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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 This thesis has been divided into three sections: reasoning, activities, and 

reception.  

 Within the reasoning section, an academic discussion of the current state of 

reading within United States music classrooms will take place, along with a thorough 

explanation of arts-integration and its benefits to students. A closer look at the dichotomy 

of music education philosophies will be examined, and arguments against integrating 

reading and music will be addressed. Ultimately, the use and necessity of children’s 

literature within the general music curriculum will be thoroughly justified. 

 Within the activities section, 20 musical activities will be presented alongside 

nonmusical books. These activities all follow the same general pattern: begin by reading 

the book, followed by a short discussion; participate in a large group activity; possibly 

participate in a small group activity; then finally, assess students’ knowledge and 

understanding. At the bottom of each activity, both the archived and the current National 

Association for Music Educators Standards that are met throughout the activity are 

identified and explained. Within some of these activities, “Sample Whiteboards” are also 

presented. These are created using the ActiveInspire Classflow software meant for 

SmartBoards, however, they were also created with reality in mind. All sample 

whiteboards may be easily modified for regular whiteboards or projectors, for those 

schools which do not yet utilize SmartBoard technology. Also included in each activity is 

a recommended grade for which the activity would be appropriate. This recommendation 
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is determined by both the lexile score of the children’s book and the difficulty of the 

musical concept. Directly below the recommended grade is a list of all materials needed 

for that particular activity. All books listed within that section may be found fully cited in 

the bibliography section of this thesis. A list of knowledge precedents may also be found 

within each activity: it is recommended that those skills be taught to the students before 

attempting the activity. Finally, all assessments included in these activities are meant to 

be formative. These activities are designed to either introduce or review a musical 

concept–not to end a unit with a formal or informal assessment score. The assessments 

included in these activities are simply to assist the teacher in identifying areas in which 

their students may need additional instruction. 

 The final section of this thesis, the reception, will discuss the successes and 

challenges that each activity faced when it was implemented within a public school 

setting, as well as the difference in demographics between the Cedar Falls and Waterloo 

Public Schools which may influence performance and need in music classrooms.  
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READING IN OUR  
MUSIC CLASSROOMS 

 

 

 In 1995, music teachers were not often reading to their students.1 Why should they 

have been? Music class is a time to learn music; to learn how to feel a beat, to create 

rhythms, to sing, to hear. Music class isn’t a time to read children’s books–right? 

 This concept that was all too common back then is being challenged by a modern-

day push for arts-integration, “an approach to teaching in which students construct and 

demonstrate understanding through an art form” whereby “students engage in a creative 

process which connects an art form and another subject area and meets evolving 

objectives in both.”2 Arts-integration is changing how students learn and teachers teach. 

There are several benefits to this approach, as explained in Linda Crawford’s book, Lively 

Learning. 

The Arts make content more accessible.3 Howard Gardner’s widely accepted 

Theory of Multiple Intelligences states that there are at least eight different types of 

learners, who learn best via different routes of teaching (such as through spoken word for 

linguistic learners or by drawings for spatial learners).4 Arts-integrated content can be 

taught in a multitude of different ways, playing to the strengths of many different 

intelligences: learning through drama can greatly benefit students with intra- and 

interpersonal intelligences, learning through movement or dance can benefit students 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Jana R. Fallin, “Children’s Literature as a Springboard for Music.” 24. 
2 “What is Arts Integration?,” The Kennedy Center ArtsEdge. 
3 Linda Crawford, “Accessible and Alive,” 6-7. 
4 Robert Siegler, et. al., How Children Develop, 4th ed., 321. 
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with bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, and learning through song or harmony can benefit 

students with musical intelligence, to name only a few. When teachers employ an arts-

integrated approach to teaching, a broader spectrum of students are able to understand 

with ease, creating a more comfortable and more accessible learning environment.  

The Arts encourage joyful, active learning.5 It’s no surprise that utilizing the Arts 

creates a more fun and exciting atmosphere for student learning. Students, especially 

younger elementary students, do not fare well sitting at desks trying to absorb and 

remember every word that their teacher says. The idea of the tabula rasa, whereby 

students’ minds are blank slates simply waiting to be given knowledge, has been long 

disproven, and replaced with research-based evidence that children must be engaged in 

their environment in order to learn.6 Employing activities that use music, drama, and 

visual art creates a more child-friendly method of teaching and learning. 

The Arts help students make and express personal connections to content.7 

Children are better able to learn when the content they’re presented with is relevant to 

their own lives. “We need to help learners create a felt meaning, a sense of relationship 

with a subject, in addition to an intellectual understanding,” states brain researcher 

Geoffery Cane.8 When teachers introduce arts-integrated education, they’re able to create 

that sense of meaning or relevance to their students, which, in turn, positively affects their 

learning. 

4. The Arts help children understand and express abstract concepts.9 Abstract 

concepts can be difficult for children to comprehend. According to Jean Piaget’s stages of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Linda Crawford, “Accessible and Alive,” 7-9. 
6 Robert Siegler, et. al., How Children Develop, 4th ed., 8-10. 
7 Linda Crawford, “Accessible and Alive,” 9-10. 
8 Marcia D’Arcangelo, “The Brains Behind the Brain.” 24. 
9 Linda Crawford, “Accessible and Alive,” 10-11. 
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cognitive development, people generally aren’t able to comprehend purely abstract 

concepts until they’ve reached the formal operational stage, which encompasses most 

children 12 years and older.10 However, a child in the stage immediately prior to the 

formal operational stage–the concrete operational stage–is able to understand abstract 

concepts if presented with a concrete example, and this generally occurs during the prime 

elementary ages of 7 to 12 years old.11 Therefore, presenting a concrete arts-centered 

experience to an elementary student could support their understanding of a related 

abstract concept. 

 The Arts stimulate higher-level thinking.12 At the top of Bloom’s revised Taxonomy 

of Educational Objectives, within the highest levels of thinking, is creating.13 The 

definition of arts-integration itself inherently suggests the use of creativity within its 

lessons (students construct and demonstrate knowledge...students engage in a creative 

process). Students engage in the highest level of thinking when being taught in an arts-

integrated way. 

 The Arts build community and help children develop collaborative work skills.14 

Research has confirmed that children’s longest-lasting learning comes from 

collaboration.15 Within an arts-integrated approach, children are often encouraged to 

work with their peers, whether it be by forming a dramatic scene together, singing 

together, or playing together, which therefore encourages long-lasting learning. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Robert Siegler, et al., How Children Develop, 4th ed., 135. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Linda Crawford, “Accessible and Alive,” 11. 
13 Patricia Armstrong, “Bloom’s Taxonomy.” 
14 Linda Crawford, “Accessible and Alive,” 12-14. 
15 Ibid. 
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 Advocates for arts-integration often view it as a way to supplement or augment the 

general education classroom–not the music classroom, which is already an art-focused 

subject by itself. Yet the roles can be reversed, whereby a general education subject 

supplements and augments an arts subject. Children’s literature, then, is a natural 

complement to music education.16 On an abstract level, reading allows for children to 

connect with characters in an emotional way, similar to how music connects to the 

humanity in all of us. On a more concrete level, children’s books can directly facilitate 

transferred learning to musical concepts, such as those books which have a repeating 

phrase, similar to the “A” section in a rondo form.17 Ultimately, this type of arts-integrated 

approach offers a two-way street of learning to our students: as we teach our musical 

standards to these children, and reinforce those standards with nonmusical means, 

students also reinforce their learning within those nonmusical subjects. Though, as music 

educators, our primary concern is teaching our students musical skills, it would be remiss 

of us to ignore the fact that music has a positive impact on general education skills as well. 

An arts-integrated approach facilitates deeper learning in both subjects. 

 All of the children’s books used in these activities are inherently nonmusical, and 

this was chosen for several important reasons. There are certainly many children’s books 

that have and currently are being published that are directly related to music: Beethoven 

Threw the Stew!, Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy, In the Hall of the Mountain King, and 

The Flying Orchestra are just some examples of these types of books. While these books 

are excellent at combining music and literature, and should certainly be used in both 

elementary general and music classrooms alike, they don’t offer the same types of benefits 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Beth Ann Miller, “A Harmonious Duet,” 18-24. 
17 Ibid. 
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as do nonmusical books. Nonmusical books primarily offer a much larger variety of topics 

than musical books, which, of course, are generally confined to a musical topic.  This 

variety is crucial to developing interest in a classroom: students who simply don’t like 

music are a lot less likely to pay attention to a musically-themed book than a book about 

bats, if they have a particular interest in them instead (e.g. Stellaluna). As stated by Terry 

Meier in The Reading Teacher, “If books are not compelling to children, then no amount 

of time spent on [additional activities] will result in their becoming proficient and 

empowered readers.”18 But a student who finds interest in the book–and is therefore 

engaged in the reading and discussion of it–will not only develop their literacy skills, but 

they are also more likely to participate in the related musical lesson. Furthermore, it is 

known that students who are interested in any given topic develop intrinsic motivation to 

learn more about that topic and seek deeper understanding.19  Children’s books have also 

been found to be engaging if they simply relate to the students, despite the student’s 

personal interests.20 Therefore, books about the everyday lives of children rather than 

instruments of the orchestra may be more likely to attract a student’s attention. Important 

themes which affect our students, such as bullying, could be addressed, while still keeping 

relevance to the music education curriculum–though it should be noted that particularly 

heavy themes such as bullying, discrimination, racism, and the like should never be 

restricted to a relatively quick discussion in the music classroom, but rather, reviewed and 

reinforced within the child’s entire school environment. Ultimately, nonmusical books 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Terry Meier, “Why Can’t She Remember That?,” 246. 
19 Ulrich Schiefele, “Interest, Learning, and Motivation,” 314. 
20 Terry Meier, “Why Can’t She Remember That?,” 246. 
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provide a much greater number of routes a music teacher’s lesson plan could take, which, 

in turn, offers several more lasting benefits to our students. 

 The primary argument against an arts-integrated approach within an elementary 

general music classroom often draws similar arguments from the role of music education 

in general. What exactly is that role? The debate continues to this day: should music be 

taught because it reinforces and complements the general education curriculum, or 

should it be taught for its benefits to the aesthetic experience of humanity? Using the arts-

integrated approach as the basis for an answer, both potential roles of music education 

are extremely important to the learning of a child. While proponents of the Aesthetic 

philosophy may disagree, the activities included in this thesis are not meant to underscore 

the importance of music, and do not put literacy or other nonmusical subjects before 

music. Rather, these activities utilize nonmusical methods (i.e. reading and literacy) to 

enhance musical learning. Heightened musical knowledge then increases learning in 

those and other nonmusical subjects: Evidence suggests that students who receive 

education in music develop stronger mathematics skills.21 Research has also shown that 

rhythmic instruction interventions had a positive impact on students’ below-average 

reading scores.22 In essence, a positive feedback loop is formed: as musical concepts are 

strengthened, nonmusical concepts are also better understood, which can then be used to 

strengthen more advanced musical concepts, and so on and so forth. While the purpose 

of music education should not primarily be to achieve these positive nonmusical results, 

music educators should not ignore the fact that they do exist, and they should be 

harnessed. Furthermore, Doris Mueller in the Journal of Reading states that “all teachers 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Kathryn Vaughn, “Music and Mathematics,” 163. 
22 Susan Hallam, “Can a Rhythmic Intervention Support Reading Development in Poor Readers?.” 
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are reading teachers, especially at the elementary school level, and therefore have 

immeasurable potential for influencing pupils’ attitudes toward reading.”23 Elementary-

aged students are constantly learning new aspects of the English language, reading, and 

literacy while they attend school, whether or not we consciously teach it: the posters we 

hang on the walls, the papers they view, and even the way we form our sentences while 

speaking all unconsciously develop our students’ literacy skills. Therefore, we have a duty 

as educators in general, despite our specialization, to assist in our young students’ 

acquisition of literacy skills.  

There are also concerns that arts-integration represents “generic learning and a 

failure to acknowledge discipline-specific understandings of skills for each arts 

discipline.”24 In other words, the “Arts” would be diminished to one, generic term that 

does not distinguish between the differing skills found in music, drama, dance, painting, 

and the many other forms of art that exist today. But this concern has been addressed by 

multiple researchers who agree that a combination of specialist instruction and integrated 

instruction is ideal.25 Therefore, it is obviously not recommended that an elementary 

general music curriculum consist solely of arts-integrated content. Instruction in purely 

musical concepts must also be included along with arts-integrated content for a well-

rounded education in music. This thesis simply addresses the current lack of arts-

integrated content, and provides ideas for activities to achieve the arts-integrated side of 

that ideal balance.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Doris Mueller, “Teacher Attitudes Toward Reading,” 203. 
24 Susan Chapman, “Arts Immersion for Music Teachers,” 26. 
25 Ibid., 30. 
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 In summary, there is plenty of evidence that supports the use of reading children’s 

literature in a music classroom. While this concept certainly is starting to gain more 

traction, the purpose of this thesis is to provide a starting point for educators that have 

not yet begun to take advantage of the rich abundance of content that is found in such 

literature, or to assist educators who simply want more ideas and evidence to support 

their teaching choices. In order to improve our teaching and provide as best of an 

education as we can to our students, we must utilize all resources available to us: including 

children’s books that have nothing to do with music. 
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RECEPTION 

 

 

 The activities within this thesis were tested within several actual classrooms in 

the Cedar Falls and Waterloo Community School District schools. This was done for two 

main reasons: the first, and most obvious, was to ensure that the activity would be 

successful within an actual classroom, rather than simply being a theoretical outline. 

The second reason was to look into the music classrooms within the locale and note 

their diverse range of teaching. There is no common standard when it comes to music 

education, like there currently is within core content in Iowa. Though we do have the 

National Standards set out by the National Association for Music Education, those act 

more as guidelines for many teachers, and are not enforced by any federal or state 

agency. This makes things quite difficult, then, to gauge grade or age appropriateness 

for the activities. As such, each activity had its own set of revisions that it underwent 

following its implementation, which must also be seen in the context the activity was 

completed in.  

 There are drastic differences between Waterloo and Cedar Falls schools, which 

are often measured in terms of students who receive Free and Reduced Lunch (FRL), 

students who are learning English as a nonnative language (ELL), and students who 

have individualized education plans (IEP). Free and Reduced Lunches are federally 

funded programs meant to ensure students are able to eat during the day, regardless of 
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poverty level.26 Children are able to apply for and receive free and/or reduced-cost 

lunches if they meet any of the following criteria: they receive SNAP benefits; are 

considered homeless, migrant, runaway, or foster children; are enrolled in Head Start; 

or are from a family with an income level at or below 130-185% of the poverty level.27 

Therefore, the FRL statistic is generally seen as an indication of poverty levels within a 

school. This is an extremely important statistic to take note of–students who are 

experiencing poverty are far more likely to be distracted from lessons due to the 

challenges that accompany such a life. Knowing the ELL rate within a school is also 

quite helpful when putting these activities into context: students who cannot yet 

understand English in the same capacity as their peers will certainly struggle in trying to 

understand the directions of the activity, as well as the language of music in general. The 

IEP rate is less helpful than others, due to the broad range of students who encompass 

its use. Students who utilize an IEP simply require an individualized plan for their 

education, which may address learning disabilities that accompany disorders such as 

ADHD or Down’s Syndrome. Some disabilities challenge students in music class more 

than others, though, and a broad measure such as the IEP ratio does not give an 

accurate or useful context behind students’ reception of an activity. See Table 1 below, 

“Statistics of Select Cedar Falls and Waterloo Community Schools,” for the ratios of 

those measures in the schools that participated in implementing these activities. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 “National School Lunch Program,” United States Department of Agriculture, updated November 2017, 
accessed March 31, 2019, https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/NSLPFactSheet.pdf.  
27 “National School Lunch Program,” United States Department of Agriculture, updated November 2017, 
accessed March 31, 2019, https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/NSLPFactSheet.pdf.  
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Table 1 - Statistics of Select Cedar Falls and Waterloo Community Schools28293031323334 

 Free and Reduced 
Lunch (FRL) 

English Language 
Learners (ELL) 

Individualized 
Education Plan 

(IEP) 
Cedar Falls Community School District 

Hansen 
Elementary 14.91% 2.43% 5.83% 

Southdale 
Elementary 11.95% 3.85% 10.89% 

Waterloo Community School District 
Kittrell 

Elementary 69.75% 14.24% 13.36% 

Lincoln 
Elementary 89.93% 11.33% 18.53% 

Lou Henry 
Elementary 59.15% 22.77% 12.28% 

Orange 
Elementary 48.88% 5.04% 10.26% 

Poyner 
Elementary 61.03% 0.21% 15.63% 

 

 In general, a large majority of the activities were quite successful within the 

classroom. One measure of success is students’ attention to the lesson: were they 

interested in the content? Did they want to continue the activity? Levels of excitement 

can certainly vary between different classes of students, depending on the day, but many 

aspects seemed to be very interesting to the students, for differing reasons. Corduroy, 

for example, was a very popular activity, primarily because of its use of a teddy bear that 

the students can see and feel. Corduroy was implemented in two classrooms: one at 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 “Hansen Elementary,” Iowa Department of Education, accessed March 26, 2019, 
https://reports.educateiowa.gov/Home/reportWrapper. 
29 “Southdale Elementary,” Iowa Department of Education. 
30 “Kittrell Elementary,” Iowa Department of Education. 
31 “Lincoln Elementary,” Iowa Department of Education. 
32 “Lou Henry Elementary,” Iowa Department of Education. 
33 “Orange Elementary,” Iowa Department of Education. 
34 “Poyner Elementary,” Iowa Department of Education. 
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Poyner Elementary, and the other at Lou Henry Elementary; both within the Waterloo 

Community School District. Both groups of students were quite receptive to the book, 

and engaged in meaningful discussions. Both groups were also extremely motivated to 

refine their steady beats, so their “secret visitor” (the teddy bear) could come out and 

greet them. Another measure of success is the appropriateness of the content. Were 

students struggling to understand their assignment? Could students follow along 

comfortably in the activity? Corduroy also fell within this measure of success, with only 

slight modifications to the original activity. Originally, Corduroy guides students 

through writing two barred eighth notes. Students in Poyner Elementary, however, do 

not learn how to write in standard notation until much later in elementary school. When 

the activity was implemented, it was modified to focus instead on feeling the difference 

between rhythm and beat–students still had to focus on those eighth notes, but worked 

on feeling them in their bodies rather than writing them. This not only demonstrated 

Corudory’s success, but also its flexibility: it, as well as nearly all of the activities 

included in this thesis, was quite flexible in the content that they teach. Several other 

activities were primarily successes as well: Chrysanthemum was perfectly appropriate 

for the recommended age level, The Stonecutter was an engaging activity with its use of 

unpitched percussion instruments, Tikki Tikki Tembo was an interesting activity that 

worked on students’ creativity through improvisation, The Lorax portrayed rounded 

binary form in a crystal clear way, Millions of Cats encouraged students to compose 

phrases, and Daniel O’Rourke kept students moving to a beat while listening to 

traditional Irish tunes. These successes were found throughout schools in both the 

Waterloo and the Cedar Falls school districts. 
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 The activities also had their downfalls. Strega Nona was the first activity that was 

implemented in the schools, and it did not focus on reaching high do as much as it was 

intended to. Strega Nona was taught to students at Hansen Elementary, in the Cedar 

Falls district, and it ended up putting more focus on the visual arts rather than singing. 

This, of course, is a fear of integrating aspects of other classes into the music room: that 

music will no longer be the main concept to be taught. One solution would be to extend 

the activity into several days, and assign the drawing as homework rather than in-class 

work, and to spend more time in class working on reaching the high do in the song that 

accompanies the activity. More commonly, activities were not appropriate for the 

recommended age level.  Rain! was excellent at working on the major sixth leap, but 

trying to encourage students to recall the intervals and solfege of the entire song was a 

little too advanced for the 3rd grade group that attempted it at Southdale Elementary. 

Fortunately, Unfortunately is a perfect book to introduce mood and tonality in music, 

but the 4th graders at Southdale had not learned terms for those tonalities, nor were the 

tonalities entirely easy to hear in improvised pentatonic keys. Last Stop on Market 

Street is a gorgeous book that transitions well into a popular campfire song with an 

ostinato pattern to accompany it, but 1st graders at Orange Elementary were not ready to 

take on two-part songs, and could not complete the activity. These problems illustrate 

the challenges that come with attempting to assign a grade level for musical concepts: 

there is no standard grade to teach particular musical concepts. Students at Poyner 

Elementary do not begin learning any form of standard notation until about 3rd grade, 

whereas students at Hansen Elementary begin learning quarter and eighth notes in stick 

notation in Kindergarten, for example. That is not to say that either method is wrong or 

not beneficial; both have their advantages and disadvantages. But this renders any sort 
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of recommended grade nearly useless in the context of these activities. Instead, a list of 

concepts students will need to know in order to complete the activity is far more 

beneficial, because individual teachers will know their students’ abilities and whether or 

not they meet those precedents. Both the recommended grade and the knowledge 

precedents are included in these activities as a result. 

 Regardless of the imperfections in the activities, implementing them within area 

schools was ultimately a success. Problems such as difficulty of content were addressed, 

yet a problem never arose with the choice to read a book as an opening to the activity. 

Students were consistently receptive and responsive to the book and the following 

discussions, and they often found the connections between the literature and the 

musical concept without help. Teaching these activities provides evidence that 

nonmusical books can still garner attention from students within a musical context. 
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