions, but too much of the realization of those intentions is superficial… 

[teachers] feel so much pressure for students to do well on tests that they often think of 

multicultural education as a frill… it is rather a way of looking at the world.  It follows 

that we must have a multicultural perspective to really believe that students are capable of 

high levels of achievement (Kitagawa, 2000).  

 Nieto continues to insist that multicultural education is about affirming the social, 

linguistic, political, artistic and economic identities of students.  This paradigm is a perspective 

that is meant to serve as a setting in which academic content is learned.  It follows that if students 

are to succeed academically, the school must become a vital part of the community, not a hostile 

sight of subtractive assimilation, as it has been recognized historically.  In order to achieve this 

optimal paradigm, home and school relations should be fluid and equitable, as exhibited on a 

daily basis between educators and their students.  In the words of Nieto, “Multicultural education 

is about access and equity.  It’s not about ‘holidays’ and ‘heroes” (Kitagawa, 2000).              

How are educators to move beyond the superficial multiculturalism of “holidays” and 

“heroes” into a more responsive pedagogical paradigm?  Further, why is equitably implemented 

multicultural education so vital?  As discussed above in the problem portion of this narrative, a 

great number of African-American and Latino/a students are dropping out of school due to a 
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multitude of factors; perhaps the greatest of these is the lack of cultural congruency between 

students’ home life and the norms and mores within American public schools.  The implications 

of this lack in cultural congruency is widespread, including a disproportionate equity of 

opportunity for minority citizens as well as increased crime, addiction, poverty, and recidivism 

rates and within these demographics.  The words of educational anthropologist Gloria Ladson-

Billings expose the grave reality of learned helplessness amongst students and teachers through 

complacency, which breeds a deficit view of students and prescriptivism in curriculum delivery: 

The academic death of students is made evident in the disengagement, academic failure, 

dropout, suspension, and expulsion that have become an all too familiar part of schooling 

in urban schools.  Academic death leaves more young people unemployed, 

underemployed, and unemployable in our cities and neighborhoods, and vulnerable to the 

criminal justice system (Ladson-Billings, 2014). 

A meticulous study of the literature reveals critical solutions toward the solving of these 

problems. As a forerunner in defining and rendering such problems, Ladson-Billings has spent 

decades studying the practices of exemplary educators who approach minority students as agents 

in the classroom as opposed to mere subjects.  The concept of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995) has recently been reexamined in light of the contemporary American 

social climate.  Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) differs from Culturally Relevant Teaching 

(CRT) in that CRP is an overarching framework for teaching students of all ethnicities and 

cultural backgrounds, whereas CRT was developed specifically for the instruction of African 

American students.  Scholars have taken this framework and explored the evolution of successful 

classroom practices to develop more appropriate terminology that emphasizes the long-term 
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success of students, as they become competent, empowered and responsible citizens within 

contemporary society. 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (Paris, 2012) highlights the importance of creating a 

cultural and academic climate within public school systems that prepares students to thrive well 

after high school graduation.  Using the language of her students, Ladson-Billings describes 

culturally sustaining pedagogy: 

… these authors use culturally relevant pedagogy as a place where the “beat drops” and 

then layer the multiple ways that this notion of pedagogy shifts, changes, adapts, 

recycles, and recreates instructional spaces to ensure that consistently marginalized 

students are repositioned into a place of normativity… (Ladson-Billings, 2014).  

 The solutions inherent in both culturally relevant teaching and culturally sustaining 

pedagogy speak to the importance of community, both inside school walls and out in the 

neighborhoods in which students’ families work, play, and live.  In summarizing the body of 

research regarding cultural relevancy in the classroom, affirming differences, celebrating 

diversity, and implementing multicultural pedagogy must begin with a passionate perspective 

from educators themselves.  A searching and fearless assessment of personal ideologies must be 

conducted, and in that, the endemic deficit perspective of traditionally marginalized student 

populations must be set aside.  After educators earnestly endeavor to reconcile these truths about 

themselves they can begin to develop profound understandings about their students.  In this 

process, culturally sustainable pedagogy comes to life; yielding collectively empowered young 

citizens who assert their diverse identities in a community-oriented, holistic and responsible 
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manner.  The following models exhibit implementation of culturally responsive pedagogy in the 

music classroom. 

Types of Music Programs  

Classical roots, equitable access.  The following section provides an overview of two 

broadly different perspectives on music programming. Programs adhering to the first approach 

emphasize equitable access of classical music training for students who are not typically offered 

or typically able to take advantage of this opportunity due to socioeconomic circumstance.  The 

two programs discussed below have classical roots and focus on equity of access in high poverty 

areas where music programing happens less often due to the many contextual factors as 

mentioned above.  These programs address access-related problems through effective 

implementation of theoretical frameworks within the backdrop of rigorous classical music 

training standards.  The three that follow under the heading of “culturally relevant music 

programs” are innovative approaches to music-making; they are designed to transcend the 

traditional notion of classical music instruction.    

Harmony Project. Los Angeles, California is home to Harmony Project, a music 

program that focuses on providing quality classical music education to all students; especially 

those who would otherwise be denied the opportunity to participate in school or community 

music programs.  Due to lack of funding and the pressure to funnel resources into programs 

aimed at advancing academic outcomes on the newly implemented standardized achievement 

tests, many urban school districts have cut arts programming.  According to data from the Los 

Angeles Unified School District, 68% of schools serving elementary aged students do not offer 

music programming (Plummer, 2014).  Moreover, these numbers decline dramatically at the 
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secondary levels.  Additionally, the 2010 Census data reports that fewer than 30% of community 

members in many Los Angeles neighborhoods have a high school diploma.  With locations 

throughout LA, Harmony Project is “LA’s largest music education non-profit [and] serves 2,000 

students across an area of over 120 square miles” (Harmony Project, 2016).  Not only does this 

innovative program provide personal instruments, private instruction, and ensemble 

programming for students with the most need in LA, Harmony Project forms serious agreements 

with students and parents who are accepted into this elite program:  

“Learning music takes commitment.  We commit to over 2,000 students for their 

entire childhood, and they commit to their education. All Harmony Project 

students remain enrolled in school, and in 2015 all 52 of our seniors were accepted 

to college” (Harmony Project, 2016).  

The data associated with this wildly successful music program reveals the 

multidimensional benefits of music instruction.  In addition to providing an outlet for 

creative energies, Harmony Project teaches students the value of discipline, while 

providing resources for parents and family members for the purpose of developing and 

maintaining artistically and intellectually rich home environments.   

 Due to the large scale of Harmony Project, many researchers from a variety of 

institutions have contributed to the plethora of research available regarding the benefits 

of this program.  The body of research associated with Harmony Project not only lauds 

the program specifically, it also illuminates the diverse benefits of music participation on 

neuroplasticity, literacy, academic achievement, affect, and longitudinal success in the 

arenas of college and career readiness.  Studies highlighting Harmony Project participant 
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data will be featured in the following section, which discusses the specific benefits of 

music programming.   

 Another nonprofit music program offering equitable access of classical music 

training to students with socioeconomic need is the Buffalo Urban Music Project, or 

BUMP.  Though conducted on a much smaller scale than Harmony Project, faculty at 

Buffalo State College in Western New York developed this program as an effort to 

provide music enrichment for middle school students in the city of Buffalo.  Similar to its 

larger cousin in Los Angeles, BUMP emphasizes classical music pedagogy by offering 

traditional vocal, band and orchestral ensembles, as well as composition, music theory, 

and improvisation for the more advanced music student.  BUMP addresses the issue of 

cultural competence in music education by providing an African Drumming program.  

This percussion ensemble is engaging for students of all cultural, linguistic, and musical 

backgrounds.   

 Unlike harmony project however, BUMP was designed as a bilateral learning 

program.  Music Education majors attending SUNY Buffalo State are the instructors of 

all ensembles.  Faculty members supervise the college students while guiding these 

prospective music teachers on the journey of becoming experts in the realm of best 

practices in music pedagogy.  This on-site experiential learning arena is mutually 

beneficial for the college students as well as their school-aged pupils.          

Culturally Relevant Music Programs 

 This section features three program models that boast unique approaches to the 

disparity in music participation amongst urban youth, especially those from minority 
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demographics.  DrumPower is an African drumming program that is tailored to suit the 

needs of individual students and schools.  This program has been implemented in schools 

worldwide to address both social and academic issues that often plague marginalized 

students.  Wired4Music is a program designed for students, by students.  Young 

musicians in Great Britain who were often ostracized in the traditional classical approach 

to musicianship developed a space where music is created within the framework of 

communication, self-expression, and cultural relevancy; a paradigm standing in 

opposition to the mainstream climate of standardization.  An examination of Youth 

Music, a sister program to Wired4Music which also originates in Britain concludes this 

section.  This model provides training for teachers who seek to make music-making 

equitably accessible, inclusive, and culturally relevant to the students they serve.      

    DrumPower. DrumPower is a music program that emphasizes social development, 

leadership, responsibility, collaboration, respect, affect, and identity.  These principles are taught 

through African dance and drumming. Researcher and music educator Yorel Lashley utilizes his 

Relationships First framework in the DrumPower program, which he founded in 2001.  Unlike 

Harmony Project and BUMP, DrumPower is a consultant program.  Institutions hire the 

DrumPower team to conduct training and guide implementation of the program for the purpose 

of meeting the specific needs of a particular population.  This design dramatically enhances the 

cultural responsiveness of this music program.  As mentioned in the introduction, lack of cultural 

relevancy in the form of rampant eurocentrism is a major problem in many school music 

programs; causing the mass marginalization of an ever-growing minority population.  

DrumPower not only offers an alternative genre for school music instruction; the philosophy and 

pedagogical practice behind Lashley’s curriculum is community-centered with specific 
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socioaffective objectives which are specially developed to meet student strengths and needs.  

Additionally, this framework is unique from the two aforementioned programs in that 

DrumPower is student-centered as opposed to curriculum-centered.  Though the innumerable 

benefits of classical music training have been proven in the studies of decades past, the lack of 

relevancy inherent in classic-exclusive programming limits music access to students for whom 

classical European culture does not align.  DrumPower expands the instrumentation and genre 

variety available to students, and uses music as a vehicle for emotional healing, socialization, 

academic investment, and affective elevation.  Researcher Andreas Wolfl (2016) explores the 

effects of this music program on a German school struggling with issue of violence in the student 

population. 

  Violence in schools is an international problem, extending beyond the school shootings 

of relegated adolescents or the gang wars waged within America’s overpopulated, underfunded 

urban schools.  Many theorists suggest that student violence originates in infancy and early 

childhood, well before students enter the school system.  However, the aggressive seed planted 

within children begins to sprout in pubescence.  Though educators have little influence on 

students’ home life, they do have the power to teach affect moderation strategies and facilitate 

social integration within a multicultural community of practice in which all members invest in 

the process of attaining a common goal.  Though DrumPower is founded on cultural relevance, 

“facilitators intentionally avoid popular genres… and instead focus on more archaic ways of 

making music, such as improvisation with drums, sounds and voice.  Music therapeutic role-play 

and sound hearing are also essential components of the concept” (Wolfl, 2016, p. 67).   

 The primary objectives of DrumPower are to offer students an alternative to violence in 

addressing conflict in school.  Additionally, DrumPower seeks to provide vulnerable students 
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with a platform for transforming aggressive tendencies into constructive energy.  With the 

assistance of a facilitator, students work cooperatively to plan, develop, and implement a 

methodology for preparing an end-of-semester drumming performance.  In this process, students 

learn to communicate within a powerful, new realm: “While feeling the power and strength of 

drumming, the young people experience the difference of powerful feelings instead of aggression 

and destruction.  By playing with different dynamics the young people learn to configure 

transitions between forte and piano and to regulate their [communicative] energies” (Wolfl, 

2016, p. 68).  

 In addition to addressing the issues of violence Wolfl illustrates the influence of 

DrumPower on emergent bilingual newcomers: “ …[DrumPower] has been modified for work 

with unaccompanied minor refugees newly arrived in Germany.  It has turned out to be a good 

way to get in contact without the need for words and language on a non-verbal and emotional 

level” (Wolfl, 2016, p. 70).  DrumPower is a powerful and versatile music program.  Not only 

does it serve as an arena for socioaffective empowerment, this methodology uses music as a 

means of communication for students of all linguistic, economic, cultural, and social origins.  

The following study as conducted by Douglas Lonie and Luke Dickens (2015) expounds on the 

value of music as a platform of cultural relevancy on which students from all backgrounds can 

express themselves and thrive in spite of contextual disadvantages.                   

      As discussed above, traditional, formalized, school-based music programs are often 

culturally irrelevant to the majority of any given student population.  This paradigm contributes 

to the marginalization of many students. Like the aforementioned study by Wolfl, the proceeding 

research seeks to investigate the environments in which marginalized students engage in their 

most significant and impactful music learning experience.  Lonie and Dickens conducted a study 
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in the United Kingdom for the purpose of understanding the most fruitful academic spheres for 

students from minority demographics.  The researchers sought to understand the depth and 

complexity of participants’ musical experiences in both traditional, formalized school 

environments and in non-formal untraditional, and culturally varied spheres.  Approximately 40 

self-selecting participants took part in a focus group for this study.  This diverse group of young 

people aged 16-25 were all members of the publicly funded Wired4Music leadership program.  

Participants were divided into two groups of 20 students, and three-hour discussions ensued 

regarding the process by which these young people had ‘become musicians’.   

 Participants described many negative experiences regarding the formalized, school-based 

programs in which they had attempted to participate.  In the following excerpt, a participant 

describes his experience of being restricted from music-making, creative spaces, instruments, 

and opportunities despite the availability of these resources in the school he attended:   

…I remember they had another room that had old instruments in it…and whenever we’d 

go in there with a teacher but they wouldn’t let us on our own, seeing as they would 

probably think we was gonna take something or whatever, like there was certain 

instruments that weren’t allowed to us and we could not touch them and they made that 

very clear which was a bit like ‘wow, so we’re stuck on xylophone!’ (Lonie and Dickens, 

2016, p. 93).              

            Though the discrimination described above is angering indeed, this adversity awakened a 

unique resilience in these young people and spawned a defiant ingenuity that may have never 

existed had their interests not been met with the callous opposition of their teachers.   
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Participants indicated that they did not feel wholly excluded by their encouragement from 

certain formal spaces or opportunities, instead [they]… described an approach to self-

directed learning that imbued a ‘do it yourself’ attitude, recognizing how to adapt tools, 

environments and opportunities to meet their learning needs. (Lonie and Dickens, 2016, 

p. 97).  

This innovation is what sparked a youth-led revolution in the music community of London.  This 

student-centered approach will serve as the model for the development of a new curriculum. 

Wired4Music. Wired4Music and is a collective of young musicians who have banded 

together to advocate for equity of resources, multicultural dignity, and harmonious, artistic 

communication among Londoners and international music-makers alike.  The democratic ‘by the 

youth, for the youth’ element of Wired4Music is what sets this program apart from Harmony 

Project, BUMP, and DrumPower.  Being so well acquainted with their artistic needs in light of 

preexisting deficits, the members of Wired4Music took ownership of their own musicianship in 

an empowering and impactful manner.   

In a collaborative effort, young musicians from London conceived the Wired4Music 

program through the development of their five-part manifesto.  The five themes encapsulated in 

this manifesto are: opportunity, investment, progression, community, and unity.  These 

musicians believe that all people should have equitable access to artistic opportunities in an 

invested and unified community.  Through interactive support in this community, musicians 

progress and develop artistically.  These inspired young musicians are then able to change the 

paradigm of music-making for future generations, thereby changing the face of music both 

nationally and internationally.   
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Musical Futures.  The sister program of Wired4Music is ‘Musical Futures’, a teacher 

support and training program which advocates for culturally relevant music instruction in schools 

worldwide.  The teachers in this collective stand by the Wired4Music mission behind ‘enemy 

lines’.  This support program for teachers extends beyond the traditionalist approaches of 

Harmony Project and BUMP by including wide genre variety and offering new possibilities for 

instrumentation and music-making in the classroom.  In similarity to DrumPower, ‘Musical 

Futures’ aims to prepare educators to incorporate diverse and culturally relevant music 

programming for all students within the school environment.  Lonie and Dickens (2016) 

conclude the narrative of their study with a somewhat radical, though deeply profound notion: 

“What makes a place musical for these young learners is the extent to which they can access it, 

claim ownership, enact their musical identities, explore other art forms and types of music and be 

supported by those with a shared interest, within it” (p. 99).  This concluding statement reveals 

the versatility of meaningful pedagogy in both musical and extramusical classroom contexts.       

 Youth Music.  Like Musical Futures, the Youth Music program focuses on culturally 

relevant music teaching through the lens of educator training. Based in the United Kingdom, this 

organization supports musical development in young people of all backgrounds, abilities, and 

interests.  Youth Music has birthed an array of projects that meet the needs of young musicians 

throughout the UK and beyond.  Youth Music has impacted the lives of youth with behavioral 

and academic challenges, economic disadvantages, and special needs.  The objectives of Youth 

Music are as follows: 

To be an intelligent investor in high quality music-making for children and young people 

who would not otherwise have the opportunity, to support organizations which transform 

the lives of children and young people in the most challenging circumstances, developing 
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in and through high quality music-making, to support and embed high quality music-

making in areas of greatest need, to improve the quality and standards of music-making 

provision through the facilitation of online and offline networking and practice sharing, 

to be a sustainable organization, able to diversify and expand music-making opportunities 

for children and young people (Youth Music, 2016). 

Youth Music funnels financial, creative, and intellectual resources into the areas of 

greatest need.  This student and community-centered approach is genre rich with an emphasis on 

unconventional music-making methods.  Students with communication challenges are provided 

an opportunity for self expression in a culturally competent community of practice.  In a 

harmonious culmination, Youth Music meets the ideals of all the aforementioned theoretical 

frameworks as discussed above: Nonverbal Communication (Battersby and Bolton, 2013), 

Communities of Practice, Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2001), 

and Musical Habitus (Rimmer, 2009; Wright, 2008). 

Standards for a Culturally Relevant Music Curriculum.   

The following section illuminates the firm foundations upon which all effective curricula 

should stand: standards.  The music standards discussed in detail below are derived mainly from 

the National Association for Music Education (NAfME, 2014) within the framework of artistic 

processes as defined by the National Coalition for Core Arts Standards (SEADAE, 2014).  

Furthermore, the New York State School Music Association (NYSSMA, 2016) has recently 

developed music standards that align directly with the learning goals for English Language Arts 

and Mathematics from the New York State Common Core Curriculum.  We will first examine 

the music ensemble artistic processes as defined by NAfME (2014) through narrative.  The 
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National Core Arts Standards are provided in a table below for the purpose of conceptualizing 

how each standard applies to the narrated artistic processes, and how these elements will frame 

the objectives of the new music curriculum.  

Table 1. 

National Core Arts Standards (NCCAS, 2014) Artistic Processes 

Creating Performing/Presenting/Producing Responding Connecting 

Definition    

Conceiving and 

developing new artistic 

ideas and work. 

Performing: Realizing artistic 

ideas and work through 

interpretation and presentation.  

Understanding and 

evaluating how the arts 

convey meaning. 

Relating artistic ideas and 

work with personal 

meaning and external 

context. 

 Presenting: Interpreting and 

sharing artistic work. 

  

 Producing: Realizing and 

presenting artistic ideas and 

work. 
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Table 2. 

National Core Arts Standards (NCCAS, 2014) Anchor Standards 

Creating Performing/ 

Presenting/Producing 

Responding Connecting 

 

Students Will 

   

1. Generate and 

conceptualize 

artistic ideas and 

work 

4. Select, analyze, and 

interpret artistic work for 

presentation 

7. Perceive and 

analyze artistic work 

10. Synthesize and relate 

knowledge and personal 

experiences to make art 

2. Organize and 

develop artistic 

ideas and work 

5. Develop and refine 

artistic techniques and 

work for presentation 

8. Interpret intent and 

meaning in artistic 

work 

11. Relate artistic ideas and works 

with societal, cultural and 

historical context to deepen 

understanding 

3. Refine and 

complete artistic 

work 

6. Convey meaning 

through the presentation of 

artistic work 

9. Apply criteria to 

evaluate artistic work 

 

 

Creating.  Creativity is the basis of what makes humanity so fascinating, as it is the 

tangible expression of human thought.  Within a community of music makers, creation should be 

the innovative repurposing of preexisting ideas.  “The creative ideas, concepts, and feelings that 

influence musicians’ work emerge from a variety of sources” (NAfME, 2014). The curriculum 

writer seeks to engage students in musical creativity for the purpose of growing citizens who are 

innovative problem solvers and inspired leaders.  The artistic process of creating also includes 

detailed planning, constructing, and evaluation of students’ musical product.  It is through this 

process that students become critical thinkers, creative problem solvers, and invested members in 

their artistic communities. 
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Performing.  As one of the performing arts, music is a shared experience between 

musicians and listeners.  Invested musicians plan, construct, and evaluate their product with the 

goal of disseminating their creation through performance.  To begin the process toward 

performing, repertoire must be selected.  Though the responsibility of selecting repertoire is 

traditionally reserved for the teacher or conductor, the enduring understanding for repertoire 

selection according to NAfME boasts a student-centered approach: “Performers’ interest in and 

knowledge of musical works, understanding of their own technical skill, and the context for a 

performance influence the selection of repertoire” (NAfME, 2014).  This aspect of performance 

is especially important to the curriculum writer in that students will be agents in the music 

classroom; the educator will serve as a facilitator-expert rather than an authoritarian figure.   

After the process of repertoire selection has commenced, students will analyze the 

selected (or composed) music within the context of their ideas for presenting the work(s) to their 

intended audience.  The musicians will then rehearse, evaluate, and refine their craft in 

preparation for performance.  Students will work together to make decisions musically that will 

best convey the ideas and emotions inherent within the repertoire.  Finally, students will present 

their work by: “Perform[ing] expressively, with appropriate interpretation and technical 

accuracy, and in a manner appropriate to the audience and context” (NAfME, 2014).        

Responding.  The artistic process of responding to music relates in large part to the 

music or types of music with which students interact.  This is the portion of the artistic process 

that most closely relates to culturally sustaining pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1999/2014; Nieto, 

2000; Paris, 2012).  Students’ choice in musical influence is intrinsically related to their cultural, 

social, and linguistic identities; musical allegiance is the voice through which all people speak, 

especially those who are otherwise denied the opportunity to make music themselves, whether 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

39 

through lack of training, depleted self-efficacy, or marginalization from the music-making 

process in childhood and beyond.  A well-defined process of response also serves as inspiration 

for the musician.  Artists typically begin their creative endeavors within the context of a 

reference.  These references color the lens through which creation, performing, and analysis 

occur.  “Individuals’ selection of musical works is influenced by their interests, experiences, 

understandings, and purposes” (NAfME, 2014).  This element leads students to discern how 

other musicians convey their emotions, ideas, and experiences through music; and in the process 

of responding, students can begin to communicate effectively through various musical elements 

in the making of their own music.  Therefore, responding will be the critical element in 

developing a culturally sustainable music curriculum.   

Connecting.  The final element in the artistic process is connecting.  Students at the 

“Advanced” level of musicianship will be able to “Demonstrate how interests, knowledge, and 

skills relate to personal choices and intent when creating, performing, and responding to music” 

(Anchor standard MU:Cn10.0.HIIIa, NAfME, 2014). Connecting is a process that develops 

students’ awareness of the intricate connections between and among the aforementioned artistic 

processes in a relevant, expressive, and thoughtful manner.  The accompanying table exemplifies 

the framework of the artistic processes and how each standard is connected and related to the 

artistic objectives of accomplished musicianship.       

Job Corps standards for career success.  The primary goal of the Job Corps program is 

to prepare youth for fulfilling careers in multiple sectors of society.  There are ten Career 

Success Standards as defined by Job Corps that all students who complete their respective 

programs must master.  These standards are not mere theories; they are a way of life for students 

and staff both within the institutional grounds of Job Corps and in the local community.  It is the 
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goal of the CD to use music to assist students in meeting and exceeding these standards through 

artistic communication in music.  Table 3 outlines these standards below as retrieved from the 

Clearfield Job Corps website (2016). 

Table 3. 

Clearfield Job Corps Career Success Standards 

Standard Definition 

Workplace Relationships 

and Ethics 

The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to productively interact 

with co-workers and deal with problems and situations with honesty, 

integrity and responsibility. 

Communications The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to listen actively, follow 

directions and communicate with others to solve problems and accomplish 

tasks. 

Personal Growth and 

Development 

The student will leave Job Corps with the personal skills, attributes and 

behaviors that foster confidence and drive for life-long growth. 

Interpersonal Skills The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to get along with others 

and adjust to a variety of social and professional situations. 

Information Management The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to interpret and evaluate 

data, organize and maintain information, and use technology to perform 

work. 

Multicultural Awareness The student will leave Job Corps valuing diversity, practicing cultural 

sensitivity and able to work with people of different backgrounds and 

cultures. 

Career and Personal 

Planning 

The student will leave Job Corps with a personal plan that outlines a step-

by-step process for entering and advancing in a fulfilling career. 

Independent Living The student will leave Job Corps capable of finding, managing and utilizing 

the resources needed to maintain employment, satisfy physical and 

emotional needs, and lead a productive life as an independent adult. 

Continuous Learning The student will leave Job Corps with the willingness to continually learn, 

grow and assess personal strengths and areas of development, set learning 

goals and the ability to identify and access learning sources and 

opportunities. 

Problem Solving and 

Critical Thinking 

The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to think and solve 

problems by seeking different points of view and utilizing different 

resources in their decisions. 
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Methods 

Step One: Personal Statement Relating to This Curriculum Development 

As a rebellious teenager and new college dropout, I denounced the white suburban 

privilege of my youth and moved brazenly into the heart of a local metropolitan center with little 

more than five dollars in my pocket and violin case in hand.  It was in the “big city” that I began 

to realize how blessed I truly was.  I encountered many young people who had so few 

opportunities for socioeconomic advancement that they often turned to the empty promises of 

quick money in illicit peddling or the fierce (and often deadly) “loyalty” of gang communities.  

In the desperate search for a place to belong, and too prideful to return to my parents’ 

prescriptive paradigm, I was enticed by the romantic illusion that surrounded this world of the 

streets, and in my great naiveté I became an actor in a dangerous charade.   

My role in this drama would soon end by legal force; due to the shame and public 

humiliation of my arrest, I no longer belonged in my small, elitist hometown.  In light of the 

dangerous lifestyle I had chosen, the streets of the inner city promised me death or recidivism.  

Once the president of my high school class, I now stood years behind my cohorts, and college 

seemed like a foolish and unattainable dream.  However, the one space I felt welcome was within 

the community of musicians and artists on the eastern outskirts of the city.  Though I was 

dejected and heartbroken, my violin was the one thing that gave a voice to the most broken 

places within me.  When I spoke, nobody seemed to hear; but when I played violin on street 

corners and in coffee shops, people would stop and listen.  Through the gift of music, I was 

empowered, understood, seen, and valued.   
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The violin would be my last chance for redemption.  I can remember watching the tired 

women I worked with in the dingy nightclubs downtown.  With few economic prospects and 

several children to feed, they would find their solace at the bottom of plastic liquor bottles.  

Sharing cigarettes on the back stoop of the bar after our shift, they would talk about the 

unrealized dreams of their youth.  They would often look at me and ask, “Girl, what the hell are 

you doing here?”  One night, I was confronted with the startling realization that I was selling 

myself short; if I didn’t change, my fate would closely mirror theirs.   

I went home and dusted off the Bach violin sonatas I used to study, and began to practice 

relentlessly in preparation for music school auditions.  One frigid January afternoon, I strapped 

on my violin case and hiked the two miles to Syracuse University.  I walked into the audition 

room, lifted the violin to my chin, and began to draw my bow across the strings.  The music 

flowed beautifully until I made the mistake of glancing at the long panel of stern adjudicators.  

Suddenly, I froze.  I could not play!  The bow dropped out of my shaking hand and tumbled onto 

the floor.  Mortified, I collected my things and ran out of the audition room.  Trudging through 

the snow, I sobbed all the way home.  Despite this embarrassing failure, I would not relent.  

Eventually, I was accepted to a small music college in Syracuse.  It was here that I began to 

refine my craft; inspired by my professors, I fell in love with music all over again.  Upon 

graduating with my A.A. in music, I was granted a scholarship to study violin performance at 

Fredonia’s School of Music.  My dreams came true when I was graced with the opportunity to 

play on stage with Yo-Yo Ma in my first semester at Fredonia.  As a homeless fugitive living on 

weed-strewn playgrounds in Syracuse, I could have never imagined that my love for music 

would take me so far.  God met me in the songs of my desolation; through music, the chains that 

once kept me in slavery to darkness were broken, and I was given the chance to begin again. 
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I have since moved on to adulthood and toward a career in education, but I have never 

forgotten the friends and enemies I left behind in the impoverished neighborhoods I wandered 

for those two years.  By the mere virtue of birth, I was graced with opportunities that many 

people have never been given.  It is my prime objective as an educational researcher, teacher, 

advocate, and musician to share the gifts that have been so freely given me by implementing 

culturally relevant arts-based pedagogy to reach students who are yet to be acquainted with the 

joy of music.  This is why I seek to develop a culturally sustainable music curriculum for at-risk 

youth enrolled in a local Job Corps program.                  

Step Two: Curriculum Problem Restated 

The problem this curriculum project addresses is that students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds are often denied access to culturally relevant music programs, if they have access to 

any type of music programming at all.  This project will provide students from at-risk, low 

socioeconomic backgrounds with a culturally sustainable music curriculum that will allow 

students access to wider opportunities through immersion in the arts.   Minority students seem to 

be falling rapidly behind in spite of educators’ valiant efforts to restore the academic and social 

progress of these students.  It has often been pondered whether certain interventions or activities 

could be employed to reach these vulnerable demographics.   

Varied educational opportunities are quickly dwindling in public education settings 

nationwide, especially in those serving high-need students. An endemic lack of funding, married 

with ideologies that view arts education as an indulgent accessory only to be afforded by the rich 

is creating an education system void of critical thinking, creative problem solving, and 

intellectual diversity.  The values of American education have been flagrantly misplaced; arts 
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programs are sacrificed in the name of test preparation, while standardized test scores continue to 

descend.  Arts programs are quickly dying, and with them, lifelong opportunities for students in 

search of creative outlets amidst the neuroses of a rampantly performance-based society.  Not 

only are test scores declining and arts programs disappearing from schools, culturally relevant 

programming is sparsely and superficially implemented.  High dropout rates of African 

American and Latin American adolescents are proof of cultural incongruence in public 

education.  The following curriculum seeks to address the problems mentioned above in an 

impactful, applicable, and culturally sustainable manner.        

Step Three: Purpose Restated 

The purpose of this curriculum project is to develop a culturally sustainable music 

curriculum for Job Corps students in order to promote social skills through positive communities 

of practice (CoPs), which will thereby increase students’ employability and preparedness for 

effective membership in society.  Positive, culturally relevant CoPs have been shown to decrease 

violence, promote academic achievement, and enhance collective multicultural empowerment 

within and amongst students.  This culturally relevant music curriculum will yield long-term 

benefits for the schools, home neighborhoods, and communities of these culturally diverse youth.   

Many studies have been conducted regarding the impact of music on neuroplasticity, linguistic 

development, self-concept, and academic achievement in people of all ages, nationalities, and 

ethnicities. The following curriculum will exemplify the benefits of music on identity, 

neurology, affect, and academic achievement within a standards-based framework founded on 

the principles of culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris, 2012).  These standards will later serve as 

the foundation upon which a new curriculum will be built to suit the needs and purposes of 

students at the Job Corps center in Cassadaga, New York.  
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Step Four: Conduct Literature Review  

A literature review was conducted about the various benefits related to music 

participation and training.  The major benefits related to literacy skills, neurology, second 

language acquisition, phonological awareness, and affect were explored in the review and 

synthesis of the literature.  Factors affecting participation in music programs were dissected after 

the benefits had been defined.  The primary factors affecting music participation relative to the 

purposes as described here are socioeconomic status and English language proficiency.  In 

continuation of the literature review, prominent theoretical frameworks regarding language 

acquisition such as nonverbal communication (Battersby and Bolton, 2013) and culturally 

responsive teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1994/ 2014; Nieto, 2000; & Paris, 2012) were 

investigated.  Moreover, existing types of music programming were illuminated.  These program 

types were divided into two categories: classical roots, equitable access and culturally relevant 

music programs.  Finally, national (NAfME, 2014; NCCAS, 2014) and state (NYSSMA, 2016) 

music standards were investigated and arranged for the purpose of building a foundation upon 

which this music curriculum will be constructed.   

Step Five: Synthesize Literature 

 As the literature was collected and data analyzed, findings and observations of the 

aforementioned researchers were synthesized and funneled toward the development of these 

proposal ideas. 

Step Six: Select Site in Which to Develop Curriculum 

 Initially, the CD sought to conduct research on the beneficial aspects of music instruction 

on language acquisition for Emergent Bilinguals and other students from backgrounds outside of 
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the white middle class norm. However, the perspective site for the planned study did not respond 

to the inquiries of the hopeful researcher.  Luckily, another potential site for research emerged; 

however, this site, being in affiliation with the federal government seemed to favor curriculum 

development over the prospect of research.  After significant musing, the researcher became a 

CD, and a new objective emerged.  In light of the available curriculum models, it was decided 

that the candidate would develop a culturally relevant music curriculum for students at the 

cooperating project site.  A local Job Corps center was selected as the site in which to develop 

and implement this curriculum, as the CD has personal connections with other educators and 

staff at this particular institution.  Furthermore, this facility is equipped with resources 

(instruments and space) to support a proposed curriculum of this type.   

Step Seven: Selecting Curriculum Model  

Many of the program models discussed in the literature review encapsulate the objectives 

of the CD.  However, the DrumPower program best fits the current needs and resources of Job 

Corps.  DrumPower is a music-making approach specifically tailored to fit the needs and 

strengths any given institution or student body.  Additionally, Wired4Music, a student-led music 

program birthed in the United Kingdom will serve as a supplementary model.  The CD sought to 

facilitate a student-driven music curriculum in order to promote maximum cultural relevance.  

Because the prime objective here is to develop a culturally sustaining curriculum, the CD will 

first administer a survey to discern student interests, needs, strengths, and challenges in 

preparation for curriculum development; the survey creation, administration, and data analysis 

will be discussed in more detail below.  The process of selecting a curriculum model however, 

began in the review and analysis of the aforementioned literature, and was completed upon site 
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selection.  In light of the strengths and needs of the population at Cassadaga Job Corps, it was 

decided that the CD would create a fusion of the two models discussed below. 

In order to create a culturally sustaining music curriculum, students must have an 

intrinsic ownership in the development and enactment of the program.  The Youth4Music 

program model is member-driven and gives young musicians a powerful voice in the operation 

of the organization.  For these reasons, DrumPower and Wired4Music were selected as models 

after which this new curriculum would be designed. 

DrumPower. DrumPower is a music program that emphasizes social development, 

leadership, responsibility, collaboration, respect, affect, and identity.  These principles are taught 

through African dance and drumming. Researcher and music educator Yorel Lashley utilizes his 

Relationships First framework in the DrumPower program, which he founded in 2001.  Unlike 

other program models DrumPower is a consultant program.  Institutions hire the DrumPower 

team to conduct training and guide implementation of the program for the purpose of meeting the 

specific needs of a particular population.  This design dramatically enhances the cultural 

responsiveness of this music program. DrumPower not only offers an alternative genre for school 

music instruction; the philosophy and pedagogical practice behind Lashley’s curriculum is 

community-centered with specific socioaffective objectives which are specially developed to 

meet student strengths and needs.   

This framework is unique in that it is student-centered as opposed to curriculum-centered.  

Though the innumerable benefits of classical music training have been proven in the studies of 

decades past, the lack of relevancy inherent in classic-exclusive programming limits music 

access to students for whom classical European culture does not align.  DrumPower expands the 
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instrumentation and genre variety available to students, and uses music as a vehicle for 

emotional healing, socialization, academic investment, and affective elevation 

Wired4Music. Wired4Music and is a collective of young musicians who have banded 

together to advocate for equity of resources, multicultural dignity, and harmonious, artistic 

communication among Londoners and international music-makers alike.  The democratic ‘by the 

youth, for the youth’ element of Wired4Music is what sets this program apart from the others 

previously discussed.  Being so well acquainted with their artistic needs in light of preexisting 

deficits, the members of Wired4Music took possession of their own musicianship in an 

empowering and impactful manner.  The Wired4Music manifesto encapsulates five themes: 

opportunity, investment, progression, community, and unity.  Through the implementation of 

these principles, the CD will use this program model to incite a student-driven music curriculum. 

Step Eight: Finding Music Curriculum Standards 

 Finding reputable and applicable music standards was not much of a challenge, thanks to 

the National Association for Music Education (NAfME, 2014) and the National Coalition for 

Core Arts Standards (SEADAE, 2014).  These organizations are a cornerstone in the foundation 

of American music education.  Due to the collaborative nature of the prospective curriculum, the 

developer decided to select the NAfME ensemble standards within the creative processes of 

creating, performing, responding, and connecting as outlined by NCCAS.  These state and 

national music curriculum standards will be modified in response to the varied cultural 

backgrounds of the students, and will align with the Job Corps Career Success Standards.   
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Step Nine:  Meet With Site Director 

 In early May 2016, the CD met with the director of social development at Cassadaga Job 

Corps to negotiate the parameters and objectives of the prospective curriculum. The social 

development director was enthusiastic about the consummation of a music curriculum, because 

music programming was previously unavailable to students attending this center.  In her opinion, 

the greatest needs of the students are development of social skills for the purpose of attaining 

optimal employability upon completion of the Job corps program.  The site liaison encouraged 

the CD to employ creative judgment and artistic freedom throughout development of the 

curriculum in order to best suit students’ needs while addressing the primary objectives relating 

to the Job Corps Career Success Standards.   

The site liaison suggested that the CD develop a short survey to assess student interest 

and musical background.  Furthermore, it was suggested that the CD visit each Job Corps 

classroom accompanied by a student representative to speak about the new curriculum, meet 

students, and administer the suggested survey.  The CD and the social development director 

agreed to schedule classroom visits and survey administration one week before the first music 

session.  The date of the classroom visit was scheduled for 1:00 PM on the second Friday of 

June, and the first music session was scheduled for Tuesday evening at 6:00 PM in the third 

week of June 2016.  Before departing the facility, the social development director led the CD to 

the recreation building, the area where the music sessions would take place.  In this informal 

tour, the CD was able to ascertain the breadth and depth of resources for music-making which 

included but were not limited to: cooperating staff, instruments, availability of technology, size 

and type of space, and time allotted for such programming as determined by the center director.  

It was agreed that music sessions would run for 60-90 minutes, once a week for four months.  
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Various hand percussion instruments, a piano, drum set, and four guitars were shown to be 

available for student use.  Protocol such as student sign-in and facility access were also 

addressed in this meeting with the Job Corps site liaison.  

Step Ten: Obtain Clearance for Regular Entry onto the Job Corp Campus 

 Due to the nature of the Job Corps program and its affiliation with the federal 

government, entry onto the premises requires special clearance.  The CD was required to submit 

to a drug screening, property and vehicle search, and completion of accompanying human 

resources paperwork.  The drug screening and HR paperwork was completed once, on the same 

day.  The drug screening took place off-site at an employee testing facility in Fredonia, New 

York.  Search of the CD’s person and vehicle by security is a regular occurrence upon arrival at 

the Job Corps Center.  Every Tuesday upon arrival at the premises, the CD is screened with a 

metal detector.  The necessary vehicle and personal identification is collected by security, and a 

visitor’s pass for the CD’s vehicle and person is distributed following the regular clearance 

procedures.   

Step Eleven: Compose Survey   

 The CD composed a six-item survey that gathered information about students’ interest, 

background, and perceived skill level in music.  See Table 4 for the list of survey items.  
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Table 4. 

Job Corps Student Interest Survey 

Items 

What is your career specialization? ____________________ 

Do you:  Play an Instrument/  Sing/  Rap  (circle all that apply) 

What instrument(s) do you play? ______________________ 

If yes, how many years have you been making music? 

Would you be interested in participating in a music program at Job Corps? _________________ 

Please circle to indicate your artistic interests: 

Poetry    Dance Beatboxing 

Drumming Rapping Digital Music 

Instrumental Music Chorus Photography 

Instrumental Ensemble Singing Other: __________ 

Visual Art (Painting, Drawing, etc.)   
 

 

A draft of the survey was submitted to the director of social development at Job Corps for 

approval.  After approval, this survey was administered in step ten, when the CD visited 

classrooms at Job Corps to introduce the new music curriculum.    

Step Twelve: Finding a Framework for Social Skills 

 After some Internet research about the Job Corps program, the CD found ten Career 

Success Standards as developed specifically for the Clearfield Job Corps program.  These 

standards are described with more detail in table three above.  The CD incorporated these 

standards into the new music curriculum for the purpose of creating a culturally sustaining 

creative experience for students while simultaneously preparing these pupils to grow socially and 

intellectually to become optimally employable.     
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Step Thirteen: Conduct Informal Student Needs Assessment  

 With the meeting of the Job Corps site director as a guide, the CD conducted a needs 

assessment by distributing and collecting surveys to all Job Corps students during a classroom 

visit on the afternoon of Friday, June 10, 2016.  Accompanied by a student liaison, the CD 

visited each academic classroom to discuss the proposal of a student-centered music program.  

Many students were enthusiastically receptive to the idea.  Though a number of students did not 

choose to complete the distributed survey, 57 respondents participated.  After the initial survey 

was distributed, collected, and analyzed, the developer held an initial ‘focus group’ class to 

discuss students’ specific ideas, needs, and desires for the proposed curriculum.  

Results of survey.  Though over one hundred students were contacted on the classroom 

visit, fifty-seven completed surveys were returned to the CD.  Over three quarters of respondents  

(42) expressed interest in participating in the music program.  Over half of respondents (31) 

reported experience as a musician, with 13 reporting instrumental experience, two with digital 

music experience (DJing or mixing), 11 with experience rapping, and five identifying as 

vocalists.  Of the students reporting experience as a musician, only four claimed to have less than 

one year of experience.  The three most popular genres reported were rap, top 40, and rock.  In 

terms of artistic preferences, students expressed the most interest in rapping, poetry/ song 

writing, instrumental music, and visual art.  The results of the survey are displayed in Figures 1-8 

below.   
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Figure 1. Reported Musical Identities.  Job Corps students’ responses to survey item: “Do you: 

play an instrument/ sing/ rap?” 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Length of Respondents’ Musical Experience.  Responses to Job Corps Student Interest 

Survey item: “…how many years have you been making music?” 
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Figure 3.  Interest in Participating in a Music Program at Job Corps.  Responses to Job Corps 

Student Interest Survey item: “Would you be interested in participating in a music program at 

Job Corps?” 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.  Respondents’ Career Specializations at Cassadaga Job Corps.  Responses to Job Corps 

Student Interest Survey item: “What is your career specialization?” 
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Figure 5.  Reported Instrumental Music Experience.  Participants’ responses to Job Corps 

Student Interest Survey item: “What instrument(s) do you play?” 

 
 

Figure 6.  Respondents’ Preferred Music Genres.  Indicated in a free response item on the Job 

Corps Student Interest Survey. 
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Figure 7.  Respondents’ Artistic Interests as indicated by selected response on the Job Corps 

Student Interest Survey. 

 

Figure 8.  Most Popular Musical Artists.  Data reported by respondents on the Job Corps Student 

Interest Survey. 
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Step Fourteen: Combining NCCAS With Career Success Standards 

 The CD combined the aforementioned music standards as gleaned from NCCAS 

(SEADAE, 2014) and NAfME (2014) as well as the ten Job Corps Career Success Standards to 

suit student needs in a culturally sustaining manner.  The four artistic processes as defined by 

NCCAS organize the standards.  Within the four artistic processes of creating, performing, 

responding, and connecting, the NAfME anchor standards are sorted.  Beneath the anchor 

standards for music, the Job Corps Career Success Standards are distributed in terms of 

relevance within the standards and artistic processes.  Table four displays the arrangement of all 

processes and standards.  

Step Fifteen: Creating a Scope and Sequence   

 Based on the standards defined above as well as student needs, the developer established 

a curriculum framework.  The scope and sequence was created around one five-week unit 

containing 5 lessons (one lesson for each week).  The unit was created around the NCCAS 

creative processes of connecting, creating, performing and responding.  In each of the five 

lessons, music standards relevant to the creative processes align with the Job Corps Career 

Success Standards. Originally, the CD sought to create three five-week units.  However, it was 

ultimately decided that the focus of this project would be student interaction and implementation; 

therefore, one unit was developed and implemented with the participating students.  This unit, 

entitled, “Your Story, Your Song” enabled students to share their stories through music.  As a 

singer/songwriter herself, the CD modeled and scaffolded the songwriting process in the 

preliminary lessons of this unit in the Keys to Learning Curriculum.  See Table 5 for detailed 

arrangement of the curriculum’s scope and sequence.   
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Table 4 

Alignment of NAFME Artistic Processes with NAFME Anchor Standards and Job Corps Career Success Standards. 

NAfME Artistic Processes Creating Performing/ 

Presenting/ 

Producing 

Responding Connecting 

 Students Will    

 

  

NAfME Anchor Standards 

1. Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and 

work. 

2. Organize and develop artistic ideas and work. 

3. Refine and complete artistic work. 

 

4. Select, analyze, 

and interpret 

artistic work for 

presentation. 

5. Develop and 

refine artistic 

techniques and 

work for 

presentation. 

6. Convey 

meaning through 

the presentation of 

artistic work 

7. Perceive and analyze artistic 

work. 

8. Interpret intent and meaning in 

artistic work. 

9. Apply criteria to evaluate artistic work. 

10. Synthesize and relate knowledge and 

personal experiences to make art. 

11. Relate artistic ideas and works with 

societal, cultural and historical context to 

deepen understanding 

 

Job Corps Career Success Standards 

JCCSS. 1. Workplace Relationships and 

Ethics - The student will leave Job Corps with 

the ability to productively interact with co-

workers and deal with problems and situations 

with honesty, integrity and responsibility. 

JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth and Development 

- The student will leave Job 

Corps with the personal skills, attributes and 

behaviors that foster confidence and drive for 

life-long growth. 

 

JCCSS. 4. 

Interpersonal 

Skills - The 

student will leave 

Job Corps with the 

ability to get along 

with others and 

adjust to a variety 

of social and 

professional 

JCCSS. 2. Communications - The 

student will leave Job Corps with 

the ability to listen actively, follow 

directions and communicate with 

others to solve problems and 

accomplish tasks. 

JCCSS. 5. Information 

Management - The student will 

leave Job Corps with the ability to 

interpret and evaluate data, organize 

and maintain information, and use 

 

JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth and 

Development - The student will leave 

Job Corps with the personal skills, 

attributes and behaviors that foster 

confidence and drive for life-long 

growth. 

JCCSS. 6. Multicultural Awareness - 

The student will leave Job Corps valuing 

diversity, practicing cultural sensitivity 

and able to work with people of different 
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JCCSS. 7. Career and Personal Planning - The 

student will leave Job Corps with a personal plan 

that outlines a step-by-step process for entering 

and advancing in a fulfilling career. 

JCCSS. 8. Independent Living - The student 

will leave Job Corps capable of finding, 

managing and utilizing the resources needed to 

maintain employment, satisfy physical and 

emotional needs, and lead a productive life as an 

independent adult. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and Critical 

Thinking - The student will leave Job 

Corps with the ability to think and solve 

problems by seeking different points of view and 

utilizing different resources in their decisions. 

 

 

situations. 

JCCSS. 10. 

Problem Solving 

and Critical 

Thinking - The 

student will leave 

Job 

Corps with the 

ability to think and 

solve problems by 

seeking different 

points of view and 

utilizing different 

resources in their 

decisions. 

 

 

technology to perform work. 

JCCSS. 9. Continuous Learning - 

The student will leave Job Corps 

with the willingness to continually 

learn, grow and assess personal 

strengths and areas of development, 

set learning goals and the ability to 

identify and access learning sources 

and opportunities. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and 

Critical Thinking - The student 

will leave Job 

Corps with the ability to think and 

solve problems by seeking different 

points of view and utilizing different 

resources in their decisions. 

 

 

backgrounds and cultures. 

JCCSS. 8. Independent Living - The 

student will leave Job Corps capable of 

finding, managing and utilizing the 

resources needed to maintain 

employment, satisfy physical and 

emotional needs, and lead a productive 

life as an independent adult. 

JCCSS. 9. Continuous Learning - The 

student will leave Job Corps with the 

willingness to continually learn, grow 

and assess personal strengths and areas of 

development, set learning goals and the 

ability to identify and access learning 

sources and opportunities. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and 

Critical Thinking - The student will 

leave Job Corps with the ability to think 

and solve problems by seeking different 

points of view and utilizing different 

resources in their decisions. 
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Table 5   

Keys to Learning Scope and Sequence 

Weekly 

Lessons 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 

NCCAS 

Artistic 

Process 

Connecting Creating Creating Performing/ Presenting/ 

Producing 

Responding 

     

NCCAS 

Anchor 

Standards 

Synthesize and relate 

knowledge and personal 

experiences to make art. 

Relate artistic ideas and 

works with societal, 

cultural and historical 

context to deepen 

understanding 

Generate and conceptualize 

artistic ideas and work. 

 

Organize and develop artistic 

ideas and work. 

Organize and develop artistic ideas and 

work. 

Refine and complete artistic work. 

Select, analyze, and 

interpret artistic work for 

presentation. 

Develop and refine artistic 

techniques and work for 

presentation. 

Convey meaning through 

the presentation of artistic 

work 

Perceive and analyze 

artistic work. 

 

Interpret intent and 

meaning in artistic work.  

Apply criteria to evaluate 

artistic work 

JCCSS JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth 

and Development - The 

student will leave Job 

Corps with the personal skills, 

attributes and behaviors that 

foster confidence and drive 

for life-long growth. 

JCCSS. 6. Multicultural 

JCCSS. 1. Workplace 

Relationships and Ethics - The 

student will leave Job 

Corps with the ability to 

productively interact with co-

workers and deal with problems and 

situations with honesty, integrity 

and responsibility. 

JCCSS. 1. Workplace Relationships and 

Ethics - The student will leave Job 

Corps with the ability to productively 

interact with co-workers and deal with 

problems and situations with honesty, 

integrity and responsibility. 

JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth and 

Development - The student will leave Job 

JCCSS. 4. Interpersonal 

Skills - The student will leave 

Job Corps with the ability to 

get along with others and 

adjust to a variety of social 

and professional situations. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving 

and Critical Thinking - The 

JCCSS. 2. Communications 

- The student will leave Job 

Corps with the ability to 

listen actively, follow 

directions and communicate 

with others to solve 

problems and accomplish 

tasks. 

JCCSS. 5. Information 
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Awareness - The student will 

leave Job Corps valuing 

diversity, practicing cultural 

sensitivity and able to work 

with people of different 

backgrounds and cultures. 

JCCSS. 8. Independent 

Living - The student will 

leave Job Corps capable of 

finding, managing and 

utilizing the resources needed 

to maintain employment, 

satisfy physical and emotional 

needs, and lead a productive 

life as an independent adult. 

JCCSS. 9. Continuous 

Learning - The student will 

leave Job Corps with the 

willingness to continually 

learn, grow and assess 

personal strengths and areas 

of development, set learning 

goals and the ability to 

identify and access learning 

sources and opportunities. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving 

and Critical Thinking - The 

student will leave Job Corps 

with the ability to think and 

solve problems by seeking 

different points of view and 

utilizing different resources in 

their decisions. 

 

JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth and 

Development - The student will 

leave Job Corps with the personal 

skills, attributes and behaviors that 

foster confidence and drive for life-

long growth. 

JCCSS. 7. Career and Personal 

Planning - The student will leave 

Job Corps with a personal plan that 

outlines a step-by-step process for 

entering and advancing in a 

fulfilling career. 

JCCSS. 8. Independent Living - 

The student will leave Job Corps 

capable of finding, managing and 

utilizing the resources needed to 

maintain employment, satisfy 

physical and emotional needs, and 

lead a productive life as an 

independent adult. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and 

Critical Thinking - The student 

will leave Job Corps with the ability 

to think and solve problems by 

seeking different points of view and 

utilizing different resources in their 

decisions. 

 

Corps with the personal skills, attributes 

and behaviors that foster confidence and 

drive for life-long growth. 

JCCSS. 7. Career and Personal Planning 

- The student will leave Job Corps with a 

personal plan that outlines a step-by-step 

process for entering and advancing in a 

fulfilling career. 

JCCSS. 8. Independent Living - The 

student will leave Job Corps capable of 

finding, managing and utilizing the 

resources needed to maintain employment, 

satisfy physical and emotional needs, and 

lead a productive life as an independent 

adult. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and Critical 

Thinking - The student will leave Job 

Corps with the ability to think and solve 

problems by seeking different points of 

view and utilizing different resources in 

their decisions. 

 

student will leave Job 

Corps with the ability to think 

and solve problems by 

seeking different points of 

view and utilizing different 

resources in their decisions. 

 

Management - The student 

will leave Job Corps with the 

ability to interpret and 

evaluate data, organize and 

maintain information, and 

use technology to perform 

work. 

 

JCCSS. 9. Continuous 

Learning - The student will 

leave Job Corps with the 

willingness to continually 

learn, grow and assess 

personal strengths and areas 

of development, set learning 

goals and the ability to 

identify and access learning 

sources and opportunities. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem 

Solving and Critical 

Thinking - The student will 

leave Job 

Corps with the ability to 

think and solve problems by 

seeking different points of 

view and utilizing different 

resources in their decisions. 
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Step Sixteen: Create Syllabus With Rationale  

 The CD designed a syllabus that includes standards-based rationale to support the design 

of this new music curriculum.  The syllabus outlines the materials, instructional procedures, 

higher order thinking (HOT) questions, and intended artistic products of the Keys to Learning 

Unit, “Your Story, Your Song.”  Additionally, this syllabus outlines the specific manner in which 

each lesson’s activities align with the creative processes, NAfME Anchor Standards, and the Job 

Corps Career Success Standards.  Students’ evaluation is based upon participation, attendance, 

collaborative effort, and authentic originality of their composed musical products.  The complete 

syllabus can be found in appendix A.      

Step Seventeen: Submit Proposed Lesson Plan Format to Thesis Advisor 

 The CD adapted and designed a lesson plan template for KTL based on the TESOL 

lesson plan format established by the department of Language, Learning, and Leadership at the 

State University of New York at Fredonia (Lillie, Mahoney & Boun, 2015).  This lesson plan 

format includes sections for artistically relevant learning objectives.  Following the composition 

of this lesson plan format, a copy was submitted to the CD’s thesis advisor for approval.  Please 

see the lesson format in Appendix B.     

Step Eighteen: Create Five Lesson Plans  

 The CD created five lesson plans using the lesson plan format as approved by the thesis 

advisor, and aligned these lessons to the established scope and sequence of the newly designed 

curriculum.  Lesson construction was dependent upon the weekly sessions at Job Corps.  Before 

the set curriculum was composed, the CD conducted free-form music sessions with Job Corps 

students.  Based on students’ interests and abilities, the CD was able to construct lesson plans 
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that aligned with the aforementioned factors, thereby maximizing relevance of the pedagogical 

design.     

Step Nineteen: Conduct Classes 

 The developer held music classes based on the standards, scope and sequence, syllabus, 

and lesson plans mentioned above, tailoring each procedure to student needs.  Due to wide 

varieties in numbers of attendees from one session to the next, the CD was challenged to 

implement the session plans in some unique and unforeseen ways.  The CD found that the most 

productive sessions occurred with a smaller number of attendees.  It was in these smaller groups 

that students were able to tell their stories and collaborate in the most authentic and stress-free 

manner.  In the larger group settings, an interesting manner of collaboration occurred.  Jam 

sessions evolved into rap battles and large groups of singers were able to harmonize with one 

another, providing a backdrop for some of the most insightful and raw poetry the CD had ever 

encountered.  It was also in these large groups that the CD was able to introduce a fundamental 

principle of music and life: listening first.  In contrast to natural instinct, successful music-

making in a large ensemble setting requires intent listening and restrained instrumentation 

outside of one’s solo allotment.  This was a foreign concept to most students at first, however, 

toward the end of the unit’s implementation, most of these musicians had mastered this vital 

skill, and this progression in mastery is evident in the sessions’ recordings, which can be found 

in the CD’s TESOL Portfolio at the following website: http://doug7328.wixsite.com/keys-to-

learning 
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Step Twenty:  Finalize Curriculum 

 The CD modified and amended aspects of the curriculum as needed based on assessment 

of student growth and achievement of intended learning outcomes.  As will be discussed in the 

reflections below, the curriculum was finalized in response to student interests, abilities, and 

attendance.  Every session differed greatly in regard to student attendance and creative energy.  

Therefore, the developed curriculum lessons served as a general outline for implementation of 

the creative processes in the music composition process. Creativity cannot be forced.  Physical, 

emotional, and social factors weigh heavily on the type of creative productivity in each session.  

In the proceeding discussion, the CD has elaborated on her intentions to design units, 

differentiated based on group size as well as creative abilities energy of attendees. Furthermore, 

the CD will differentiate future units based on student interests and resource availability, so that 

the KTL curriculum can be implemented in a wider variety of institutions as well as at other Job 

Corps Centers.       

Step Twenty-One: Student Performance 

 Student participants in the development of this curriculum will record their original 

musical works to be distributed to their peers, community members, and supporters from the 

TESOL department at the State University of New York at Fredonia.  Originally, the CD had 

hoped to facilitate a live performance of students’ works.  However, students at Job Corps come 

and leave frequently due to open enrollment, as well as other factors which are discussed in the 

discussion section below 

 .  Furthermore, very few students attended consistently from week to week due to a wide variety 

of reasons.  The nature of students’ attendance stood as a formidable barrier to the rehearsal and 
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execution a live performance.  Thus, in order to capture students’ musical products and 

disseminate these works, it was decided that recordings would serve as the performance.  Nearly 

all sessions of the unit were recorded for curriculum development purposes.   

The CD sought to record students’ discussions throughout all four of the creative 

processes in order to accurately compose corresponding reflections.  An added benefit of these 

recordings was that students were able to listen back to their compositions.  Listening critically is 

an essential aspect of effective songwriting.  Recordings were also played for students to 

promote a positive affect and camaraderie.  The accomplishment of creating music is made 

tangible when a musician has the ability to listen back to his or her product.  Many discussions 

ensued as the recordings were examined, and in this practice, students were able to shape and 

refine their works.   

Step Twenty-Two: Disseminate Curriculum 

 To conclude the preliminary curriculum development process, the CD will disseminate 

this curriculum project in its entirety for the fulfillment of the requirements of her Master’s 

Degree in TESOL.  Session recordings will be posted with commentary at the following web 

address: http://doug7328.wixsite.com/keys-to-learning 
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Results 

 The following section contains the culturally relevant music curriculum, Keys To 

Learning.  Available in this section are the five lesson plans that comprise the first unit of this 

curriculum, entitled, “Your Story, Your Song”.  In this first unit of the KTL curriculum, students 

had the opportunity to tell their stories through the writing and performing of original musical 

compositions.  This five-week process began with group and individual reflection of students’ 

musical interests, and how these interests reflected their cultural and artistic identities.  

Following this reflection process, the instructor modeled aspects of musicianship and facilitated 

the process of music composition through the development of lyrics and the execution of various 

musical techniques.  Students first wrote their individual stories in a poem, song, or rap.  These 

musicians then worked cooperatively and individually, composing music to tell each story.  With 

the assistance of the CD as facilitator, students learned to utilize various musical elements 

(tempo, key, time, instrumentation, dynamics, and literary lyric technique) to effectively convey 

messages in their compositions.   At the end of this five-week unit, students recorded their 

original works. 

 Following each lesson plan, a reflection has been inserted.  These reflections elaborate on 

the process, interaction, successes, and challenges of each lesson’s implementation.  The CD 

used narrative and synopsis format to deliver the reflections.  As is a typical reality of teaching, 

the original lesson plan design did not often align with what actually occurred in the sessions.  

Due to the transient and ever-changing nature of the Job Corps population, the CD found that she 

was unable to plan for any set number of attendees.  In one session, nearly 30 attendees were 

present, and in the next, three students attended.  Furthermore, because of Job Corps’ rolling 

admission process, new students are constantly being admitted into the program.  In order to 
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align the curriculum design with that of the Job Corps program, the CD allowed new students to 

join the KTL program until the final two sessions of the “Your Story, Your Song” unit.  

Interestingly, attendance factors fit naturally with the design of the program.  In the beginning of 

the unit when music sharing and the foundational concepts of musicianship were explored, a 

large number of attendees participated.  However, as the song writing process progressed and 

collaborative storytelling became more intimate, the number of students declined; which at first 

discouraged the CD.  Nevertheless, the smaller group of participants in succeeding sessions 

yielded profound conversations and opportunity for highly technical musicianship instruction.  It 

was in these small groups settings that the best storytelling and most productive song writing 

occurred.   

In contrast, music-making within a large ensemble entails some very specific challenges.  

The instinct of musician in a large ensemble is to play as loud as he or she can in hopes of being 

heard.  However, as explained in these succeeding reflections, the louder a musician plays in a 

large ensemble, the less likely he or she is to hear other members, and therefore, the entire group 

can get out of sync quickly, yielding a chaotic and frustrating ruckus.  In session one, the CD 

became acutely aware of the challenges involved in facilitating collaboration in a large group 

ensemble.  These challenges gave students an opportunity to problem solve creatively and 

explore the paradoxical virtue of listening to be heard.  This crucial principle is illuminated with 

formidable detail in the reflection following session one.        

 In facilitating various sessions with both large and small groups of attendees, the CD 

discovered that the “Your Story, Your Song” unit of the KTL curriculum is best suited for 

smaller groups; ideally, ten or fewer.  In fact, some sessions with just one or two students proved 

to be the most rewarding and productive for all parties involved. An intimate setting with a small 
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number of participants provided students with in-depth, one-on-one guidance from the CD.  In 

future development of other KTL curriculum units, a design for large group settings will be 

established.  It was discovered that groups with ten or more participants require well-developed 

structure and pre-established roles assigned to each participant.  Therefore, the design and 

structure of a large group session must be developed ahead of time to meet the needs of a variety 

of students with a plethora of different needs and abilities.  Due to the laidback nature of this 

curriculum’s initial development, large group music-making was very chaotic.  The students 

needed structure and more precise direction.  Therefore, in response to this discovery, it was the 

goal of the CD to differentiate instruction according to group size.  Furthermore, future 

development of the curriculum in other units will be designed with ensemble size as a major 

factor.  Nevertheless, the CD’s flexible approach to curriculum implementation paired with 

participants’ unbridled enthusiasm for music making yielded unforgettable results, a truth which 

cannot be denied once the content, recordings, and reflections of this culturally relevant music 

curriculum have been investigated.     
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Keys to Learning Lesson Plan 

 Session One 

Unit: Your Story, Your Song 

 

In this lesson, students will become acquainted with the various elements of music and how they are utilized to tell stories.  Students will listen and 

connect to preexisting compositions.  The instructor will facilitate a discussion about style, story, culture, and identity as revealed through musical 

expression.   

Ages: 16-24 Student Backgrounds:   

 

Ethnicities: European-American, African-American, Haitian, El 

Salvadorian, Puerto Rican 

 

Languages: English, Spanish, Haitian Creole 

NAfME Creative Process: Connecting 

 

NAfME Anchor Standards:  

Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make art. 

Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural and historical context to deepen understanding 

  

Job Corps Career Success Standards: 

JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth and Development - The student will leave Job Corps with the personal skills, attributes and behaviors that foster 

confidence and drive for life-long growth. 

JCCSS. 6. Multicultural Awareness - The student will leave Job Corps valuing diversity, practicing cultural sensitivity and able to work with 

people of different backgrounds and cultures. 
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JCCSS. 8. Independent Living - The student will leave Job Corps capable of finding, managing and utilizing the resources needed to maintain 

employment, satisfy physical and emotional needs, and lead a productive life as an independent adult. 

 

JCCSS. 9. Continuous Learning - The student will leave Job Corps with the willingness to continually learn, grow and assess personal strengths 

and areas of development, set learning goals and the ability to identify and access learning sources and opportunities. 

 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and Critical Thinking - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to think and solve problems by seeking 

different points of view and utilizing different resources in their decisions. 

MNTA Essential Musicianship Skills 

 

MTNA.5. Ability to work creatively-improvise, compose, 

harmonize and play by ear 

 

MTNA.7. Ability to respond to the interpretive elements of 

the composition to express the emotional character of the 

music 

 

MTNA.8. Ability to conceptualize and transfer musical ideas 

 

 

Resources/ Materials:    

Paper 

Writing utensils 

Speakers 

Adapter cord to connect phones/ iPods to speakers 

Various Instruments 

 

HOTS:  

1. How does a musician use music to send a message or 

tell his or her story? 

Cultural Connections:  How can lesson be linked to examples from home 

language & culture? 

Students will share their home language and culture, as expressed through their 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

70 

2. What elements create feeling in music (key selection, 

rhythm, tempo, dynamics, lyrics, etc.) 

3. Are words necessary to tell a story with music? 

4. What do your favorite songs, artists, and genres say 

about your identity? 

5. What word summarizes the message of your favorite 

song? 

6. How does the message of your favorite song relate to 

the story of your life? 

 

 

 

song selection.  Using the words that students chose to describe each of their 

songs, students will make connections between the artists’ messages and how 

these themes relate to their personal stories.  

 

Instructional Procedures (TW/SW):  

 

1. Students will come to class with recordings of 

their top three favorite songs.  Before the 

songs are played and shared, the students will 

think of one word that summarizes the main 

idea of each of their songs, and write these 

words on a sheet of paper. 

Modifying for Different 

Artistic Abilities: 

All students, regardless of 

musical ability will be able to 

fully participate in the sharing 

and connecting of their favorite 

songs. 

Use of Prior Knowledge/ 

Home Culture 

The use of students’ prior 

knowledge and home 

culture is inherent in the 

process of reflecting on 

their favorite songs.   

Assessment:  

The instructor will gain an 

understanding of students’ 

artistic persuasions and 

identities in the choice of 

their favorite songs and the 

words that summarize each 

selection. 

2. Students will share their favorite songs by 

playing the selected recordings. 

 

 

All students, regardless of 

musical ability will be able to 

fully participate in the sharing 

and connecting of their favorite 

songs. 

The use of students’ prior 

knowledge and home 

culture is inherent in the 

process of sharing of their 

favorite songs.   

The instructor will gain an 

understanding of students’ 

artistic persuasions and 

identities in the sharing of 

their favorite songs. 
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3. As the songs are shared, the instructor will 

facilitate a conversation about how each of the 

elements in music can be used to elicit 

thoughts, emotions, and images; and how 

these elicited experiences send a message 

about the artist’s identity.  Further reflection 

will reveal how the listener’s response to 

music (aversion or interest) connects to his or 

her own life and identity. 

 

All students, regardless of 

musical ability will be able to 

fully participate in the sharing 

and connecting of their favorite 

songs. 

 

Students will have the 

opportunity to make 

connections between their 

own life stories and how 

these connect to their 

perspectives, attractions, 

and aversions as listeners. 

 

 

 

The instructor will gain an 

understanding of students’ 

perspectives as listeners as 

well as their personal artistic 

identities in this reflection. 

4. Students will refer back to the words they 

chose to describe each of their songs.  The 

instructor will prompt students to reflect on 

how these words relate to their own story and 

experience.  Students will then have 15 

minutes to write a poem, rap, or short story 

outline about their own life using these three 

words as a guide/ theme.   

 

All students, regardless of 

musical ability will be able to 

fully participate in the writing 

of reflective poetry.  The 

instructor will float among 

students to assist in the writing 

process, and provide strategies 

for overcoming creative blocks. 

This step will allow 

students to reflect upon 

and use their prior 

knowledge and home 

culture in a creative 

manner. 

The instructor will gain an 

understanding of students’ 

prior knowledge and cultural 

backgrounds as well as their 

personal artistic identities in 

the writing process. 

5. Students will reconvene.  Using the mandolin, 

the instructor will play an original song that 

tells a story about her life.  This sharing will 

serve as an exemplar of the song writing 

process.  As students feel comfortable, they 

will share their writings and ideas with the 

class. 

 

All students, regardless of 

musical ability will be able to 

fully participate in the sharing 

and connecting of their poems. 

This step will allow 

students to expose their 

stories, experiences, and 

cultural identities in an 

artistic manner.   

The instructor will gain an 

understanding of students’ 

prior knowledge and cultural 

backgrounds as well as their 

personal artistic identities in 

the sharing process. 
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6. Using the violin, the instructor will play short 

excerpts of music.  Students will provide a 

word, or in some cases, a short story that 

explains the feeling and message of the music.   

All students, regardless of 

musical ability will be able to 

fully participate in the sharing 

of their words in response to the 

instructor’s music. 

Students will use prior 

knowledge to invent a 

story or one-word 

response to the instructor’s 

song. 

The instructor will gain an 

understanding of how 

students’ prior knowledge 

and cultural backgrounds 

flavor their perspectives.  

7. Students will each choose an instrument to 

play for our jam session (voice, percussion, 

guitar, bass, violin, etc.).  The instructor will 

play a simple chord progression on the piano 

as the basis for the jam.  After students have 

the chord progression, tempo, and rhythm in 

their ears, the instructor will call out various 

adjectives and the students will play their 

instruments in a manner that exemplifies the 

feeling or image of the selected description.  

Students with limited 

experience playing music will 

play percussion instruments.  

The instructor will facilitate an 

introductory practice of keeping 

the tempo with percussion.  

Students will practice this skill 

in the jam. 

Students will employ 

cultural backgrounds and 

prior musical knowledge 

in this jam. 

Based on the instruments 

students choose and their 

approach to the jam, the 

instructor will gain an 

understanding of students’ 

abilities and prior musical 

knowledge. 

 

Wrap – Up: Students will have free time in the music room to experiment with instruments, exchange ideas and techniques with their peers, and 

consult with the instructor for further guidance in the song writing process.  Students will be instructed to continue working on their song ideas in 

preparation for further composition and collaboration of their musical works in session two. 
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Session One Reflection 

On the first session of the KTL “Your Story, Your Song” unit, 25 students attended.   The 

CD intended to begin the class with a sharing of students’ favorite songs.  However, the 

attendees seemed quite energetic and eager to play the instruments that were set up in the 

Cassadaga Job Corps gymnatorium.  Due to the participants’ disposition, and fearing that 25 

undirected young people would soon overrun the outnumbered instructor, the CD seized the 

nearest hand drum and advised all students to form a large circle.  Students were instructed to 

choose an instrument, or use their voices to speak in a round-robin-style musical conversation.  

The instructor began the “conversation” with a simple syncopated hip-hop beat in 4/4 time: 

♩ ♪♩ ♪♪.  Starting at the instructor’s left and continuing around the circle, students were given the 

freedom to “speak” as little or as much as they desired.  When an individual’s solo was finished, 

he or she was to make eye contact with the person to the left, signifying that the solo was 

complete.  At this time, the CD took the opportunity to highlight the importance of nonverbal 

cues in music.  Eye contact, body language, and a well-developed willingness to listen were 

emphasized as essential in cohesive, fulfilling, and successful ensemble-style music-making.   

 The jam session began with the full, resounding tones of the CD’s djembe.  Before solos 

occurred, the CD instructed students to join in the rhythm with their hands, feet, or instruments.  

Some of the more rhythmically inclined students quickly joined in.  After the initial participants 

joined, the rest of the group began to clang their cymbals and bang their boom whackers.  It 

didn’t take long for the beat to evolve into deafening chaos.  Some members of the group began 

to speed up the tempo, while others were playing their instruments so loud, they could not hear 

the CD’s steady beat, let alone the sound of their neighbor’s rhythm.  It took approximately 90 

seconds to pause the ruckus.  This is when the CD took another opportunity to emphasize the 
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most important standard of ensemble music, as well as an imperative principle of life:  “Seek 

first to understand, then to be understood” (Covey, 2012).   

 “I know this goes against natural instinct; if you can’t hear yourself, don’t play louder.  In 

an ensemble, it is your goal to hear the musician next to you as well as the one across from you.  

If you can’t hear your ensemble mates, you are playing too loud.  The difference between 

ensemble music and chaos is listening.  In an ensemble, it is imperative that you strive to play in 

sync with the other musicians.  There is no independence here.  We have to rely on one another.  

You must listen to your neighbor, because someone else is listening to you.  If one person is off, 

it starts a domino effect, and the wheels fall off the bus.”  The CD instructed all students to lay 

down their instruments.  

 “I want you all to walk to the beat I am playing.”   

The CD began by playing a steady quarter note beat in a moderate 4/4 time.  As students 

began to walk to the steady beat, the tempo was gradually increased.  The CD reminded students 

to listen closely to the hand drum.  The exercise was paused when it was clear that students were 

stepping in time with the beat.  Then, the CD returned to the original hip-hop rhythm.  Students 

began stomping, clapping, and snapping in time with the beat.  Periodically, the CD called out 

for students to “listen!”  When the CD had determined that the students were in sync with the 

hand drum, all participants returned to the circle to once again begin the musical conversation.   

The time spent establishing the foundations of ensemble music was well worth it.  In 

general, the group maintained rhythm consistently.  Students’ solos opened doors of intrigue, 

beauty, timidity, talent, and unparalleled authenticity; the likes of which the CD had not 

previously encountered.  The rappers were most impressive.  The spontaneity of these artists 

spurred a rap battle in the midst of the “conversation”.  Much to the CD’s delight, the rappers 
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responded to and retorted one another with superior wit, and a surprising sparseness of 

expletives.  The session frequently erupted into peals of laughter, punctuations of listeners’ 

comments, and crescendos of  “ooohhh!” 

When some of the singers had had enough of the rappers stealing their spotlight, they 

began to jump in with soulful renditions of songs by Lauryn Hill, Ciara, Beyonce, and Adele.  

The personalities of these singers are as varied as their vocal approaches.  One student in 

particular stared at the CD in fear when her neighbor to the right signaled that it was her turn to 

sing.  The beat continued for about a minute, until she mustered the courage to open her mouth 

and sing.  When she finally did, what came out was strong and powerful, yet soft and sweet.  As 

soon as her solo was finished, she briskly walked off the stage and went to sit in a far corner of 

the gymnasium.  She sat in the corner until the jam was finished.  Unfortunately, this student 

slipped out the door before the CD had a chance to speak with this student.  The CD hopes that 

this student will return in future sessions, not only because of her vocal talent, but also because 

the KTL music curriculum was designed specifically for students like this young woman: 

musically inclined young people who have a story to tell, and hearts that need healing. 

The jam session as described above took up nearly all of the allotted session time.  

However, because the CD has limited time to implement the complete “Your Story, Your Song” 

unit, the CD decided to lengthen the session so that progress in song creation could commence.  

Students were instructed to obtain a piece of paper and a writing utensil from a table in the 

corner of the gymnatorium.  Originally, the CD had planned to have students share and describe 

their favorite songs for the purpose of illustrating the connection between the music one listens 

to and identity.  After students’ favorite music had been analyzed, the CD intended to assist 

students in using the elements employed in their favorite songs to tell each student’s personal 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

76 

story.  However, because of limited time, the CD told students to write three words on their 

sheets of paper.   

“For the first, choose one word to describe your favorite song.”  The instructor allowed 

students approximately 60 seconds to think and write. 

“For the second, choose one word that best describes yourself.”  Again, students were 

given time to think and write. 

“For the third, choose one word that describes your story.  For example, I have lived a 

life of extreme contrasts.  Some of the choices I have made have been very good, and my seasons 

of triumph have been wonderful.  However, I have also made some choices that have really 

haunted me.  The times of fear, loneliness, and hurt that I have walked through have really 

seemed terrible.  So, the word I would choose to describe my story is: Paradox.” 

“Miss, what’s that mean?  What’s paradox?”  The room erupted into a buzz of perplexity 

and curiosity. 

“Somebody look it up.”  Students pulled out their phones and Googled this new word.  

“It means like, oxymoron.  Kinda like two extremes rolled into one.” 

“Exactly.  It’s like two opposites existing together.  So… what word describes your 

story?” 

“Miss, what do you mean by story?”   

“What I mean by story is just that: your story, the story of your life.  Where did you come 

from?  How did you get here?”   

Most students nodded with understanding.  After a few minutes, when it was clear that 

participants were finished writing their three words, they were instructed to count off by fives.  

Students got into groups based on their corresponding numbers (ones with ones, twos with twos, 
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etc.)  Groups were given five minutes to share out their words, one minute for each member.  In 

this sharing out, students were given the opportunity to exchange ideas and briefly explain their 

thinking processes.  It was soon discovered that five minutes was not enough, so the session was 

extended to ten minutes.  The CD mingled among the groups and discovered that students had a 

lot to say about their favorite music as well as their stories.   

At this point, it was nearly eight o’clock and some basketball players were eager to 

finally use the gym. 

“I want you all to think about your three words this week.  Listen to your favorite songs, 

and ask yourself:  how is the story in this song similar or different to my own?  How do I want to 

tell my own story through music?  Think critically about the music you listen to, and ask yourself 

these questions, because you will be using the answers to create your own songs next week. 

The talent displayed by the participants in this first session was amazing.  When bridled 

by the direction of foundational musical principles, the students were able to illuminate profound 

expressions of themselves in an ensemble setting.  At first, establishing a foundation of 

cooperative music-making was a challenge for the CD.  Some students wanted to keep the 

spotlight for themselves, while still others appeared terrified at the notion of artistic vulnerability 

in such a large group setting.  Attempting to strike a balance among the various talents and 

personalities among the participants in this group will be a primary goal of the CD in future 

implementation of the KTL curriculum.  The CD intends to promote this balance by establishing 

a more concrete routine in the music sessions, while allowing students the opportunity to express 

themselves in both small and large group settings.  Furthermore, the CD will prompt students to 

engage in personal reflection; imploring participants to analyze the music they love listening to, 

and the music they will be making.  The CD will lead participants on a journey of using their 
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personal reflections to design, create, and perform musical products that best express the 

identities, ideas, and stories of the participating musicians.    

The CD had planned to begin the unit with a practice in theoretical foundations by 

listening to and analyzing music.  However, the participants clearly wanted to play music.  This 

disparity between the CD’s plans and the disposition of participants at first troubled the CD.  

Nevertheless, the jam session and the short reflection session gave the CD a much more 

comprehensive view of participants’ interests, personal musical flair, needs, and abilities.  In the 

next session the CD will aim to balance small and large group sessions with a greater emphasis 

on hands-on music making in order to illuminate the theoretical frameworks that the CD intends 

to use in the process of guiding students on a journey of sharing their stories through the medium 

of music.  
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Keys to Learning Lesson Plan 

 Session Two 

Unit: Your Story, Your Song 

 

In this lesson, students will utilize the cooperative music-making skills obtained in session one to begin writing their own songs.  The instructor 

will facilitate an exploration of the affective powers inherent within the various musical elements such as tempo, time, key, and dynamics.  

Students will then use this musical palette at their discretion for the purpose of telling their stories through original compositions.     

Ages: 16-24 Student Backgrounds:   

Ethnicities: European-American, African-American, Haitian, El Salvadorian, Puerto 

Rican 

Languages: English, Spanish, Haitian Creole 

 

NAfME Creative Process: Creating 

 

NAfME Anchor Standards:  

Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work. 

Organize and develop artistic ideas and work. 

Job Corps Career Success Standards: 

JCCSS. 1. Workplace Relationships and Ethics - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to productively interact with co-workers and 

deal with problems and situations with honesty, integrity and responsibility. 

JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth and Development - The student will leave Job Corps with the personal skills, attributes and behaviors that foster 

confidence and drive for life-long growth. 

JCCSS. 7. Career and Personal Planning - The student will leave Job Corps with a personal plan that outlines a step-by-step process for entering 

and advancing in a fulfilling career. 

JCCSS. 8. Independent Living - The student will leave Job Corps capable of finding, managing and utilizing the resources needed to maintain 

employment, satisfy physical and emotional needs, and lead a productive life as an independent adult. 
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JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and Critical Thinking - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to think and solve problems by seeking 

different points of view and utilizing different resources in their decisions. 

Key Musicianship Skills 

MTNA.1. Ability to internalize basic rhythms and pulse 

MTNA.3. Ability to perform with physical ease and technical 

  efficiency 

MTNA. 5. Ability to work creatively-improvise, compose, 

harmonize and play by ear 

MTNA.6. Ability to understand basic elements of theory, form 

harmony, etc. 

MTNA.7. Ability to respond to the interpretive elements of the 

composition to express the emotional character of the music 

MTNA.8. Ability to conceptualize and transfer musical ideas 

MTNA.9. Ability to work independently and to problem-solve 

MTNA.10. Ability to perform comfortably individually and 

with others in a variety of settings 

 

Resources/ Materials:    

Paper/ Writing Utensils 

Mandolin 

Violin 

Piano 

Guitars 

Assortment of percussion instruments 

Recording device (instructor used MacBook with Garage band app) 

 

HOTS:  

1. How can the elements of music (key selection, 

rhythm, harmony, tempo, melody, etc.) be used to tell 

your story in a highly impactful way? 

2. What strategies are best used in collaborating with 

other musicians to create original music? 

3. When words fail, what other ways can be used to 

express your ideas? 

4. How can the timbre and sound of each available 

instrument be used to communicate a message or idea? 

Cultural Connections:  How can lesson be linked to examples from home 

language & culture? 

Students will use the stories of their lives to write original musical compositions.  

Therefore, their home language and cultures will be the fulcrum upon which this 

creative process is fixed. 
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Instructional Procedures (TW/SW):  

 

1. Students will choose an instrument to 

play for our warm-up jam session.  The 

instructor will play a minor chord in a 

moderate tempo; time signature 4/4.  

Students will listen to the progression 

to determine the tempo, time signature, 

and key of this progression.  

 

 

Modifying for Different Artistic Abilities: 

Students with limited experience playing music will 

play percussion instruments, or will use their vocal 

skills.  The instructor will facilitate an introductory 

practice of keeping the tempo with percussion.  

Students will practice this skill in the jam.  Students 

with more advanced abilities will have the 

opportunity to improvise and compose spontaneously 

on their instruments of choice.  

Use of Prior Knowledge/ Home 

Culture: 

Students will have the opportunity to 

express their home cultures and prior 

knowledge in the instruments they 

choose for this jam session.   

 

2. Students with percussion instruments 

will begin playing their instruments by 

keeping tempo in unison to the chord 

progression.  Half of the percussion 

players will play quarter notes on beats 

1 and 3, and the other half will play on 

beats 2 and 4. 

 

Beginner students will have the opportunity to 

practice maintaining a steady beat to a chord 

progression.  In unison, the entire class will become 

acquainted with the practice of keeping a steady beat 

while maintaining one tempo.  Advanced students 

will have the opportunity to model improvisation 

over this beat with their instruments of choice. 

 

The instructor will gain an 

understanding of students’ prior musical 

knowledge in the practice of keeping 

tempo.  

 

3. Once the tempo and time have been 

established, a student will volunteer a 

short stanza or line from the writing he 

or she had completed in session one.  

Using the volunteered words, the 

melody instruments will collaborate to 

develop a simple tune in which to set 

these words. 

 

Students with limited experience playing music will 

have the opportunity to observe the impromptu 

writing process, as more advanced students will be 

able to employ their skills as rappers, singers, and 

poets while modeling this process for the beginners.  

The instructor will serve as a facilitator in this 

process, highlighting various aspects of the creative 

process.  

 

In this step students will be able to 

share their stories, experiences, and 

cultural identities in an artistic manner.  

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 
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4. The percussion instruments and 

melody will practice their new creation 

with the piano chords as a backdrop. 

 

Students with limited experience playing music will 

play percussion instruments, or will use their vocal 

skills.  The instructor will facilitate an introductory 

practice of keeping the tempo with percussion.  

Students will practice this skill in the jam.  Students 

with more advanced abilities will have the 

opportunity to improvise and compose spontaneously 

on their instruments of choice. 

 

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

 

5. Once the basic elements of this jam 

have been established, all musicians 

will join in.  The instructor will 

encourage each musician to take turns 

improvising. 

 

Students with limited experience playing music will 

play percussion instruments, or will use their vocal 

skills. Beginning students will practice the skill of 

keeping tempo in the jam.  Students with more 

advanced abilities will have the opportunity to 

improvise and compose spontaneously on their 

instruments of choice.  

 

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

 

6. The instructor will call out various 

adjectives (blue, angry, free, sleepy, 

etc.) and the musicians will play their 

parts in a way that exemplifies the 

adjective in question.  

 

Students with limited experience playing music will 

play percussion instruments, or will use their vocal 

skills. Beginning students will practice the skill of 

keeping tempo in the jam.  Students with more 

advanced abilities will have the opportunity to 

improvise and compose spontaneously on their 

instruments of choice.  

 

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 
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7. Now that the processes of song writing 

and musical collaboration have been 

established, students will get into 

groups and share their writing from 

session one.  In collaboration, students 

will begin setting their written works 

from session one to chords, melodies, 

and rhythms.  The instructor will 

continue to facilitate this process by 

consulting with each group of students.  

 

 

All students, regardless of musical ability will be 

able to fully participate in the sharing of their new 

compositions.  Advanced students will assist in the 

composition process of students at the beginning 

level.  The instructor will serve as a facilitator among 

the groups in this sharing process. 

 

In this step students will be able to 

share their stories, experiences, and 

cultural identities in an artistic manner.  

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

 

8. The instructor will record students’ music 

so far in order to save these ideas for 

continued work in session three.   

 

All students, regardless of musical ability will be 

able to fully participate in the sharing of their new 

compositions.  Advanced students will assist in the 

composition process of students at the beginning 

level.  The instructor will serve as a facilitator among 

the groups in this sharing process. 

 

 

In this step students will be able to 

share their stories, experiences, and 

cultural identities in an artistic manner.  

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

Wrap – Up: Groups will share their songs.  Students will give feedback to one another, as the instructor facilitates.  When official class time is 

over, students will have access to the music room to continue work on their music. 
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Session Two Reflection 

 

Because the playing of students’ favorite songs were not shared in the previous session, 

the CD decided to start the second session with a sharing of students’ favorite songs.  The CD 

instructed students to refer to their three words from session one.  These words describe 

students’: favorite song, identity, and story (see the first session’s reflection for specifics and 

context).  The number of students present in this session was 19.  Due to this large number of 

students, and the limit in available time, the CD prompted five student volunteers to share their 

favorite songs.  The songs shared were: “Dance With the Devil” by Immortal Technique, 

“Young and Beautiful” by Lana Del Rey, “I Can’t Help Falling in Love” by Elvis, “House of the 

Rising Sun” by The Animals, and “Rosa Parks” by Outkast.  After each song, the student 

volunteers who shared their songs talked about the words they chose to describe their favorite 

songs.   Following the sharing of their songs and the accompanying words, the CD led the 

students in analyzing the musical elements that were used by the artists to convey their messages.   

Later, the elements discovered in the songs listened to will be used in our music-making process. 

 As common with most songs, lyrics are the principle elements that convey an artist’s 

message.  The song shared with the most cutting lyrics was Immortal Technique’s “Dance With 

The Devil”.  Students reacted strongly to the sharing of this song.  Many expressed common 

experiences with the subject of this song; which is the story of a young man’s quest for the 

illusion of financial security and social prestige that comes with gang life.  This song tells the 

story of the terrifying consequences that are entailed in the sacrificing of morals and integrity in 

the name of gang acceptance and financial gain.  Though the CD had heard this song before, 

listening to it with these students was especially difficult.  The subject matter and language of 

this song are certainly not for the faint of heart.  At certain parts of the listening session, the CD 
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contemplated turning the song off; however, the listening session continued for a few reasons.  

First, this song perfectly exemplifies the foundational principles inherent in music’s affective 

powers, making this song an excellent illustration of music analysis for the purposes of future 

songwriting.  Not only are the lyrics of this song profoundly impactful, the use of Francis Lai’s 

theme from “Love Story” exemplifies Immortal Technique’s seamless execution of multiple-

genre fusion.  Additionally, the key changes throughout this story-song promote a feeling of 

progressing intensity within the listener.  The CD also decided to allow this song to play as a 

way of sending an important message to these young musicians.  Authenticity is one of the most 

important aspects of any artwork.  Any and all paradigms of the artist’s reality are valid; from the 

grotesque to the triumphant, the creator or the consumer should deem no aspect of one’s story 

inadequate or invalid.   

 The practice of listening and analysis continued for well over half of the session.  

Students revealed some profound insight into how their favorite songs connect to their personal 

identities.  Many students spoke of their attempt to prove themselves in the “hardness” of the 

music they profess to listen to.  In a deeper discussion about this, students exposed the parallels 

between gang allegiance and the artists they listen to.  Though no students confessed to gang 

allegiance, they spoke at length about that aspect of life in their hometown neighborhoods.   

 Students also spoke about the influence of their parents and family members in their 

selection of music.  In this way, students’ music selection and cultural identities collide in an 

inextricable way.  As the discussion progressed, the inseparable aspects of music selection, 

identity, and story became more apparent; not only for the students, but for the CD as well.  

 Following the listening, analysis, and discussion, a KTL jam session commenced.  The 

CD implored students to think about and apply the musical elements discussed in our analyses.  
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It was in this part of the session that the corresponding lesson plan was actually put into practice.  

Similar to last session’s music-making, students chose a preferred instrument and got into a 

circle.  The CD began this jam session at the piano with a simple four-chord progression in a 

minor key.  When asked about the words students would use to describe this progression, several 

possibilities were presented: “sad, depressed, thoughtful, melancholy.”  The CD then sped up the 

progression.  “Complex, hopeful, anxious, angry,” and “tense” were some of the words used to 

describe this progression at a faster tempo.  A short discussion ensued about the affective impact 

of key and tempo in music.  Students were instructed to start the jam by keeping a steady beat to 

the CD’s chord progression with their instruments.  The CD called out a variety of adjectives and 

students were to respond accordingly using various musical elements while keeping the rhythm.   

Once this practice was mastered, the CD allowed students to take turns jamming around a 

circle.   Each soloist chose an adjective and played their instrument, rapped, or sang in that 

affective light.  Many students chose to play the adjectives they used to describe themselves in 

the practice from session one.  The CD one again reminded students to consider the various 

elements in music that help to best illustrate affect.  Students used some unusual and highly 

effective techniques to achieve their desired affect.  Some students experimented by playing their 

instruments with pencils, or experimenting with rhythm, tempo, and vocal technique.  This 

practice was exciting, spontaneous, and incredibly unifying.   

Following our jam session, the CD advised musicians to begin writing the lyrics or the 

message behind their new, original compositions.  With ten minutes left in the session, students 

began writing alone, in pairs, and in groups.  The CD made herself available to the musicians by 

mingling amongst them and offering suggestions for instrumentation and lyric selection.  As 

designed by the CD, this session incorporated artistic creation within large group, small group, 
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and individual settings; allowing for peer-to-peer as well as instructor-to-student scaffolding in 

the analysis and song writing process.   

In future implementation, the CD will pre-select a song for the listening session for 

several reasons.  First, due to time constraints, a smaller selection of songs that illustrate the 

CD’s assertion would be ideal.  Secondly, the appropriateness and listenability of “Dance With 

the Devil” was questionable in this setting (and would be in any setting, no less).  If the CD pre-

selected a song to illustrate the musical principle to be highlighted, she would not have to risk 

dismissing students’ favorite songs, and the appropriate musical elements would be highlighted.   
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Keys to Learning Lesson Plan 

 Session Three 

Unit: Your Story, Your Song 

 

In this lesson, students will continue in the process of composing their original songs using cooperative learning strategies, as facilitated by the 

instructor. 

Ages: 16-24 Student Backgrounds:   

Ethnicities: European-American, African-American, Haitian, 

El Salvadorian, Puerto Rican 

Languages: English, Spanish, Haitian Creole 

 

NAfME Creative Process: Creating 

 

NAfME Anchor Standards:  

Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work. 

Organize and develop artistic ideas and work. 

Refine and complete artistic work. 

Job Corps Career Success Standards: 

JCCSS. 1. Workplace Relationships and Ethics - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to productively interact with co-workers and 

deal with problems and situations with honesty, integrity and responsibility. 

JCCSS. 3. Personal Growth and Development - The student will leave Job Corps with the personal skills, attributes and behaviors that foster 

confidence and drive for life-long growth. 

JCCSS. 7. Career and Personal Planning - The student will leave Job Corps with a personal plan that outlines a step-by-step process for entering 

and advancing in a fulfilling career. 
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JCCSS. 8. Independent Living - The student will leave Job Corps capable of finding, managing and utilizing the resources needed to maintain 

employment, satisfy physical and emotional needs, and lead a productive life as an independent adult. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and Critical Thinking - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to think and solve problems by seeking 

different points of view and utilizing different resources in their decisions. Utilizing different resources in their decisions. 

Key Musicianship Skills 

MTNA.1. Ability to internalize basic rhythms and pulse 

MTNA.5. Ability to work creatively-improvise, compose, harmonize and play by ear 

MTNA.7. Ability to respond to the interpretive elements of the composition to express the emotional 

character of the music 

MTNA.8. Ability to conceptualize and transfer musical ideas 

MTNA.9. Ability to work independently and to problem-solve 

MTNA.10. Ability to perform comfortably individually and with others in a variety of settings 

 

Resources/ Materials:    

Paper/ Writing Utensils 

Mandolin 

Violin 

Piano 

Guitars 

Assortment of percussion instruments 

Recording device (instructor used 

MacBook with Garage band app) 

 

HOTS:  

5. How can the elements of music (key selection, rhythm, harmony, tempo, melody, etc.) be used 

to tell your story in a highly impactful way? 

6. What strategies are best used in collaborating with other musicians to create original music? 

7. When words fail, what other ways can be used to express your ideas? 

8. How can the timbre and sound of each available instrument be used to communicate a message 

or idea? 

9. When musical elements of a composition do not effectively convey the message one is 

attempting to community, how can adjustments be made? 

10. How can constructive feedback be best employed when collaborating with other musicians? 

Cultural Connections:  How can 

lesson be linked to examples from 

home language & culture? 

Students will use the stories of their 

lives to write original musical 

compositions.  Therefore, their home 

language and cultures will be the 

fulcrum upon which this creative 

process is fixed. 
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Instructional Procedures (TW/SW):  

 

1. A group of students will volunteer one of their 

musical works in progress to serve as the 

backdrop of this session’s warm-up jam.  

Students will play the chord progression, 

rhythm, and melody for the group.  

 

 

Modifying for Different Artistic Abilities: 

Students with limited experience playing music 

will play percussion instruments, or will use their 

vocal skills.  The instructor will facilitate an 

introductory practice of keeping the tempo with 

percussion.  Students will practice this skill in the 

jam.  Students with more advanced abilities will 

have the opportunity to improvise and compose 

spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

Use of Prior Knowledge/ Home 

Culture: 

n this step students will be able to share 

their stories, experiences, and cultural 

identities in an artistic manner.  Each 

musician will add pieces of his or her 

home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

2. Once students have the chords, melody, 

rhythm, time and tempo of this song in their 

ears, they will select an instrument on which 

they would like to play for this jam.  

All students, regardless of musical ability will be 

able to select an instrument of their choosing.   

Students will have the opportunity to 

express their home cultures and prior 

knowledge in the instruments they 

choose for this jam session.   

3. The large-group jam will begin with the 

playing of the basic chords on bass, piano or 

guitar.  Next, the percussion instruments will 

be cued to enter, playing only the basic 

rhythm at first.  The singer(s) will then add the 

melody.  Finally, all other musicians will enter 

the jam.  

 

This step will serve as a modeling process for 

beginning musicians.  Students with limited 

experience playing music will play percussion 

instruments, or will use their vocal skills.  The 

instructor will facilitate an introductory practice of 

keeping the tempo with percussion.  Students will 

practice this skill in the jam.  Students with more 

advanced abilities will have the opportunity to 

improvise. 

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

 

4. On instructor’s cue, each musician will have 

the opportunity to improvise.  When all 

musicians have had the opportunity to 

improvise, the instructor will cue the ending 

of the song.  

Students may improvise in any way they are able.  

Some students may improvise by keeping the beat 

with quarter, 8
th
, or 16

th
 notes; while more 

advanced students may compose a melodic solo.  

Regardless of ability, all students will be able to 

solo in this jam. 

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 
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5. When all musicians have had the opportunity 

to improvise, the instructor will cue the ending 

of the song.  The instructor will use 

demonstration and facilitate a discussion 

about using various musical elements to best a 

song.  The end of the song will be rehearsed 

several times, using different combinations of 

tempo, dynamics, and instrumentation. 

 

Even advanced musicians struggle with ending 

songs gracefully.  This process will serve as a 

scaffolding model for students at all levels of 

musical ability. 

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

6. The totality of this jam process will continue 

with other students’ compositions as they are 

volunteered.  As the jam process continues, 

the instructor will facilitate use of musical 

elements for the purpose of aiding the 

effective communication of students’ stories.  

All students, regardless of musical ability will be 

able to fully participate in the sharing of their new 

compositions.  Advanced students will assist in 

the composition process of students at the 

beginning level.  The instructor will serve as a 

facilitator among in this collaborative composition 

process. 

 

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

7. Students will then be broken off into groups to 

work on their compositions.  The instructor 

will travel among the groups to aid in the 

collaboration and composition process. 

All students, regardless of musical ability will be 

able to fully participate in the sharing of their new 

compositions.  Advanced students will assist in 

the composition and rehearsal process for students 

at beginning levels.  The instructor will serve as a 

facilitator among the groups in this sharing 

process. 

In this step students will be able to 

share their stories, experiences, and 

cultural identities in an artistic manner.  

Each musician will add pieces of his or 

her home culture and prior musical 

knowledge to the collaborative music 

making process. 

Wrap – Up: As students are ready, the instructor will begin recording compositions using the Garage Band app on a MacBook.       
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Session Three Reflection 

In the third session of “Your Story, Your Song”, a smaller number of eight students were 

in attendance, thereby yielding a more intimate session.  Though the CD was excited to have a 

large number of students in earlier sessions, and therefore a greater opportunity to share the 

amazing gift of music, this smaller number of students was optimal for the song writing process.  

Students referred to the songs they began writing in the previous session.   The initial lyric 

writing process began in the last ten minutes of session two, so most students had little more than 

a single line or a vague conceptual idea for their compositions.  Originally, the CD had hoped to 

use students’ new songs as a basis for a jam session, with which she had hoped to begin session 

three.  However, because most students were not yet at this point in their writing, the CD allowed 

students time to develop their ideas.   

The session began by facilitating a conversation about students’ concepts and ideas.  

Many students were unsure of where to aim their focus in the song writing process.  Students 

expressed that they were unclear on how to encompass the entirety of their stories into a few 

short lines.  Therefore, the CD used her life as an example: 

“There’s a lot to your story.  But try to think of one of the turning points in your life; 

something that changed you, or a shift in how you thought of yourself or the world.  For 

example, I spent a year after high school wandering around Syracuse.  I was confused about life.  

I had no one to help me.  I dropped out of college, so my parents had given up on me.  I was 

getting into trouble, and I had made decisions out of selfishness that had put me in some very 

scary situations.  I was grasping for comfort so frantically, and I found it temporarily in some 

very unhealthy places.  I felt like a little kid who woke up in a 19 year-old’s body.  I was so 

confused, and the world terrified me.  Music gave me a kind of outlet, so I just wrote songs like 
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crazy. I wrote this one song called “Flying Around the Sun.”  I want you to listen to it so you can 

get an idea of how I condensed that part of my story; that turning point, into a song.” 

With a mandolin, the CD played her original song as students listened.  Then, she assisted 

the students in working backwards through the song-writing process using the highlighted song 

as an example. 

“What’s one word you would use to describe the message of this song?” 

“Resilient.” 

“Fear.” 

“Hope.”  Students continued to share words, describing the song. 

“Good.  All these words pretty much fit the place I was in when I wrote this.  So, think of 

your story or turning point in a word, and expand it into a poem.  Or, if choosing one word is too 

difficult, begin with short lines or sentences that talk about your story or pivotal moment.” 

“What if my song is more about a person?” 

“Excellent.  Go with the same process, but write about the person.  I’ll give you about 15 

minutes to write your ideas.” 

Students wrote, and the CD mingled around, making herself available for any questions, 

or any needs in regard to combating writer’s block.  One student was struggling with getting his 

ideas on paper, which is a very common problem in this process.   

“I don’t really have a turning point.  I don’t know.” 

“Well, what do you love?  What inspires you?” 

“Basketball.” 

“OK, can you write a list of ten words about basketball?  Think about the sensations, 

sights, and sounds.  How does it feel to release the ball when you’re throwing a 3 pointer?  How 
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does the court sound underneath your shoes?  Are you in a gym or on the street?  What’s it feel 

like to win?  To loose?” 

The student nodded and began to scribble thoughtfully.  Another student struggled 

coming up with any words.  He felt the need to write an instrumental piece.  Therefore, the 

instructor allowed this student free reign of the piano.  Though this student had never had a 

formal piano lesson in his life, the music produced by his skilled fingers made everyone in the 

room suddenly look up from their writing in rapt attention.  The chords played were a complex 

combination of diminished and augmented minor chords, with a constant flowing left to right 

hand rhythm.  Unable to stand still, the CD picked up her violin, and hit record on her cell phone. 

“Can I sing to that?”  The very timid student from session one (the one who sat in the 

corner and slipped out unnoticed before the CD could speak with her) quietly asked.  Israel, the 

student at the piano enthusiastically agreed.  This became the perfect jam session base, the very 

thing with which the CD had initially hoped to begin this session.   

“Israel, do you mind if we work together to create a jam with this song?”  Again, Israel 

agreed.  Students picked up instruments, and the vocalists exchanged a few quick ideas about 

how and where each one of them would sing.  To set the stage for critical thinking in the 

commencement of this cooperative songwriting session, the CD asked students, “What does this 

song remind you of?  Any words you would use?”   

Israel said, “rain.”  Everyone seemed to agree.  

“What can we do with our instruments to create rain?” 

“You could pluck your violin,” Bianca, the timid singer suggested.  It was decided that 

the hand drummers would alternate staccato beats.  One of the more creative students decided to 

rub her pant leg to create a breeze-like sound.  After a short conversation, the jam began with 
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Israel playing his chord progression.  As the jam progressed, more instruments and voices would 

join in, swelling gently as an incoming rain would.  Before the music began, however, the CD 

reminded students to listen intently to the sounds of their counterparts.   

This music-making was a revitalizing inspiration for all parties involved.  Without 

waiting for prompts from the CD, students began to share their song ideas.  Some of the rappers 

worked together with Israel and the percussionists to create a rap-conversation.  Bianca quietly 

shared her story of feeling afraid of adulthood and becoming like her mother.  

“My song idea has to do with rain too.”   

“Do you have a melody to it yet?”  She shook her head no.  As the CD was making her 

way to the piano with Bianca, the rappers wanted to start another collective jam with their ideas. 

From here, an eclectic instrumental work with Israel on the piano and a hodge-podge of 

guitars, violin, and percussion instruments became the base for a hilarious, serious, 

heartbreaking, and astoundingly authentic rap battle.  At this point, nearly two hours had passed.  

Most students had their lyrics written, and many had developed their ideas for melody, bass, 

rhythm, tempo, and chord progression.  Thankfully, progress at the end of session three was on-

target for the unit’s five-week implementation timeframe. 

As an educator, some days are a battle.  However, there are some days that flow so 

beautifully and naturally.  This session was an example of the latter.  At first, students were 

struggling to focus their energy and ideas in the encapsulating their stories.  Songwriting is a 

daunting task, even for the most seasoned of musicians.  Usually, art cannot be created without 

the stoking of raw inspiration.  The sharing of the CD’s story as encapsulated in an original song 

served as an effective example of how to embark on such a process.  Furthermore, Israel’s 

incredible natural talent on the piano opened the door to a cooperative music writing session that 
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could not have been planned by any educator.  This session truly was a spontaneous outpouring 

of creative energy, inspired by the stories and songs of fellow musicians.  The session began with 

furrowed brows and crumpled-up papers, but it ended with peals of laughter, thoughtful 

conversation, and creative collaboration.  As a teacher, it is days like this that make every 

difficult moment in the classroom worth it.  As a musician, it is jam sessions like this that make 

every broken string and torn-up notation pad worthwhile.       
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Keys to Learning Lesson Plan 

 Session Four 

Unit: Your Story, Your Song 

 

In this lesson, students will perform and record their compositions.   

Ages: 16-24 Student Backgrounds:   

Ethnicities: European-American, African-American, Haitian, El Salvadorian, Puerto 

Rican 

Languages: English, Spanish, Haitian Creole 

 

NAfME Creative Process: 

Performing/ Presenting/ 

Producing  

NAfME Anchor Standards:  

Select, analyze, and interpret artistic work for presentation. 

Develop and refine artistic techniques and work for presentation. 

Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work 

Job Corps Career Success Standards: 

JCCSS. 4. Interpersonal Skills - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to get along with others and adjust to a variety of social and 

professional situations. 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and Critical Thinking - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to think and solve problems by seeking 

different points of view and utilizing different resources in their decisions. 
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Key Musicianship Skills 

MTNA.3. Ability to perform with physical ease and technical   efficiency 

MTNA.5. Ability to work creatively-improvise, compose, harmonize and play 

by ear 

MTNA.6. Ability to understand basic elements of theory, form harmony, etc. 

MTNA.7. Ability to respond to the interpretive elements of the composition to 

express the emotional character of the music 

MTNA.8. Ability to conceptualize and transfer musical ideas 

MTNA.9. Ability to work independently and to problem-solve 

MTNA.10. Ability to perform comfortably individually and with others in a 

variety of settings 

Resources/ Materials:    

Paper/ Writing Utensils 

Mandolin 

Violin 

Piano 

Guitars 

Assortment of percussion instruments 

Recording device (instructor used MacBook with Garage band 

app) 

HOTS:  

1. What strategies can be used to maintain focus and avoid 

psychological challenges while performing? 

2. How does one diplomatically share constructive criticism with peers? 

3. How can various musical elements be utilized to tell a story? 

4. Are there other ways that instrumentation could be used in your song 

to send a message to the listener? 

5. How do you maintain integrity and confidence in your artistic 

identity, while resisting unhealthy comparisons? 

Cultural Connections:  How can lesson be linked to examples 

from home language & culture? 

Students will use the stories of their lives to write original 

musical compositions.  Therefore, their home language and 

cultures will be the fulcrum upon which this creative process is 

fixed. 

 

Instructional Procedures (TW/SW):  

1.  Students will immediately get into 

their composition groups and begin 

finalizing their songs.  The instructor 

will float among the groups, aiding 

in this final step of the composition 

process. 

Modifying for Different Artistic Abilities: 

All students, regardless of musical ability will be able to 

fully participate in the sharing of their new 

compositions.  Advanced students will assist in the 

composition process of students at the beginning level.  

The instructor will serve as a facilitator among the 

groups in this sharing process. 

Use of Prior Knowledge/ Home Culture: 

In this step students will be able to share 

their stories, experiences, and cultural 

identities in an artistic manner.  Each 

musician will add pieces of his or her 

home culture and prior musical knowledge 

to the collaborative music making process. 
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2. Students will come together as a 

large group and perform their songs 

for their peers.   

 

Students with limited experience playing music will 

have the ability to showcase their new skills as a 

musician in the composition of their story.  While 

executing the performance, beginning students may play 

percussion instruments, or will use their vocal skills. 

Beginning students will practice the skill of keeping 

tempo in the song.  Students with more advanced 

abilities will have the opportunity to improvise and 

compose spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

 

Students will have the opportunity to make 

connections between their own life stories 

and how these connect to their musical 

expression, as well as the expressions of 

their peers.  Students will have the 

opportunity to reflect upon their own 

experiences and how these align with the 

perspectives and experiences of their peers 

as displayed in the musical performances. 

3. The instructor will record each 

performance.   

Students with limited experience playing music will 

have the ability to showcase their new skills as a 

musician in the composition of their story.  While 

executing the performance, beginning students may play 

percussion instruments, or will use their vocal skills. 

Beginning students will practice the skill of keeping 

tempo in the song.  Students with more advanced 

abilities will have the opportunity to improvise and 

compose spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

Students will have the opportunity to make 

connections between their own life stories 

and how these connect to their musical 

expression, as well as the expressions of 

their peers.  Students will have the 

opportunity to reflect upon their own 

experiences and how these align with the 

perspectives and experiences of their peers 

as displayed in the musical performances. 

4. The instructor will facilitate a 

discussion in which students 

exchange corrective feedback and 

suggestions regarding their 

compositions.   

All students will have the ability to reflect upon their 

works and the works of their peers.  Students with 

limited experience playing instruments will be able to 

utilize their developed skills as listeners in the reflection 

process. 

The use of students’ prior knowledge and 

home culture is inherent in the process of 

reflecting on their songs.   
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5. Students will have the opportunity to 

record their songs another time, 

implementing the feedback offered 

by peers. 

Students with limited experience playing music will 

have the ability to showcase their new skills as a 

musician in the composition of their story.  While 

executing the performance, beginning students may play 

percussion instruments, or will use their vocal skills. 

Beginning students will practice the skill of keeping 

tempo in the song.  Students with more advanced 

abilities will have the opportunity to improvise and 

compose spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

The use of students’ prior knowledge and 

home culture is inherent in the process of 

recording their songs.   

Wrap – Up: The instructor will facilitate a jam session, in which students offer their compositions as the “jam base”.  The instructor will record 

the entire session, which will be listened to and reflected upon in session five.   
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Session Four Reflection 

Perhaps due to tonight’s monthly roller skating trip, one student was present in session 

four of the “Your Story, Your Song” unit of the Keys To Learning Curriculum.   In prior 

reflections, the CD had used the third person to describe her interactions and responses.  

However, this particular session impacted the CD in a very powerful way.  Therefore, this 

reflection was written freely in the first person.  The student present today is the young woman 

who quickly ran out of session one after she sang in the first jam session.  It took several months 

for the CD to develop a relationship with this student; when asked about her thoughts and ideas 

in relation to music-making, she often shrank back in fear and stared with large eyes at the CD.   

Perplexed by this student’s demeanor, the CD approached conversations and 

collaboration with her very gingerly.  As the sessions progressed, this student began to reveal 

more of herself to the CD, however, the student clearly held back in her singing as well as her 

conversations when other students were present.  In other sessions, the student would be the first 

to arrive.  Because the other students were often late, the CD and this student had a few moments 

to share ideas and play some songs.  This one-on-one session in the music room at Job Corps 

proved to be an incredibly healing and enlightening experience for both the CD and the young 

woman our session began with discussing the student’s progress in the writing of her song.  I 

began by asking what her song’s subject.  The song is about rain.  

“The rain seems nice, but when you’re in it and have nowhere else to go, it’s not so nice 

anymore.” 

Bianca began telling me about her new song.  Last week, after our jam session, I told the 

students to write their story in a poem, a sentence, or a few words.  This student had just finished 

describing her writing process; a journey filled with ample self-doubt, a trash can full of torn 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

102 

pages, and ultimately, a raw and unadulterated revelation about her affinity for the rain.  Her 

simple five-chord progression was composed in a minor key with the airiness of interspersed 

chord augmentations, an effect that, perhaps unbeknownst to the composer created a cloud-like 

effect.  The one-line lyrical phrase speaks of her standing in the rainy woods as her feet turn to 

roots.   

“Rain is supposed to be cleansing… it is cleansing.  But it can also destroy things.  I think 

about statues and how the rain melts and chips them away.  I think of standing in the rain, and 

it’s a struggle, but even though it hurts, I’m still breathing, so I know that I’m alive, and it’s 

making me stronger.”  

We continued to play her chord progression.  Together, we thought of ways to 

incorporate plucking of the mandolin to illustrate the rain.  Then, I added some airy violin, 

playing the melody in unison with her piano.  

“Why do you feel such a connection to the rain?” I ask her.  

“It reminds me of my mom…”   

She looked away in uncomfortable shyness, as she has done so frequently since we began 

making music in June.  I allowed the silence to linger, allowing her the space to speak further if 

she wished, and not wanting to provide too easy an escape from reality’s uneasiness.  She 

proceeded to tell me about her mother’s years of living on the streets in Hartford, Connecticut.   

“When I see the rain, I think of my mom, and how she lived on the streets for seven 

years.  My mom told me how she would stay under this bridge, and when it rained, the water 

would seep through the cracks.  She told me about things she had to do for people she would stay 

with when it got too cold.  I never thought of my mom like that, but when she told me, I didn’t 
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know what to think.   So, she mostly stayed on the streets.  But the rain made her stronger, I 

think.  But it really hurt.  She had some friends though.” 

“Thank God she had some friends.  Were they good people?” 

“They were like her…  Good?  No… they were from rough pasts, like her.” 

Bianca continued to describe rain as a fortifying and purifying necessity, but also a dark 

force bringing pain, struggle, and oppression.   

 We continued to talk about the rain and her mother; I encouraged Bianca to jot pieces of 

her story in a notebook as they came from her mouth.  As this young woman told her story, the 

lyrics of the song continued to grow.  After talking, we went back to our instruments, and the 

music continued to evolve as well.  Bianca added complexity to some chords, and we decided to 

incorporate some lighter effects to the violin line. 

 After playing, we listened back to the composition.  I left Bianca with two assignments.  

The first being a rule that she not destroy anything she writes, no matter how “bad” she thinks it 

is.  The second assignment is that she make time the following evening to sit near a window, or 

even go to a covered place outside and write as the rain falls (rain has been forecasted with near 

100% certainty for tomorrow, Wednesday evening, the 2
nd

 of November).  

 Though only one student was present for tonight’s session, I have been deeply moved and 

humbled by this young woman’s visceral authenticity and her incredible talent as a self-taught 

pianist and composer.  Tonight, I went to Job Corps expecting to teach students musical 

technique, but I became the student, listening in awe to a truth that spoke directly to my heart.  I 

am honored to have been a part of this student’s storytelling process. 

Recordings of the composition were shared with the student.  The first part of session two 

was recorded.  This recording includes discussion as well as recordings of the composition.  
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Unfortunately, the second part of session two was not recorded due to CD’s error in operating 

the recording device.     
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Keys to Learning Lesson Plan 

 Session Five 

Unit: Your Story, Your Song 

 

In this final lesson of the “Your Story, Your Song” unit in the Keys to Learning Curriculum, students will listen back to the recordings of their 

compositions.  In this listening session, students will analyze and critique the work of themselves and their peers.  Students will be able to 

articulate the connections between choice of musical elements and the messages they had intended to send to the listener.   

Ages: 16-24 Student Backgrounds:   

Ethnicities: European-American, African-American, Haitian, El Salvadorian, Puerto 

Rican 

Languages: English, Spanish, Haitian Creole 

 

NAfME Creative Process: 

Responding  

NAfME Anchor Standards:  

Perceive and analyze artistic work. 

Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work. 

Apply criteria to evaluate artistic work 

Job Corps Career Success Standards: 

 

JCCSS. 2. Communications - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to listen actively, follow directions and communicate with others 

to solve problems and accomplish tasks. 

 

JCCSS. 5. Information Management - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to interpret and evaluate data, organize and maintain 

information, and use technology to perform work. 
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JCCSS. 9. Continuous Learning - The student will leave Job Corps with the willingness to continually learn, grow and assess personal strengths 

and areas of development, set learning goals and the ability to identify and access learning sources and opportunities. 

 

JCCSS. 10. Problem Solving and Critical Thinking - The student will leave Job Corps with the ability to think and solve problems by seeking 

different points of view and utilizing different resources in their decisions. 

Key Musicianship Skills 

MTNA.4. Ability to hear the notes on the page 

MTNA.5. Ability to work creatively-improvise, compose, harmonize and play by ear 

MTNA.6. Ability to understand basic elements of theory, form harmony, etc. 

MTNA.7. Ability to respond to the interpretive elements of the composition to express the 

emotional character of the music 

MTNA.8. Ability to conceptualize and transfer musical ideas 

 

Resources/ Materials:    

Quality speakers on which to play students’ 

recordings 

Recording device (instructor used MacBook with 

Garage band app) 

Mandolin 

Violin 

Piano 

Guitars 

Assortment of percussion instruments 

HOTS:  

1. How were musical elements used to tell your story? 

2. What could have been added or improved upon in the composition of your song? 

3. How does a listener’s personal story color his or her perception of music? 

4. What musical elements most appeal to you as a listener? 

5. How do your preferences as a listener compare or contrast to your approach as a 

musician? 

Cultural Connections:  How can lesson be linked 

to examples from home language & culture? 

Students will use the stories of their lives to write 

original musical compositions.  Therefore, their 

home language and cultures will be the fulcrum upon 

which this creative process is fixed. 
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Instructional Procedures (TW/SW):  

 

1. Prepared with celebratory snacks, 

the recordings from sessions three 

and four, and a quality set of 

speakers, the large group will listen 

back to their compositions.  

 

 

 

Modifying for Different Artistic Abilities: 

 

All students, regardless of musical ability will 

be able to fully participate in the listening and 

reflection of their songs. 

Use of Prior Knowledge/ Home Culture: 

 

The use of students’ prior knowledge and home 

culture is inherent in the process of sharing of their 

songs.   

 

 

2. As students listen to their peers’ 

recordings, they will write one 

word or one sentence that 

summarizes the message of each 

song, and the accompanying 

musical elements that aid in the 

conveyance of the message (see 

below for format). 

 

All students will have the ability to reflect upon 

their works and the works of their peers.  

Students with limited experience playing 

instruments will be able to utilize their 

developed skills as listeners in the reflection 

process. 

 

The use of students’ prior knowledge and home 

culture is inherent in the process of reflecting on their 

songs.   

 

3. After each song is played, students 

will share their reflections about 

the composition’s message and 

how musical elements were 

perceived in telling the composer’s 

story.  This process will continue 

until all songs and jam sessions 

have been listened to.  

Students with limited experience playing music 

will play percussion instruments, or will use 

their vocal skills. Beginning students will 

practice the skill of keeping tempo in the jam.  

Students with more advanced abilities will have 

the opportunity to improvise and compose 

spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

Students will have the opportunity to make 

connections between their own life stories and how 

these connect to their perspectives, attractions, and 

aversions as listeners. 

 

 

4. The group will participate in one 

final jam session.  Students will 

choose a popular song by one of 

their favorite artists to re-create.  

This process will begin with 

Students with limited experience playing music 

will play percussion instruments, or will use 

their vocal skills. Beginning students will 

practice the skill of keeping tempo in the jam.  

Students will employ cultural backgrounds and prior 

musical knowledge in this jam.  Based on the 

instruments students choose and their approach to the 

jam, the instructor will gain an understanding of 
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listening to the song in question. 

 

Students with more advanced abilities will have 

the opportunity to improvise and compose 

spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

students’ abilities and prior musical knowledge. 

5. Students will choose an instrument 

to play in the re-creation of the 

song.  Students will begin by 

playing along to the recording one 

time through. 

 

Students with limited experience playing music 

will play percussion instruments, or will use 

their vocal skills. Beginning students will 

practice the skill of keeping tempo in the jam.  

Students with more advanced abilities will have 

the opportunity to improvise and compose 

spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

Students will employ cultural backgrounds and prior 

musical knowledge in this jam.  Based on the 

instruments students choose and their approach to the 

jam, the instructor will gain an understanding of 

students’ abilities and prior musical knowledge. 

6. Students will then play the song 

without the recording.  The 

instructor will keep the chord 

structure going with the piano, 

with assistance from students 

playing bass and guitar. 

 

Students with limited experience playing music 

will play percussion instruments, or will use 

their vocal skills. Beginning students will 

practice the skill of keeping tempo in the jam.  

Students with more advanced abilities will have 

the opportunity to improvise and compose 

spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

Students will employ cultural backgrounds and prior 

musical knowledge in this jam.  Based on the 

instruments students choose and their approach to the 

jam, the instructor will gain an understanding of 

students’ abilities and prior musical knowledge. 

7. Students will take turns 

improvising and free-style rapping 

or singing.   

Students with limited experience playing music 

will play percussion instruments, or will use 

their vocal skills. Beginning students will 

practice the skill of keeping tempo in the jam.  

Students with more advanced abilities will have 

the opportunity to improvise and compose 

spontaneously on their instruments of choice. 

Students will employ cultural backgrounds and prior 

musical knowledge in this jam.  Based on the 

instruments students choose and their approach to the 

jam, the instructor will gain an understanding of 

students’ abilities and prior musical knowledge. 

Wrap – Up: The instructor will distribute copies of recordings to all students.  
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Session Five Reflection 

In the final session of the official “Your Story, Your Song” unit of the KTL curriculum, 

students continued to refine and record their songs.  In the usual manner, Bianca was the first 

student to arrive, and the other students present arrived later.  With this one-on-one time 

available the CD asked Bianca how her song writing was going. 

 “Not good,” she muttered. 

“Why?  What’s the problem?” 

“Nothing I write is good.” 

“What makes a song good?” 

“Well, it’s like a feeling… I mean, the feelings come through in the sound of the song, 

and the listener can feel it too.” 

“You’re having trouble bringing your feelings into the sound of your music?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well, how do you feel?” 

“I don’t know… it’s not flowing.  Can we just play someone else’s music right now?” 

The student sat at the piano, and the CD picked up the violin. 

“I want to play “Heaven” by Bryan Adams.  I grew up listening to it, my mom loves 

Bryan Adams.  I love that one.” 

“Do you want to sing it as you play?” 

“No, I’d rather you play the melody on violin.” 

She began lightly playing the chords, and the CD began by plucking the violin strings in 

soft pizzicato.  As Bianca’s chords swelled into the tell tale crescendo signifying the melody’s 

entrance, the vocal line was played by the CD’s violin.  The entire song was played through and 
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recorded just before other students arrived.   Though not formally trained, Bianca’s instinctive 

use of dynamics and tasteful variation in tempo in her piano playing proves once again that 

formal training does not a musician make.  It is clear that the student is a natural musician.  After 

playing through the song, it was clear that the student’s demeanor had changed.  She was 

noticeably more relaxed and lighthearted when the other students arrived.  Some of the other 

students had overheard “Heaven” and wanted to join in.   

A young woman by the name of Ana was especially enthusiastic.  It was clear that she 

loved to play music.  However, she struggled with listening, which yielded some interesting 

results in regard to intonation and rhythmic consistency.   

“Oh my god!  I love that song!”  Ana sat by a large hand drum and retrieved her phone to 

find the lyrics on the Internet.  With the group of new students, it was decided that we would do 

our own remake of the Bryan Adams song. 

“Can I please sing it?”  Ana was on the edge of her seat. 

“Sure,” Bianca responded.  “I don’t want to sing while I play piano.” 

The song began well enough.   However, a lack in vocal intonation made the playing of 

this song the second time around a bit of a challenge.  When the song was finished, the CD took 

the opportunity to practice pitch matching with the chorus’s melody.  So as not to single out the 

enthusiastic vocalist, the CD instructed all participants except for Bianca to set their instruments 

aside and slowly sing the chorus, matching vocal pitch to the piano’s stability, note by note.  The 

quality in pitch and intonation drastically improved when the CD reminded students to listen 

closely to the piano and their fellow musicians.  When students were encouraged to sing as softly 

as possible, they were able to blend their tones and pitches so that the multiple voices sounded as 
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one.  The song was played and recorded again with all participants.  The pitch practice assisted 

in the refining of the music’s execution. 

Eager to adhere to the curriculum plans, the CD asked students about their song writing 

process. 

“How’s it going?  Are you ready to record?” Some students responded enthusiastically, 

while others bashfully mumbled.  “How about this: we’ll record those who are ready, and those 

who aren’t, we’ll work more on your songs later.”  The students agreed and the recording 

commenced.  Three original works, including Bianca’s rain song were recorded.  Though the 

takes were not perfect, the stories told in these songs are beautiful.  The camaraderie amongst the 

musicians here is palpable.  This solidarity was most apparent in the collaboration of songs that 

had not yet been completed.  Students eagerly offered encouragement and thoughtful suggestions 

to students who were still in the midst of the writing process.   

Because creativity cannot be forced, not all students were able to complete their 

recordings in this last official session of this KTL unit.  However, the CD plans to continue 

facilitating music sessions at the Cassadaga Job Corps Center on Tuesday nights in the 

foreseeable future.  Because the CD wanted all students to be represented in the final recording 

session, students were prompted to choose a song to remake in a jam session.  The two students 

still in the midst of the writing process chose to remake “Viva La Vida” by Coldplay, and “I 

Can’t Help Falling In Love With You” by Elvis Presley.  The atmosphere was lighthearted and 

fun as participants created a new twist on some of their favorite songs.  Surprisingly, the group 

of students who professed to love rap in the beginning of the unit ended up playing songs with 

classic rock and roll influences.  Interestingly, the flavor of the music making sessions evolved 

from a very hip-hop based influence to pop as well as rock and roll.   
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As the development of KTL continues, the CD hopes to create a unit of genre fusion in 

which students are challenged to combine classical music with hip hop and top 40 with classic 

rock.  These five sessions are just a small sample of the possibilities inherent in this culturally 

sustainable music curriculum.  The creative processes of creating, responding, connecting, and 

performing cannot be easily divided into a few short sessions.  It is for this reason that not all 

students were ready to record by the end of session five.  Therefore, the CD will continue to 

facilitate KTL sessions for the purpose of seeing students through the full circle of music 

creation.  The benefits of such a curriculum are quickly apparent, while others simmer beneath 

the surface.  It is the great joy of the CD to facilitate a new experience for these students, 

awakening them to the social, cultural, emotional, and spiritual possibilities available through the 

vehicle of music.  It is the CD’s great hope that future development of this curriculum will 

continue to serve the students at Job Corps and elsewhere for years to come.           
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Discussion 

 

How This Curriculum Project Addresses the Aforementioned Problem 

  

 The problem this curriculum project addressed is that students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds are often denied access to culturally relevant music programs, if they have access to 

any type of music programming at all.  This project sought to provide students from at-risk, low 

socioeconomic backgrounds with a culturally sustainable music curriculum; allowing them 

access to wider opportunities through immersion in the arts.  The Keys to Learning curriculum 

addressed the problems mentioned above in an impactful, applicable, and culturally sustainable 

manner. 

Many, if not all of the students at the Cassadaga Job Corps center have had trouble with 

traditional schooling.  The common approach to education has not worked for many of the Job 

Corps participants for a variety of reasons.  Emphasis on classical music pedagogy has also 

fallen short in serving these students as well.  As a number of the studies discussed in the 

literature review illustrated, a large number of students participating in school music programs 

are from the middle-class white demographic, while students from the Latino and African-

American communities tend to represent a relatively smaller percentage of school music 

participants.  The CD wanted to gain a deeper understanding of the barriers preventing students 

from participating in music education, and how these barriers could be circumnavigated, even 

later in students’ lives.  

The beginning stages of the curriculum development process allowed the CD to facilitate 

conversations with students to discover their perspectives on how music education in the public 

school system served or hindered them in their personal artistic development.  Most students 

reported having limited formal instrumental instruction in the K-12 setting due in large part to 
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families’ limited financial resources.  Economic resources also played a role in the availability of 

music education offerings in students’ home school districts.  Many low-income, inner-city 

schools from which these students hail do not offer a wide variety of instrumental choices.  

However, some students did report very positive experiences in choral music education; many of 

these students have vocal technique that attests to the success of these programs.  Most 

participants in the Keys to Learning curriculum exhibited their passion and talent for music 

through vocal art; personal God-given instruments which do not require a rental fee or private 

lessons in order for effective artistic expression. 

 As asserted by the aforementioned research of Ladson-Billings (1995, 2014) and Paris 

(2012), Typical American public school curriculum is tailored to the middle class European-

American student.  Therefore, students who do not fall into this demographic are left in the wake 

of a culturally incongruent education experience.  This disparity carries into the arts classrooms 

as well.  Often, student participants in the KTL curriculum expressed their desire to create music, 

but felt detached from the process and perspective of the classical paradigm pervading public 

school music settings.  The artists and genres students listen to and are inspired by rarely make 

their way into the typical music classroom, and music used for instruction in schools was viewed 

by many of these students as dry, distant, “old”, and downright “boring.”  Though an 

understanding and reverence for the classics is something to be upheld in any educational setting, 

these foundational principles must be made relevant to students in order for them to be most 

deeply appreciated and effectively applied.  It was the goal of the CD to bridge the gap between 

students’ cultural identities and the classical foundations upon which western music is built. 

 Using her knowledge of classical music training, music history and theoretical 

foundations of western music composition, the CD designed a music curriculum that enabled 
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students to grow in musical technique and style while telling their stories in a meaningful way.  

The KTL curriculum became the marriage of traditional western music pedagogy and students’ 

unique artistic styles.  Using her expertise in traditional music training while capitalizing on 

students’ passion for music, the CD facilitated a culturally sustainable music curriculum in which 

students trained, collaborated, and expressed their unique artistic voices; creating a tangible 

product in the form of a recording that captured their captivating stories in song. 

 Students with more extensive musical background composed completely original works.  

For students with limited music training, preexisting songs of students’ choosing were 

repurposed and utilized to communicate personal stories.  In order to create a tangible product 

and allow for full participation in music from the inception of KTL sessions, the CD did not 

attempt to teach students how to play new instruments; rather, students’ prior knowledge and 

preexisting musical skill sets were employed.  In this way, KTL was made relevant and 

accessible for all participants, regardless of skill level.      

    Many students in the Job Corps program have experienced violence; whether in their 

homes and neighborhoods, or within themselves, to these students, fighting seems to be the 

strongest and most effective means of communication.  In comparison to other sites nationwide, 

the Cassadaga Job Corps center has fewer incidences of violence due to their stringent guidelines 

prohibiting such behavior.  However, violence is a reality with which these students are often 

confronted. In alignment with the principles of the DrumPower framework, KTL allowed 

students to employ more productive and fulfilling means of communication.  Violence borne of 

frustration, fear, and hurt can be diminished or avoided altogether when an individual feels 

understood.  Like DrumPower, KTL gave students the emotional and artistic space for the telling 

of their stories.  Students not only told their own stories, they became the audience for the stories 
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and ideas of their peers.  Though music education was the primary goal of KTL at first, the 

music itself served as a vehicle for meaningful communication and idea exchange among 

participants.   

 Healing through music was yet another fruit of these KTL sessions.  As the program 

progressed, students began to develop relationships with one another, and the raw truths of their 

life experiences collided with music.  One student shared her story of abuse through the song 

writing process, and other students stepped in and shared similar stories.  A young woman told of 

the daily struggle she faces in her pregnancy, and another young woman shared the regret of her 

abortion.  A powerful camaraderie was cultivated among participants in the storytelling process.  

Often, students told their stories and discovered that they are not alone in their struggles.  

Through the tears, anger, and laughter, students pounded on drums, spit rhymes, and strummed 

the old beat-up guitars in the tiny music room at Cassadaga Job Corps.  As previously 

mentioned, many participants were not formally trained musicians.  However, through the KTL 

curriculum, students encountered music as a tool for communication, artistic expression, 

relationship development, and healing.  With that said, the KTL curriculum addressed the 

aforementioned problem successfully in many unexpected ways.         

 

Limitations 

 Due to the transient nature of the student population, as well as lack of experience on the 

part of the CD, many limitations existed in the KTL curriculum development process.  At the 

time of inception, the CD was armed with many theories and a wealth of ideas.  However, as any 

educator is well aware, putting theory into practice successfully can be an immense challenge.  

For this reason, the curriculum development process contained many hiccups.  Differentiating 

music-making activities among students of vastly different artistic abilities stalled progress at 
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times.  Furthermore, inconsistent attendance and attrition are other limitations that will be 

discussed in greater detail below.         

As illuminated in the “Results” reflections, the CD did not have a curriculum developed 

from the outset.  Therefore, a lack of structure in the early sessions of KTL proved to be a 

limitation.  The curriculum was developed in response to students’ skills and interests.  In the 

first session, students came to the session in droves; many with no prior musical training.  

Starting with a simple beat on a hand drum, the CD facilitated a musical round robin; students 

would solo with voice or instrument in order to display their personal musical flair.  Some 

students monopolized the session with their ideas, raps, and solos.  Conversely, others were 

intimidated to share in such a large group and refused to participate.   

Though the difference in participants’ personalities and artistic persuasions cannot be 

avoided (and should be celebrated), it would have been of great benefit for the CD to give each 

student a set role in the jam session within a more concise framework.  The early sessions of 

KTL development were often void of structure.  Students in the Job Corps program, as well as 

people in any group setting thrive within a structured framework; where structure is lacking, 

chaos ensues, and in this instance, it did.  However, several students stood out as leaders, so the 

CD utilized these students to shepherd their fellows in the collaboration process.  Empowering 

students to take ownership in their music making through reflection, self-assessment, and peer-

to-peer leadership served as the basis for the curriculum once a formal structure was established. 

Inconsistent attendance proved to be a major concern from the outset.  The CD would 

assess student needs and abilities in one session and formulate a plan of action to address these in 

the following session.  However, the same students rarely attended from one week to the next.  

Before the curriculum development process officially began, one session had almost 30 
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participants, the next had seven, and in the following session, 20 participants attended.  Often, 

new students would come to the sessions, and the CD was faced with the task of assessing 

abilities and interests of new students while attempting to adhere to the framework developed in 

response to assessment from the prior session.   

Attrition was another problem related to varied attendance in the music-making sessions.  

Job Corps is a program with open enrollment; there are no set semesters.  Therefore, students are 

admitted into and completing the program on a constant basis. Challenges in the song writing 

and recording process arose for many students due to the nature of Job Corps enrollment and 

completion procedures.  One student in particular had begun writing a song on the piano.  He had 

also been collaborating with other students in the writing of their songs.  Due to the inconsistent 

attendance of all students, the CD was not alarmed when he was absent for one session.  

However, when the CD finally inquired of the student’s whereabouts after several sessions in 

which he was absent, it was revealed that he had completed the program.  Though this aspect of 

Job Corps cannot be avoided in the implementation of KTL, it would be of great benefit for the 

CD to gather data relating to students’ progress in the Job Corps program, so that a personalized 

timeline can be established for all participating students. This information could be used in future 

development to establish ensemble groupings as well. 

Though inconsistent attendance was a limitation in the curriculum development process 

at first, attendance became a very important part of story sharing in the song writing process.  

The combination of students who attended when they did allowed for very unique and intimate 

story sharing in the music.  For example, one session included a small group of young women.  

These women shared their stories candidly, and many had faced the same experiences.  This 

intimate session bred a profound sense of camaraderie and communal artistry.  In another 
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session, a group of aspiring rappers attended.  They shared their rhymes freely, and naturally 

collaborated with one another.  The CD served as the source of simple chord progressions, or 

“samples” that became the basis for their rap sharing.  These young men had so much to say in 

their poetry; the artistry, drama, and finesse of their performances was astounding.   

Another limitation, which is often inherent in any curriculum attempting to encapsulate 

the creative process, is time.  Put simply, creativity cannot be forced.  It would be shocking if all 

participating students had completed the process in the five session timeframe of the “Your 

Story, Your Song” unit. Therefore, it is imperative to understand that the curriculum must be 

implemented with flexibility.  Additionally, creative processes do not always occur in concrete 

succession, and the succession of these processes does not flow in the same order or pace from 

one musician to another.  It is important to understand that the primary goal of the curriculum is 

not necessarily completion of the finished musical product in the form of a recording or 

performance.  This curriculum aims to address deep social and cultural issues of minority 

students, using music as a vehicle.  Music acquisition and refinement of technique are indeed 

major goals in the KTL curriculum, but these are secondary to the affirmation and development 

of students’ cultural identities through music.  Thus, the implementation of KTL must be 

executed with flexibility as well as a philosophical alignment of the facilitator’s goals with those 

of the students and the curriculum itself.       

In future implementation of KTL, an attendance policy would amplify productivity for 

participants in the songwriting process.  After the first or second initial sharing session, students 

would be entreated to commit to the remainder of the KTL program.  Nevertheless, though 

inconsistent attendance was a challenge for the CD as a curriculum developer, it was a blessing 

in disguise.  These varied sessions became the essence of what KTL was created to become.  
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Through music, students were able to share intimate pieces of themselves with one another in a 

profound and unforgettable way.  The unique social and artistic dynamics that varied from one 

session to the next profoundly shaped the direction and outcomes of this curriculum.     

   

Implications 

 Anecdotal evidence gathered throughout the development of this curriculum 

encompasses many promising implications for minority students in the paradigm of American 

education.  With little more than a piano, a cell phone with recording capabilities, and a 

smattering of various small instruments, a culturally sustainable music curriculum was developed 

and implemented.  In order to best serve any given population, it is critical that educators 

recognize and utilize the resources (however limited) at their disposal.  The term “cultural 

sustainability” may strike many educators as an inaccessible theory born of lofty and 

unattainable ideals.  However, capitalizing on students’ experiences, interests, and prior 

knowledge is the fundamental principle in putting culturally sustainable pedagogy into action.   

In the development of this curriculum it has become apparent to the CD that cultural 

sustainability is available to all educators and curriculum developers who are willing to look 

beyond their lesson plans and into the invaluable resource of students’ experiences.  The best 

resources teachers have are the pupils sitting right in front of them.  The key to tapping into this 

gold mine is the development and delivery of well-thought higher order thinking questions.  

Students were more than willing to share their ideas about what makes music “good”, and how 

certain types of music make them feel.  The delivery of higher order questions by a teacher-

facilitator not only serves as an excellent way to assess students’ prior knowledge; it models 
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critical thinking skills, which are often tragically underdeveloped, yet crucial to any creative 

process. 

 The affective implications regarding a curriculum such as this are vast; research 

regarding learning and the arts has flooded the field of education for decades.  However, seeing 

the effects of music on students’ countenance firsthand is incredibly powerful.  The beginning of 

the unit was rather chaotic; students across social and ethnic groups did not yet know one 

another.  However, as the unit advanced, rappers began collaborating with choral singers, and 

punk rock enthusiasts borrowed some techniques and suggestions from country music fans.  

Students were not only more aware and appreciative of varied genres, their social circles 

expanded and their cultural roots stretched deeper simultaneously. Using music as a vehicle in a 

stress-free setting, students had the opportunity to showcase their identities and share their ideas 

in a creative manner.  Because all students took part in the challenge of the song writing process 

together, empathy developed amongst students of varying artistic abilities and genre allegiances.  

The exchange of varied perspectives in regard to technique, approach, instrumentation, and 

storytelling revolutionized the process for many of the participants.  In this musical habitus, the 

seeds of students’ musical interests evolved into settings for their stories with a musical 

backdrop.   

Appreciation for the musicianship of their fellow artists clearly developed as well.  

Though some of the rappers for example, were very skilled in their craft before the 

consummation of this curriculum, they became aware of the resources available in the form of 

their fellow musicians.  In recognizing the artistic skill of their fellows, students encountered a 

new level of humility in their art while enjoying the fruits of fellow musicians’ skills.   
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The principle of listening more intently than one plays was a turning point for many 

participants.  Struggling to be heard, acknowledged, and understood most of their lives; many 

students told stories in which they had attempted to amplify themselves, whether through 

violence, sexual promiscuity, criminal activity, drug use, perfectionism, or rebellion.  However, 

in the practice of ensemble music-making, one quickly learns that effective self-expression 

requires listening first and speaking (or playing) second.  Contrast between the initial chaos of 

the first session’s large group ensemble and the graceful flow of subsequent sessions, when 

students began to listen intently to their ensemble mates, was the perfect illustration if this 

concept.  As the sessions progressed, students seemed to slip into their natural artistic identities 

as flavored by the influences of prior knowledge and culture. 

The healing powers of music were made acutely evident in the transformation of Bianca.  

At first, this student would cower in fear or shame when addressed.  As the sessions went on 

however, Bianca blossomed into herself.  Her natural affinity for music became the channel 

through which she was able to tell her story.  By the end of session five, Bianca had begun to 

acknowledge her identity as a young woman, and recognize her talent as a musician.  At first, she 

shied away from collaboration.  In stark contrast to her initial demeanor, she led the final jam 

session from the piano while actively participating in and contributing to the development of her 

fellows’ compositions.  Bianca’s dramatic revolution is a testament to the restorative power of 

music.  Furthermore, acknowledgement of one’s story aids in the spiritual and emotional healing 

of any human soul.  As evidenced by this experience, music is the perfect vehicle for such a 

process. 

The implications of this work are vast; though it has widely been acknowledged that 

music has a powerful influence on human beings, this fact is not explored widely enough in the 
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field of education.  If the current paradigm in American education is failing to yield fruitful 

results for young minority students, perhaps it is time to address violence, teen pregnancy, 

unemployment, recidivism, and the widening achievement gap in an unprecedented manner.  It is 

the deep assertion of the CD that music and the arts could serve as the key to unlocking the 

often-unrealized potential of many young people.  Though no one answer will stand as the only 

solution to a complex and widespread problem, a creative approach to problem solving in 

education through music could prove to serve as a potent resolution to an ages-old problem of 

epidemic proportions.   

     

Dissemination and Future Development 

 The original plan of the CD was to create three five-week units in the KTL curriculum. It 

was later decided that this project would consist of the writing and implementation of one five-

week unit.  Nevertheless, the CD has two other unit themes in mind: “music without 

instruments,” and “classics remixed.”  The KTL curriculum in its entirety would contain these 

three five week units, each following the others consecutively.  In each of the units, musical 

skills will be built upon; students participating in more than one unit would be given the 

opportunity to develop and sharpen their musical technique, while incoming students would be 

provided the space to explore their new musical tools.   

 One of the foundational principles of the KTL curriculum is the joy of utilizing available 

resources where traditional resources are lacking.  The students at Job Corps are ingenious when 

it comes to thinking critically and problem solving creatively to make due with the resources at 

hand.  The “music without instruments” unit would highlight these skills and allow students to 

view music-making in an unconventional way.  Much like the popular performance group, 
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Stomp, this unit would challenge participants to examine the world around them to find objects 

that create sound colors and textures they desire in their compositions.  This unit would be 

exceptionally useful for Job Corps centers or other institutions without musical instruments on 

site.  The “music without instruments” unit will eliminate all physical barriers standing in the 

way of desiring young musicians at Job Corps. 

 The foundational masters of western music like J.S. Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and 

Brahms have forged the path for all contemporary music, regardless of genre.  The “classics 

remixed” unit in the KTL curriculum would prompt students to examine the essence of what 

makes music pleasing to the western ear.  Unbeknownst to many a listener, our ears have 

expectations of where the bass, melody, and harmony will go in any given song.   When artists or 

composers defy our aural expectations, the results can be delightful and viewed as ingenious, or 

horrifying and deemed intolerable.  Students will encounter their own conceptions of what makes 

music “good” and how these notions originated from the classical masters of western music.   

 Following this examination and reflection, students will use themes from classical music 

as a foundation upon which their new creation will be built.  There are many excellent examples 

of how contemporary artists (rappers especially) have used themes from the classical greats in 

their music.  By using a theme from one of these classical works, students will have the structure 

and direction necessary to begin the song writing process.  Furthermore, a study of the lives and 

works of classical masters will allow students to learn the essentials of music history and theory, 

while developing their distinctive musical voice. 

 When the three units are complete and the CD has bridged any gaps between and among 

them, it is the great hope that the full KTL curriculum will be implemented at the Cassadaga Job 

Corps center.  In the initial implementation, the CD will discover more about the strengths and 
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limitations of the curriculum, using these reflections to improve KTL.  Following this 

development process, the CD plans to disseminate this curriculum to other Job Corps centers, 

schools, and institutions.  Inspired by the DrumPower framework in which music is used to 

combat the effects of abuse and violence, the CD hopes to bring this curriculum to the most 

broken and voiceless people of society; young people in prison, women caught in the snare of 

sex trafficking, and children in the foster care system.  Though no empirical evidence yet 

supports the fruit of KTL in these arenas, a plethora of preexisting research boasts of music’s 

powers to heal, awaken, and redeem the human spirit.  At the very least, anecdotal evidence of 

music’s power is inherent in this project.   

 In future disseminating KTL, the CD seeks to conduct research and collect data on the 

effectiveness of this culturally relevant music curriculum.  The CD plans to target specific 

demographics and populations; students struggling with academic achievement, young adults 

exhibiting violent tendencies, students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs), children in 

the juvenile justice system, and young people exhibiting symptoms of emotional disturbance.  

The KTL curriculum will be implemented in these populations and data will be collected on 

participants’ rate of improvement in selected areas of concern.  Through collection of this data, 

the CD will have ample opportunity to refine the KTL curriculum to meet the needs of specific 

populations.  Armed with data, the CD hopes to forge a new path for best practices in assisting 

and educating exceptional learners from a myriad of cultural, socioeconomic, and linguistic 

backgrounds.       

The CD began this endeavor with a few simple tools: a pedagogical knowledge of 

cultural sustainability, a voracious appetite for music, and some arguably idealistic notions.  

Admittedly, the CD stumbled clumsily through the curriculum development process.  The fruits 
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of each session ranged from chaotic pandemonium to ambrosial artistry.  Nevertheless, all 

participants in this process became more fully aware of the transcendent power of music.  Many 

KTL participants expressed that they have spent most of their lives feeling misunderstood, and 

the implications of their real or perceived voicelessness are monumental.  Through the KTL 

experience, students were able to regain a piece of their voice; and in that, the healing has begun.     

Music has often been referred to as the universal language.  Where there are people, there 

is music.  Why is this so?  I believe that music is the unearthed essence of the human soul, a 

vehicle for communication, connection, and healing.  It is thereby my mission to use the amazing 

gift of music to give a voice to the voiceless, hope to the hopeless, and soil to the roots of those 

cultures that are losing ground in our contemporary American society.  As Plato once stated: “I 

would teach children music, physics, philosophy; but most importantly music, for the patterns in 

music and all the arts are the keys to learning.”   

   



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

127 

REFERENCES 

Abril, C. R. (2009).  Responding to culture in the instrumental music programme: A teacher’s 

journey.  Music Education Research, 11(1), 77-91. 

Abril, C. R. (2013).  Toward a more culturally responsive general music classroom.  General 

Music Today, 27(1), 6-11. 

Arts Council England (2014).  National foundation for youth music impact report 2013-14. 

Retrieved from 

http://www.youthmusic.org.uk/assets/files/Downloads/Youth_Music_Impact_Report_20

13-14.pdf   

Battersby, S. L., and Bolton, J. (2013).  Nonverbal communication: Implications for the global 

music classroom.  Music Educators Journal. 99(4), 57-62.  

Berliner, D. (1988, October).  Implications of studies of expertise in pedagogy for teacher 

education and evaluation.  In New Directions for teacher assessment (Invitational 

conference proceedings).  New York: Educational Testing Service. 

Bloch, M., Carter, S., & McLean, A. (2009).  Mapping America: Every City, Every Block 

[Demographic map].  Retrieved from http://projects.nytimes.com/census/2010/explorer 

Bourdieu, P, (1977).  The economics of linguistic exchanges.  Social Science Information, 16(6), 

645-668.   

Buffalo Urban Music Project. (2016, April 1). Retrieved from http://music.buffalostate.edu/bump 

Cattell, R. (1949).  Culture Free Intelligence Test, Scale 1 Handbook (CFT1) [Assessment 

Instrument].  Champaign, IL; Institute of Personality and Ability Testing. 

http://projects.nytimes.com/census/2010/explorer


CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

128 

Covey, S. (1989).  The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. New York: Free Press. 

DeCapua, A., & Wintergerst, A. C. (2004).  Crossing cultures in the language classroom. (pp. 

107).  Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.    

Dege, F., Schwarzer, G. (2011). The effect of a music program on phonological awareness in 

preschoolers.  Frontiers in Psychology, 2(124). 

Dege, F., Wehrum, S., Stark, R., Schwarzer, G. (2014). Music lessons and academic self-concept 

 in 12-14-year-old children. Musicae Scientiae, 18(2), 203-215. 

DrumPower. (2016, April 7).  Retrieved from http://drumpower.com/#new-page-2 

Gay, G. (2002).  Preparing for culturally relevant teaching.  Journal of Teacher Education, 53(2), 

106-116.   

Harmony Project. (2016, April 1).  Retrieved from https://www.harmony-project.org/ 

Jansen, H., Mannhaupt, G., Marx, H., & Skowronek, H. (1999).  BISC: Bielefelder’s Screening 

for the early diagnosis of reading and writing difficulties [Assessment Measurement]. 

Göttingen: Hogrefe. 

Job Corps. (n.d.).  Career Success Standards.  Retrieved May 10, 2016 from, 

http://clearfield.jobcorps.gov/Libraries/pdf/CareerSuccessStandards.sflb 

Kinney, D. (2010). Selected nonmusic predictors of urban students’ decisions to enroll and 

persist in middle school band programs. Journal of Research in Music Education, 57(4), 

334-350. 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

129 

Kitagawa, M. M. (2000).  The light in her eyes: An interview with Sonia Nieto.  Language Arts, 

78(2).  

Kraus, N., Slater, J., Thompson, E., Hornickel, J., Strait, D., Nicol., T., & White-Schwoch, T. 

 (2014). Music enrichment programs improve the neural encoding of speech in at-risk 

 children. The Journal of Neuroscience. 34(36), 11913-11918. Doi: 

 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.1881-14.2014. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995).  But that’s just good teaching!  The case for culturally relevant 

pedagogy.  Theory Into Practice, 34(3). 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy.  American 

Educational Research Journal, 32(3), 465-491. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2014).  Culturally relevant pedagogy 2.0: A.k.a. the remix.  Harvard 

Educational Review, 84(1), 74-84. 

Lillie, K., Mahoney, K., & Boun, S. (2015).  TESOL Program Lesson Plan.  Retrieved from: 

https://oncourse.fredonia.edu/course/view.php?id=8274 

Lonie, D., & Dickens, L. (2015). Becoming musicians: Situating young people’s experiences of 

musical learning between formal, informal, and non-formal spheres.  Cultural 

Geogriphies.  23(1), 87-101. doi: 10.1177/1474474015587477. 

Lorah, J.A., Sanders, E. A., & Morrison, S. J. (2014). The relationship between language learner 

 status and music ensemble participation.  Journal of Research In Music Education, 62(3), 

 234-244. doi: 10.1177/0022429414542301 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

130 

Martin, A. J., Mansour, M., Anderson, M., Gibson, R., & Liem, G. A. D. (2013) The role of arts 

participation in students’ academic and nonacademic outcomes: A longitudinal study of 

school, home, and community factors. Journal of Educational Psychology, 105(3), 709-

727. doi:10.1037/a0032795 

Milovanov, R., Huotilainen, M., Valimaki, v., Esquef, P., Tervaniemi, M. (2007). Musical 

 aptitude and second language pronunciation skills in school-aged children: Neural and 

 behavioral evidence. Brain Research, 1194. 81-89. 

Moll, L. C., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992).  Funds of knowledge for teaching: 

Using a qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms.  Theory Into Practice, 

31(2), 132-141.  

Music Teachers National Association.  MTNA Essential Skills.  Retrieved from: 

http://www.mtna.org/publications/american-music-teacher/essentials-skills-

series/essential-skills/ 

Musical Futures.  (2016, April 8). Retrieved from http://www.musicalfutures.org/ 

NAfME. (2014). Music standards ensemble strand.  Retrieved from: http://www.nafme.org/wp-

content/files/2014/11/2014-Music-Standards-Ensemble-Strand.pdf 

National Center for Educational Statistics. 1997.  National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) Report Card.  Washington, DC: National Center for Educational Statistics. 

Nieto, S. (1992/1996/2000).  Affirming diversity: The sociopolitical context of multicultural 

education.  New York: Longman Publishers. 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

131 

Plummer, M., (2014, July 09).  Pass/ fail: So Cal education, LAUSD, the Cal states and the UCs.  

Retrieved from http://www.scpr.org/blogs/education/2014/07/09/16971/la-school-by-

school-arts-instruction-breakdown-che 

Rimmer, M. (2010).  Listening to the monkey: Class, youth and the formation of a musical 

habitus.  Ethnography, 11(2), 255-283. 

Paris, D. (2012).  Culturally sustaining pedagogy: A needed change in stance, terminology, and 

practice.  Educational Researcher, 41(3), 465-491. 

Pew Research Center. (2008).  U.S. population projections: 2005-2050.  Retrieved from: 

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2008/02/11/us-population-projections-2005-2050/ 

SEADAE. (2014). National core arts standards: A conceptual framework for arts learning.  

Retrieved from 

http://www.nationalartsstandards.org/sites/default/files/NCCAS%20%20Conceptual%20

Framework_0.pdf 

Shulman, L. (1987). Knowledge and teaching: Foundations of the new reform.  Harvard 

Educational Review, 57, 1-22. 

Slater, J., Strait, D., Skoe, E., O’Connell, S., Thompson, E., Kraus, N. (2014). Longitudinal 

 effects of music instruction on literacy skills in low-income children. Plos One, 9(11). 

 doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0113383. 

Sound Connections. (2016).  Wired4Music.  Retrieved from http://www.wired4music.co.uk/ 

Southgate, D.E., Roscigno, V. J. (2009). The impact of music on childhood and adolescent      

achievement. Social Science Quarterly, 90(1), 4-21. 

http://www.scpr.org/blogs/education/2014/07/09/16971/la-school-by-school-arts-instruction-breakdown-che
http://www.scpr.org/blogs/education/2014/07/09/16971/la-school-by-school-arts-instruction-breakdown-che


CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

132 

Tierney, A., Krizman, J., Skoe, E., Johnston, K., Kraus, N. (2013). High school music classes 

 enhance the neural processing of speech.  Frontiers in Psychology. 4: 855. Doi: 

 10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00855 

U.S Department of Labor.  (2010).  Job Corps Fact Sheet.  Retrieved from 

https://www.doleta.gov/programs/factsht/jobcorps.cfm 

Valenzuela, R. & Codina, N. (2014).  Habitus and flow in primary school musical practice: 

Relations between family musical cultural capital, optimal experience and music 

participation.  Music Education Research, 16(4), 505-520. 

Wenger, E. (1998). Learning in doing: Social, cognitive, and computational Perspectives.  

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.  

Wolfl, A. (2016). DrumPower- Music for a better community in the classroom: Group music 

therapy programme for violence prevention, social integration and empowerment in 

schools- Suggestions from community music therapy approaches.  International Journal 

of Community Music. 9(1), 65-75.  doi: 10.1386/ijcm.9.1.65_1 

Wright, R. (2008). Kicking the habitus: Power, culture and pedagogy in the secondary school 

music curriculum.  Music Education Research, 10(3), 389-402. 

Youth Music Network.  (2016, April 8).  Retrieved from http://www.youthmusic.org.uk/who-we-

are.html 

 

 

 



CULTURALLY SUSTAINABLE MUSIC    
 

133 

Appendix A 

Keys To Learning Syllabus 

Keys To Learning:  
A Culturally Sustainable Music Curriculum for Cassadaga 

Job Corps 

Your Story, Your Song 

Fall 2016 
 

Tuesdays 6:00 PM – 7:30 PM 

Music Room, Recreation Building, Cassadaga Job Corps 

Genevieve Dougherty 

gdougherty@fredonia.edu 

315-263-9557 

 

General Information 

“I would teach children music, physics, philosophy; but most importantly music, for the patterns 

in music and all the arts are the keys to learning.” 

-Plato 

Course Description 

This course is designed to acquaint Job Corps students with the artistry of music-making while 

employing funds of knowledge and affirming students’ identities in a culturally sustainable 

manner.  Students will use a variety of musical instruments and vocal techniques to write, 

rehearse, and perform original musical works for the purpose of becoming effective 

communicators, creative problem solvers, and young professionals of maximum employability.    

Intended Learning Outcomes (aligned with NAfME Music Ensemble Standards and Job 

Corps Career Success Standards) 

The primary goal of Keys To Learning is to equip students with the knowledge, technical skills, 

and creative tools to communicate effectively through the evaluation, creation, and performance 

of original musical creations.  In the Keys To Learning series, “Your Story, Your Song,” 

Students will be able to: 

1. Analyze, connect, and respond to existing musical works. 

2. Communicate effectively through music using rhythm, lyrics, melodies, and harmonies. 

3. Collaborate artistically with fellow musicians while creating original compositions. 
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4. Practice critical thinking and creative problem solving in the composition process for the 

purpose of communicating effectively through music. 

5. Perform original compositions in a meaningful way. 

6. Respond critically and constructively to the performance of students’ musical products.   

 

Essential Questions of this Course 

 What does personal musical preference reveal about one’s identity? 

 How do musical preferences frame a musician’s creation? 

 How is personal preference for music developed? 

 How can music be used to healthfully communicate with others? 

 How can music be used to tell your story? 

 What musical skills must be mastered to play successfully in an ensemble? 

 What elements make a musical performance significant and meaningful? 

 What criteria should be used to comprehensively evaluate and respond to a performance? 

 

Course Schedule 

Session Creative Process Activity Assignment 

Week One Connecting Students will share their 

favorite songs and discuss the 

ways in which these songs 

reveal personal identity, 

culture, and artistic 

perspective.  Participating 

students’ musical abilities and 

instrumental preference will 

be assessed in this session. 

Students will write a 

poem, rap, or short 

synopsis of their story 

that will be used to 

create a musical 

composition in the 

two following 

sessions.   

Week Two Creating With the assistance of the 

teacher/ facilitator, students 

will use their story to compose 

original musical works. 

Students will continue 

composing their 

works throughout the 

week. 

Week Three Creating With the assistance of the 

teacher/ facilitator, students 

will use their story to compose 

original musical works. 

Students will rehearse 

their compositions 

throughout the week. 

Week Four Performing/ 

Presenting/ 

Producing 

Recording Session: Students 

will record their compositions, 

and decide on a performance 

date to present their 

Students will practice 

their works in 

preparation for a 
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compositions to the public. future performance. 

Week Five Responding Students will listen back to 

their recordings and analyze 

the effectiveness of story 

communication in their 

compositions.   

Students will continue 

to rehearse and write 

their original 

compositions.   

 

Assessment and Evaluation 

Students will be evaluated informally based on their participation, attendance, and collaborative 

efforts, as well as the originality and authenticity of their composed musical products.     
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Appendix B 

Keys to Learning 

 Lesson Plan 

 Session: 

Unit: Your Story, Your Song 

 
Key: SW = Students will; TW = Teacher will; SWBAT = Students will be able to do; HOTS = Higher Order Thinking Skills 

Ages: Student Backgrounds:  (e.g., L1, ethnicity, home country) 

 

 

NAfME Creative Process: (Creating, 

performing, responding, connecting) 

 

NAfME Anchor Standards:  

 

  

 

Job Corps Career Success Standards: 
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Key Musicianship Skills 

 

 

Resources/ Materials:    

 

 

HOTS:  

 

 

 

 

Cultural Connections:  How can lesson be linked to examples from 

home language & culture? 

 

 

Instructional Procedures 

(TW/SW):  

 

1.   

 

 

 

Modifying for Different Artistic Abilities: 

 

 

Use of Prior Knowledge/ Home Culture: 

 

 

 

 

2.  
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3.  

 

 

 

 

 

Wrap – Up:  
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Appendix C 

Listener’s Reflection 

Name: __________________________________ 

 

Song/ Composer: One word or phrase that describes 

this song: 

Musical elements used convey the 

message: 

One Critique: 

1.  

 

 

   

2.  

 

 

   

3.  

 

 

   

4.  

 

 

   

5.  

 

 

   

6.  
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7.  

 

 

   

8.  

 

 

   

9.  

 

 

   

10.  

 

 

 

 

   

11.  

 

 

 

 

   

12.  
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Appendix D 

CITI Completion Certificate 

 

 




