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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 
 
What if the next lesson your students remember isn't a worksheet, but a song they wrote 
themselves? 
 
Soundtrack of Our Town is a teacher's guide built on a simple idea: every community has a 
story, and every student has a voice worth putting to music. Drawing on years in the 
classroom as a teaching artist, Richelle Putnam walks educators through a complete, 
standards-aligned songwriting process — from research and mentor songs to lyric writing, 
revision, and performance — using familiar melodies as a scaffold so no musical 
background is required, just curiosity and a story worth telling. 
 
Along the way, students become historians, writers, and performers all at once, discovering 
that the railroad depot down the street, a grandparent's memory, or a hometown festival 
can become the subject of an original song — and that learning their community's story is 
the first step toward becoming part of it. 
 
Grounded in current Mississippi College- and Career-Readiness Standards and rich with 
real classroom moments, this guide offers teachers a practical, inspiring path to bringing 
music, literacy, and history together — one song at a time. 
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Chapter One 
 
Why Songwriting Belongs in Every Elementary Classroom 
 
"Music is enough for a lifetime, but a lifetime is not enough for music." 
— Sergei Rachmaninoff 
 
Big Idea 
 
Songwriting is far more than a creative enrichment activity. When designed and aligned 
with academic standards, songwriting becomes a rigorous instructional strategy that 
encourages students to synthesize information, communicate understanding, collaborate 
with peers, and construct meaning through authentic artistic expression. In the elementary 
classroom, songwriting provides an opportunity for students to engage with academic 
content in ways that are memorable, meaningful, and connected to their experiences. 
 
Songwriting as Meaningful Learning 
 
Elementary classrooms are filled with opportunities for students to explore ideas through 
language. They read stories, write narratives, explain mathematical thinking, describe 
scientific observations, and investigate historical events. Each of these tasks asks students 
to organize information, select appropriate vocabulary, and communicate ideas clearly. 
Songwriting draws upon these same cognitive processes while adding the expressive 
dimensions of rhythm, melody, repetition, and performance. 
 
Too often, music is viewed as something separate from academic learning—an enrichment 
activity that takes place after the "real work" has been completed. Nevertheless, research 
in arts education suggests otherwise. The arts are not an addition to learning; they are a 
way of learning. When students compose songs, they are not merely demonstrating 
creativity. They are analyzing information, identifying central ideas, making decisions about 
language, and communicating understanding through multiple forms of representation 
(Arts Education Partnership, 2016). 
 
Unlike worksheets that often emphasize recall, songwriting asks students to transform 
knowledge. A child cannot successfully write a song about the Mississippi Delta, the water 
cycle, or multiplication patterns without first developing an understanding of those 
concepts. The creative process requires students to move beyond memorization toward 
synthesis, evaluation, and communication, higher-order thinking skills identified within 
Bloom's Revised Taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). 
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Learning Through Experience 
 
Educational philosopher John Dewey (1938) argued that meaningful learning occurs when 
students actively participate in experiences that connect classroom instruction to their 
own lives. Knowledge is not simply transferred from teacher to student; rather, it is 
constructed through purposeful interaction with ideas and experiences. 
 
Songwriting exemplifies this philosophy. Students do not simply read about history; they 
reinterpret it. They do not merely memorize scientific vocabulary; they explain scientific 
concepts through lyrics. They do not only identify community landmarks; they celebrate 
the stories those landmarks represent. 
 
When students write songs about their communities, they begin to recognize that learning 
is not confined to textbooks. Their neighborhoods, families, traditions, and local histories 
become valuable sources of curriculum. This place-based approach transforms students 
from passive recipients of information into active contributors to the preservation of 
community knowledge. 
 
The Cognitive Demands of Songwriting 
 
At first glance, songwriting may appear to be a simple creative exercise. But it is an 
intellectually demanding process that integrates numerous cognitive skills simultaneously. 
 
Students who write songs must: 
 

• Research and verify information. 
• Distinguish essential ideas from supporting details. 
• Organize information into a logical sequence. 
• Select precise vocabulary appropriate for the audience and purpose. 
• Revise language to match rhythmic patterns and syllable counts. 
• Evaluate whether lyrics accurately communicate intended meaning. 
• Collaborate with peers through discussion, negotiation, and revision. 
• Present their work orally with fluency and expression. 

 
These tasks mirror the expectations outlined within the Mississippi College- and Career-
Readiness Standards for English Language Arts while also supporting Mississippi Social 
Studies and Mississippi Visual and Performing Arts Standards. 
 
Rather than viewing songwriting as an artistic "extra," educators should recognize it as a 
sophisticated literacy activity that naturally integrates reading, writing, speaking, listening, 
and critical thinking. 
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Motivation, Engagement, and Student Voice 
 
One of songwriting's greatest strengths is its ability to increase student engagement. 
Elementary students are naturally drawn to rhythm, repetition, and music. Long before they 
become fluent readers, children learn through nursery rhymes, chants, fingerplays, and 
songs. These early experiences demonstrate that music is not separate from language 
development; it is one of its earliest foundations. 
 
Research suggests that motivation increases when students perceive learning as 
personally meaningful and relevant (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Songwriting offers students 
genuine ownership over their work because every lyric reflects their decisions, 
observations, and interpretations. 
 
When students write about their hometown, their families, or their community traditions, 
they are not completing an assignment for a grade alone. They are creating something that 
has value beyond the classroom. Their songs become expressions of identity and 
belonging. 
 
This sense of ownership often encourages participation from students who may be 
reluctant writers or hesitant speakers. The collaborative nature of songwriting also allows 
students to contribute in different ways, whether by generating ideas, crafting lyrics, 
maintaining rhythm, or performing. 
 
Songwriting as Authentic Assessment 
 
Traditional assessments often measure what students can recall at a specific moment in 
time. Songwriting offers a different kind of assessment, one that asks students to apply 
knowledge creatively and communicate understanding through an original product. 
When students compose lyrics about a historical event, a scientific process, or a 
mathematical concept, teachers gain insight into conceptual understanding, vocabulary 
development, sequencing skills, and misconceptions. Because songwriting requires 
students to explain ideas in their own words, it provides rich evidence of learning that 
extends beyond selected-response assessments. 
 
Authentic assessments such as songwriting also encourage reflection and revision, 
reinforcing the understanding that learning is an ongoing process rather than a single 
performance. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
Songwriting is not intended to replace traditional instruction. Rather, it serves as an 
instructional strategy that complements the existing curriculum by providing students with 
meaningful opportunities to synthesize and communicate learning. 
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Whether students are writing about Mississippi history, local ecosystems, fractions, or 
community traditions, the instructional process remains remarkably consistent: 
 

• Investigate the content. 
• Identify the most important ideas. 
• Organize those ideas into a narrative. 
• Adapt language to fit a familiar musical structure. 
• Share and reflect upon the finished work. 

 
Through this process, academic standards become experiences rather than isolated 
objectives. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Perspective 
 
Over the years, I have discovered that students rarely begin a songwriting lesson by saying, 
"I'm a songwriter." Most arrive believing that songwriting is something only professional 
musicians do. Yet within minutes of exploring rhythm, counting syllables, and sharing 
ideas, students begin offering lyric suggestions, debating word choices, and proudly 
reading their verses aloud. 
 
One of the most rewarding moments comes when students realize they already possess 
everything they need to tell an important story. They know their neighborhoods. They 
recognize local landmarks. They have listened to grandparents describe community 
traditions. Songwriting permits them to see those experiences as worthy of artistic 
expression. 
 
By the end of the lesson, they are no longer simply learning about their community; they are 
helping preserve its story. 
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1. How might songwriting change the way your students demonstrate understanding of 
academic content? 

2. What stories from your own community would your students be most excited to 
explore through music? 

3. In what ways might songwriting provide opportunities for students who do not 
typically shine during traditional writing assignments? 

 
References (Chapter 1) 
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Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. Macmillan. 
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Chapter Two 
 
The Natural Intersection of Music and Language 
 
"Music is the universal language of mankind." 
— Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 
 
Big Idea 
 
Music and language share common cognitive, linguistic, and neurological foundations. 
From infancy through adulthood, humans use rhythm, pattern, pitch, and repetition to 
communicate meaning, organize information, and strengthen memory. Because 
songwriting integrates these shared elements, it serves as a powerful instructional strategy 
that supports literacy development while deepening understanding across the curriculum. 
 
Language Begins with Music 
 
Long before children recognize letters, decode words, or write complete sentences, they 
communicate through sound. An infant responds to the melody of a caregiver's voice 
before understanding vocabulary. A toddler learns language through nursery rhymes, 
fingerplays, chants, and songs long before reading independently. 
 
This early development illustrates an important truth: music and language are partners in 
communication. 
 
Both rely on rhythm, pacing, repetition, and expression to convey meaning. Children 
naturally acquire these patterns through playful experiences that involve singing, clapping, 
movement, and spoken language. These activities build phonological awareness, listening 
skills, and oral language development—all essential foundations for literacy (Gordon, 
2012). 
 
When teachers incorporate songwriting into instruction, they build upon learning 
processes that begin in early childhood rather than introducing an entirely new skill. 
 
Rhythm as a Foundation for Literacy 
 
Reading is more than recognizing words on a page. Fluent readers hear the rhythm of 
language. They recognize pauses, emphasize important words, and adjust their pace 
according to punctuation and meaning. 
 
These same elements are present in music. 
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When students clap a steady beat, identify syllables, or fit words into a familiar melody, 
they are practicing foundational literacy skills that support reading fluency and expressive 
language. 
 
Research has consistently demonstrated that rhythmic instruction strengthens 
phonological processing, an essential component of reading development (Tierney & 
Kraus, 2013). Musical rhythm improves students' ability to recognize syllables, identify 
stress patterns, and segment spoken language, skills directly connected to decoding and 
reading fluency. 
 
This connection explains why songs often become memorable teaching tools. Rhythm 
organizes language into predictable patterns, making information easier to process and 
recall. 
 
Pattern Recognition: The Brain's Preferred Learning Strategy 
 
Human beings are naturally pattern seekers. 
 
From recognizing facial expressions to identifying mathematical relationships, the brain 
continually searches for patterns that simplify complex information. Pattern recognition 
reduces cognitive effort because familiar structures allow learners to anticipate what 
comes next. 
 

• Music is built upon patterns. 
• Melodies repeat. 
• Rhythms repeat. 
• Chord progressions repeat. 
• Language functions similarly. 
• Sentences follow grammatical structures. 
• Stories follow narrative patterns. 
• Poetry follows meter. 
• Conversation follows recognizable rhythms. 

 
Songwriting combines these systems, allowing students to organize new information within 
familiar structures. Rather than overwhelming working memory, familiar musical patterns 
provide cognitive support, allowing students to concentrate on content and meaning. 
 
This principle becomes especially important in classroom songwriting when students use 
an existing melody such as "This Land Is Your Land." Because the tune is already familiar, 
students can devote greater attention to researching historical content, selecting precise 
vocabulary, and organizing ideas rather than inventing an entirely new melody. 
 
Melody Supports Memory 
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Most adults can easily remember commercial jingles, childhood songs, or the alphabet 
song years after first learning them. This phenomenon illustrates music's remarkable 
influence on long-term memory. 
 
Neuroscientific research suggests that music activates multiple brain regions 
simultaneously, including those associated with language, emotion, movement, and 
memory (Jensen, 2001; Sousa, 2017). Because music engages these interconnected neural 
networks, information paired with melody is often retained more effectively than 
information presented through speech alone. 
 
For classroom teachers, this has practical implications. 
 
When students write songs about historical events, scientific processes, or mathematical 
concepts, they create meaningful memory cues that support long-term retention. The 
melody becomes a retrieval pathway for academic content. 
 
Instead of simply memorizing facts, students remember the stories embedded within the 
lyrics they created. 
 
Songwriting Strengthens Vocabulary Development 
 
Effective songwriting requires careful word selection. 
 
Every lyric must communicate meaning while fitting within a rhythmic structure. Students 
quickly discover that choosing one word over another affects both the message and the 
musical flow. 
 
This process naturally encourages vocabulary development. 
 
Students ask questions such as: 
 

1. Which word is more descriptive? 
2. Does this word have too many syllables? 
3. Is there a stronger verb? 
4. Can I replace several words with one more precise word? 

 
These decisions mirror the revision process emphasized in Mississippi's English Language 
Arts standards. 
 
Rather than revising solely for grammar, students revise for clarity, rhythm, audience, 
expression, and meaning simultaneously. 
 
Syllables: Where Music and Reading Meet 
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One of the most effective songwriting strategies for elementary classrooms involves 
counting syllables. 
 
At first glance, syllable counting appears to be a musical activity. However, it is equally a 
literacy activity. 
 
Syllables help students: 
 

• Develop phonological awareness. 
• Improve decoding skills. 
• Recognize stress patterns. 
• Increase reading fluency. 
• Strengthen oral expression. 
• Understand rhythmic phrasing. 

 
In the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, students count the syllables in each line of Woody 
Guthrie's "This Land Is Your Land" before composing their own lyrics. This simple strategy 
serves multiple instructional purposes. 
 
First, it provides a clear framework for writing lyrics that fit the melody. Second, it reinforces 
phonological awareness by encouraging students to hear and count the rhythmic units 
within words. Finally, it demonstrates that successful songwriting depends upon both 
musical understanding and linguistic precision. 
 
By maintaining a similar syllable count, students learn that effective songwriting is not just 
about finding words that rhyme. It is also about creating language that flows naturally 
within the musical phrase. 
 
Language, Identity, and Community 
 
Language is deeply connected to identity. 
 
Every community develops its own vocabulary, traditions, expressions, and stories. Music 
preserves those linguistic and cultural characteristics across generations. Folk songs, 
spirituals, work songs, and community anthems serve as historical records that capture 
the experiences of particular people and places. 
 
When elementary students write songs about their own communities, they participate in 
this longstanding tradition. They become both historians and storytellers. 
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Their lyrics document local landmarks, family traditions, historical events, and community 
values while strengthening literacy skills through authentic communication. Songwriting 
transforms academic learning into cultural preservation. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
Recognizing the relationship between music and language changes how teachers view 
songwriting. Rather than asking students to "write a song," teachers are inviting them to: 
 

• Read closely. 
• Listen carefully. 
• Select vocabulary. 
• Organize ideas logically. 
• Revise thoughtfully. 
• Communicate clearly. 

 
Music becomes the vehicle through which language comes alive. 
 
This perspective helps educators understand that songwriting is not an additional subject 
competing for instructional time. Instead, it is an integrated literacy strategy that reinforces 
existing academic goals while increasing engagement and creativity. 
 
Research into Practice 
 
When students count syllables before writing lyrics, they practice phonological awareness, 
rhythm recognition, and language fluency, skills that support both music learning and 
literacy development. Using a familiar melody, such as "This Land Is Your Land," reduces 
cognitive demands, allowing students to focus more fully on content, vocabulary, and 
storytelling. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
One of my favorite moments in a songwriting workshop happens when students begin 
counting syllables aloud. At first, they often think the activity is about making the song "fit." 
However, as they clap each syllable and revise a line that feels awkward, something shifts. 
They begin to hear language differently. 
 
Students debate whether "railroad" or "railway" better fits the rhythm, or whether replacing 
a phrase with a single, more precise word strengthens both the lyric and the story. In those 
moments, they are making the same kinds of language decisions that skilled writers make 
every day. 
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Years later, many may not remember every worksheet they completed, but they often 
remember the song they wrote about their town, their classmates, and the history they 
discovered together. That's the enduring power of bringing music and language together in 
the classroom. 
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1. In what ways do rhythm and repetition already support learning in your classroom? 
2. How might syllable counting strengthen both songwriting and reading fluency for 

your students? 
3. Think about a song you learned as a child. Why do you still remember it, and what 

does that suggest about the relationship between music and memory? 
 
References (Chapter 2) 
 
Gordon, E. E. (2012). Learning sequences in music: Skill, content, and patterns (2012 ed.). 
GIA Publications. 
Jensen, E. (2001). Arts with the brain in mind. ASCD. 
Sousa, D. A. (2017). How the brain learns (5th ed.). Corwin. 
Tierney, A., & Kraus, N. (2013). The ability to move to a beat is linked to the consistency of 
neural responses to sound. Journal of Neuroscience, 33(38), 14981–14988. 
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Chapter Three 
 
What the Brain Reveals About Music and Learning 
 
"Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I may remember. Involve me and I learn." 
— Often attributed to Benjamin Franklin 
 
Big Idea 
 
Learning is most effective when students actively construct knowledge through meaningful 
experiences. Songwriting engages multiple cognitive systems simultaneously, including 
language, memory, emotion, executive functioning, and creativity, making it a uniquely 
powerful strategy for helping elementary students understand, retain, and communicate 
academic content. 
 
Beyond Memorization: How Learning Becomes Meaningful 
 
One of the primary goals of elementary education is helping students move beyond 
memorizing isolated facts toward developing conceptual understanding. While 
memorization has an important role in learning, lasting understanding occurs when 
students organize information, connect it to prior knowledge, and apply it in new contexts. 
Songwriting naturally supports this process. 
 
When students compose original lyrics, they don't copy information from a textbook. 
Instead, they must decide what information is most important, determine how ideas 
connect, and communicate those ideas clearly and meaningfully. This process transforms 
students from passive recipients of information into active creators of knowledge. 
 
Educational psychologist Jerome Bruner (1960) argued that learners construct 
understanding by organizing information into meaningful structures. Songwriting reflects 
this principle because students must organize historical facts, scientific concepts, or 
mathematical ideas into a coherent narrative that others can understand. 
 
The resulting song is evidence of conceptual understanding. 
 
Constructivism: Learning Through Active Participation 
 
Modern educational theory emphasizes that students learn best when they actively 
participate in constructing knowledge. 
 
Lev Vygotsky (1978) described learning as a social process that develops through 
interaction with others. Students build understanding by discussing ideas, asking 
questions, receiving feedback, and collaborating with peers. 
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Songwriting creates these opportunities naturally. 
 
As students work together, they negotiate ideas, debate vocabulary choices, revise lyrics, 
and evaluate whether the song accurately communicates its message. These 
conversations require students to explain their thinking, justify decisions, and consider 
multiple perspectives, which are characteristics of higher-order learning. 
 
Rather than completing isolated assignments, students become members of a creative 
learning community. 
 
Multiple Intelligences and Diverse Learners 
 
Howard Gardner's Theory of Multiple Intelligences (1983) challenged traditional views of 
intelligence by recognizing that learners demonstrate understanding in different ways. 
Songwriting engages multiple intelligences simultaneously. 
 
Linguistic Intelligence 
Students write lyrics, revise language, and communicate ideas. 
 
Musical Intelligence 
Students explore rhythm, melody, tempo, and phrasing. 
 
Interpersonal Intelligence 
Students collaborate, negotiate ideas, and perform together. 
 
Intrapersonal Intelligence 
Students reflect on personal experiences and community identity. 
 
Spatial Intelligence 
Students organize song structure and visualize imagery. 
 
Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence 
Students clap rhythms, move to the beat, and perform expressively. 
 
Because songwriting draws upon multiple ways of learning, it provides opportunities for 
students with different strengths to contribute meaningfully to the learning process. 
 
Emotion Strengthens Memory 
 
Teachers have long observed that students remember emotionally meaningful experiences 
more readily than routine classroom activities. Neuroscience helps explain why. 
 
Research suggests that emotion influences attention and memory by helping the brain 
determine which experiences deserve long-term storage (Sousa, 2017). 
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Music naturally evokes emotion. 
 
Whether students write about a hometown landmark, a community hero, or a family 
tradition, they connect academic learning with personal experience. This emotional 
connection increases engagement while strengthening memory.  
 
Students are learning why history matters. 
 
Executive Function and Songwriting 
 
Writing an original song requires students to engage executive functioning skills throughout 
the creative process. 
 
These include: 
 

• Planning 
• Organization 
• Working memory 
• Cognitive flexibility 
• Self-monitoring 
• Revision 
• Decision-making 

 
For example, while composing a verse, students must remember historical facts, count 
syllables, maintain rhythm, select appropriate vocabulary, and ensure that each line 
conveys the intended idea. These simultaneous demands strengthen executive functioning 
while encouraging persistence and problem solving. 
 
Rather than viewing revision as correction, students begin to view it as part of the creative 
process. 
 
Cognitive Load and Familiar Melodies 
 
One of the most significant instructional decisions teachers make during songwriting 
lessons involves whether students compose an original melody or write new lyrics to an 
existing tune. 
 
Educational psychologist John Sweller's Cognitive Load Theory (1988) provides important 
guidance. Working memory has limited capacity. 
 
When students attempt to invent both a melody and lyrics simultaneously, cognitive 
demands increase substantially. Instead of concentrating on academic content, students 
often become overwhelmed by musical decisions. 
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Using a familiar melody, such as Woody Guthrie's This Land Is Your Land, reduces this 
cognitive load. 
 
Because students already know the tune, their working memory can focus on: 
 

• Research 
• Historical understanding 
• Vocabulary selection 
• Sentence construction 
• Rhythm 
• Syllable count 
• Storytelling 

 
This instructional scaffold makes songwriting accessible to all students, regardless of 
musical experience. 
 
Research into Practice: Why use a familiar melody? 
 
Familiar tunes reduce unnecessary cognitive demands, allowing students to devote more 
attention to researching content, organizing ideas, selecting vocabulary, and 
communicating their understanding. The melody serves as a scaffold, allowing students to 
focus on learning rather than composing music from scratch. 
 
Creativity as an Academic Process 
 
Creativity is sometimes misunderstood as an unstructured activity without academic rigor. 
Educational creativity involves disciplined thinking. 
 
Students must analyze information, identify relationships, solve problems, revise ideas, 
and communicate effectively. 
 
Songwriting illustrates this process beautifully. 
 
Students continually ask: 
 

1. Does this lyric communicate my idea? 
2. Is my information accurate? 
3. Does this line fit the rhythm? 
4. Would another word be clearer? 
5. Does this verse support my overall message? 
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These questions require analysis, evaluation, and synthesis, the highest levels of Bloom's 
Revised Taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). 
 
Creative thinking and critical thinking are not competing processes. They strengthen one 
another. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
Understanding the cognitive foundations of songwriting helps teachers recognize that 
music is not replacing academic instruction. It is strengthening it. Whether students are 
writing about: 
 

• Mississippi history 
• Plant life cycles 
• Multiplication facts 
• Community traditions 
• Civil rights leaders 

 
the learning process remains academically rigorous because students must: 
 

• Analyze 
• Organize 
• Interpret 
• Communicate 
• Revise 
• Reflect 

 
Songwriting provides a memorable vehicle for demonstrating understanding. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
I've worked with students who had never written a song, never performed in front of a class, 
and didn't believe they had a creative bone in their bodies. Yet once they were given a 
familiar melody, a meaningful topic, and permission to work together, something 
remarkable happened. The fear of "getting it wrong" gave way to curiosity. 
 
Several past students insisted they couldn't write. But by the end of the songwriting activity, 
they stood with the group and helped perform the song. They all contributed to the lyrics. 
Their voices mattered. 
 
Moments like these remind me that songwriting isn't about creating future musicians. It's 
about creating opportunities for students to think deeply, collaborate meaningfully, and 
recognize themselves as capable learners. 
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Reflection Questions 
 

1. How does songwriting require students to think differently from completing a 
traditional worksheet or quiz? 

2. Which executive functioning skills do your students practice during the songwriting 
process? 

3. How might using a familiar melody reduce frustration while increasing academic 
focus? 

 
References (Chapter 3) 
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Chapter Four 
 
Songwriting as an Arts Integration Strategy 
 
"The arts are not a way to make learning more entertaining. They are a way to make 
learning more meaningful." 
 
Big Idea 
 
Arts integration is an instructional approach in which students learn academic content and 
artistic processes simultaneously. Songwriting exemplifies this approach by requiring 
students to apply disciplinary knowledge to create an original artistic product that 
demonstrates their understanding. Through planning, songwriting becomes a rigorous, 
standards-based strategy that supports both academic achievement and artistic literacy. 
 
What Is Arts Integration? 
 
Although music has long been part of school culture through performances, assemblies, 
and classroom songs, these activities do not necessarily constitute arts integration. 
 
The Kennedy Center defines arts integration as: "An approach to teaching in which students 
construct and demonstrate understanding through an art form. Students engage in a 
creative process that connects an art form and another subject area and meets evolving 
objectives in both." (Kennedy Center, n.d.) 
 
This definition highlights two essential principles. 
 
First, students are learning through the artistic process—not simply observing or  
reproducing art. 
 
Second, instruction is designed to meet learning goals in both the arts and the academic 
disciplines. 
 
In an arts-integrated classroom, music is not a reward after learning has occurred. Music 
becomes part of learning. 
 
Arts Integration Versus Arts Enhancement 
 
One of the most common misconceptions about arts integration is confusing it with arts 
enhancement. Although both have value, they serve different instructional purposes. 
 
Arts Enhancement Arts Integration 
Uses the arts to reinforce learning Uses the arts as part of the learning process 
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Arts Enhancement Arts Integration 
Often occurs after instruction Occurs throughout instruction 
Focuses primarily on academic 
content Focuses on both academic and arts learning 

Students reproduce existing works Students create original artistic works 

Assessment focuses on content recall Assessment measures learning in both 
disciplines 

 
Consider a fourth-grade lesson on Mississippi history. An arts enhancement activity might 
involve students singing an existing song about the state after completing a unit of study. 
 
An arts-integrated lesson asks students to research a historical figure, analyze important 
events, compose original lyrics, revise those lyrics for rhythm and meaning, and perform 
their work while demonstrating understanding of both historical content and musical 
structure. 
 
The difference lies in instructional design. 
 
Songwriting as an Arts-Integrated Process 
 
Songwriting naturally integrates multiple disciplines because it requires students to think 
simultaneously as researchers, writers, musicians, historians, collaborators, and 
performers. 
 
For example, when students compose a community song, they engage in: 
 

• Social Studies 
• Investigating local history 
• Examining primary and secondary sources 
• Understanding historical significance 
• Recognizing community identity 
• English Language Arts 
• Reading informational texts 
• Identifying central ideas 
• Writing narratives and informational texts 
• Revising for clarity and audience 
• Presenting orally 
• Music 
• Understanding rhythm 
• Counting syllables 
• Exploring melodic phrasing 
• Organizing verse and chorus 
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• Performing expressively 
 
Each discipline contributes essential knowledge. No subject is secondary. 
 
The Creative Process Is the Curriculum 
 
One of the defining characteristics of arts integration is that students learn through the 
creative process. Rather than beginning with a finished product, students engage in inquiry, 
experimentation, revision, reflection, and presentation. 
 
The National Core Arts Standards organize artistic learning into four interconnected artistic 
processes: 
 

• Creating 
• Performing 
• Responding 
• Connecting 

 
Songwriting addresses each process naturally. 
 
Creating 
Students generate ideas, draft lyrics, revise language, and organize musical structure. 
 
Performing 
Students communicate ideas through spoken word, singing, or rhythmic presentation. 
 
Responding 
Students analyze mentor songs, evaluate peer work, and revise based on feedback. 
 
Connecting 
Students relate historical content to their own communities while recognizing music as a 
vehicle for preserving cultural identity. 
 
These artistic processes parallel effective instructional practices across all academic 
disciplines. 
 
Research into Practice: Arts integration is about teaching content through richer 
experiences. 
 
When students write songs about community history, they are simultaneously meeting 
objectives in literacy, social studies, and music while engaging in authentic artistic 
creation. 
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Standards-Based Instruction Through Songwriting 
 
Effective arts integration begins with standards rather than activities. 
 
Rather than asking, "What song should students write?" teachers begin by asking: 
 

1. What do students need to know? 
2. What should students be able to do? 
3. How can songwriting help demonstrate understanding? 

 
For the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, instructional goals emerge from three disciplines. 
 
Mississippi Social Studies 
Students investigate community history, historical figures, and local traditions. 
 
Mississippi ELA 
Students analyze information, organize ideas, write narratives, revise language, and 
communicate effectively. 
 
Mississippi Music 
Students create, perform, respond to, and connect music within historical and cultural 
contexts. 
 
Because instruction is aligned to standards, songwriting becomes evidence of learning 
rather than an isolated creative activity. 
 
Place-Based Learning Through Songwriting 
 
Communities provide an authentic curriculum. Students often walk past historic buildings, 
parks, churches, rivers, or memorials without understanding their significance. 
 
Songwriting encourages students to ask: 
 

1. Why was this place important? 
2. Who lived here? 
3. How has our community changed? 
4. What stories deserve to be remembered? 

 
This inquiry transforms local history into personal history. Students begin recognizing 
themselves as contributors to their community's ongoing story rather than simply 
observers of the past. 
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Place-based education also strengthens civic engagement by helping students develop a 
deeper appreciation for where they live and the people who shaped their communities 
(Sobel, 2004). 
 
Why Songwriting Works Across the Curriculum 
 
Although this guide emphasizes community history, the songwriting process readily 
transfers to other disciplines. Teachers can adapt the same instructional sequence for: 
 
Science 
Writing songs about ecosystems, weather, life cycles, or the solar system. 
Mathematics 
Creating rhythmic chants about multiplication, fractions, measurement, or data analysis. 
English Language Arts 
Retelling literature, exploring figurative language, or summarizing informational texts. 
English Learners (EL) 
Building vocabulary, oral language, pronunciation, and fluency through repetitive lyric 
structures. 
 
Because the instructional framework remains consistent, teachers can confidently 
integrate songwriting throughout the school year. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
Effective arts integration begins with purposeful planning. Effective planning starts with the 
standard, not the assignment: teachers first identify academic standards, determine 
essential understandings, and only then select the artistic processes that support those 
objectives. 
  
The resulting lesson is both academically rigorous and artistically authentic. Students are 
not learning music instead of history. They are learning history through music. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
One of my favorite memories comes from my residency at Laurel Magnet School for the 
Arts. By the end of the residency, we had gone from idea to story to song with 2nd graders! 
We revised their lyrics together, counting syllables as we reread the texts to make sure they 
understood the content. The song became the product everyone remembered. 
 
Learning happened during the process. That's the heart of arts integration. The PROCESS! 
 
Reflection Questions 
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1. How would you explain the difference between arts enhancement and arts 
integration to a colleague? 

2. In what ways does songwriting provide evidence of learning in more than one 
subject area? 

3. Which upcoming unit in your curriculum could be strengthened through an arts-
integrated songwriting lesson? 
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Chapter Five 
 
Building Community Through Place-Based Learning 
 
"Education is most meaningful when students learn from the places where they live 
and the communities to which they belong." — Adapted from David Sobel 
 
Big Idea 
 
Communities are living classrooms. Through place-based learning, students investigate 
the history, culture, geography, and people of their own communities, developing a 
stronger understanding of both academic content and personal identity. Songwriting 
transforms these discoveries into original artistic expressions that preserve local stories 
while strengthening literacy, historical thinking, and civic engagement. 
 
Every Community Has a Story 
 
Students often study distant places before learning the history of the streets they walk 
each day. 
 
They can identify famous landmarks hundreds of miles away yet know little about the train 
depot in their hometown, the family-owned business that has served the community for 
generations, or the individuals whose leadership shaped local history. 
 
Place-based education begins with a simple but powerful idea: 
 

• The local community is an authentic source of curriculum. 
• Schools are surrounded by stories waiting to be discovered. 
• Historic churches. 
• Railroad stations. 
• Courthouses. 
• Museums. 
• Veterans' memorials. 
• Main Street businesses. 
• Community celebrations. 
• Neighborhood traditions. 

 
Each represents an opportunity for inquiry, research, and artistic expression. 
When students investigate these places, history becomes personal. 
 
What Is Place-Based Education? 
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Place-based education is an instructional approach that uses the local community and 
environment as the foundation for teaching academic concepts (Sobel, 2004). Rather than 
viewing learning as separate from students' daily lives, place-based instruction connects 
curriculum to the people, places, and experiences that shape a community. 
 

• Students become investigators. 
• They ask questions. 
• They conduct interviews. 
• They examine photographs. 
• They read historical documents. 
• They observe their surroundings. 
• They discover that meaningful learning exists beyond classroom walls. 

 
For elementary learners, these local connections increase engagement because students 
recognize themselves within the curriculum. Learning becomes relevant. 
 
Community as Curriculum 
 
One of the greatest strengths of songwriting is its ability to transform research into 
storytelling. After investigating local history, students ask questions such as: 
 

1. Why was our town founded? 
2. What industries helped our community grow? 
3. Who were our local heroes? 
4. What traditions continue today? 
5. How has our community changed over time? 

 
These questions naturally support Mississippi Social Studies standards while encouraging 
curiosity and critical thinking. Students begin recognizing that every community has its own 
narrative. Songwriting allows them to tell it. 
 
Preserving Local History Through Student Voices 
 
Communities preserve history through books, museums, monuments, and archives. 
Songwriting adds another dimension. It preserves history through performance. When 
students compose songs about their hometowns, they become active participants in 
preserving community memory rather than simply studying it.  
 
A fourth-grade class might write about: 
 

• The arrival of the railroad. 
• The founding of the community. 
• A local civil rights leader. 



27 
 

• A historic courthouse. 
• An annual festival. 
• A community museum. 
• A veteran remembered by the town. 

 
Years later, those songs remain reminders that history belongs in the voices of the people 
who tell it, not just in textbooks. 
 
Research into Practice 
 
Place-based songwriting transforms students from consumers of history into creators of 
history. Through research, lyric writing, and performance, students help preserve the 
stories that define their communities. 
 
Songwriting Builds Civic Identity 
 
Education is not solely about acquiring information. It is also about developing responsible 
citizens who understand their communities and recognize their role within them. Place-
based learning encourages students to ask: 
 

1. How has my community changed? 
2. What challenges has it overcome? 
3. What traditions should be preserved? 
4. What contributions can I make? 

 
These questions strengthen civic identity. 
 
When students write and perform songs celebrating their communities, they develop a 
sense of ownership and pride that extends beyond the classroom. The community 
becomes more than a location. It becomes part of who they are. 
 
Authentic Audiences Increase Purpose 
 
Students write differently when they know someone beyond the teacher will hear their 
work. Songwriting naturally creates authentic audiences. Students might perform for: 
 

• Families 
• Community leaders 
• Veterans 
• Historical societies 
• Museums 
• Libraries 
• School assemblies 
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• Festivals 
 
These performances transform classroom assignments into meaningful community 
events. Students recognize that their voices matter because their stories matter. 
 
Integrating Local Resources  
 
Teachers often overlook valuable instructional resources located just beyond the school 
campus. Community partners may include: 
 

• Local museums 
• Historical societies 
• Libraries 
• City archives 
• Cultural organizations 
• Veterans' groups 
• Tribal communities 
• Longtime residents 
• Local musicians 
• Authors 
• Community historians 

 
Inviting these partners into the learning process enriches student understanding while 
strengthening school-community relationships. Teachers need not become experts in local 
history themselves. Instead, they become facilitators who help students discover the 
expertise already present within their communities. 
 
Mississippi as a Living Classroom 
 
Mississippi offers extraordinary opportunities for place-based songwriting. Students might 
explore: 
 

• Blues heritage 
• Civil Rights history 
• Agriculture 
• River systems 
• Native American history 
• Timber and railroad industries 
• Literary traditions 
• Community festivals 
• Local architecture 
• Military history 
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Every Mississippi community possesses stories worthy of exploration. The goal is to help 
students recognize that they are part of an ongoing story. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
In the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, students begin by selecting a meaningful person, 
place, or event from their own community. They then: 
 

• Conduct research using age-appropriate resources. 
• Identify essential facts. 
• Discuss why the topic matters. 
• Organize information into a narrative. 
• Adapt the story into song lyrics using a familiar melody. 
• Perform their work for classmates or community audiences. 
• Notice that the community is not merely the topic. It is the curriculum. 

 
From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
One of the most rewarding moments in my work comes when students realize that history 
is not something that happened somewhere else. 
 
I worked with 4th-grade students on the ballad, "The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald," a 
true story. As they researched, they discovered additional historical facts beyond the lyrics, 
including how the shipwreck affected the entire region where most of the crewmen and 
their families lived. After the students finished their lesson, one student later heard the 
song on the radio and told his mother it was his favorite song. Then, he told her the story. 
 
That simple statement reminded me why place-based learning matters. The lesson wasn't 
just about a song about a shipwreck. It wasn't even just about history. It was about helping 
students see how events affect communities and bring people closer together. 
 
As teachers, we have the privilege of helping them discover those stories. Through 
songwriting, we give them a way to ensure those stories continue to be told. 
 
Reflection Questions 

1. What landmarks, traditions, or historical events in your community would make 
meaningful songwriting topics for your students? 

2. How might performing student-written community songs strengthen relationships 
between your school and the local community? 

3. In what ways does place-based learning help students see themselves as 
historians, storytellers, and active citizens? 
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Mississippi Spotlight 
 
When students in Meridian study Meridian's railroad heritage, they discover that the tracks 
running through their community weren't simply transportation routes—they were catalysts 
for economic growth, cultural exchange, and the city's identity as the "Queen City." That 
discovery became the foundation for the original song, "Meridian," which was performed at 
the city's sesquicentennial celebration. In the local schools, this song connected local 
history to national history and to students' own experiences. 
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Chapter Six 
 
Using Familiar Melodies as Instructional Scaffolds 
 
"The best teaching builds bridges from what learners already know to what they are 
ready to discover." 
 
Big Idea 
 
Using familiar melodies as the foundation for student songwriting reduces cognitive 
demands, allowing learners to focus on researching content, organizing ideas, developing 
vocabulary, and communicating their understanding. Rather than limiting creativity, 
familiar tunes provide a scaffold that supports deeper learning while making songwriting 
accessible to all students. 
 
Why Familiar Melodies Matter 
 
One of the first questions teachers ask during songwriting workshops is, "Do my students 
have to write their own music?" The answer is simple. No. 
 
In fact, asking elementary students to compose both original lyrics and an original melody 
simultaneously often shifts their attention away from the academic objective. 
 
When students are required to invent everything from scratch, they must make decisions 
about melody, rhythm, tempo, musical phrasing, rhyme, vocabulary, sentence structure, 
historical accuracy, and organization simultaneously. For many learners, these competing 
demands become overwhelming. 
 
Using a familiar melody changes the instructional focus. The music becomes the 
framework. The students' ideas become the focus. 
 
Cognitive Load Theory and Instruction 
 
Chapter Three introduced Sweller’s Cognitive Load Theory (1988) and the idea that working 
memory has limited capacity. That principle is worth revisiting here in practical terms: 
when students must invent a melody, lyrics, and rhythm all at once, their attention splits in 
too many directions. A familiar tune removes one of those demands entirely, freeing 
working memory for the content that matters — research, vocabulary, and storytelling. 
 
Research into Practice: Instructional Scaffolds Reduce Barriers to Learning 
 
Familiar melodies provide structure without reducing rigor. Students still engage in 
research, analysis, revision, and creative expression, but they do so within a musical 
framework they already understand. 
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Schema: Building on Prior Knowledge 
 
Educational research consistently demonstrates that new learning is strengthened when 
connected to prior knowledge. Psychologists describe these existing mental frameworks as 
schemas. Students already possess schemas for hundreds of familiar songs. When 
teachers introduce a melody such as "This Land Is Your Land," students immediately 
recognize: 
 

• The tune 
• The rhythm 
• The phrase length 
• The chorus structure 
• The pacing 

 
Because these musical elements are already stored in long-term memory, students can 
devote their working memory to creating meaningful lyrics rather than learning an 
unfamiliar song. 
 
Instead of asking, "How does this melody go?" students ask, "What words best tell our 
story?" That shift is instructional gold. 
 
Why "This Land Is Your Land" Works So Well 
 
Woody Guthrie's "This Land Is Your Land" has endured for generations because of its 
accessible musical structure. From an instructional perspective, it offers several 
advantages: 
 
Predictable Phrase Length 
Each musical phrase follows a consistent structure, making it easier for students to match 
lyrics to the melody. 
Repetition 
The recurring chorus provides stability and reinforces the song's central message. 
Comfortable Vocal Range 
Most elementary students can sing the melody comfortably without vocal strain. 
Familiarity 
Many students and teachers already know the tune, reducing instructional time devoted to 
learning new music. 
Flexibility 
The melody can accommodate a wide variety of topics, from community history to science, 
mathematics, and language arts. 
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For these reasons, "This Land Is Your Land" serves as an ideal songwriting scaffold for 
elementary classrooms. 
 
Creativity Thrives Within Structure 
 
Some educators worry that using an existing melody limits creativity. Creative work often 
flourishes within constraints. Poets write within the structures of sonnets and haiku. Artists 
create within the boundaries of specific media. Architects design within engineering 
requirements. Similarly, songwriting within a familiar melody challenges students to think 
carefully about every word they choose. 
 
Because space is limited, students must: 
 

• Select precise vocabulary. 
• Eliminate unnecessary words. 
• Revise for clarity. 
• Maintain rhythmic flow. 
• Preserve historical accuracy. 

 
The result is thoughtful, intentional writing. 
 
The Importance of Syllable Awareness 
 
Chapter Two walked through counting syllables in “This Land Is Your Land” line by line. The 
same process applies here: students clap and count the syllables in the original lyric, then 
hold their own line up against that count, revising until the words sit naturally inside the 
melody. 
 
This kind of matching supports: 
 

• Reading fluency 
• Phonological awareness 
• Vocabulary development 
• Revision skills 

 
Students quickly discover that effective songwriting depends as much on listening as it 
does on writing. 
 
Classroom Example: "Soundtrack of Our Town" 
 
In the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, students begin by researching a significant person, 
place, or event in their community. After gathering historical facts, they examine the first 
verse of "This Land Is Your Land." Together, the class: 
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• Reads each line aloud. 
• Claps each syllable. 
• Records the syllable count. 
• Discusses why the lyrics fit the melody. 
• Drafts new lyrics using similar syllable patterns. 
• Revises by singing each line with the melody. 
• Makes adjustments until the words flow naturally. 

 
Students often discover that changing one word can dramatically improve both meaning 
and rhythm. This revision process strengthens writing while reinforcing the relationship 
between language and music. 
 
Beyond Music: A Literacy Strategy 
 
Although syllable counting may seem like a musical activity, it is fundamentally a literacy 
strategy. Students practice: 
 

• Decoding 
• Oral reading fluency 
• Prosody 
• Vocabulary selection 
• Sentence revision 
• Listening comprehension 

 
Teachers often notice improvements in students' awareness of how language sounds, not 
just how it looks on the page. This awareness carries into reading and writing instruction 
beyond the songwriting lesson. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
Using familiar melodies does not reduce instructional rigor. Instead, it allows teachers to 
remove unnecessary barriers while maintaining high expectations for content knowledge, 
creativity, and communication. Students are still expected to: 
 

• Conduct research. 
• Verify historical facts. 
• Organize ideas logically. 
• Select precise vocabulary. 
• Revise thoughtfully. 
• Perform confidently. 

 
The melody simply provides the bridge that makes these complex tasks more accessible. 
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From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
Teachers who insist they are "not musical" will leave a workshop with an original 
community song and the confidence to try the lesson with their students. The familiar 
melody removes the fear of starting from scratch. It creates a shared foundation where 
everyone—regardless of musical background—can succeed. That's why I keep returning to 
this strategy. Creativity doesn't require perfection. Sometimes all we need is a familiar tune 
and a story worth telling. 
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1. How does using a familiar melody reduce barriers for students who may be hesitant 
to write or perform? 

2. In what ways does syllable counting strengthen both literacy and musical 
understanding? 

3. Think about your next social studies or language arts unit. Which familiar melody 
could provide an effective framework for student songwriting, and why? 
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Chapter Seven 
 
From Research to Song: Implementing Songwriting in the Elementary Classroom 
 
"The best lessons do more than teach content; they invite students to discover, 
create, and share their understanding in meaningful ways." 
 
Big Idea 
 
Effective songwriting instruction is grounded in planning, meaningful inquiry, and 
thoughtful scaffolding. A finished song is not the starting instruction; it is the outcome of a 
carefully sequenced process of research, analysis, writing, revision, and performance. 
Each phase builds on the one before it, so students construct understanding while 
developing confidence as writers, musicians, and storytellers. 
 
Beginning with the End in Mind 
 
Successful arts integration begins long before students write their first lyric. Like any high-
quality lesson, songwriting instruction starts with clear learning goals rather than the final 
activity. 
 
Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe's Understanding by Design® (UbD) framework encourages 
educators to begin with the desired learning outcomes, determine acceptable evidence of 
learning, and then design instructional experiences that lead students toward those goals 
(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). When planning a songwriting lesson, teachers should first ask: 
 

1. What concepts should students understand? 
2. Which Mississippi College- and Career-Readiness Standards will be addressed? 
3. How will students demonstrate understanding? 
4. What artistic skills will students develop? 

 
Once these questions have been answered, songwriting becomes the vehicle through 
which students demonstrate learning. 
 
Encourage students to think beyond the famous landmarks mentioned earlier in this Guide. 
Sometimes the most powerful songs emerge from everyday places that hold special 
meaning within a community. 
 
Research into Practice 
 
Student choice increases ownership. When students help select the topic of their song, 
they become more invested in the research, writing, and performance process. Providing 
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several teacher-approved options allows students to exercise choice while ensuring the 
topic aligns with instructional goals. 
 
Research Before Writing 
 
Strong songs begin with strong research. Before students begin composing lyrics, they 
should develop a clear understanding of their chosen topic. Depending on grade level, 
research may include: 
 
Teacher-selected informational texts from: 
 

• Library resources 
• Primary source photographs 
• Historical maps 
• Museum exhibits 
• Interviews with community members 
• Newspaper articles 
• Local historians 
• Digital archives 
• Classroom discussions 

 
Teachers should encourage students to identify: 
 

• Important people 
• Significant events 
• Dates (when appropriate) 
• Interesting facts 
• Descriptive details 
• Why the topic matters today 

 
The goal is not to collect as many facts as possible but to identify the ideas that best tell 
the story. 
 
Learning from Mentor Songs 
 
Before asking students to write, invite them to become listeners. Mentor songs help 
students recognize how songwriters communicate ideas through lyrics, rhythm, repetition, 
and imagery. In the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, three mentor songs provide distinct 
models. 
 
"City of New Orleans" – Arlo Guthrie (written by Steve Goodman) 
Students analyze how the song tells a story through vivid imagery, descriptive language, 
and a journey through place. 
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"This Land Is Your Land" – Woody Guthrie 
Students examine repetition, verse-and-chorus structure, and the accessible melody that 
will serve as the songwriting scaffold. 
 
"Meridian" – Richelle Putnam 
Students explore how an original song celebrates local identity, history, and community 
pride through specific details and personal perspective. 
 
As students listen, encourage them to ask: 
 

1. What story is being told? 
2. Which details make the place feel real? 
3. What emotions does the song evoke? 
4. How does repetition strengthen the message? 

 
Listening like writers prepares students to write like songwriters. 
 
Organizing Ideas Before Writing 
 
One of the most common challenges young writers face is deciding how to begin. Graphic 
organizers can help students transform research into a clear narrative. Teachers might ask 
students to identify: 
 
Beginning 
Introduce the community, person, place, or event. 
Middle 
Describe important facts or events. 
End 
Explain why the story continues to matter. 
 
The chorus should communicate the song's central message—the "big idea" students want 
listeners to remember. 
 
Drafting the Lyrics 
 
With research complete and ideas organized, students begin writing. Teachers should 
encourage students to focus on meaning before perfection. Suggested songwriting 
structure: 
 
Verse 
Introduces the topic 
Describes important details 
Advances the story 
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Chorus 
Repeats the central message 
Expresses community pride 
Reinforces the theme 
 
As students draft, remind them that strong songs are built through revision. 
 
Revision Through Collaboration 
 
Revision is where learning deepens. Students work with partners or small groups to review 
one another's lyrics, asking questions such as: 
 

1. Is the information historically accurate? 
2. Does the message make sense? 
3. Are the details specific? 
4. Does the song communicate community pride? 
5. Which words could be stronger or more descriptive? 

 
Students should also sing or speak their lyrics aloud to assess how naturally they fit the 
melody. Revision becomes a conversation rather than a correction. 
 
Rehearsal and Performance 
 
Performance is an extension of learning. As students rehearse, they continue to refine their 
pronunciation, pacing, expression, and confidence. Performance options include: 
 

• Whole-class singing 
• Small-group performances 
• Spoken word with rhythmic accompaniment 
• Classroom showcases 
• Family literacy nights 
• School assemblies 
• Community events 
• Museum programs 
• Local history celebrations 

 
Authentic audiences increase both motivation and pride. 
 
Reflection Deepens Learning 
 
Reflection transforms an enjoyable activity into a meaningful learning experience. 
Following the performance, invite students to consider: 
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1. What did you learn about your community? 
2. What surprised you during your research? 
3. How did songwriting help you remember information? 
4. What was challenging about writing lyrics? 
5. How did your group solve problems together? 

 
Reflection encourages students to recognize both academic growth and creative 
development. 
 
Assessment as Part of the Learning Process 
 
Assessment should reflect both the academic and artistic goals of the lesson. Teachers 
may evaluate: 
 

• Historical understanding 
• Accuracy of information 
• Organization of ideas 
• Effective use of language 
• Creativity 
• Collaboration 
• Presentation skills 
• Reflection 

 
Rubrics, peer feedback, and self-assessments provide multiple opportunities for students 
to demonstrate understanding. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
The "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson follows a sequence that teachers can easily adapt to 
other content areas.  
 

• Introduce the lesson with mentor songs. 
• Brainstorm community topics. 
• Conduct research using age-appropriate resources. 
• Organize key ideas. 
• Write lyrics using a familiar melody. 
• Revise collaboratively. 
• Rehearse and perform. 
• Reflect on learning. 
• Assess understanding using a standards-based rubric. 

 
Although the content may change, this instructional framework can be applied to science, 
mathematics, English language arts, and other areas of the curriculum. 
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From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
One of the greatest joys of teaching songwriting is watching the lesson unfold in ways I 
could never script. I arrive with a plan, mentor songs, and guiding questions, but the 
students bring something more important—their curiosity. 
 
As we begin brainstorming, students start sharing stories, questions, and memories. By the 
end of the lesson, the students are writing a song and discovering that history is all around 
them. 
 
My role isn't to give students a story. It's to help them uncover the stories they already have. 
Once they see their community through the eyes of a songwriter, ordinary places become 
extraordinary, and history becomes something they can hear, sing, and remember. 
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1. How does beginning with research strengthen the quality of student songwriting? 
2. What mentor texts or songs could you use to model effective storytelling for your 

students? 
3. Which step of the songwriting process do you anticipate will be most engaging for 

your students, and why? 
4. How might this instructional framework be adapted for another content area, such 

as science or mathematics? 
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Chapter Eight 
Finding Every Student's Voice 
Creating a Classroom Where Every Child Can Be a Songwriter 
 
"Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow up." 
— Pablo Picasso 
 
Big Idea 
 
Creative expression flourishes in classrooms where students feel safe exploring ideas, 
collaborating with others, and sharing their work without fear of judgment. Before students 
can become confident songwriters, they must first believe that their experiences, 
perspectives, and voices have value. Teachers play a critical role in creating an 
environment where curiosity is encouraged, mistakes become opportunities for learning, 
and every child is invited into the creative process. 
 
Every Child Has a Story Worth Telling 
 
One of the greatest gifts teachers can offer students is the assurance that their stories 
matter. Children often believe that songs are written only by famous musicians or 
professional performers. They may assume that creativity belongs to someone else and 
that writing songs requires a special talent they lack. 
 
Songwriting begins long before the first lyrics are written. It begins when students recognize 
that the places they know, the people they admire, and the experiences they cherish are 
worthy of being remembered. Whether students write about a grandparent who worked on 
the railroad, a neighborhood park where families gather, or a community festival that has 
brought generations together, they are learning that history is not confined to textbooks. It 
lives in everyday experiences. Helping students recognize the value of those experiences is 
a principal responsibility.  
 
Creativity Is Learned, Not Inherited 
 
A common misconception is that creativity is an innate gift possessed by a fortunate few. 
Educational research suggests otherwise.  
 
Carol Dweck's (2006) work on growth mindset reminds us that students' beliefs about their 
own abilities significantly influence their willingness to take risks. Students who believe 
creativity can be developed are more likely to experiment, revise, persevere, and learn from 
mistakes. Songwriting naturally supports this mindset because it emphasizes process over 
perfection.  
 
No songwriter writes a perfect first draft. Students learn that revising lyrics, replacing a 
word, or rethinking a phrase is not evidence of failure. It is the creative process. 
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Building Psychological Safety 
 
Creative risk-taking requires emotional safety. Students are unlikely to share original ideas 
if they fear embarrassment or criticism. Teachers establish psychological safety by creating 
classroom norms that value respect, curiosity, and encouragement. 
 
Before beginning a songwriting lesson, consider establishing agreements such as: 
 

• Every idea deserves to be heard. 
• We encourage one another. 
• We critique the work, not the person. 
• A critique is constructive—not destructive 
• Mistakes help us improve. 
• Everyone contributes. 
• Every voice matters. 

 
These expectations communicate that the classroom is a place for exploration rather than 
perfection. 
 
Research into Practice 
 
Students who trust that their ideas will be respected are more willing to participate in 
discussions, experiment with language, revise their work, and share original songs with 
others. 
 
Collaboration Strengthens Creativity 
 
Professional songwriters frequently collaborate. They brainstorm ideas, revise lyrics, and 
refine melodies together.  
 
Elementary students benefit from the same collaborative process. Working in pairs or 
small groups allows students to contribute according to their strengths. One student may 
excel at research. Another may have a gift for descriptive language. Another may recognize 
rhythmic patterns. Another may confidently perform. Together, students create work that 
often exceeds what any one learner might accomplish independently. 
 
This collaborative process reflects Vygotsky's (1978) theory that learning develops through 
social interaction and shared problem solving. 
 
Redefining Success 
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Traditional classroom assignments often encourage students to search for the single 
correct answer. However, creative work asks different questions. 
 

1. How can I communicate this idea in the best way? 
2. What words best express the feelings connected to this subject? 
3. How can I help listeners understand why this story matters? 

 
There may be many successful responses. Teachers can reinforce this understanding by 
celebrating: 
 

• thoughtful revisions 
• innovative ideas 
• vivid descriptions 
• meaningful collaboration 
• persistence 
• curiosity 
• careful listening 

 
When effort and growth are valued alongside the final product, students become more 
willing to take creative risks. 
 
Supporting Reluctant Learners 
 
Every classroom includes students who hesitate when asked to write creatively. Consider 
inviting reluctant learners to: 
 

• suggest one descriptive word 
• help count syllables 
• contribute one line 
• identify historical facts 
• clap the rhythm 
• read lyrics aloud before singing 

 
These small contributions often become the first steps toward greater confidence. 
 
Performance Without Pressure 
 
For many students, performing original work can feel intimidating. Fortunately, 
performances can be done in various ways. Offer multiple options, including: 
 

• Whole-class singing 
• Small-group performances 
• Choral speaking 
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• Spoken word with rhythm 
• Reader's theater 
• Multimedia presentations 
• Recorded performances 

 
Providing choices allows students to participate comfortably while still sharing their 
learning. 
 
The Teacher as Creative Coach 
 
During songwriting lessons, rather than supplying all the answers, teachers guide students 
through thoughtful questioning. Examples include: 
 

1. What do you want listeners to remember? 
2. Why is this detail important? 
3. Which word or phrase creates a stronger image? 
4. Does this lyric sound natural when you sing it? 
5. How does your chorus connect to your main idea? 

 
These questions encourage students to think critically while maintaining ownership of their 
work. The teacher becomes a creative coach rather than the author of the students' songs. 
 
Songwriting Is a Collaborative Act 
 
Professional songwriters rarely create in isolation. They brainstorm, revise, seek feedback, 
and rewrite. Elementary students benefit from the same experience: strong lyrics tend to 
emerge from conversation, not solitary effort, so the negotiating and debating that happens 
in a small group is not a detour from the work — it is the work. 
 
Students also discover that meaningful songs don't require extraordinary stories. An 
ordinary memory — a porch, a recipe, a walk to school — becomes an extraordinary song 
once a student realizes it's worth telling. 
 
Celebrating Every Voice 
 
The purpose of songwriting is to help students to discover their voices. Their ideas become 
public, research becomes meaningful, and their community's story becomes something 
worth celebrating.  
 
Students begin speaking with greater assurance, writing with greater purpose, participating 
more actively, and seeing themselves as capable contributors to their classroom and 
community. 
 
Classroom Connection 
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Throughout the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, teachers create opportunities for every 
student to succeed. Students: 
 

• brainstorm together, 
• research collaboratively, 
• write in small groups, 
• revise through discussion, 
• rehearse before performing, 
• reflect on both learning and creativity. 

 
This gradual release of responsibility allows students to develop confidence while 
remaining supported throughout the process. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
After demonstrating and discussing a mentor song, we begin by connecting some of the 
emotions attached to that song to a hometown event or place. This may spark a student to 
remember a story a grandparent once shared. Then, as students begin developing lyrics, 
another student notices that a line doesn't quite fit the rhythm and suggests a better word. 
Before long, the room is alive with conversation, laughter, revision, and discovery.  
 
Those are the moments I treasure most. 
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1. How can you create a classroom culture where every student feels comfortable 
contributing to the songwriting process? 

2. What classroom routines encourage creative risk-taking while maintaining 
respectful collaboration? 

3. How might offering multiple performance options increase participation among 
reluctant learners? 

4. What message do your students receive about creativity from the way you respond 
to their ideas and revisions? 
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Chapter Nine 
Assessing Student Learning Through Songwriting 
Measuring Understanding Through Authentic Performance 
 
"Assessment should not merely measure what students remember; it should reveal 
what they understand." 
 
Big Idea 
Assessment in an arts-integrated classroom extends beyond traditional quizzes and tests. 
Songwriting provides students with an authentic opportunity to demonstrate their 
understanding by applying academic knowledge through creative expression. Effective 
assessment focuses on both the learning process and the final product, recognizing 
research, collaboration, revision, communication, and reflection as essential components 
of student success. 
 
Rethinking Assessment 
Assessment is often associated with tests, worksheets, and written responses. While these 
tools provide valuable information, they do not always capture the depth of student 
understanding. 
 
Songwriting invites students to demonstrate their learning in different ways. Rather than 
selecting an answer from a list of choices, students construct meaning through research, 
writing, discussion, revision, and performance. Their finished song becomes evidence of 
what they know, understand, and can communicate. 
 
This type of assessment aligns with Wiggins' (1998) concept of authentic assessment, in 
which students apply knowledge to meaningful tasks that resemble real-world 
applications. 
 
In the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, students are not simply recalling historical facts. 
They are interpreting those facts, organizing them into a narrative, and communicating their 
understanding through original lyrics. 
 
What Should Be Assessed? 
 
One of the greatest misconceptions about songwriting assessment is the belief that 
teachers must evaluate musical ability. This is not the goal. 
 
The purpose of arts integration is not to identify the best singers or the most talented 
performers. Instead, assessment should focus on how effectively students use the artistic 
process to demonstrate academic understanding. 
 
Teachers should consider assessing: 
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Content Knowledge 
Historical accuracy 
Understanding of community significance 
Accurate use of vocabulary 
Evidence of research 

Literacy Skills 
Organization of ideas 
Effective word choice 
Clear communication 
Appropriate sentence structure 
Revision and editing 

Musical Understanding 
Maintaining the rhythm of the familiar melody 
Awareness of phrasing 
Appropriate syllable patterns 
Expressive performance 

Collaboration 
Participation 
Respectful communication 
Shared decision-making 
Problem-solving 

Reflection 
Understanding of the learning process 
Personal growth 
Ability to evaluate one's own work 

 
Each of these areas contributes to a more complete picture of student learning. 
 
Research into Practice: Assess learning—not talent. 
 
A student's singing voice should never determine the success of a songwriting lesson. 
Instead, assess the quality of research, clarity of ideas, thoughtful revision, collaboration, 
and the ability to communicate understanding through lyrics. 
 
Assessment Throughout the Process 
 
Assessment should not occur only after the performance. Formative assessment begins 
the moment students start brainstorming. Teachers gather valuable information by 
observing: 

• classroom discussions, 
• research strategies, 
• note-taking, 
• collaborative conversations, 
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• lyric revisions, 
• rehearsal, 
• reflective thinking. 

 
These observations help teachers provide timely feedback that improves student learning 
before the final performance. 
 
Authentic Assessment in Action 
 
Imagine two groups of students. Both perform polished songs. However, one group copied 
information from a textbook. The other carefully researched local history, revised multiple 
drafts, debated vocabulary choices, and thoughtfully explained why their chosen topic 
mattered to the community. 
 
Although the performances may appear similar, the learning processes are very different. 
Authentic assessment values both the product and the process. Teachers should recognize 
effort, inquiry, revision, and critical thinking, not merely performance quality. 
 
Developing Effective Rubrics 
 
Rubrics provide students with clear expectations while making assessment more 
transparent and consistent. An effective songwriting rubric evaluates multiple dimensions 
of learning. Suggested categories include: 
 
Historical Understanding 

Does the song accurately represent the chosen community topic? 
 
Research 

Are important facts included? 
Is the information accurate and relevant? 

 
Songwriting 

Do the lyrics clearly communicate the central idea? 
Does the song demonstrate thoughtful organization? 

 
Creativity 

Does the song include vivid language, descriptive details, and original thinking? 
 
Collaboration 

Did group members contribute respectfully and responsibly? 
 
Performance 

Did students present their work clearly and confidently? 
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Teachers should share the rubric before students begin writing so expectations remain 
clear throughout the lesson. 
 
Student Self-Assessment 
Reflection encourages students to become active participants in the assessment process.  
 
After completing the project, students might respond to prompts such as: 

What new information did you learn about your community? 
Which part of the songwriting process challenged you the most? 
How did your group work together? 
What revisions improved your song? 
What would you change if you had more time? 

 
These reflections help students recognize their own growth while strengthening 
metacognitive skills. 
 
Peer Feedback 
 Constructive peer feedback helps students refine both their songs and their 
communication skills. Teachers should model respectful responses using prompts such 
as: 

One detail I learned from your song was… 
One lyric that created a strong image was… 
One question I still have is… 
One suggestion for improvement is… 
Structured feedback encourages thoughtful revision while maintaining a positive 
classroom culture. 

 
Performance as Evidence of Learning 
Performances provide teachers with opportunities to observe: 

oral communication, 
fluency, 
confidence, 
collaboration, 
audience awareness, 
expressive reading. 

 
For students who experience performance anxiety, alternative options such as recorded 
presentations, spoken-word performances, or small-group presentations may provide 
equally meaningful evidence of learning. Assessment should remain flexible enough to 
support student success while maintaining rigorous expectations. 
 
Using Assessment to Guide Instruction 
 
Assessment is not simply a way to assign grades. It is a way to inform future teaching. 



51 
 

After reviewing student work, teachers might ask: 
1. Which historical concepts need additional clarification? 
2. Which vocabulary skills require more support? 
3. Did students understand the songwriting structure? 
4. Where did students struggle with revision? 
5. What instructional strategies were most successful? 

 
Thoughtful reflection allows teachers to strengthen future songwriting lessons while 
responding to student needs. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
In the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, assessment occurs throughout the process. 
Teachers observe: 

• Student participation during brainstorming. 
• Research notes and information gathering. 
• Collaborative discussions. 
• Lyric drafts and revisions. 
• Rehearsals. 
• Final performance. 
• Written reflections. 

 
The completed rubric becomes one piece of evidence within a broader picture of student 
learning. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
Don't grade the song. Assess the process, the learning. 
 
The most meaningful moments often happen before the first note is sung. They happen 
when students decide which historical detail is most important, revise a line because it 
doesn't clearly communicate an idea, or celebrate finding the perfect word to complete a 
verse. Those moments reveal curiosity, perseverance, collaboration, and critical thinking. 
The performance is the celebration. The learning happened along the way, through the 
process. 
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1. How can authentic assessment provide a more complete picture of student learning 
than a traditional quiz? 

2. Which elements of the songwriting process deserve the greatest emphasis in your 
assessment? 

3. How can student self-reflection strengthen both learning and motivation? 
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4. In what ways might your current assessment practices evolve to recognize creativity 
and collaboration better? 
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Chapter Ten 
Frequently Asked Questions About Classroom Songwriting 
Practical Answers for Everyday Classrooms 
 
"The greatest barrier to creativity is often not ability—it is uncertainty. When teachers feel 
confident, students flourish." 
 
Big Idea 
 
Many teachers are intrigued by the idea of using songwriting in the classroom but hesitate, 
believing they lack the musical expertise to do it successfully. Effective classroom 
songwriting is not about producing polished musical performances—it is about creating 
meaningful learning experiences. This chapter addresses common questions and 
concerns and offers practical strategies to help teachers confidently integrate songwriting 
into elementary instruction. 
 
One of the most common misconceptions about classroom songwriting is that teachers 
must be accomplished musicians. Your role is not to perform a concert—it is to facilitate 
learning. You do not need to: 

• Read music notation. 
• Play an instrument. 
• Compose original melodies. 
• Sing professionally. 

 
Your primary responsibilities are to: 

• Guide research. 
• Facilitate discussion. 
• Encourage collaboration. 
• Help students organize ideas. 
• Support revision. 
• Celebrate creativity. 

 
The familiar melody provides the musical structure. You provide the learning environment. 
 
Teaching Tip 
Remember, you are teaching through music, not teaching music. And singing is only one 
form of musical expression. Students may also: 
 

• Perform as a group. 
• Speak lyrics rhythmically. 
• Create a choral reading. 
• Add simple percussion. 
• Record their presentation. 
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• Present their lyrics as spoken word. 
 
The goal is to communicate understanding—not to showcase vocal ability. When students 
participate in ways that match their comfort levels, confidence naturally increases. 
 
How Long Does a Songwriting Lesson Take? 
 
The lesson can be adapted to fit your instructional schedule. 
For example: 
 
One 45–60-minute lesson 

Introduce mentor songs. 
Brainstorm ideas. 
Begin lyric writing. 

 
Two or three class periods 

Research. 
Write. 
Revise. 
Perform. 

 
Extended project (one week or more) 

Community research. 
Guest speakers. 
Field experiences. 
Songwriting. 
Performance for an authentic audience. 

 
Teachers can adjust the scope without changing the instructional process. 
 
What If Students Struggle with Writing? 
 
Songwriting often supports reluctant writers by providing structure and purpose. 
Teachers can scaffold writing by using: 

• Sentence starters. 
• Word banks. 
• Graphic organizers. 
• Shared writing. 
• Collaborative groups. 
• Oral rehearsal before writing. 
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Because students hear their words within the melody, they naturally revise for clarity and 
flow. Many students who hesitate during traditional writing assignments become more 
engaged when writing for a meaningful audience. 
 
Do Songs Have to Rhyme? 
No. While rhyme is common in many songs, it is not a requirement. Effective songwriting 
depends on: 

• Clear ideas. 
• Strong imagery. 
• Natural rhythm. 
• Meaningful communication. 

 
Encourage students to focus first on telling the story. If the rhyme develops naturally, that's 
wonderful. If not, the song can still be successful. 
 
How to Keep Students Focused on Academic Content 
 
Always begin with your instructional objectives. The song should communicate what 
students have learned—not replace the learning. Ask questions such as: 

• What is the most important idea? 
• Which facts should listeners remember? 
• Why is this community story important? 
• What message do we want to share? 

 
The research should drive the lyrics. 
 
Research into Practice 
 
Yes, the song is the product. But learning is the purpose. Students are not writing songs 
instead of learning the curriculum. They use songwriting to demonstrate what they have 
learned. 
 
What If Students Disagree About the Lyrics? 
 
Celebrate it. Respectful discussion is an important part of the creative process. 
Professional writers revise collaboratively. Encourage students to support their ideas using 
evidence. Ask: 

1. Which lyric communicates the idea more clearly? 
2. Which version is historically accurate? 
3. Which wording best fits our message? 

 
These conversations strengthen critical thinking while reinforcing collaboration. 
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Do I Grade Creativity? 
 
Creativity itself should not be graded as though it were a fixed trait. Instead, assess 
observable evidence of learning, such as: 
 

• Historical accuracy. 
• Organization. 
• Revision. 
• Collaboration. 
• Vocabulary. 
• Communication. 
• Reflection. 

 
Your rubric should emphasize process, even more so than the product. 
 
Can Songwriting Be Used in Other Subjects? 
 
Absolutely. The instructional process remains consistent across the curriculum. Examples 
include: 
 
Science 

Habitats 
Weather 
Life cycles 
The solar system 

 
Mathematics 

Multiplication 
Fractions 
Measurement 
Data 

 
English Language Arts 

Story summaries 
Character analysis 
Figurative language 
Poetry 

 
Social Studies 

Community history 
Historical figures 
Geography 
Civics 
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The melody may remain the same—only the content changes. 
 
What About Copyright? 
When using familiar songs in the classroom, teachers should follow school district policies 
and copyright guidelines. For classroom instruction, using a familiar melody as a teaching 
scaffold is generally considered an educational activity. However, if student work is 
published, recorded for commercial purposes, or performed publicly outside normal 
educational settings, educators should consult district policies and copyright guidance. 
Teachers may also choose melodies in the public domain or encourage students to create 
original melodies as they gain confidence. 
 
A Song Is Never Perfect 
 
It doesn't need to be. The purpose of classroom songwriting is not perfection. The purpose 
is learning. Some lyrics may need revision. Some performances may include nervous 
smiles. Some verses may not sound exactly as students imagined. That is part of the 
creative process. Celebrate growth, curiosity, and collaboration. The learning lasts far 
longer than the performance. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
Throughout the "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson, flexibility is essential. Teachers adapt 
pacing, grouping, performance options, and levels of support while maintaining the 
lesson's central goals: 

• Investigate community history. 
• Organize ideas. 
• Write meaningful lyrics. 
• Collaborate respectfully. 
• Share learning creatively. 

 
Every classroom will look a little different, and that is exactly what meaningful arts 
integration should look like. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Notebook 
 
By the end of the workshop, teachers have discovered that songwriting is a teaching 
strategy—one that invites students to think deeply, write purposefully, and connect 
personally with what they are learning. That transformation is one of the greatest rewards of 
my work. When teachers leave believing they can do it, I know their students will discover 
that they can, too. 
 
Reflection Questions 
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1. Which question in this chapter most closely reflects your own concerns about 

implementing songwriting? 
2. What supports will help you feel more confident using songwriting in your 

classroom? 
3. How might addressing these questions with your students encourage them to take 

creative risks? 
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Chapter Eleven 
The Lasting Impact of Songwriting 
Helping Students Find Their Voice, Preserve Their Community, and Remember What 
Matters 
 
"Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire." — Often attributed to 
William Butler Yeats. 
 
Big Idea 
 
The true value of songwriting extends far beyond the completion of a classroom project. As 
this Guide has determined, through songwriting, students become researchers, writers, 
musicians, historians, collaborators, and storytellers. They learn to communicate ideas, 
preserve community history, strengthen literacy, and discover that their voices have 
meaning. When thoughtfully integrated into the curriculum, songwriting creates learning 
experiences that students remember long after the lesson has ended. 
 
Learning That Lasts 
Teachers often ask themselves if students will remember the lesson. The answer is not 
always found in a test score or completed worksheet. Meaningful learning is measured by 
the ideas that remain with students long after the lesson is over. 
 
Educational research consistently demonstrates that learning becomes more durable 
when students actively construct knowledge, make personal connections, and 
communicate their understanding in authentic ways (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). 
 
Songwriting embodies each of these principles. Students investigate ideas, organize 
information, make creative decisions, revise their thinking, and share their work with 
others. In doing so, they transform academic content into personal understanding. 
Years later, they may not remember every date or vocabulary word they studied. They often 
remember the song. And through the song, they remember what they learned. 
 
Music Creates Lasting Memories 
 
Think for a moment about a song you learned as a child. Perhaps it was a lullaby, a patriotic 
song, a hymn, or a tune sung during elementary school. Many adults can still recall the 
lyrics decades later. 
 
This enduring quality of music illustrates one of its greatest educational strengths. Music 
combines rhythm, repetition, emotion, and language in ways that strengthen memory and 
deepen understanding (Sousa, 2017). 
 
When students write their own songs, the connection becomes even stronger. They are not 
simply remembering someone else's words. They are remembering their own thinking. 
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Every Community Has a Story Worth Singing 
 
Communities are shaped by ordinary people doing extraordinary things. 

• A railroad worker. 
• A teacher. 
• A veteran. 
• A local business owner. 
• A civic leader. 
• A farmer. 
• A nurse. 
• A librarian. 
• A volunteer. 

 
These individuals often influence the character of a community without appearing in 
national history books. When students write songs about these people and places, they 
learn the important lesson that history lives where they live. The stories of their 
neighborhoods, families, and traditions deserve to be remembered alongside the larger 
narratives found in textbooks. Through songwriting, students become caretakers of those 
stories. 
 
Students Become Historians, Not Just Learners 
 
One of the most remarkable transformations you will witness during songwriting projects 
occurs when students begin asking their own questions. 
 

1. "Why was our town founded?" 
2. "Who built this building?" 
3. "Why is this monument here?" 
4. "Who remembers these stories?" 

 
These questions signal something important. Students are no longer completing an 
assignment. They are thinking like historians, gathering evidence, and evaluating sources. 
They are listening to community members and making meaning from the past. 
 
Songwriting gives purpose to that research by inviting students to communicate what they 
have discovered in ways that others can understand and enjoy. 
 
Research into Practice: When students create something meaningful, they remember 
both the process and the content. 
 
Songwriting encourages students to move beyond memorization by transforming 
information into original expression. This combination of inquiry, creativity, and 
communication promotes deeper understanding and long-term retention. 
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Building Confident Communicators 
 
Although this guide emphasizes songwriting, its broader purpose is to help students 
become effective communicators. Throughout the songwriting process, students learn to: 

• listen carefully, 
• discuss respectfully, 
• write thoughtfully, 
• revise purposefully, 
• present confidently, 
• reflect honestly. 

 
These skills extend far beyond music. They prepare students to participate actively in 
classrooms, workplaces, and communities throughout their lives. Confidence grows each 
time students discover that their ideas have value. 
 
Teachers as Keepers of Community Stories 
 
Teachers influence far more than academic achievement. They introduce students to the 
people, places, and traditions that define their communities. Through thoughtfully 
designed learning experiences, teachers help preserve local history while inspiring future 
generations to appreciate and contribute to the places they call home. 
 
Arts integration strengthens this work by inviting students to experience history rather than 
simply studying it. A song written in third grade may become a cherished memory. It may 
also become a family's conversation around the dinner table. It may inspire a visit to a local 
museum. It may encourage a child to interview a grandparent. The ripple effects often 
extend well beyond the classroom walls. 
 
The Legacy of Arts Integration 
 
The arts remind us that education is not solely about acquiring information. It is about 
becoming thoughtful, creative, compassionate human beings. When students create songs 
about their communities, they develop empathy, curiosity, historical understanding, 
creative confidence, communication skills and civic pride. These outcomes represent 
some of the most enduring goals of education. The finished song is important. The student 
who wrote it is even more important. 
 
Looking Ahead 
 
As teachers continue exploring arts integration, they may discover that songwriting is only 
the beginning. Students who gain confidence through one songwriting experience often 
become more willing to write poetry, perform readers' theater, conduct oral history 
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projects, create podcasts, compose digital stories, write original plays, and present 
research publicly. One creative experience often opens the door to many others. 
 
Classroom Connection 
 
The "Soundtrack of Our Town" lesson invites students to discover the stories that surround 
them, honor the people who shaped their communities, and communicate their learning 
through one of humanity's oldest forms of storytelling. 
 
Whether the lesson focuses on a historic railroad, a community landmark, a local festival, 
or a hometown hero, the instructional goal remains the same: to help students recognize 
that their community and their voice matter. 
 
From the Teaching Artist's Perspective 
 
As I reflect on the many classrooms I've visited across Mississippi, I rarely think first about 
the songs themselves. I think about the students. I think about the teachers and how I 
entered a classroom of students who had never written a song. And how I left knowing that 
each of them, student and teacher, could write a song with meaning. Those moments 
remind me why I continue this work. 
 
Songwriting is about creating meaningful experiences, about helping children discover that 
history is alive, language is powerful, music belongs to everyone, and their own stories 
deserve to be heard. 
 
If, years from now, a former student remembers a song about their hometown and smiles 
as they drive past a historic landmark, visits a museum with their own children, or tells a 
family story that might otherwise have been forgotten, then the lesson has accomplished 
far more than meeting academic standards. 
 
It has helped preserve a piece of the community's story. 
 
And perhaps, just as importantly, it has helped a child discover that they are part of that 
story. 
 
Reflection Questions 

1. What lasting memories do you hope your students carry with them after a 
songwriting project? 

2. How can songwriting help students develop a deeper sense of pride and 
responsibility for their community? 

3. In what ways might today's songwriting lesson influence your students' future 
curiosity, creativity, and civic engagement? 

4. What story from your own community is still waiting to be told—and who will tell it if 
your students don't? 
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FROM THE AUTHOR: 
 
 
 
 

*** 
 
Every community has a story. Every classroom has a songwriter. 
 
Somewhere in your town is a story waiting to be discovered—a historic building, a family 
tradition, a forgotten hero, a landmark, or a celebration that reflects the heart of your 
community. Your students can uncover those stories, give them a voice, and preserve them 
through song. 
 
I hope that this guide becomes more than a professional resource. I hope it becomes an 
invitation to listen more closely, ask more thoughtful questions, celebrate local history, and 
encourage every child to discover their voice in history. 
 
When students learn that the places they call home are worth singing about, they begin to 
understand that: 
 

• Their stories are worth telling. 
• Their communities are worth celebrating. 
• And their voices are worth hearing. 
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