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COURSE AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 

The primary aim of the course is to develop and refine the ability of class members to express themselves through 
songwriting. Songs are one of the most powerful means for personal expression, incorporating aspects of culture, 
individuality, poetry, and music.  
 
The four strands of the course are as follows: 
 

1. understanding artistic characteristics of existing songs through the critical analysis of lyrics, harmony, melody, 
rhythm, form, and arrangement, 

 

2. developing compositional ability through the writing and performing of at least six songs throughout the 
semester, 

 

3. critiquing the songs of other class members in a constructive manner, demonstrating an understanding of 
various viewpoints and compositional styles,  

 

4. reflecting on one’s own personal journey as a songwriter through maintaining a composer’s journal. 
 

The approach to teaching and learning in this course is quite constructivist. There is no body of information to be 
transmitted, memorized, or recalled on a test. Rather, each individual student will construct knowledge about 
songwriting in his/her individual way via exposure to new songs and ideas, analysis of the process of songwriting, 
giving and receiving feedback, engaging in the trial and error of composing and revising, etc. The knowledge to be 
constructed emanates not from a single source (like a textbook or readings) or a single person (like the instructor), but 
from the shared and varied backgrounds and experiences of class members. Understanding and embracing this 
approach—especially if it stands in sharp contrast to many of your previous learning experiences—may be helpful in 
supporting an optimal experience in this class. 

 
 
OVERVIEW OF COURSE ACTIVITIES AND ASSIGNMENTS 
 

EACH  
CLASS  

Listen to a song, presented either by the instructor or a classmate (see below), and engage in class 
discussion about what makes that song “tick” 

 

Listen to performances by fellow class members and offer constructive feedback 

EACH  
WEEK 

Perform either a completed song, a revised song, or a work in progress for the class 
 

Write approximately 200 words in your songwriting journal 

TWICE/ 
SEMESTER 

Submit your journal for review (first check Wednesday, October 1; second check unannounced) 
 

Perform a song in a public venue other than our class (an open mic event or similar)  

ONCE/ 
SEMESTER 

Present in class a song that you admire and engage class members in a discussion of what makes 
that song “tick” (assigned dates to be determined)  
 

Write a four-page analysis of a song you admire (due Wednesday, November 19) 
 

Complete (and perform in class) at least 6 songs 
 

Record and post to SoundCloud an “EP” of your songs (15–20 minutes/4–5 songs) 



GOALS FOR TODAY:



1.  Look to scholarly/professional literature to 
answer the question, “Why songwriting?” 

2.  Look at emerging research that might help us 
understand songwriting pedagogy 

3.  Examine the “Michigan State model” 

4.  Consider possibilities for adapting this 
university-oriented model to K–12 settings 
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… …

TURN TO A NEIGHBOR 

new! 
^ 



WHY SONGWRITING? 



Kratus, J. (2007). Music education at 
the tipping point. Music Educators 
Journal, 94(2), 42–48. 
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Music Education at the

Tipping Point
By John Kratus

John Kratus is a professor of music education at Michigan State University, East Lansing. He
can be reached at kratus@msu.edu. The author would like to thank Patrick Freer for his gen-
erous and thoughtful editing of this paper

n his classic comedy Annie Hall, film-
maker Woody Allen remarks that rela-
tionships are like sharks: they have to
keep moving forward or they die. The
same could be said of a number of

things, including music education. History
shows that American music educators have
been most successful and their positions
most secure when they satisfied the prevail-
ing musical desires of the public. Singing
schools in the late nineteenth century and
the band movement in the mid-twentieth

century are unmistakable examples of music
education fulfilling changing societal needs.
Conversely, music education has suffered
when it has been perceived as culturally irrel-
evant and unnecessary. History also tells us
that the public’s experience of music does not
stand still: it keeps moving forward. For
music education to remain relevant and pro-
vide value, it too must change with the times
or experience the fate of the stationary shark.

To comprehend the changes occurring in
music and their impact on music education,
it is necessary to understand the dynamics of
social change, which is the topic of the influ-
ential, best-selling book The Tipping Point:
How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference,
by Malcolm Gladwell.l Gladwell’s thesis is

that small changes and events can accumu-
late and cause rapid, large-scale transforma-

tions once a critical mass, or tipping point,
has been reached. Gladwell employs his the-
ory to explain such disparate events as the
explosive growth of e-mail as a means of
communication to the dramatic decrease in
New York City’s crime rate in the 1990s.
We are undoubtedly living in a period of

rapid cultural and social change. We are also
witnessing a dramatic transformation in the
ways people experience music and the prac-
tices used to educate children. Is music edu-
cation keeping pace with these changes? Can
Gladwell’s thesis be applied constructively to
music education?

The Dynamics of Change
Gladwell writes that change begins with a

few people, whom he calls mavens, doing
something different. These people possess a
vision and passion, as did, for example, the
early adopters of personal computers.2 The
ideas of mavens are spread to a broader group
of people by connectors, who are acquainted
with both mavens and people outside of the
mavens’ community.3 Eventually, salesmen

promote the ideas by putting them into con-
texts that others can understand.4 To ensure
mass appeal, some characteristics of the ideas
should be memorable or potent enough to
have a &dquo;stickiness factor&dquo; that captures the

public’s imagination.5 5

Music education

must find ways
to both keep
up with the

changing musical
culture and

preserve the best

o f our musical

past.
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•  Music education needs a 21st-century re-
imagining 

•  “The best-selling instruments in the 
United States are the electric keyboard 
and guitar. They are instruments that 
allow for a lifetime of musical 
performance and creativity and enable a 
performer to play alone or with others 
and to sing while playing. Many 
keyboard and guitar players even 
compose their own songs” (p. 45)  



Williams, D. A. (2011). The elephant in 
the room. Music Educators Journal, 
98(1), 51–57. 

Copyright © 2011 National Association  
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by David A. Williams

The Elephant in the 
Room
Abstract: Practically all teenagers find pleasure in music, yet the majority are not involved in 
traditional school music ensembles. College requirements, the quest for high grade point aver-
ages, scheduling conflicts, uncooperative counselors, block schedules, students with too many 
competing interests, or the need to work may limit participation in music classes. While there is 
little music teachers can do to overcome many of these hurdles, the elephant in the room is the 
very model we use for music education in the schools. The large performance ensemble was 
established as the model for music education during the early 1900s and has remained relatively 
unchanged for a century. Is this model a significant part of what is causing so few students to 
enroll in school music classes? Recommendations are presented that must be considered as the 
profession moves forward.

Keywords: alternative, curriculum, ensemble, high school, junior high, learning style, lifelong 
learning, schedule The large ensemble 

may be one of the 
biggest impediments 
to wider access to 
music education in 
public schools in the 
United States. Will 
music educators 
adapt in time?

David A. Williams is an associate professor of music education at the University of South Florida, Tampa. He can be contacted at 
davidw@usf.edu.

There is a growing concern about the fu-
ture of American K–12  music education 
programs, and much of the anxiety in-

volves enrollment in traditional large ensem-
bles.1 The concern is so great that we spend 
considerable time trying to convince others of 
the importance of music through advocacy ef-
forts. In the introduction to her chapter on ad-
vocacy in The New Handbook of Research on 
Music Teaching and Learning, Liora Bresler 
suggests that “the contemporary arena of 
school music often resembles a battleground, 
concerned with survival.”2

Why do so few students take part in tra-
ditional secondary school music ensembles? 
Practically all teenagers find pleasure experi-
encing music, yet we know the greater major-
ity are not involved in school music offerings. 
Recent data from Florida reveal a troubling 
trend. Not only are music enrollments low, 
but they have been dropping as well. Accord-
ing to Florida Department of Education data, 
16.45 percent of high school students were 

enrolled in music classes in 1985. This num-
ber dropped to 14.9 percent by 1995 and 11.67 
percent by 2005.3 If we were to project a 2025 
figure based on these data, enrollment would 
fall to under 7 percent. While this is just for 
the state of Florida, there is little to suggest 
such trends are not similar in other parts of 
the United States.

The extent of the problem is actually 
masked here. To arrive at these figures, enroll-
ment for every music class is added together, so 
individual students enrolled in more than one 
music class are double-counted (concert band 
and jazz band, for example). This suggests that 
the actual percentage of students enrolled in 
music classes is smaller than indicated. Addi-
tionally, these data include all music classes—
not only traditional ensembles. We can expect 
that more alternate music classes (technology, 
keyboard, world drumming, etc.) existed in 
2005 than in 1985, meaning enrollment in tra-
ditional ensembles may have fallen even more 
dramatically than is implied here.
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•  Ensemble settings often limit students’ 
ability to be creative (director makes all 
decisions) 

•  Advocates for “models where creative 
decision making plays a much more 
important role” and “where composing/
arranging/improvising are at least as 
important as performing and 
listening” (p. 54)  



Kratus, J. (2013). Preparing music educators to 
facilitate songwriting. In M. Kaschub & J. Smith 
(Eds.), Composing our future (pp. 267–282). 
New York: Oxford University Press.  

Songwriting is a “form of 
composition that resonates with 
adolescents and connects to 
their musical world” (p. 269)  



GOALS FOR TODAY:



1.  Look to scholarly/professional literature to 
answer the question, “Why songwriting?” 

2.  Look at emerging research that might help us 
understand songwriting pedagogy 

3.  Examine the “Michigan State model” 

4.  Consider possibilities for adapting this 
university-oriented model to K–12 settings 



RESEARCH ON 
SONGWRITING


•  Relatively little research on songwriting in 

music education literature—fairly new topic for 
the profession 

•  Some work examining professional songwriters 
(DeVries, 2005; McIntyre, 2011) 

•  Abundant research on songwriting in music 
therapy (e.g., Baker, 2013; Baker & Krout, 
2012; Baker et al., 2008, 2009; Dalton & Krout 
(2006) 



RESEARCH ON 
SONGWRITING


•  Tobias (2012): High school songwriting and 

technology course; “hybrid space”/”hyphenated 
musicians” 

•  Draves (2008): University songwriting course, 
social element very important in helping 
students develop self-esteem as musicians 

•  Riley (2012): University course; emotional 
stability, therapy, self-expression, self-discovery, 
and overcoming challenges 



GOALS FOR TODAY:



1.  Look to scholarly/professional literature to 
answer the question, “Why songwriting?” 

2.  Look at emerging research that might help us 
understand songwriting pedagogy 

3.  Examine the “Michigan State model” 
 
4.  Consider possibilities for adapting this 

university-oriented model to K–12 settings 



“ ” 
Jake walks quietly to the “hot seat” 
and places his freshly-written lyrics 
on the stand. As he situates himself 
and his guitar, he explains that he’ll 
be playing a brand new song—one 
that he wrote just today. It’s short, 
he explains, but he really likes where 
it has landed, so he thinks he’s ready 
to call it complete. And it’s fast, too, 
so please bear with him.  



“ ” 
No mysteries here: Jake is excited, 
Jake is nervous, Jake likes his new 
song. Inhaling, he lifts his right hand, 
winding up like a golfer preparing to 
swing at the first drive of a long 
par-5. His hand drops, pick meets 
strings, and the song launches with 
a fiery intro that barrels full-force 
toward the first verse—which, when 
it arrives, stops Jake in his tracks .  



“ ” 
Performance anxiety has kicked in at 
exactly the wrong moment, and the 
words won’t come. He breathes, 
apologizes, starts again, blazing 
forward until he meets the next 
bump in the road and stops again. 
Frustration contorts his face, and it’s 
clear that the sound in the room is 
not the sound in his head.  



“ ” 
Vexed and clearly disappointed, he 
apologizes once more, to which 
another student replies:  
 
 
“Dude, take a breath.  

You’re cool here.”  
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Kratus, J. (2013). Preparing 
music educators to 
facilitate songwriting. In 
M. Kaschub & J. Smith 
(Eds.), Composing our 
future (pp. 267–282). 
New York: Oxford 
University Press.  



THE “MICHIGAN STATE MODEL”


•  MUS 210; offered by the College of Music; open 
to any student (not just music majors) 

•  Only prerequisite is ability to accompany oneself 
(guitar, piano, ukulele, GarageBand, etc.) 

•  Bulk of class is “workshop” format: students play 
songs for class; class members listen and offer 
feedback 

•  Two 110-minute class meetings each week; 
enrollment capped at 20 students 



THE “MICHIGAN STATE MODEL”


•  “Workshop” procedure 

•  “Starter” assignments 

•  Mini-presentations 

•  Songwriter journals 

•  Analysis paper 

•  Mini-lessons 





1.  Say a few words about performance (or not!) 

2.  Perform a complete work, a partial work, or a 
revision of an earlier work 

3.  Applause from the class 

4.  Comments and discussion 
(gradually moves from generic and positive 
to specific and and more prescriptive) 

5.  Applause again 

Community  

is key! 



“STARTER” ASSIGNMENTS 


First meeting: play a cover of a song you 
know or an original, if you have one 
 
Second meeting: take a song you know 
and love and add a verse of lyrics 
 
Third meeting: find a pre-existing text and 
turn it into a song 
 
After third meeting: self-determined 



Aerosmith, “Dream On” 
 

Jessie J, “Who You Are” 
 

Timeflies, “Amy” 
 

Tally Hall, “Ruler of Everything” 
 

Reel Big Fish, “Sell Out”  

MINI-PRESENTATIONS 



SONGWRITING JOURNALS 



ANALYSIS PAPER 



TEACHER-LED* “MINI-LESSONS” 

* most of the time 
 

Listen to: 
•  Diane Birch, “Valentino” 
•  Ben Folds Five, “Kate” 
•  Ari Hest, “The Landlord” 

As you listen, consider: 
•  How much descriptive detail are you given about 

this person? 
•  How well do you think you get to know this 

person? 
•  How does the songwriter communicate this 

person’s “essence”? 

Basic habits of vocal technique 
 

Introduction to chord progressions (via 
twelve-bar blues) 

 
Guest presentation on beat production 

 
Songwriting and production value 





GOALS FOR TODAY:
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answer the question, “Why songwriting?” 

2.  Look at emerging research that might help us 
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THAT’S GREAT, BUT… 

scheduling issues 

administrative support 

performance expectations 

classroom set-up 

equipment needs 

teacher expertise 



? 



IN MY IMAGINARY CLASSROOM…



1.  Find school, grant, and/or fundraising money to 
support purchasing class set of ukuleles 

2.  Institute weekly “uke jam” (on Fridays)—learn 
chords, simple songs, harmonizing techniques 

3.  Distribute text of a piece that will be prepared for 
performance; have students write short songs 
using this text 

4.  Compare students’ compositional decisions with 
those made by piece’s composer 



… …

TURN TO A NEIGHBOR 

new 
new! 

^ 



… …

TURN TO A NEIGHBOR 

new 
new! 

^ 



PEDAGOGICAL 
TRANSFORMATIONS


•  Teacher authority/power: getting in the way? 

•  Reconsidering goals/standards 

•  Teacher as community member 

•  Teacher as “expert” 

•  Teacher as multi-faceted musician 


