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ABSTRACT 

 

 Living in an era of highly networked technology, twenty-first century musicians have 

the advantage of accessing music from all over the world with just a few taps on their 

electronic devices. They are fascinated by these exotic sounds, but at the same time they find 

these foreign musics challenging to understand. Most current undergraduate music theory 

curricula spend the majority of time teaching students how to analyze music from the 

Western common practice era. Only a small percentage of curricula cover music from the 

twentieth century onward, not to mention music outside of the Western tradition. Students 

are not getting the analytical tools that they need from their theory classes to look at the 

diverse music they listen to outside of class.  

 This essay proposes a six-semester theory curriculum that aims at bridging the 

disconnection between ideas taught in theory class and students’ application of that 
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knowledge outside the classroom. Its emphasis is on stimulating students’ activity and their 

awareness of the value and uniqueness of their musical culture. The first two semesters of the 

curriculum introduce students to a series of fundamental concepts that are applicable to 

organizing music of any given genre or culture. Students will practice their music 

organizational skills through analyzing the structure of pieces from a list of music around the 

world, including Western music. In semesters 3-6, students will refine these concepts through 

applying them to music from the Western tradition. Lesson plans for teaching a specific topic 

in different stages of the curriculum will be included to demonstrate how the fundamental 

concepts taught in semesters 1-2 support and remain relevant to the concepts introduced in 

semesters 3-6. The lesson plans also show how the increasingly sophisticated concepts of 

Western music theory derive from these fundamental concepts.  
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

Living in an era of highly networked technology, twenty-first century music listeners 

have the privilege of accessing music from all over the world with just a few clicks on their 

electronic devices. The easy access to world music helps connect musicians and musical 

cultures around the world. The cross-cultural interaction offers both the opportunity and the 

challenge to contemporary musicians to cultivate aural sensitivity towards foreign sounds. It 

also broadens cultural boundaries and gives them an opportunity to explore the cultures 

behind the unfamiliar sounds they hear. To respond to this trend of globalization in music, 

educators and music theorists have been examining how to incorporate it into the current core 

curricula in music theory, so that today’s music students will be better equipped to 

understand and appreciate it, while at the same time sharpening their awareness of Western 

music’s unique features.  

In her article “The Core Curricula in Music Theory: Developments and Pedagogical 

Trends,” theorist and educator Elizabeth West Marvin summarizes the input from a panel of 

music theorists at the National Association of Schools of Music (NASM) in 2011. She points 

out that, “over half of the schools surveyed reported that they were now including music 
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beyond the Western canon in their core curriculum.”1 This shows that music educators are 

aware of the increasing demand for world music-related knowledge in their core curriculum.  

As a theorist, composer, performer, and potential educator who was born and raised 

in Hong Kong, a city where both the Western and the traditional Chinese cultures co-exist, I 

have been constantly exposed to situations where I found myself blending and reconciling 

the two cultures during my music-making processes. My multi-cultural musical background 

contributes to my interest in establishing a music theory curriculum that stimulates American 

students’ curiosity in world music. In this thesis I work toward that end, proposing and 

supporting a curriculum of which students will recognize and value the uniqueness of their 

own musical culture, as well as respecting other musical cultures around the world. Most 

importantly, the proposed curriculum will equip the students with the analytical skills that 

they need to make good observation on a given piece of music from any genre and any 

culture (including Western tonal music) with some comfort.  

One clarification to be made about the proposed curriculum is that it is not designed 

to replace any undergraduate level courses that are under the disciplines of ethnomusicology 

or musicology. It is a six-semester curriculum that aims at broadening students’ musical view 

and exposing their ears to music of the world during the first two semesters before they move 

on to focus on Western music in semesters 3-6. The fundamental musical concepts and music 

organizational skills introduced in the first two semesters serve as the cornerstone of the 

                                                           
1 Elizabeth Marvin, “The Core Curricula in Music Theory: Developments and Pedagogical Trends,” Journal of 

Music Theory Pedagogy vol. 26 (2012): 262.  
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entire curriculum. All Western musical concepts covered later in the curriculum are derived 

from these core concepts.  

Before further elaborating on the content of the proposed curriculum, in Chapter II of 

the essay, I will briefly discuss some of the challenges and issues that many curricula are 

currently facing. In Chapter III, I will talk about the goals of the proposed curriculum, 

followed by pedagogical philosophies in Chapter IV. In Chapter V, I will elaborate on the 

topics taught in the first two semesters of the proposed music theory curriculum, 

accompanied by course outlines of the two semesters. In Chapter VI, I will include four 

sample lesson plans for teaching a specific topic in four different stages of the curriculum to 

demonstrate the connection between the fundamental concepts introduced in semesters 1-2 

and the Western musical concepts taught in semesters 3-6. Finally, Chapter VII concludes the 

essay.  
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CHAPTER II 

SOME ISSUES WITH CURRENT CURRICULA  

During her presentation at the National Association of Schools of Music (NASM) 

annual meeting in 2001, Elizabeth West Marvin discussed some of the biggest challenges 

that many current undergraduate music theory curricula are facing:  

‘Knowledge is expanding, but time is not.’

1  By “knowledge” we mean not only up-to-date information about music 

analysis, structure, and history, but we also refer to our expanded view of the 

competencies required for graduating music students in the twenty-first century. 

We now expect that graduating seniors will have more than a survey-like 

understanding of the structure of twentieth-century music (a century now over!). 

We expect that they will demonstrate some level of competency in music 

technology and improvisation, in addition to basic skills in harmony, keyboard, 

sight singing, and dictation. We expect that they will have some experience not 

only with the canon of Western art music, but also with popular music, rock, 

and non-Western music. And we want them to have the skills to speak and write 

about music convincingly and persuasively, so as to be effective advocates for 

their art. ... In curricular reforms across the country, core requirements in music 

theory are becoming compressed into fewer semesters so as to make room for 

other curricular innovations.2  

  

Marvin is pointing out that the limited time allotted to music theory in the 

undergraduate curriculum cannot meet the twenty-first century’s increasing demand for 

musical knowledge. A typical undergraduate theory core is four-semesters long, during the 

                                                           
1 It is the first sentence of the abstract of Marvin’s presentation at the National Association of Schools of Music 

annual meeting in 2001.  

 
2 Elizabeth Marvin, “Innovative Ideas for the Undergraduate Curriculum: Music Theory,” Proceedings of the 

National Association of Schools of Music Annual Meeting vol. 77 (2001): 80.  
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freshman and sophomore years. With the expanding expectations on music students’ 

knowledge upon graduation, music theory faculty are challenged to come up with an efficient 

and effective syllabus that maximizes the amount of information provided in that limited 

time. What makes the situation even more difficult is that the average level of musical 

knowledge of the freshmen coming into most undergraduate music programs is declining. 

During the inauguration of the Institute for Music Theory Pedagogy in June 2014, led by 

theorist and educator Steven Laitz, theorists discussed the concern for the increasing numbers 

of freshmen who do not have the required fundamental musical knowledge to survive their 

undergraduate music degrees:  

Exacerbating the problem of funding is that, more so than ever before, students 

enter college with limited preparation in the elements of music. Relatively few 

have studied piano, fewer music theory. Unsurprisingly, for many of these 

students, theory and aural skills classes become insuperable barriers: failing 

grades in these classes are often to blame (rightly or wrongly) for a student’s 

decision to drop a major in music.3 

 

The lack of fundamental musical knowledge in some incoming students forces music 

theory instructors to devote more time and effort to teaching music fundamentals at the 

beginning of their education. This adds more pressure to the already tight learning sequence.  

All limitations discussed above have a negative impact on the outcome and 

effectiveness of the curriculum. First of all, the narrow time frame of the curriculum limits 

students’ opportunity to further explore musical meanings behind the concepts taught. In 

many cases, theory instructors barely have enough time to go through music fundamentals, 

part writing, harmonic function, phrase structure, diatonic and chromatic harmony, and 

                                                           
3 John Check, “Back to School: A Report on the Institute for Music Theory Pedagogy,” Journal of Music 

Theory Pedagogy vol. 28 (2014): 59. 
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musical forms in four semesters. Some of the more advanced music programs might be able 

to introduce their students to post-tonal theory towards the end of the curriculum. However, 

there simply isn’t enough time for students to digest and apply all the concepts taught in 

class. Learning musical concepts without in-depth understanding and application through 

meaningful musical analysis leads to dry and shallow learning experiences. During the 

Workshops in Music Theory Pedagogy in 2013, Steven Laitz shared a common 

misunderstanding among his students of the nature of music analysis. His students 

complained that analysis involves “just labeling stuff.”4 Regarding the same issue, theorist 

and educator Michael Rogers makes the following comment in his book:  

One irony of many undergraduate curriculums is that the two- or three-year 

required sequence of courses allots all its time to acquiring the background 

(terminology, labels, etc.) for doing music theory but runs out of time just as 

the topic becomes interesting – resulting in an extended introduction that leads 

nowhere. Under such conditions of all motion and no arrival, students are never 

exposed to what real theory is all about and carry with them a biased and limited 

notion of the subject. It is difficult for them to see why the courses are even 

taught if the background materials become an end in themselves.5 

 

A common theme found in both Laitz’s and Rogers’ observations is that students are 

acquiring basic tools for analyzing music in their theory classes, but have little experience 

actually learning to use them. If they are not familiar with how to use these tools in their 

theory classes, they are unlikely to apply them to musical activities outside classes. The 

disconnection between theory curriculum and students’ musical activities outside the theory 

class undermines the efficacy of the curriculum. It gives the others a negative impression that 

                                                           
4 Kristen Wallentinsen, “Report on the 2013 Workshops in Music Theory Pedagogy,” Journal of Music Theory 

Pedagogy vol. 27 (2013): 251.  

 
5 Michael Rogers, Teaching Approaches in Music Theory: An Overview of Pedagogical Philosophies 

(Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2004), 4.  
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students are not learning what they are supposed to be learning in their theory classes. As 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, “knowledge is expanding, but time is not.” While 

other curricula are trying to maximize the available resources (both time and funding) they 

can get, the negative impression of theory curriculum makes it even more challenging for 

theory instructors to convince their colleagues of the value and benefits of music theory 

itself. As a result, there is unwillingness to give theory the resources it needs to reverse its 

negative situation. Thus, the negative cycle continues.  

Another issue that many current theory curricula have is that students are not trained 

to see the big picture of the music that they are analyzing. While it makes sense to teach 

musical concepts through fragmentation, so that students have a clearer understanding on the 

concept itself, it is also important for students to understand how small details work together 

to form musical meaning as a whole. Michael Rogers discusses the danger of fragmentation 

to analysis:  

Too much breaking apart tends to separate detail from detail, section from 

section, listening from thinking, and finally even feeling from thinking. In 

addition to courses in musical analysis, we also need courses in musical 

synthesis where music is recreated again after being dissected.6  

 

While opening an extra musical synthesis course on top of the existing theory 

curriculum might be challenging due to limited resources, it is important that students be 

taught to synthesize musical elements during the analysis process in class. They should be 

encouraged to look at the overall structure and characteristics of a work before they dive into 

the details.  

                                                           
6 Ibid., 79.  
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To conclude this chapter, I would like to address a final issue that many current 

undergraduate music theory curricula are having – narrow coverage of topics and musical 

styles. As mentioned at the beginning of this essay, musicians in the twenty-first century are 

exposed to a wide range of musical genres and cultures. A theory curriculum that only 

introduces students to Western tonal music is not comprehensive enough to prepare students 

to look at music of our own time, much less music outside the Western tradition. There are 

many reasons that contribute to this outcome. Many music schools are struggling with 

limited funding and support, which makes extending their music theory curriculum for 

broader coverage of topics impossible. Also, many music schools do not have 

ethnomusicologists serving as faculty to offer world music courses or to help incorporating 

world music topics into the existing theory curriculum. Finally, many classically-trained 

theory instructors might not feel comfortable teaching music outside of the Western classical 

tradition, which are topics that are outside their expertise. All these factors make broaden 

topics of current theory curriculum difficult. Theorist and educator Robert Gauldin expresses 

his concern regarding incorporating world music topics into the undergraduate theory 

curriculum:  

And musical communication is certainly not international, unless we can prove 

our expertise in the social/artistic mores of such widely differing countries as 

Korea, Libya, Tibet, or New Guinea. Granted, the musics of these nations may 

share some common “universals” in their underlying basic materials, but their 

embodied music meaning is something else again. Interesting as these topics 

are, we simply to do not possess the time or knowledge during a student’s first 

two years to wander into these “dragon-infested” waters unless we are terribly 

naïve about the results.7 

 

                                                           
7 Robert Gauldin, “Some Personal Reflections on Past Methods of Teaching and What They Can Tell Us about 

Current and Future Initiatives,” Journal of Music Theory Pedagogy vol. 17 (2003): 54. 
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Gauldin’s concern is reasonable and I have kept it in mind. I am hoping that by 

examining the goals, pedagogical philosophies, contents, and application of the proposed 

curriculum in the next few chapters, a convincing case will be made.  
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CHAPTER III 

GOALS OF PROPOSED CURRICULUM  

In his book, Michael Rogers discusses the short-term and long-term goals of an ideal 

music theory curriculum:  

A music theory program must distinguish between means (short-term goals) 

and ends (long-term goals). The acquisition of musical knowledge (facts), skills 

(performance techniques), and literacy (music reading) is what you do to make 

the final goals possible but does not represent the goals themselves...Success in 

a music theory course cannot be measured by a grade at the semester’s end but 

only by the strength of the reverberations from the course for decades afterward. 

A college theory program is only the beginning of a lifetime process in 

establishing, then revising and refining, a set of attitudes and modes of 

conceptual/perceptual operation for responding to music.1  

 

The long-term influences of a theory curriculum are often unrecognized because they 

are not reflected immediately in students’ musicianship upon their completion of the 

curriculum. However, it is crucial to set realistic long-term goals for a curriculum, as they 

guide students to visualize their future paths as they become professional musicians. It is 

beneficial for students to see the full picture of where they are heading to before they make 

their next steps.  

One of the prominent long-term goals of an effective music theory program is to 

prepare students to be well-rounded musicians with broad musical views. I can totally 

understand the benefits of specializing in one field of musical study. Some might argue that 

                                                           
1 Rogers, Teaching Approaches in Music Theory, 7-8.  
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focusing on one single area enables musicians to maximize their time and efforts to achieve 

professionalism in their major field without distractions. Yet the danger of focusing on just 

one musical field early in a students’ music education—such as during the first two years of 

their undergraduate studies—is that students might set boundaries between their major areas 

and other music study. This might lead to students’ ignorance and indifference towards 

musical knowledge outside their fields. Eventually, their musical views will become so 

narrow that it will limit their future in becoming a professional musician.  

Let us take performance study as an example. Achieving mastery in performing skills 

only does not make a musician a successful performer. A successful performance reflects not 

only a performer’s mastery on his instrument, but more importantly, his passion towards 

music, his mature and deep understanding of the pieces that he is performing (advanced 

musical analysis), and his high degree of sensitivity towards sound and timbre (outcome of 

comprehensive aural training). It takes decades for a musician to cultivate and achieve all 

these competencies. We don’t expect an undergraduate student to achieve all these qualities 

upon completing her undergraduate degree in music. However, an effective and successful 

undergraduate music theory program should prepare a music student for her future success in 

whatever field that she will choose.  

Another long-term goal of a successful music theory curriculum is to guide students 

to establish a positive attitude towards music that is unfamiliar, so that they will be able to 

perceive any kind of music without “premature discrimination.” In his book, composer and 

educator Roger Sessions talks about the four stages of a listener’s development: hearing, 

enjoyment, musical understanding, and discrimination. He mentiones the psychological 
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changes a listener goes through during the four stages. In stage one, “he (listener) will hear 

the music only to the extent that he identifies himself with it, establishing a fresh and 

essentially naïve contact with it, without preconceived ideas and without strained effort.”2 

The second stage, enjoyment, is a listener’s immediate response to his listening experience in 

stage one. Sessions mentioned that “there is certainly some music that we never enjoy.”3 Yet 

without going through stage three (musical understanding), all judgments made before that 

are prejudices. “The listener’s final stage is that of discrimination. It is important that it 

should be the final stage since real discrimination is possible only with understanding.”4 An 

ideal music theory program should teach students to differentiate between prejudices and 

mature, artistic judgments when it comes to perceiving music.  

The final long-term goal of the proposed theory curriculum is to encourage students 

to value and to contribute to their artistic communities, so that the musical art of our time will 

continue to grow and flourish. One does not recognize the uniqueness and value of her own 

culture until she is exposed to other cultures. Coming to the United States as an international 

student, I am constantly challenged to define my cultural identity. The cultural shock that I 

have experienced has made me recognize and to value the uniqueness of my own culture. 

This cultural self-reflection has inspired me to share my musical culture with audiences in the 

world through my compositions and other musical activities. It has also inspired me to come 

up with this proposed curriculum that awakens students’ cultural awareness by introducing 

                                                           
2 Roger Sessions, The Musical Experience of Composer, Performer, Listener (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1950), 93.  

 
3 Ibid., 93.  

 
4 Ibid., 99. 
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students to music from around the world. Hopefully through this in-class cultural shock, 

students will learn both to respect other musical cultures and to recognize the uniqueness of 

their own musical culture and to embrace it as they continue their life-long journey as 

musicians.  

While it can take decades to see the long-term goals to be fulfilled, there are some 

short-term goals that students should aim for upon completion of the proposed curriculum. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, a successful undergraduate curriculum will lead students 

to become well-rounded musicians in the long term. The first step towards this path is to 

ensure that students receive a solid and diverse training in musical fundamentals. Students 

will demonstrate decent aural skills, critical analysis and music organizational skills, and 

fluency in terminology upon completion of the curriculum. They should feel comfortable 

discussing, and writing about, music of any genre and any culture using the appropriate 

terminology, together with their thoughts.  

Students are not expected to become world music experts who are fluent in multiple 

musical cultures. Instead, they are given the resources to become more open-minded towards 

music outside the Western tonal tradition. By introducing them to a repertoire list that 

involves a large variety of musical genres and cultures in the first two semesters of the 

curriculum, students are given an opportunity to explore a musical world that consists of 

exotic timbres, microtones outside the equal temperament, scales outside the Western 

tradition, etc. This broadens students’ musical senses and their musical views, which 

enhances their sonic imaginations and creativities through exploring the unlimited 

possibilities of sound.  
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After two semesters of broad listening experience, students will be introduced to 

musical concepts within the Western tonal context during the third and fourth semesters. The 

main goal for this portion of the curriculum is to help students recognize the unique elements 

of Western tonal music—voice leading, triads, and harmonic functions—and also to 

understand the prominent roles these elements play when it comes to formal structure and 

phrase structure. All musical concepts taught in these two semesters are derived from the 

fundamental concepts taught in the first two semesters. This portion of the curriculum allows 

students to refine and to apply those broad concepts within the context of Western tonal 

music. It provides students with some of the basic tools they will need to carry out musical 

analysis.  

Semesters 5 and 6 of the curriculum depart from Western functional harmony to the 

introduction of non-functional harmony in the early twentieth century onward, all the way to 

contemporary music. The goal of this part of the curriculum is to lead students through the 

drastic development of musical styles since the late nineteenth century, examining how 

fundamental concepts taught in the first two semesters are being applied to these music. 

Students are guided to connect the core concepts taught at the beginning of the curriculum 

with pieces they encounter later in the curriculum, and eventually to any music that captures 

interest.  

Of course it is difficult to develop a comprehensive understanding of any musical 

culture in six semesters. The ultimate goal of the curriculum is to cultivate students’ broad 

musical views, sensitive ears, and critical thinking, so that they are equipped to encounter 

music of any given genre or culture. Instead of rejecting music outside their comfort zone, 
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they will approach these musics with curiosity and will be able to recognize and to respect 

their differences and uniqueness.  
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CHAPTER IV 

PROPOSED CURRICULUM: PEDAGOGIC ROOTS 

The success of a music theory curriculum relies on effective and comprehensive 

pedagogical philosophies. These philosophies serve as the skeleton of the curriculum and are 

closely connected to its outcome. Among all teaching rationales, I find the principle that 

musical concepts should always be introduced with sound the most compelling. Music is the 

art of sound. “No instruction in music can be valid unless it constantly relates intellectual 

understanding to aural experience.”1 The proposed curriculum strongly emphasizes this 

principle. The first two semesters are heavily listening-oriented. Students will be guided 

through a careful selection of repertoire chosen from high diversity of genres and musical 

cultures. Some of the musical traditions on the list do not use Western musical notation to 

notate their music. Without knowing how these non-Western notation systems work, the only 

way for students to perceive these foreign musics will be through attentive listening without 

scores.  

Traditionally, musical analysis is often associated with “labelling stuff” on the score. 

Lots of times, students are given the score of a piece that they are analyzing before they listen 

to the piece. It is not surprising to see students feeling insecure when it comes to analyzing 

without score. The situation gets even tougher if they are asked to aurally analyze music 

                                                           
1 William Brandt, The Comprehensive Study of Music: Basic Principles of Music Theory (New York: Harper 

and Row, 1980), 6: 3.  
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outside of the Western classical tradition, for which they do not have the background 

knowledge nor accurate terminology. I can understand the fear that students might have if 

they are drowning in the ocean of world music, overwhelmed by unfamiliar sounds. My 

position here is to suggest a rationale that helps students to overcome their fear and 

insecurity, so that they can freely explore the broad musical world.  

I would like to begin by identifying some of the factors causing students’ fear and 

insecurity. It is human nature that we feel insecure about things that we do not know or 

things that we cannot explain intellectually. As music majors, we have been told that we are 

professionally trained to analyze and to talk about music using proper terminology. We get 

uncomfortable if we were asked to analyze a piece of traditional Chinese music, in which no 

authentic cadences are found. It is obvious that Western musical theory does not apply to 

musical traditions elsewhere. In order to be able to fully accept music from non-Western 

traditions, first, we need to quit trying to analyze it with Western music theory. Instead, we 

need to recognize the differences between a foreign musical tradition and the Western 

classical tradition, so as to free our perceptions to hear the sounds for themselves. We might 

not yet have the accurate terminology to describe what we hear. However, our brains start 

processing the sound from the moment our ears pick up the sound. Terminology comes after 

sound.  

There are plenty of classically trained musicians who struggle with their aural skills. 

They are not capable of learning music by ear. There is a lack of connection between what 

they hear and the terminology used to name it. They can spot a Neapolitan chord on the score 

but they might not be able to hear the same chord through listening without score. My 
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pedagogical philosophy is to first introduce students to sound. Terminology does not come 

into play until students are familiar with the sound and they have the need to distinguish one 

sound from another by using the accurate terminology.  

Besides connecting musical concepts with sound, it is equally important to make sure 

that students understand the musical meaning behind these concepts. There is a huge 

difference between knowing the definition of a musical concept and understanding the 

musical meaning of the concept. In his book, twentieth century Russian composer Igor 

Stravinsky talks about the concept of “dissonance” by defining it and discussing the musical 

meaning of it:  

Dissonance results from the deranging of this harmony by the addition of tones 

foreign to it. ... Dissonance is an element of transition, a complex or interval of 

tones which is not complete in itself and which must be resolved to the ear’s 

satisfaction into a perfect consonance.2  

 

The first sentence of the paragraph above defines dissonance by explaining how it is 

formed and what it is built up with. On the other hand, the rest of the paragraph talks about 

the musical function of dissonance and its psychological impact on listeners’ ears. A 

meaningful learning experience for students should involve both definition of the concept 

and the revelation of meaning behind the concept, with the emphasis on the latter. Ideally, the 

psychological impact of the concept should be brought to students’ attention at the first place 

by guiding students to observe their response during their first aural exposure to the sound. 

                                                           
2 Igor Stravinsky, Poetics of Music in the Form of Six Lessons, trans. Arthur Knodel and Ingolf Dahl (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1947), 36.  
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The self-realization process often encourages attentive listening, which is a crucial step 

towards the cultivation of sensitive ears.  

Musical concepts are typically taught separately from each other to avoid confusion. 

Theory instructors go through one chapter after another to make sure students are introduced 

to all musical concepts as planned on the course syllabus. Yet when it comes to 

comprehensive analysis, it requires additional music organization skills, such as the ability to 

realize the musical meaning of a local musical event as well as its relationship to the structure 

of the entire work. It might be too ambiguous to expect students to be able to see the 

connection between individual musical detail and the whole piece during their freshmen year 

of college. However, I would like to keep this ultimate goal in mind and propose a music 

theory curriculum that starts from the big picture to the small details, and finally works its 

way back to see the relationship between the two.  
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CHAPTER V 

PROPOSED UNDERGRADUATE MUSIC THEORY CURRICULUM 

Overview 

As mentioned at the end of the previous chapter, one of the important skills for 

comprehensive analysis is the ability to organize a musical work into smaller units as well as 

being able to see these units are put together to generate musical meaning as a whole. With 

this principle as the core pedagogical philosophy, the proposed theory curriculum starts with 

musical concepts that deal with structural organization. Semesters 1 and 2 emphasize 

fundamental musical concepts that are contributed to structural organization, followed by 

components of sound. All musical concepts will be taught within the context of world-wide 

musical traditions, including the Western classical tradition.  

In semesters 3 and 4, students will be introduced to more advanced musical concepts 

based on concepts they have learned in semesters 1 and 2. They will refine the definition of 

these concepts within the context of Western classical tradition. Basic concepts such as 

tonality, voice leading, and counterpoint will be covered in semester 3, accompanied by 

representative repertoires from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In semester 4, 

students will explore harmonic function, phrase structure, and musical forms, together with 

masterpieces from the nineteenth century in Europe.  
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In semesters 5 and 6, students will learn about art songs and chromaticism from the 

nineteenth century in Europe. They will also explore some major transformation of musical 

styles towards the end of the century, including Impressionism, Nationalism, and other 

innovative individual styles. The core musical concepts taught in semesters 1 and 2 are still 

applicable to music discussed in this stage. Finally, in semester 6, the focus of musical style 

will zoom out to music beyond the Western tradition. Students will explore how composers 

around the world from the twentieth century onward organize pitch, timbre, rhythm, texture, 

etc. in an innovative and individual way.  

To conclude the entire curriculum, students will be encouraged to share their thoughts 

on how to analyze music of our own time. They will also be given an opportunity to think 

about how they can contribute to their artistic community and what action they can take to 

sustain musical art of our own time.  

Semesters 1 and 2 – Music Fundamentals 

  As discussed in the previous chapter, every musical tradition has its own music 

theory and notational system. The proposed music theory curriculum, despite its world 

music-based nature, is not intended to study in-depth the theory and notational system of any 

individual musical culture mentioned on the syllabus. Instead, it attempts “to develop general 

theories that account for structural elements of music in ways that are broadly applicable 

cross-culturally.”1 As emphasized throughout this essay, these general theories are applicable 

                                                           
1 Gabriel Solis, “Thoughts on an Interdiscipline: Music Theory, Analysis, and Social Theory in 

Ethnomusicology,” Ethnomusicology 56, no. 3 (Fall 2012): 539.  
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to music from the Western classical tradition as well. They prepare students for their future 

comprehensive musical analysis by strengthening their music organizational skills.  

 In the past few decades, more and more music schools have been offering world 

music classes for their undergraduate students as elective courses. These world music classes 

are typically available to students after they have completed their music theory core 

curriculum. It seems that this arrangement allows students to have a decent music foundation 

to look at music from other cultures. However, the music foundation that they have is purely 

within the context of Western classical music. It is almost unavoidable for students to try to 

analyze world music using Western music theory that they have learned in their freshmen 

and sophomore years. This narrow musical view limits their ability to perceive world music 

as it is with an open mind. The proposed curriculum is designed to reverse this phenomena.  

 Below is the course outline of semesters 1 and 2. Next to each fundamental concept, 

there is either a number or a letter for labeling purposes. It helps to indicate the connection 

between these fundamental concepts and the more advanced concepts introduced later in the 

curriculum. The latter concepts are accompanied by the number and alphabet labeling system 

in parentheses for references.  
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Table 1. Course outlines for semesters 1 and 2 

Semester 1 (S1) 

Introduction to Fundamental Concepts 

 

1. Form – sections  

a) Change and Continuity – rupture vs. 

subtlety  

b) Symmetry vs. Asymmetry – balance  

c) Periodicity – cycles (beginning vs. 

ending) 

d) Expectations – predictable vs. 

surprising 

e) Musical Tension and Resolution 

f) Regularity vs. Irregularity  

g) Patterns – recurrence (literal 

repetition vs. variation) 

h) Pitch Centricity – hierarchy  

i) Texture  

 Number of voices 

 Roles of voices 

 Interaction between voices 

 Rhythmic relationship 

2. Components of Sound 

a) Timbre (color) and Medium 

 Vocal 

 Instrumental (Sachs-

Hornbostel system: 

aerophones, chordophones, 

idiophones, and 

membranophones.)  

 Found sound, noise  

 Electronic 

b) Pitch 

 Definite vs. Indefinite 

 Frequency (Hz), octave 

c) Articulation – attack  

d) Duration – rhythm 

e) Dynamics – relative volume  

 

 

Semester 2 (S2) 

Application of Fundamental Concepts 

 

A. Organizing Time 

i. Metrical vs. Non-metrical (1.f, g) 

 Pulse/Beat (multiple levels) 

ii. Tempo  

 Speed up, slow down, remain 

the same. (1.a, e, f) 

iii. Meter  

 Accented vs. unaccented  

beats (1.d, e) 

 Regular vs. Irregular (1.b, f) 

iv. Rhythm (2.d) 

 Rhythmic activity (1.e) 

 Rhythmic patterns (1.f, g) 

B. Organizing Pitch (2.b) 

i. Tuning Systems (dividing an octave) 

ii. Scales – selection of pitches (1.h), 

scale degree 

iii. Intervals – distance (1.e, g, 2.a) 

iv. Range and register (1.e, 2.a) 

C. Phrase (1.a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h) 

i. Musical flow, energy flow, breath, 

direction (1.c, e, f) 

ii. Melodic contour (1.b, d, e) 

iii. Closure – arrival (1.c, d, e, g, h) 

D. Texture (1.i) 

i. Monophony (solo vs. unison) 

ii. Melody and Drone (1.a, e, h) 

iii. Melody and Ostinato (1.c, g) 

iv. Homophony – harmony (1. c, d, e, h) 

v. Polyphony – counterpoint (1.e, A.iv, 

B.iii) 

vi. Heterophony – ornamentation (1.e, g) 

E. Conclusion – Musical Structure 

i. Motive/Theme – characteristics (1.g) 

ii. Sections – Theme, Development, 

Variation, Contrast, and 

Improvisation. (1.a, b, c, d, e, g, h) 

iii. Climax (1.d, e, 2.e) 
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Semester 1 – Form  

 In the first half of semester 1, students are challenged to organize musical works from 

different music traditions without using specific terminology from any musical culture. 

Instead of identifying small, individual musical units, students are asked to listen to the entire 

work and to mark the exact time of the beginning of each section using the playback 

timeline.1 There are no right or wrong answers for these listening exercises. Students are 

encouraged to come up with their own thoughts and interpretations to support their answers.  

1.a) Changes and continuity  

 “Music is based on temporal succession and requires alertness of memory.”2 In order 

to be able to define a section, one needs to remember the general musical characteristic of the 

previous section and to recognize musical changes that mark a new section. In this stage of 

the curriculum, students might not have the vocabulary to precisely describe the musical 

changes they hear. Yet being able to hear changes is the first step towards cultivating 

students’ sensitive ears.3  

 At the beginning, students are asked to analyze musical works that demonstrate 

contrasting musical elements between sections. For example, a sitar solo piece from the 

northern Indian classical tradition that has multiple sections with distinctively different 

                                                           
1 Most listening materials used are in the format of audio files or videos, in which a playback timeline is used to 

indicate at which minute or second a musical event happens.  

 
2 Stravinsky, Poetics of Music in the Form of Six Lessons, 29.  

 
3 I am indebted to Dr. Hali Fieldman, primary advisor for my thesis, for several discussions that helped me to 

focus this section.  
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tempi. It typically starts with a non-metric introduction, followed by two to three metrical 

sections. As the music progresses from one section to the next, the tempo gets faster and 

faster. Musical works that involve distinct changes like this are a good starting point for 

freshmen.  

 Once students are more comfortable with noticing changes of different kinds, they 

will be progress towards musical examples that show more subtle changes between sections, 

such as John Adams’ Common Tones in Simple Time, a twentieth-century work written in the 

style of minimalism. As the listening exercises get more and more challenging, students’ ears 

become more and more sensitive not only to subtle musical changes, but also to the 

interaction between musical details and the overall structure of musical works.  

1.b) Symmetry and asymmetry 

 Symmetry and asymmetry are primary aesthetic values in art works in many media 

and of many different cultures. Many musical cultures world-wide, including the Western 

classical tradition, value symmetry in their music. For example, in Western classical 

tradition, symmetry in phrase structure is an important norm. There are symmetrical periods 

in which the length of the consequent is equal to the length of its antecedent. The Western 

equal temperament tuning system divides an octave into twelve equal parts. It is another form 

of symmetry. 

 Asymmetry in arts is treated as a contrast to the aesthetic of symmetry. It reflects a 

kind of beauty that goes beyond rules and orders. In African musical traditions, asymmetrical 

rhythmic groupings are commonly found. They give listeners the impression of rhythmic 
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complexity. For example, a typical rhythmic bell pattern used in African Ewe dance music is 

subdivided into 2+2+1+2+2+2+1, with twelve subdivided beats in total.4 Unlike the 

symmetrical 3+3+3+3 subdivision grouping found in compound quadruple meter in Western 

music, the asymmetrical bell rhythmic pattern is not subdivided into parts with an equal 

number of beats. The asymmetry of the pattern generates musical interest to our ears.  

1.c) Periodicity 

 In an introduction, theorist and ethnomusicologist Michael Tenzer argues that 

periodicity is a universal musical concept that exists in all musical traditions:  

“Periodicity is time line, cycle, riff, ostinato, passacaglia, song form, sentence 

form, meter, drum pattern, call-and-response, twelve-bar blues progression, tala 

(India), usul (Turkish), iqa’at (several Arabic), ban (China), gongan (Java and 

Bali), changdan (Korea), clave (much Caribbean), aksak (Eastern Europe), 

hayayahyoshi (ancient Japanese court) ...”5  

 

Tenzer’s list could go on and on as there are so many different musical cultures 

around the world. The main theme that unifies all these unique traditions under the umbrella 

of music theory is that they all contain the element of cycle in their music. Again, the main 

focus here is not trying to teach students all these foreign musical terms on Tenzer’s list. 

Instead, it would be more practical to challenge students to aurally recognize these cyclical 

elements within the context of their musical origins. Since these cyclical elements are 

manifested in different ways, such as melodically, harmonically, rhythmically, etc., it would 

                                                           
4 David Temperley, “Meter and Grouping in African Music: A View from Music Theory,” Ethnomusicology 44, 

no. 1 (Winter, 2000): 70.  

 
5 Michael Tenzer, “Introduction: Analysis, Categorization, and Theory of Music of the World,” in Analytical 

Studies in World Music, ed. Michel Tenzer (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006), 23.  
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be a real test for students to sort the cyclical elements out of all musical parameters in a 

piece. Students are guided to understand how these cycles generate musical flow to maintain 

continuity and to shape the structure of musical works.  

1.d) Expectations 

Cyclical elements give listeners’ ears something to hang onto as the music progresses. 

As the cycle recurs, it strengthens the musical ideas and sets expectations for listeners. The 

predictable cycles contribute to the shaping of the overall structure of the work. Yet as the 

constant of the work, the cyclical element itself does not generate much musical interest. 

What really interests listeners are the variables.6 The bebop style of the American jazz 

tradition in the 60s and 70s is a good example of the relationship between the constant and 

the variables:  

Most performances use the melody or “head” of a popular song or a newly 

composed tune to launch solo improvisations stated over the tune’s cyclically 

repeated harmonies, which are rendered by the rhythm sections in constantly 

changing accompaniment patterns. Rhythm section members also take solos.7  

 

Experienced jazz audiences are probably familiar with the melody of popular songs. 

To them, these elements are predictable. What really interests them during performances are 

the improvised materials that are unpredictable. These improvisations give popular songs 

new lives; they are the variables that get the audience’s attention. The “constantly changing 

                                                           
6 I am indebted to Dr. Hali Fieldman, primary advisor for my thesis, for several discussions that helped me to 

focus this section. 

 
7 Evan Ziporyn and Michael Tenzer, “Thelonious Monk’s Harmony, Rhythm, and Pianism,” in Analytical 

Cross-Cultural Studies in World Music, ed. Michael Tenzer and John Roeder (New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 150-151.  



   

 
28 

 

accompaniment patterns” are variables as well. They give “the tune’s cyclically repeated 

harmonies” variety.   

1.e) Musical tension and resolution 

When listeners’ musical expectations are not met, musical tension is generated.8 

Musical tension is the vehicle that drives music forward, generating a sense of non-

fulfillment that needs to be resolved. When the resolution comes, it gives listeners aural and 

sensational satisfaction. Musical tension can be generated by a small musical unit, such as a 

dissonance, which needs to be resolved in a particular way. It can also affect a large section 

of music, or even an entire movement; the longer it takes to get to the resolution point, the 

more the listeners’ ears yearn for resolution, and the more satisfied they feel when it arrives.  

When it comes to experiencing musical tension within the context of world music, 

one must first set aside of specifics of tension as it functions in Western tonal music. Every 

musical culture has different interpretation on a certain musical element. For example, in 

Western classical tradition, the harmonic interval of a second is treated as a dissonance that 

needs to be resolved. By contrast, in Bulgarian folk music, the same interval is found 

everywhere. Their melodies are supported by drones that are typically a major second apart. 

If we bring Western notions of dissonance to this music, we risk missing the beauty of this 

unique texture. Instead we might follow the twentieth-century American composer and 

musicologist Charles Seeger, who said, “no one, musician or nonmusician, can maintain that 

                                                           
8 I am indebted to Dr. Hali Fieldman, primary advisor for my thesis, for several discussions that helped me to 

focus this section.  
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any interval, tuned or untuned, is more pleasant or unpleasant than any other, except on the 

basis of tradition and habit. And habit can be changed—even reversed.”9 

Seeger’s statement reminds us of the importance of cultural context when it comes to 

our perceptions of music. One of the fundamental philosophies of this curriculum is that 

students explore world musical traditions with an open mind. This is exactly why this 

curriculum does not start with introducing Western musical concepts during the first two 

semesters. My hope is that students’ perception towards world music is not limited by 

Western tonal music theory. I believe that this broad-to-narrow approach is the key to 

preparing students with an open mind for the unknown future of music.  

1.f) Regularity and irregularity 

Regularity is reflected in part of cyclical musical elements. The predictable 

recurrence of musical elements generates regularity. However, regularity is not exclusively 

reflected in symmetrical musical elements. For example, the famous Dave Brubeck’s Take 

Five is written in the meter of 5/4. The uneven 3+2 organization of beats demonstrates 

asymmetry. However, the asymmetrical meter is regularly heard throughout the piece. It 

gives listeners something predictable to hang on to while enjoying its interaction with other 

elements.  

 

                                                           
9 Taylor Greer, A Question of Balance: Charles Seeger’s Philosophy of Music (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: 

University of California Press, 1998), 126.  
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1.g) Patterns  

Patterns are only recognizable and memorable if they are emphasized through 

recurrence, either literal or with variation. In a piece of music, some patterns are heard more 

frequently than others. Through repetition and variation, a musical idea is reinforced. Yet if a 

musical pattern is repeated literally over and over without variation, it will soon lose its 

musical interest and eventually lose the audience’s attention. These patterns are usually 

background materials that do not get much attention as the music progresses. It is this that 

allows them to serve as the foundation of a work, and they help maintain the continuity and 

structure of the music. For example, in traditional Japanese Court music (tôgaku), after a 

non-metrical introduction, the metrical main section takes over. The main section 

demonstrates a repeated rhythmic pattern that serves as the foundation of the music:  

A significant aspect of the metrical rhythm is a cyclic principle in which the last 

beat of a unit is of primary importance. Traditionally, it is marked by a stroke 

of the big drum known as taiko. ... The taiko is struck with strict regularity once 

every four measures in Etenraku (a piece of tôgaku) and is anticipated as the 

moment when all instruments converge.10  

 

The metrical pattern played by the taiko is regular and cyclical. It does not present 

much musical interest. Yet it plays an important role in the structure of Etenraku.  

Patterns that recur with variations generate musical interest and continuity. In the 

Western classical tradition, it is common for composers to write an entire piece or a 

                                                           
10 Naoko Terauchi, “Surface and Deep Structure in the Tôgaku Ensemble of Japanese Court Music (Gagaku),” 

in Analytical and Cross-Cultural Studies in World Music, ed. Michael Tenzer and John Roeder (New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press, 2011), 21-22.  
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movement of the piece through developing motives. Motives are small, characteristic musical 

patterns that have the potential to be developed as the unifying element of the piece. A 

famous example of a highly motivic work is the first movement of Ludwig van Beethoven’s 

Symphony No. 5 in C minor, Op. 67. Its four-note opening motive is heard throughout the 

movement with melodic, rhythmic, timbral, characteristic, and textural variations. In this 

stage of the curriculum, students are not expected to use accurate musical terms to identify 

the developmental process of the motive. Instead, they will be encouraged to aurally compare 

the motive with its variations, so that they can explore the unlimited possibility of musical 

development. Students will get to appreciate the creativity and genius of Beethoven.  

1.h) Pitch Centricity 

 In his book Understanding Post-Tonal Music, theorist Miguel Roig-Francolí points 

out that in the Western classical tradition, pitch centricity is uniquely perceived through a 

system of pitch hierarchies around a tonic. By way of contrast, in other musical traditions, 

pitch centricity is perceived in different contextual formats such as pedals, ostinatos, drones, 

scalar collections that are built on a pitch center, etc.11 For example, traditional northern 

Indian sitar music is always performed with a drone that sustains a center pitch throughout 

the entire piece. In traditional Chinese music, a typical scale used is a pentatonic scale. Each 

of the five notes in the pentatonic scale has the potential to be the center pitch; five different 

modes can be generated from the same pentatonic scale. Melodies built on a certain mode 

                                                           
11 Miguel Roig-Francolí, Understanding Post-Tonal Music (New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 2008), 5.  
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emphasize the pitch center by ending sections or phrases on that pitch or by frequently 

repeating the pitch.  

1.i) Texture 

 Listening for texture can be very challenging for beginners. To ease the listening 

process, the instructor can start by asking students to identify the number of voices in a 

passage. He should assure that students are not confusing the concept of texture with density. 

A choral work sung by 50 singers in unison is still considered to be in monophonic texture 

with just one voice.  

 Once students have figured out the number of voices, they can be challenged to 

identify the roles of these voices, starting with the most noticeable melodic role, followed by 

other voices that act as supportive background or middle voices. Finally, students should try 

to observe the interaction between voices. The instructor can ask guiding questions such as 

“Are the voices moving simultaneously? Are they imitating each other? Are they 

demonstrating call and response? Are they contrasting to each other?”  

 Texture can be identified by elements other than melodic role. Polyrhythmic works 

from the African musical tradition involve different repeating rhythmic patterns throughout. 

They are effective examples of polyphony from the perspective of rhythm. The co-existence 

of different rhythmic lines generates rhythmic complexity.12 The instructor can even divide 

the class into multiple groups and have each group claps one of the repeated rhythmic 

                                                           
12 African Unique Traditional Dance & Music, “Group-Djembe Rhythms,” February 11, 2015, accessed 

February 15, 2018, https://youtu.be/LOS0kA_O6IQ.  

 

https://youtu.be/LOS0kA_O6IQ
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patterns. By clapping different patterns simultaneously, students get to experience rhythmic 

complexity.  

 Another example is music from the Arabic musical tradition, in which heterophonic 

texture is frequently found. Ethnomusicologist Bonnie Wade defines heterophony as 

“multiple musicians perform one melody, but each musician might render the melody 

somewhat differently.”13 She further elaborates the concept by using traditional Arabic music 

as an example:  

A lute player and a flute player might give slightly different renditions of a 

melody, in part because of the idiomatic capabilities of each instrument. The 

flute player might insert frequent trills, or the lute player might insert rapid and 

repeated plucking of a single note. When played together, the two different 

renditions create a highly valued heterophonic texture.14 

 

 At this point of the curriculum, we are trying not to overwhelm students with 

technical terms such as heterophony, polyphony, monophony, etc. Instead, the focus is to 

engage students’ ears to pay attention to different voices and how they interact with each 

other. Terminology will come later in the curriculum.  

Semester 1 – Components of Sound 

 The first half of semester 1 mainly focuses on listening for the overall structure of 

music. The second half looks into individual components of sound: timbre, pitch, 

                                                           
13 Bonnie Wade, Thinking Musically: Experiencing Music, Expressing Culture (New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 2004), 105.  

 
14 Ibid. 
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articulation, duration, and dynamics. Through listening for smaller musical details mentioned 

above, students’ aural skills are refined.  

2.a) Timbre (Color) and Medium  

Traditionally, most theory curricula focus on teaching concepts and analytical skills. 

Even though theorists and educators have increasingly emphasized the importance of 

incorporating aural training into theory curricula, very little attention has been given to 

establishing students’ sensitivity to timbre. The proposed curriculum introduces students to 

music from a wide range of musical traditions, in which a large variety of unique timbres are 

presented. We will look at sound of different categories: vocal, instrumental, found sound, 

noises, and electronics.  

By exploring some of the different vocal styles practiced around the world, students 

can compare the timbre of different singing styles. For example, Western operatic singing 

style sounds clear, with head tones, while Beijing opera singers put a lot of tension in their 

throats and their timbre is tighter. Mongolian throat singing is famous for producing a series 

of whistle-like overtones over a very low fundamental tone simultaneously.  

Beyond the voice, most musical cultures have their own unique musical instruments. 

It is almost impossible to have a system that is able to categorize all musical instruments 

around the world effectively. The Sachs-Hornbostel system, borrowed from the field of 

ethnomusicology, is the most-used system when it comes to categorizing musical 

instruments. There are four main categories in the system – aerophones, chordophones, 
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idiophones, and membranophones. An instrument is classified according to what part of it 

vibrates to produce the sound.15 The system suggests sub-categories under each category:  

Aerophones are typically divided into three categories: flutes, reeds, and 

trumpets. Flutes are defined as instruments in which a column of air is set in 

vibration when the air is split on an edge. Reed instruments have one or two 

small pieces of material, such as cane, bamboo, or metal that vibrate when air 

is blown over or through them and into a tube. Trumpets require the performer 

to vibrate the lips, rather than a reed, as they blow air into the instrument.16  

 

The system helps students to understand the physics of the vibration of air. Yet 

students might find some of these terms, such as flutes and trumpets, confusing as they 

remind them of the Western orchestral instruments that share the same names. Besides, 

students might find technical terms such as aerophones, chordophones, idiophones, and 

membranophones unfamiliar. To simplify the categorizing process, the instructor may use 

more popular terms such as winds (instead of aerophones), strings (instead of chordophones), 

and combining idiophones and membranophones into percussion.  

Another reason why I am a little bit reserved about the Sachs-Hornbostel system is 

that the system does not identify the material of an instrument, which is an element that gives 

certain musical instruments their unique timbre. For example, the bamboo body of the 

traditional Chinese bamboo flute (dizi) gives the instrument a unique timbre that associates it 

with nature. It sounds very different from the European flute. Besides, the use of metal to 

                                                           
15 Terry Miller and Andrew Shahriari. World Music: A Global Journey (New York: Taylor & Francis [CAM], 

2009), 18.  

 
16 Ibid., 18-20.  
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build musical instruments for the gamelan ensemble gives the ensemble the typical shining, 

metallic sound.  

Instead of using the Sachs-Hornbostel system to classify the timbre of a gamelan 

ensemble as idiophonic, students could use simple terms such as “percussion” and “metallic” 

to describe the timbre. No single system is perfect. The Sachs-Hornbostel system is a starting 

point to help students to categorize timbre. The instructor should encourage students to come 

up with their own creative ways to further describe what they hear.17  

With the advantage of technology, musicians in the twenty first-century can record 

any sound or noise around them and use them to make music using signal processing or 

music editing software. They can also generate electronic sound using electronic music 

software. This new trend generates unlimited possibilities for creating and manipulating 

sound, such as signal-processing a pre-recorded excerpt on an acoustic musical instrument, 

electronically generate an unheard sound, or combining acoustic and electronic elements, etc.  

With so many possibilities, it can be overwhelming to try to come up with a system to 

classify these new sounds. A practical way to look into the genre of electronic music is to 

first identify elements that are recognizable and familiar to our ears, such as electronically 

processed sound from acoustic musical instruments, pre-recorded found sound in daily life 

(e.g. train whistle, glasses clinging). Next, the instructor should guide students to appreciate 

how these sounds are processed and how they interact with electronic elements in the piece. 

                                                           
17 I am indebted to Dr. Hali Fieldman, primary advisor for my thesis, for several discussions that helped me to 

focus this section.  



   

 
37 

 

For example, he can point out the imitation between a live cello part and a pre-recorded and 

electronically altered cello part. Students might not be able to identify the specific signal-

processing technique used in the piece, but they should be able to tell the differences in 

sound between the unprocessed, live cello and the processed cello samples.  

As mentioned earlier, the rapid growth of electronic music technology opens up many 

possibilities for music-making. Yet new technology is not the only way to stimulate 

creativity. It would be beneficial for the instructor to incorporate musical examples that 

demonstrate creativity in blending timbres without the help of electronic equipment. For 

example, American composer Andy Akiho’s Ping Pong Concerto (2015)18 is a great example 

of blending found sound, the sound of the ping pong balls, with the timbre of acoustic 

orchestra.  

2.b) Pitch  

Before we look into the concept of pitch, it is important to first understand what 

makes a pitch:  

Every sound can be described as having either a definite or indefinite pitch. A 

definite pitch is determined by the dominance of a specific frequency level; 

for example, the Euro-American “concert pitch,” A above middle C, has 440 

Hz as its pillar frequency. Definite pitches are necessary to produce melody 

and harmony. An indefinite pitch consists of a cluster of more or less equal 

frequency levels—that is, no one level dominates... such as those produced by 

handclaps or rattles...19  

                                                           
18 Andy Akiho, “Ping Pong Concerto,” Shanghai Symphony Orchestra, December 3, 2015, accessed March 3, 

2018, https://youtu.be/uM393YYuCLo.  

 
19 Miller and Shahriari, World Music, 25.  

 

https://youtu.be/uM393YYuCLo
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To help students better understand the concept of frequency, the instructor should 

start with the definitions of frequency and Hz (Hertz) – the vibration rate of sound waves 

expressed as number of cycles per second. He should also explain to students that when we 

talk about the concept of pitch, we are focusing on definite pitches. Yet it does not mean that 

indefinite pitches are not important when it comes to music. Indefinite pitches are commonly 

found in the percussion section.  

To apply the concept of frequency, the instructor can start by explaining to students 

that higher frequency makes a higher pitch and vice versa. After students have understood 

the physics behind sound, the instructor should also let students aurally and physically 

experience the differences between higher and lower frequencies. Here is a suggested in-

class activity: The instructor plays a short phrase at the highest register on the piano and 

repeats the same phrase at the lowest register, so that students can aurally experience the 

timbral differences between the two registers.  

A variation of the activity can be done by asking students to play a short phrase at 

different registers on their instruments, or to sing the phrase. This is to let them physically 

experience the differences in tension, in the form of the speed of air flow (wind players) or 

tension in the vocal chord (singers), when they are playing or singing notes in different 

registers. Students, especially wind players and singers, should experience higher tension 

when they are playing or singing notes with higher frequencies. All these activities aim at 

guiding students to not only understand the musical concepts, but also to experience how 

their body responds to them.  
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A concept that is closely related to frequency and register is octave. The concept of 

octave was briefly mentioned during the in-class activities introduced in the last section. 

When the short phrase is played in different registers on the piano for students to compare the 

timbral differences, students experience the sameness of pitches between different octaves as 

well as the differences in registers. The instructor can recall students’ memories from the 

previous activities and to reinforce the concept of octave from an aural perspective. On the 

other hand, he can introduce the concept from a technical perspective – through comparing 

the frequencies of pitches of different octaves. For example, the pitch that is an octave higher 

than the initial pitch vibrates at twice the frequency as the initial pitch; the pitch A4 vibrates 

at 440 Hz while A5, an octave higher than A4, vibrates at 880 Hz. The pitch A3 vibrates at 

220 Hz, etc.  

2.c) Articulation 

Articulation is the way notes are attacked and, often, left. It contributes a lot to the 

character of music. For example, a passage with staccato notes potentially gives the music a 

lighthearted character, whereas a passage with tenuto notes could sound heavy. Articulation 

can alter the written duration of notes. For example, a note with a staccato mark is played 

approximately half of its written note value.  

An effective and meaningful teaching approach for teaching any musical concept is to 

make sure students not only understand how the concept works, but also to aurally 

experience its effect. In order for students to experience the effectiveness of articulation, the 

instructor can invite students to perform a short passage of music on their instruments, 



   

 
40 

 

following the original articulation markings printed on the score. Then students are asked to 

play the same passage again but with contrasting articulations. In hearing the contrast, 

students experience how articulation can change the character of the music.  

2.d) Duration – Rhythm  

 At this stage of the curriculum, students will explore how rhythm can be used as an 

element to identify musical structures. For example, they will explore the rhythmic aspect of 

a recurring motive that unifies a work, relationship between rhythmic activity and musical 

tension, periodicity generated by repeated rhythmic patterns, the psychological impacts of 

asymmetrical rhythmic patterns, etc. These topics are all based on the fundamental concepts 

taught in the first half of the semester. Students are also expected to recreate short rhythmic 

patterns by clapping what they hear, even if they are not yet ready to notate the rhythmic 

patterns.  

2.e) Dynamics 

 In the case of acoustic music, dynamic level (volume) is relative. In the Western 

musical tradition, there are dynamic markings such as p (piano), f (forte), mf (mezzo forte) 

are used to indicate the volume of music that the composer intended. We must consider that 

each musical instrument has its own dynamic range. For example, a forte on a French horn is 

louder than a forte on an acoustic guitar, due to differences in the materials and therefore the 

vibration processes between the two instruments. The term forte does not indicate an actual 

amplitude. Instead, it instructs performers to play the note or passage loudly on their 

instruments.  
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 In the genre of electronic music, in which the process of sound mixing is often 

involved, the volume of different sound tracks is measured using the unit decibel (dB). With 

dB measurement, the volume of sound becomes absolute instead of relative. With the 

advantage of technology, the sound of an acoustic guitar can be amplified with a microphone 

and speakers. With careful sound mixing, it is possible to balance the decibel output of an 

amplified guitar and the volume of a French horn.  

 Technology helps musicians to break through the acoustic limitations of musical 

instruments, and it opens up unlimited possibilities for music making. Yet it is also important 

to make sure that students are not over-relying on technology; this may result in a decline of 

creativity and problem-solving skills. Undoubtedly, amplification and sound mixing 

techniques can effectively balance the volume between French horn and acoustic guitar. 

However, it is not the only solution for the sound balance issue. Students should be 

challenged to come up with alternative solutions, such as carefully arranging the music itself. 

This alternative does not only deal with volume, but also timbre.  

 Here is a suggested in-class activity to help students get a glimpse of how music 

arrangement is done. The activity aims at encouraging students to combine and to apply the 

knowledge they have learned so far in the curriculum, with the focus on timbre and volume. 

Every student picks his or her major instrument and pairs up with another student who plays 

a different instrument. A short excerpt with two voices (melody and accompaniment) is given 

to each pair. Students are expected to work with their teammates and demonstrate to each 

other the timbres of different registers on their instruments. After the demonstrations, they 
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discuss how they are going to present the excerpt. Towards the end of the activity, students 

will be asked to play the excerpt in their own arrangement. They are expected to do their best 

to balance the volume between the two instruments.  

 During the music arranging process, students should know their instrument and their 

teammate’s instrument well enough to determine in which register the instrument produces 

the strongest, brightest, or the weakest sound. With this information in mind, students make 

decisions concerning the register on each instrument that is most effective for the melody. 

They are free to transpose the melody or the accompaniment to different octaves in which the 

most ideal balance is achieved.  

 With limited musical knowledge at this stage of the curriculum, students are not 

expected to come up with a professionally arranged final product. The activity is more like an 

experiment, in which students experience what it is like to be an arranger and what musical 

decisions arrangers make. It can also be seen as an introduction to orchestration. It 

strengthens students’ sensitivity to sound, especially timbre.  

Semester 2 – Application of Fundamental Concepts 

 At first glance, the syllabus of semester 2 might give readers the impression that it is 

based entirely on the Western classical tradition. Musical terms on the syllabus such as 

meter, scales, and intervals, etc. are frequently found on the syllabus of a standard 

undergraduate music fundamentals course. As mentioned earlier in the overview of this 

chapter, the purpose of semester 2 is to give students broad definitions of these terms, so that 

when they are asked to define a term such as scales, they will not come up with a cultural-
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oriented response like “major and minor scales.” It is not the purpose of this curriculum to 

introduce students to all scales used around the world. Yet by comparing scales between 

several cultures, including the Western classical tradition, students will better understand that 

every culture has its own way to build scales. This realization helps students to understand 

the uniqueness of scales in Western tonal music later in semester 3.  

 All musical concepts introduced in this semester are derived from at least one concept 

taught in the previous semester. The labelling in parentheses indicates the connection 

between semester 1 and those come later in the curriculum.  

A. Organizing Time 

 In this section, students are introduced to basic concepts about the organization of 

time, such as pulse, tempo, meter, etc. They are given musical examples covering not only a 

wide range of musical cultures, but also a wide variety of length, meters, tempi, and rhythmic 

features. By listening and studying these examples, students establish the ability to identify 

meters, tempo changes, and rhythmic features of the music they hear. Here is a suggested 

listening activity:  

Musical example: Traditional northern Indian sitar solo piece (start with a non-metrical 

introduction, followed by multiple metrical sections with increasing tempo.)20 

1. Identify sections (pay special attention to changes of meters and tempo between 

sections). 

                                                           
20 Ravi Shankar, “The Spirit of India (full album)” Ravi Shankar, July 1, 2014, accessed March 10, 2018, 

https://youtu.be/gMk2eTqPLWk.  

https://youtu.be/gMk2eTqPLWk
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2. Within each metrical section, feel the pulse and try to find a moderate pulse that one 

feels comfortable tapping along.  

3. While tapping the basic, unchanging beats, listen carefully to the melody and 

accompaniment to see if the basic beats fall into regular patterns of accented and 

unaccented beats. This step requires attentive listening and it might be challenging for 

some students.  

4. If there is a regular pattern of accented and unaccented beats, try to figure out how 

often the accented beats are heard. Finally, present the result in terms of meters such 

as duple, triple, quadruple, or others. At this point in the curriculum, students are not 

expected to use any time signatures to present meters. The concept of time signature 

and note value will come later, in semester 3.  

5. Aurally identify recurring rhythmic patterns and recreate them through clapping. 

Again, notating the patterns is not required.  

 The instructor should start with musical examples that are less complicated, such as 

pieces with regular meters, and gradually increase the level of difficulty by adding in pieces 

with irregular meters.  

B. Organizing Pitch 

 In semester 1, students were introduced to the concept of octave. In semester 2, we 

are taking the concept to the next level and are looking at how musical cultures around the 

world divide an octave to form different tuning systems. The instructor should start with a 

tuning system that most students feel most comfortable with, equal temperament from the 
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Western classical tradition. The system divides an octave into 12 equal parts and forms 12 

half steps within an octave. The instructor can demonstrate the sound of a chromatic scale on 

the piano to help students understand the concept with sound.  

 Once students are familiar with the concept, the instructor can move on to introduce 

tuning systems from other musical cultures. For example, in Balinese gamelan music, an 

octave is divided into 7 or 5 equal parts. In Arabic music, an octave is divided into 24 equal 

parts. Since it is impossible to demonstrate the sound of these non-Western tuning systems 

on any Western musical instruments, the instructor can play excerpts from world musical 

examples for students to experience these foreign tunings instead.  

 Besides tuning systems, students will also be introduced to different scales from 

different cultures. They are not expected to memorize the names of these foreign scales. They 

will be given audio examples of different scales, short excerpts, or even specific intervals 

within the scales and they will be challenged to try to sing some of them in neutral syllables. 

Without much aural training, students are not expected to sing all the notes in tune, especially 

notes that are considered as micro-tones. The purpose of the activity is to let them experience 

notes outside Western equal temperament and to challenge their ears to fine-tune notes that 

have an interval as small as a quarter tone.  

C. Phrase 

 Musical phrases and spoken phrases are very alike. They both involve the natural rise 

and fall of the flow of energy. Although every culture has its own way to define musical 

phrases, they all follow the same pattern of rise and fall, using different musical parameters 



   

 
46 

 

as vehicles that drive a phrase to its end. For example, in Western classical tradition, phrases 

are driven by harmonies. Cadences conclude phrases and receive melodies to points of 

arrival. This unique musical feature should be addressed and emphasized as students will 

spend the next four semesters focusing on it.  

 When it comes to listening to foreign music without much knowledge of phrase 

structure of these musical cultures, students are challenged to listen to these unfamiliar 

musics with their full attention in order to hear the most prominent musical parameter that 

shapes phrase structure. To further illustrate the challenge and some potential steps to take 

during the analysis process, I am using the following musical example, a theme from one of 

the oldest ancient Chinese tunes, Mei Hua San Nong (Three Variations on the tune Plum 

Blossom):  

 

Figure 1. Transcription of ancient Chinese tune, Mei Hua San Nong (Three Variations on the 

tune Plum Blossom). (Transcribed by Hong Hong Gianakon) 
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 The slurs on the score mark all the sub-phrases within the three main phrases. Unlike 

a piece of typical Western classical music in which phrase length and meter is mostly regular, 

the ancient Chinese tune shown above consists of three phrases of different lengths. The first 

two phrases each consists of three sub-phrases, with the first sub-phrase being the initial 

melodic idea. The consecutive sub-phrases elaborate and expand the previous, initial 

material. Instead of concluding a phrase with a cadence, phrases one and two conclude with 

repetition of the same note (C5). In fact, all sub-phrases within the first two phrases end with 

repeated notes. The last phrase (phrase 3) breaks all the patterns mentioned above and it ends 

on a non-repeated F4. Unlike the previous two phrases, phrase 3 does not break down into 

multiple sub-phrases. It gives the music a continuous rhythmic motion towards the end of the 

phrase without pauses.  

 The melodic range of the tune drops below F4 for the first time when we hear the 

pitch D4 in m. 17. The note F is further emphasized through the drop of register from F4 to 

F3 towards the end of the excerpt. The sudden drop of register signifies the end of the 

excerpt. Another reason why the pitch F sounds conclusive is that the tune is based on F 

pentatonic scale (F-G-A-C-D). The excerpt not only starts and ends on the center pitch F, but 

also hits the highest melodic point, at F5, in m. 9.  

 The analysis above is based purely on my experience of twenty four years of study in 

traditional Chinese music. It is not the only interpretation of the tune.  

 In semester 2, students are not expected to come up with all of the above 

observations. Simple observations such as relief of rhythmic tension caused by longer note 
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values towards the end of a phrase is a good start. Again, it goes back to students’ natural 

instincts about what they hear. Any relevant observations from their listening should be 

encouraged and discussed. Students might not be able to decide the number of phrases right 

away, or maybe they would treat all sub-phrases like complete phrases due to the rhythmic 

pauses that mark these sub-phrases. When this confusion between sub-phrase and phrase 

happens, it would be a good opportunity to bring in the score for further analytical 

discussion.  

 Not all musical cultures outside the Western classical tradition have irregular phrase 

structures like the one in the previous example. It would be beneficial to incorporate musical 

examples with regular phrase structure from other musical cultures for comparison purposes. 

For example, gamelan music from Java, Indonesia makes a great example of music with 

regular and symmetrical phrase structures. The phrase structure of Javanese gamelan music is 

driven by the cyclical gong patterns within sections. Each cycle consists of sixteen counts 

and it is concluded by a stroke on the gong ageng, the most prominent gong in the ensemble, 

on the sixteenth count (called a gongan). “The kenong, a large kettle gong, subdivides the 

gongan into two or four phrases (called kenongan).”21 It should not be too difficult for 

students to aurally identify a regular phrase structure like this, in which the regular gong 

patterns are highly predictable.  

 

                                                           
21 Wade, Thinking Musically, 66.  
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D. Texture 

 In semester 1, students were introduced to the concept of texture through analyzing 

the number of voices and the interaction between them. In this semester, students are going 

further to learn the terminology for identifying different textures, including monophony, 

melody and drone, melody and ostinato, homophony, polyphony, and heterophony. Among 

all these categories of texture, melody and drone and heterophony are the two kinds of 

texture that are not commonly found in Western classical tradition. Yet they are considered 

some of the most prominent musical textures found in some world musical cultures.  

 Heterophony is typically found in Indonesian gamelan music, traditional Chinese silk 

and bamboo music22, and traditional Arabic music. In some of these musical cultures, a 

musician’s artistic achievement is based on his/her ability to improvise his/her part with 

idiomatic ornamentations based on the skeleton melody.  

 The texture of melody and drone is commonly found in solo sitar music from the 

northern classical Indian tradition. In this genre, the sitar soloist plays the melody and is 

accompanied by a drone played by a tanpura player. A tanpura “plays an important role in a 

concert of classical music by providing the base note (adharaswara) and by creating an 

aesthetic ambience on the stage.”23  

                                                           
22 Silk and bamboo music is a genre of traditional Chinese instrumental music that involves stringed and wind 

instruments.  

 
23 Yogendra Jens Eckert & Norbert Klippstein, “India Instruments,” March 5, 2018, accessed March 15, 2018, 

https://www.india-instruments.com/encyclopedia-tanpura.html.  

https://www.india-instruments.com/encyclopedia-tanpura.html
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 Students will also learn some musical concepts that are associated with certain 

textures, such as the concept of counterpoint within the context of polyphony. Students will 

be given a list of polyphonic pieces with a wide range of styles, such as a fugue from the 

Western Baroque era, an organum from the Middle Ages, traditional Bulgarian folk music, 

and traditional Chinese folk music. Each of these musical traditions has its own unique way 

to construct counterpoint. Without knowing each tradition’s music theory, students could feel 

overwhelmed and not sure where to start. This is when the fundamental concepts learned in 

the previous semester come into play.  

 Students can start with figuring out the number of voices involved in the polyphony. 

The instructor should start with musical examples that involve fewer voices, such as two-

voice organum and some two-voice traditional Chinese folk music, and gradually increase 

the level of difficulty to pieces with three voices or more.  

 The next step is to look at how voices interact with each other. Students can analyze 

the interaction through both rhythmic and intervallic perspectives. For instance, in a Western 

Baroque fugue, the imitation between voices generates constant rhythmic activity throughout 

the piece. On the other hand, in a two-voice organum, the two voices are rhythmically 

synchronized. It sounds less busy compared to a fugue.  

 For intervallic relationship between voices, it could be challenging for students to 

identify the dominating interval between voices as they haven’t received much ear training 

on interval identification so far in the curriculum. Instead of having students identify the 

interval, the instructor might focus on the physiological responses that different intervals 
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bring to students. For example, students can compare the sound of the interval of fourth or 

fifth in organum with the sound of the interval of second found in Bulgarian folk music, or 

the sound of the interval of third and sixth in Baroque music. After the comparison is done, 

students can record their personal responses to different intervals. For instance, fourths and 

fifths sound empty while seconds sound intense, etc. There are no right or wrong responses 

to these personal listening responses. As long as students establish a personal and intentional 

response to what they hear, the purpose of the listening activity is achieved.  

 Finally, students can compare the melodic motions between voices and figure out 

whether the voices progress in parallel, oblique, or contrasting motion. Pieces with parallel 

motion between voices tend to sound less dramatic compared to those with contrasting 

motion between voices, as parallel motion decreases the degree of independence of voices 

and makes them sound like one melodic idea.  

 The art of counterpoint is much more sophisticated than what have has taught so far 

in this section. Rhythmic complexity, intervallic relationships, and melodic motion are just 

some of the many aspects of counterpoint. Students will explore this topic more deeply when 

they focus on the study of polyphony within the context of the Western classical tradition in 

semester 3.  

E. Conclusion – musical structure 

 One of the most emphasized pedagogical philosophies of the proposed curriculum is 

to start from big to small – start with overall musical structure, then work it down to details. 

This philosophy shapes the syllabus of semesters 1 and 2, starting with the concept of form, 



   

 
52 

 

followed by the study of smaller musical elements such as timbre, pitch, rhythm, texture, 

phrase, etc. To conclude semester 2, I would like to return to the concept of formal structure, 

but this time with a more in-depth understanding as we are filling the big picture with smaller 

musical details.  

 Students are guided to explore how these smaller units are put together and contribute 

to the formal structure of the entire piece. With all the musical concepts that they have 

learned so far, students are expected to recognize basic organization of any given piece of 

music. They should feel comfortable identifying sections within larger scale pieces and 

identifying phrases within sections. They should be capable of providing musical evidence to 

support their interpretations. Here is what a proposed listening report looks like from students 

who have completed the first two semesters of the curriculum:  

Title of work: King Fan’s Palace24 

Origin: China 

Instrument(s): Fiddle, bamboo flute, lute, hammer dulcimer  

Main characteristics (things that you notice after the 1st listening): Heterophony, tempo 

goes from slow to fast gradually, unexpected silence at the climax, ends slow after the 

silence, non-Western tuning system, five-note scale.  

Sections:  

1. 0:00-0:18 – non-metrical introduction. 

                                                           
24 Chunling Lu, Hui Zhou, Shenglong Ma, and Hao Zhou, “Jiangnan sizhu 江南丝竹 - 梵王宫 (King Fan’s 

Palace),” January 16, 2010, accessed March 18, 2018, https://youtu.be/7TcVJViSksY.  

https://youtu.be/7TcVJViSksY


   

 
53 

 

2. 0:18-0:59 – slow, duple meter, ends by repeating the last phrase.  

3. 1:00-1:51 – the tempo slowly speeding up throughout the section, ending with the 

same repeated phrase.  

4. 1:52-3:13 – the tempo slowly speeding up throughout the section, increased number 

of immediately repeated phrases, ends with the same repeated phrase.  

5. 3:14-3:37 – a repetition of section 2, except with a faster tempo.  

6. 3:38-4:20 – faster tempo, recurrent melodic materials from section 4 (immediately 

repeated phrases), ends with the same repeated phrase.  

7. 4:21-5:18 – even faster tempo, recurrence melodic materials from section 4, an 

unexpected silence marks the climax, ends with the same repeated closing phrase, but 

in much slower tempo after the silence.  

Conclusion: The work has a main melodic theme that is repeated in most sections, with a 

faster tempo each time. Each section ends with the same, repeated closing phrase.  

 The report above does not involve advanced Western musical terminology, but only 

general concepts taught in stage one. Students are expected to demonstrate their ability to 

organize music into smaller sections. In this case, the change of tempo (concepts of changes 

and musical tension) and the repeated conclusive phrase (concepts of patterns, repetition, 

expectations, and regularity) are the elements that mark sections. They are also expected to 

keep track of the general musical flow and be able to figure out where the climax is and how 

it is achieved and built.  
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 Besides structural organization, students are encouraged to make other general 

observations such as texture (concept of heterophony), instruments (concept of timbre), 

tuning system and scale (concept of pitch organization). The report evaluates how well 

students apply these general concepts into real, simple analysis. It sets the foundation for 

them to move onto semesters 3-6, in which they will further explore these concepts within 

the context of the Western musical tradition.  
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CHAPTER VI 

PROPOSED LESSON PLANS 

 The general musical concepts covered in semesters 1-2 are cornerstones of the entire 

six-semester curriculum. Due to the limited length of this essay, it is impossible to elaborate 

the entire course outline for semesters 3-6 in this chapter. In order to demonstrate the 

connection between concepts taught in semesters 1-2 and concepts covered in 3-6, I will 

model lesson plans that show how the concept of counterpoint might be taught in semesters 

3-6.   

 In the previous chapter, some characteristics of counterpoint were briefly discussed 

when the concept of polyphony was introduced in semester 2. In semester 3, students will 

further explore the concept of counterpoint, starting with species counterpoint (first through 

fourth species), then advance to J.S. Bach’s three-part fugues. In semester 4, the concepts of 

counterpoint and voice leading will be emphasized when the topics of seventh chords and 

harmonic progression are introduced. In semesters 5-6, the syllabus moves into music from 

the late nineteenth century to the contemporary era, in which many rules of conventional 

voice leading no longer apply. Students will be introduced to unconventional voice-leading 

approaches, such as planing, dissonant counterpoint, tintinnabulation, etc. Before moving on 

to the lesson plans themselves, here are the complete course outlines for semesters 3-6:    
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Table 2. Course outline for semester 3 

 

 

Semester 3 (S3) 

Concepts within the Context of Western  

Classical Tradition 

Tonality (1.h) 

Major scales (B.ii) 

 Whole step vs. half step (B.iii) 

 Scale degrees and names, solfege 

(moveable-do) 

Major keys and signatures 

 Circle of fifths 

Minor scales  

 Scale degrees and names (esp. 3, 6, 

and 7) 

Minor keys and signatures 

 Relative vs. Parallel keys 

Intervals (B.iii) 

 Distance and quality (based on major 

and minor scale degrees) 

 Inversion  

 Simple vs. Compound  

Meter and Rhythm  

Meter (A.iii) 

 Simple vs. Compound 

 Duple, triple, and quadruple  

 Time signatures – metrical accents 

 Perceived vs. written meter (1.d) 

 Hemiola – ratio 3:2 (1.b, e, f, i) 

 Regular vs. Irregular (1.b, d, f) 

Rhythm (A.iv) 

 Downbeat vs. Upbeat (1.d, e) 

 Syncopation (1.b, d, e, f) 

 Dotted rhythm (1.b, D.i) 

 Triplet and other patterns of 

subdivision (1.b) 

Melody and Basic Counterpoint  

Melody 

 Cantus firmus 

 Beginning, climax, and ending (E.i, 

iii)  

 Melodic contour (E.ii), direction, 

continuity, variety (1.a), and balance  

 Melodic tension and resolution – 

consonance vs. dissonance (1.e, 

B.iii) 

Melody and Basic Counterpoint 

(continued) 

First Species Counterpoint – Two-part (C.iv) 

 Vertical consonance and dissonance 

– stability vs. tension (1.e) 

 Voice leading 

 Relative motion vs. independence 

 Identify restrictions through listening 

– parallel fifths and octaves, hidden 

fifths and octaves, overlapping, 

voice crossing, and spacing. (1.e) 

Second Species Counterpoint – Two-part  

 Motion – dissonant passing tone 

Third Species Counterpoint – Two-part 

 Embellishing tones – neighboring 

tones, melodic leaps  

Fourth Species Counterpoint – Two-part  

 Rhythmic displacement – 

Syncopation  

 Dissonant suspension – preparation 

and resolution (1.e) 

Application of all four species – J.S. Bach’s 

two-part invention. (C.v, 1.e, g, h, A.iv, D.i, 

E.i, iii) 

Advanced Counterpoint 

Three-part Counterpoint – J.S. Bach’s Well-

Tempered Clavier (1.h, B.i) 

 Fugue – polyphony, imitation (C.v, 

A.iv) 

 Subject, answer, countersubject (1.g, 

h, 2.a, A.iv, B.iii, iv, C.v, D.i, ii) 

 Formal structure (1.a, b, c) – 

exposition (D.i, ii), episode (1.a, g), 

development (Relative major/minor), 

stretto (C.v, A.iv, D.iii), and final 

entry (1.c, g, h) 

 Modulation through circle of fifths 

 Sequences (1.a, b, d, e, f, g) 

 Pedal point (C.ii) 
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Table 3. Course outline for semester 4  

  

Semester 4 (S4) 

Concepts within the Context of Western  

Classical Tradition 

Triads, Seventh Chords, and Cadences 

Triads  

 Root, third, fifth 

 Quality – major, minor, diminished 

 Inversion – stability  

 Roman numeral labelling  

 Continuity – horizontal progression, 

counterpoint, voice leading (1.e) 

 Harmonic functions – tonic, 

dominant, pre-dominant (C.iv, 1.h)  

Seventh Chords 

 Types, voice leading, and resolution 

Cadences 

 Authentic cadences and half cadence 

(E.iii) 

 Harmonic rhythm (1.e) 

Phrase Structure 

 Structural Chords – cadences (E.iii), 

cadential 6/4 chords.  

 Prolongational Chords – 6/3, 6/5, 6/4, 

chords 

 Period  

 Antecedent and Consequent 

 parallel vs. contrasting (1.a, d, g) 

 Symmetrical vs. Asymmetrical 

(1.b, f) 

 Phrase Group and Double Period 

Variation Form (D.ii) 

Theme and Variations 

 Melodic/Rhythmic Patterns (1.g) 

 Characters (2.a, c, A.ii), Modes 

 Musical styles (e.g. Happy Birthday 

Variation) 

Passacaglia – ground bass (1.c, d, f, g, C.iii) 

Chaconne – repeated harmonic progression 

(1.g, C.iii) 

Binary, Ternary, and Rondo Form (D.ii) 

Binary Form  

 Sectional vs. Continuous (1.a, c, e, h) 

Simple vs. Rounded (1.a, c, d, e, g, h) 

Ternary Form 

 Sectional (1.c, h) 

 Contrast (1.a, d, e)  

 Ornamentation  

Rondo Form 

 Refrain vs. Episode (1.a, b, c, d, e, g, 

h) 

 Contrast (1.a, d, e) 

Sonata Form – Mozart’s and Haydn’s 

works 

 Formal structure (1.a, b, c, D.ii) – 

exposition (1.c, C.iv, D.i), 

development (1.a, d, e, g, D.ii, iii), 

and recapitulation (1.c, d, e, g, h).  

 Key areas and transitions – harmonic 

stability, periodicity (1.a, c, e, h) 

 Modulations – preparation, secondary 

dominant, pivot chord, closely related 

keys (1.a, d, e, h) 

 Themes (D.i) – phrase structure 

 Embellishing tones (passing, 

neighboring, appoggiatura, escape 

tone, anticipation, suspension, pedal 

tone) 

 Homophony (C.iv), alberti bass (1.g, 

A.iv) 

 Cadence – deceptive cadence (1.d, e) 

 Instrumentation – Mozart’s prominent 

woodwinds (2.a), Haydn’s string 

quartets (2.a, B.iv, 1.i) 

Sonata Form – Beethoven’s works 

 Motivic thematic materials (D.i, ii, 

1.g) 

 Key areas – distantly related keys 

(1.a, d, e, h) 

 Modulation – chromatic 

enharmonicism, secondary dominant 

(diminished seventh).  

 Mediant relationship (1.a, c, d, e, h) 

 Chromatic harmony – N6, 

Augmented 6th chords (1.a, c, d, e)  

 Dynamic contrast (2.e) 

 Instrumentation (2.a) 
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Table 4. Course outline for semester 5  

 

Semester 5 (S5) 

Concepts within the context of Western  

Tradition 

 

Music and Text – Schubert’s Lied 

 Form – Strophic vs. Through-

composed (1.a, b, c, g)  

 Song cycle (1.a, c, g) 

 Key relationship – distant, chromatic 

mediant 

 Modulation – common tone 

modulation (1.a, d, e), phrase 

modulation (1.a, d, e), distantly 

related keys.  

 Text painting (1.d, e, 2.a, B.iv, E.i, ii) 

 Chromatic harmony (1.a, d, e) 

 Modal mixture 

 Borrowed chords 

 Relationship between vocal part and 

the accompaniment (1.a, b, d, e, i, 2.a) 

Late 19th Century Chromaticism 

 Key relationship – distant, chromatic 

mediant 

 Modulation – phrase modulation 

 Virtuosity (e.g. Chopin and Liszt’s 

piano works) 

 Melody: highly chromatic 

and decorated. (E.i) 

 Range: wide range on the 

instruments (B.iv) 

 Rhythm: fast, running 

patterns (A.iv) 

 Texture: multiple 

layers/voices (1.i) 

 Chromatic harmony – non-functional 

chords, clusters, unconventional voice 

leading.  

20th Century - New Musical Languages 

 Unconventional ways to organize 

sections, time, pitch, harmony, 

tonality, texture, and to explore new 

sound/timbre.  

 Yet general concepts introduced in 

semester 1 are still applicable to these 

new concepts.  

Impressionism (1.a, e) – Debussy, Ravel  

 Conventional formal structure – e.g. 

ternary form (1.a, D.ii) 

 Conventional texture (1.h, C.iv, v) 

 Unconventional scales (B.ii) 

 Whole-tone scales (1.c) 

 Pentatonic scales 

 Church modes 

 Unconventional chords (B.iii) 

 Extended tertian 

 Unconventional harmony 

 Pitch centricity (1.h) 

 Planing (1.b, c, d, f, g, i)  

 Unconventional timbre – e.g. 

Debussy’s orchestral color (2.a) 

Nationalism – folk elements 

 Unconventional scales (B.ii, iii) 

 Octatonic scales (Stravinsky) 

 Unconventional harmony (B.iii) 

 Secundal clusters (Bartók) 

 Quartal and quintal (Bartók) 

 Split chords (Bartók) 

 Bi-tonality (1.e) (Stravinsky) 

 Asymmetric meters, irregular accents, 

metric displacement (1.b, d, e, f, g) 

(Bartók and Stravinsky) 

 Quotations (1.d) (Ives) 

 Speech/language (1.f, A.iv) (Ives, 

Janáček) 

Stravinsky’s innovative contributions 

 Texture – multiple layers, 

juxtaposition (1.a, b, d, e, f, g) 

 Melodic ideas – gestural 

 Rhythm 

 Immobile ostinato (1.d, e, f, 

g, C.iii) 

 Polymeter (1.f, i, C.v)  

 Polyrhythm (C.v) 

 Bi-tonality (1.e, h) 

 Timbre (2.a) 
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Table 5. Course outline for semester 6  

Semester 6 (S6) 

20th Century and Beyond  

Atonality – Set Theory  

 Pitch vs. Pitch-class 

 Order/unordered pitch-class intervals 

 Normal order 

 Prime form  

 Intervallic motives (1.a, b, f, g, D.i) 

Atonality – 12-tone Theory  

 12-tone row – inversion, retrograde 

(1.b) 

 Serialism – applied to not just pitches, 

but also rhythmic groupings, 

dynamics.  

 Unpredictability (1.d) 

Music since 1945 – World Music Influences 

 Traditional philosophies and 

aesthetics from world cultures – 

Musical structure (1.a, b, c), colors 

(2.a), musical tension (1.e).  

 Traditional musical instruments from 

world cultures – Exotic timbres (2.a) 

 Musical elements from world cultures 

 Folk tunes 

 Foreign tuning systems (B.i) 

 Foreign scales (B.ii) 

 Rhythmic patterns (A.iv)  

 Textures (1.i) 

 Musical styles/idioms from world 

cultures – Ornamentations, speech 

elements.  

Music since 1945 – Individual Style 

1.a) Form: still based on changes 

 Subtle (minimalism: additive rhythm, 

phase) 

1.b) Symmetry vs. Asymmetry – balance  

 Golden ratio and Fibonacci sequence 

 Messiaen’s modes of limited 

transposition  

 Messiaen’s non-retrogradable rhythm 

 Harry Partch’s just intonation 

 Gerard Grisey’s spectral music 

1.c) Periodicity – cycles (beginning vs. 

ending) 

 Carter’s metric modulation 

1.d) Expectations – predictable vs. surprises 

 John Cage’s chance music 

 Indeterminacy 

 Quotation and Collage 

1.e) Musical Tension vs. Resolution  

 Takemitsu’s interpretation of 

“silence” 

1.f) Regularity vs. Irregularity 

1.g) Patterns – recurrence 

Shostakovitch’s musical autograph 

1.h) Centricity 

 Tonality – e.g. Shostakovitch, Blues, 

Jazz, Bernstein, Copland.  

 Unconventional counterpoint – Arvo 

Pӓrt’s “tintinnabulation” 

1.i) Texture 

 Xenakis’ sound-mass music, 

architecture.  

 Ligeti’s micropolyphony 

 Penderecki’s cluster music, blocks of 

intervals 

2.a) Timbre  

 Electronic Music 

 Electronically generated 

sound 

 Electronically manipulation 

of “found sounds” or musical 

sounds 

 Electroacoustic  

 Extended Techniques  

 George Crumb 

 John Cage’s prepared piano 

Conclusion – How about now? And what 

will come next? 

 Do/Will general musical concepts 

covered in this curriculum be 

applicable to music nowadays/in the 

future? 

 What are your thoughts on organizing 

music nowadays/in the future?  

 How can you contribute to your 

artistic community as a 

performer/composer/ theorist/ 

musicologist/ educator etc.?  
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Lesson Plan 1  

Semester 3 

Topic: First Species Counterpoint 

Prerequisite: Polyphony, tonality, major and minor scales and keys, intervals and their 

qualities, melody (cantus firmus, contour, structure, tension and resolution).  

New concepts: Relative melodic motion and independence, and vertical consonance and 

dissonance.  

Lesson:  

 Listening activity – students will compare a two-part organum from the Middle Ages 

with a two-part counterpoint based on a cantus firmus by J.J. Fux.1 They are first asked to 

write down their first reaction towards the two examples, just as they are asked to do when 

they first learn the concept of polyphony in semester 2. Next, they will discuss what musical 

elements contribute to differences in sound between the two examples. The instructor can 

guide the discussion by asking them questions like “Are the two voices progressing in the 

same direction or independently?” Since the topic of interval has already been taught, the 

instructor can challenge students to identify the primary intervals between voices in the 

pieces. Also, he can further discuss whether the pieces demonstrate tonality or centricity.  

 Relative melodic motion and independence – students will be given the scores of the 

two examples that they just listened to. With the help of the score, students can visually 

                                                           
1 Felix Salzer and Carl Schachter, Counterpoint in Composition (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 

1989), 11.  
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understand the concept of relative melodic motion. Terms such as similar motion, parallel 

motion, contrary motion, and oblique motion are introduced with aural demonstration. Next, 

students are asked to apply these terms to the two musical examples: parallel motion in the 

organum and a combination of motions (similar, parallel, contrary) in Fux’s counterpoint. 

Finally, the instructor should emphasize that counterpoints from different musical styles or 

cultures value different relative motions. There is no good or bad motion, only whether or not 

the motion is style-appropriate. In the case of Fux’s counterpoint, independence of parts is 

preferable. It can be best achieved by contrary motion.  

 Vertical consonance and dissonance – when the concept of musical tension was 

introduced in semester 1, I mentioned that the ideas of consonance and dissonance are 

relative, but not absolute. The interval of minor second is considered as a dissonance in 

Western classical style but is commonly found in Bulgarian folk music. It is important to 

remind students that it is the musical context that gives these terms meaning. Also, the 

instructor should explain the functions of consonance and dissonance before looking into the 

intervals. For example, consonances generate degrees of stability while dissonances generate 

musical tension that needs to be resolved in specific ways. Next, the instructor can further 

identify these concepts within the context. “First-species counterpoint uses only consonant 

intervals. These are perfect unisons, major and minor thirds, perfect fifths, major and minor 

sixths, and perfect octaves.”2 No other intervals such as seconds, sevenths, perfect fourths, 

and all augmented and diminished intervals are involved.  

                                                           
2 Ibid., 13.  
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 Sight singing – students will be asked to sing excerpts from the two musical examples 

used earlier in the listening activity. They can pick one of the two voices that fits their vocal 

range better. Through singing, they are re-creating the music, and the aural experience helps 

strengthens the concepts taught.  

Lesson Plan 2 

Semester 4 

Topic: Application of Species Counterpoint  

Prerequisite: First to fourth species counterpoint, triads, seventh chords, harmonic functions, 

cadences, phrase model, and non-chord tones.  

New concepts: Voice exchange, octave transfer.  

Lesson:  

 Listening assignment (preparation for the lesson) – students are asked to listen to  

Beethoven’s Piano Sonata, Op. 2, No. 1, 3rd movement, Trio and to complete a brief listening 

report as a preparation for the class. The instructor will go through the formal structure and 

some other prominent characteristics of the music with the students.  
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Figure 2. Beethoven’s Piano Sonata, Op. 2, No. 1, 3rd movement, Trio.  
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 Like the other listening exercises done so far, students are expected to identify the 

formal structure of the work before looking further into other musical details. Here is what 

their listening reports might look like:  

Title of work: Beethoven’s Piano Sonata, Op. 2, No. 1, 3rd movement, Trio.  

Origin: 18-19th century European  

Instrument(s): Piano  

Main characteristics (things that you notice after the 1st listening): Continuous, return of the 

opening theme towards the end, homophony, triple meter throughout, starts and ends in the 

same major key.  

Sections:  

1. mm. 1-10 – The section starts in the key of F major. The six eighth-note pattern in the 

upper voice in m. 1 is developed throughout the work. It generates rhythmic flow. 

The lower voice takes over the pattern in m. 5. The section modulates to C major 

towards the end.  

2. mm. 11-25 – The eighth-note pattern continues to be used. In m. 15, the lower voice 

takes over the pattern in a higher register that is same as the starting register of the 

upper voice in the beginning of this section. The pattern continues to ascend stepwise 

until the climax is reached in m. 21. The musical tension is intensified by the increase 

in dynamic level and addition of a third voice in m. 19. After the climax, voices begin 

to move down in register and their dynamic levels begin to descend. The rhythmic 

flow slows down in m. 23 where, for the first time, the prominent eighth-note pattern 
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is absent. The section ends on a dominant seventh chord of F major, generating 

harmonic tension for the return of the opening material in the next section.  

3. mm. 26-33 – The return of the opening material resolves the harmonic tension. The 

section stays in F major.  

Conclusion: The work is in continuous, rounded binary form. The six eighth-note pattern 

generates rhythmic motion throughout the work. The modulation from tonic key to the 

dominant generates harmonic tension that drives the work forward until the tonic key comes 

back. The climax is built by crescendo, thickening of texture, and ascending melodic contour.  

 Comparing to the listening report on the traditional Chinese tune King Fan’s Palace 

that students made towards the end of semester 2 (please refer to p. 54-55), this listening 

report in semester 4 involves more precise terminology within the context of the Western 

classical tradition. Yet the two reports both demonstrate students’ ability to organize music 

into smaller sections and to recognize elements that contribute to the overall musical flow of 

the piece.  

 Application of species counterpoint – In semester 3, students spent quite a bit of time 

on the topic of species counterpoint. They went from the basics -- consonances and melodic 

motions in the first species -- to the more advanced third and fourth species, in which 

different concepts of embellishment and rhythmic organization were covered. In semester 4, 

students are introduced to the principles of chord construction. While here they are more 

focused on the vertical aspect of harmony, it is important to remind them that harmonic 

progression is heavily based on counterpoint. The instructor should reinforce the role of 

horizontal voice leading, especially in bass, in harmonic analysis. To help fulfill this purpose, 
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I am using mm. 26-33 of Beethoven’s Trio as a musical example to explain how first species 

counterpoint works as an underlying harmonic skeleton of the excerpt:  

 

Figure 3. mm. 26-33 of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata, Op. 2, No. 1, 3rd movement, Trio. 

(Analyzed by Hong Hong Gianakon) 

 

 

 The example above elaborating how the first species counterpoint progressively 

transforms the skeleton into the original excerpt. The numbers between the upper and lower 

staffs indicate the intervals between the two voices. The third species comes with Roman 

numeral analysis beneath the bass line. The dotted slurs in the third level indicate consonant 

skips (cs), neighbors, and passing tones (p). Finally, the concepts of voice exchange and 

octave transfer are introduced in this example. At this point of the curriculum, students might 
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not have the knowledge and experience required to graph the first through third species 

counterpoint of the excerpt. Yet it does not mean that they are not capable of understanding 

the process of elaboration that leads to the original music. Understanding the process 

prepares students for more advanced multi-level analysis in the future, of which Schenkerian 

analysis is the best-known model.  

 The instructor can use this graph to further explain the horizontal voice leading within 

the context of Roman numeral analysis. For example, when students learn about the 

resolution of seventh chords, they are told that chordal sevenths resolve down stepwise. In m. 

28 of the second species in the graph, the pitch B-flat in the upper voice is the seventh of the 

dominant seventh chord based on C. It resolves downward to A on the next beat. This 

resolution rule is supported by the voice leading of a tri-tone (dissonance) between B-flat 

(upper voice) and E (lower voice) on the last beat of m.28 resolving to a consonant between 

A (upper voice) and F (lower voice) on the first beat of m.29. A similar example can be 

found in m. 31.  

 To conclude the lesson, here are two additional activities to reinforce the concepts 

taught. The first activity is sight singing. Students will be asked to sing the first and second 

species counterpoint from the graph. After a few singings, the instructor can play the original 

excerpt while students are singing the underlying counterpoint simultaneously. This activity 

enables students to aurally experience the elaboration process in real time.  

 Another activity is a post-lesson composition assignment. Students will be asked to 

compose their own version of mm. 26-33 of Beethoven’s Trio, using the second species 

counterpoint shown in the graph as the skeleton of their work. This assignment gives students 
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an opportunity to show how well they understand the elaboration process taught in class. It 

also stimulates their creativity.  

Lesson Plan 3 

Semester 5 

Topic: Counterpoint in 20th Century Impressionism 

Prerequisite: Triads, centricity, church modes, pentatonic scale.  

New concepts: Quartal and quintal chords, planing.  

Lesson:  

 Listening assignment (preparation for the lesson) – students are asked to listen to 

Claude Debussy’s La Cathédrale Engloutie from Préludes Book I and complete a brief 

listening report as usual. The instructor will discuss some of the prominent musical features 

in the piece with students; for instance, formal structure, centricity, church modes, pentatonic 

scale, dynamic range, and timbral variety within the context of registers on the piano, etc.  

 Before introducing the concepts of quartal and quintal chords, the instructor should 

briefly mention the trend of exploring new musical language at the turn of the twentieth 

century. Composers at that time tried to come up with new ways to form chords. Instead of 

triads, in which chords are built with thirds, composers tried building chords with other 

intervals, such as fourths (quartal) and fifths (quintal). To reinforce these concepts, the 

instructor should demonstrate the sounds of triads, quartal, and quintal chords on the piano 
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for students to compare. Then, students are asked to find examples of quartal and quintal 

chords in Debussy’s piece. Examples can be found at the opening of the work:  

 

Figure 4. The opening three measures from Debussy’s La Cathédrale Engloutie. 

 The instructor can also guide students to recognize psychological responses to these 

unconventional chords.  

 Another new harmonic idea found in the piece is planing, a parallel melodic motion 

between voices. Students first learned the concept of parallel motion in semester 2, when the 

concept of polyphony was taught. A two-voice parallel organum was played to them as an 

example to demonstrate the concept. The instructor can recall students’ memories on the 

topic when introducing the concept of planing.  

 As a contrast, the instructor can even mention the non-preferable parallel fifths within 

the context of species counterpoint for comparison. Again, there are no absolutely right or 

wrong treatments of voice leading in music, but only the concern with style-appropriate or 

not. The following excerpt from Debussy’s work illustrates how different voices move in 

parallel motion:  
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Figure 5. m. 28-35 from Debussy’s La Cathédrale Engloutie. 

 The chords involved in the excerpt are either major or minor triads, which are not 

something new. Yet it is the parallel motion between voices that is new, compared to the 

traditional voice-leading concepts derived from species counterpoint.  

 Finally, students each asked to pick one of the voices and sing the excerpt together, so 

that they can aurally experience the parallel motion between voices.  

Lesson Plan 4 

Semester 6 

Topic: Dissonant Counterpoint  

Prerequisite: Counterpoint, an open mind.  

New concepts: Dissonant counterpoint.  
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Lesson:  

 Listening assignment (preparation for the lesson) – students are asked to listen to 

Ruth Crawford Seeger’s String Quartet, movement III and to complete a brief listening 

report before coming to class. The class starts with a discussion on the unique musical 

features of the movement. As usual, students are asked to describe the formal structure and 

the overall musical flow of the movement—deciding where and how the climax is achieved.  

 Dissonant Counterpoint – The instructor can start with a brief compositional 

background of the work. Seeger’s String Quartet is an experimental work written in 1931. It 

reflects the composer’s creative interpretation of the concept of counterpoint, a concept that 

had been traditionally used to look at the interaction between voices, mostly within the 

context of pitch relationships. Seeger took the idea of counterpoint and further applied it to 

musical parameters outside pitches, such as dynamics and rhythm. She was inspired by her 

husband and teacher, Charles Seeger’s idea of dissonant counterpoint. The concept is viewed 

as a complete reversal of the conventional species counterpoint. For instance, in traditional 

first species counterpoint, only consonances are allowed. Yet in dissonant counterpoint, the 

first species only consists of dissonances. This explains why the third movement of String 

Quartet sounds extremely dissonant throughout, as the interval of minor second is frequently 

used.  

 Here is an analysis of the third movement of String Quartet by Ruth Seeger herself:  

The underlying plan is heterophony of dynamics—a sort of counterpoint of 

crescendi and diminuendi. The crescendo and diminuendo in each instrument 

occurs in definite rhythmic patterns, which change from time to time as the 

movement proceeds. The crescendos are intended to be precisely timed; the 
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high point is indicated to occur at some specific beat of the measure. ... No high 

point in the crescendo in any one instrument coincides with the high point in 

any other instrument. 3  

 

 Seeger’s analysis clearly reveals her creativity in applying the concept of 

counterpoint beyond the usual pitch relationships to dynamics and rhythm. The instructor can 

use this musical example to encourage students to think outside the box when it comes to 

making music. They can discuss what other musical parameters can the concept of 

counterpoint be applied to and how, such as applying it to timbre, articulation, etc. Again, 

there is no right or wrong way to proceed it. The goal is to stimulate students’ creativity and 

to open up unlimited possibilities.  

 After analyzing the work with students, the instructor can ask them to work on a 

creative counterpoint assignment based on what they have learned in class. Students are 

asked to submit a short piece (around 2 minutes in duration) with at least two voices, 

featuring at least one of the many facets of counterpoint discussed in class. The project 

should come with a short program note (150 - 200 words), explaining how the concept of 

counterpoint is used in the piece. The assignment is a fun way for students to demonstrate 

how well they understand the concepts taught in class and to encourage them to think 

creatively.  

 

 

                                                           
3 Judith Tick, Ruth Crawford Seeger: A Composer's Search for American Music (New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), 357-358.  
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

 Today’s musical scene is developing so rapidly that it is almost impossible for 

educators to come up with an up-to-date music theory curriculum that teaches students 

everything they need to know to keep up with the fast changing musical environment. An 

effective curriculum not only introduces their students to musical knowledge they need to 

make them professional musicians in the future; it also teaches students how to teach 

themselves throughout their life-long journey as musicians.  

 The proposed curriculum aims at broadening students’ musical views, stimulating 

their creativity, training them to think critically, and refining their comprehensive music 

analytical skills. From the design of the curriculum to in-class activities and the listening 

materials used, every aspect of the curriculum demonstrates the goals mentioned above. In 

the first two semesters of the six-semester curriculum, students are introduced to music from 

a large variety of cultures and genres. In looking at these diverse musics, students are 

challenged to observe some common attributes of music in general, as well as the unique 

characteristics of each work. They are guided to analyze music from a macro perspective 

such as formal structure, and from the micro perspective of a motive or articulation. They can 

further recognize the connections and interactions between the two perspectives.  



   

 
74 

 

 In semesters 3-6, students refine the general musical concepts learned in semesters 1-

2 and apply them to music of the Western tradition. They focus on music from the common 

practice era in semesters 3-4 and they explore music since the late nineteenth century in 

semesters 5-6. One of the highlights of the curriculum is that the fundamental concepts 

covered in semesters 1-2 are applicable to music of any given genre or culture. These 

concepts are presented in a practical way that they are considered as useful tools to equip 

students to look at any kind of music that they encounter during their musical journey.  

 The proposed curriculum enhances students’ curiosity towards the musical world that 

is outside their comfort zone, encouraging them to explore these music with an open mind. 

Through the exploration, they realize the value and uniqueness of their own musical culture. 

The curriculum also cultivates students’ creativity. It does not aim at passively keeping up 

with the fast changing, contemporary musical scene. It aims at preparing our students to be 

musicians that will lead the new trends in music and will make an effort to contribute to the 

sustainability of artistry.  
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APPENDIX  

 

 

Selected Musical Examples 

 
 

Musical 

Traditions 

Musicians  Title of Work(s) Concepts Covered Source 

20th Century 

American 

Harry Partch (composer) 

Newband  

Castor and Pollux S1: sections, irregularity, patterns.  

S2: tuning, motives  

S6: world music influences.  

https://youtu.be/dRIV

8AnFliw 

20th Century 

Hungarian 

Béla Bartók (composer) 

Hungarian String Quartet  

String Quartet No. 4 

– mvt V 

S1: sections, dynamics, articulations. 

S2: organization of pitch 

S5: nationalism  

S6: set theory  

https://youtu.be/mTnb

rLXEGjI 

20th Century 

Hungarian 

Béla Bartók (composer) 

Claude Helffer (piano) 

Out of Doors – mvt I S1: register and timbre  

S5: nationalism 

https://youtu.be/JU3L

KCefsKo  

Traditional 

Northern Indian  

Ravi Shankar (sitar)  S1: changes, timbre, pitch bending  

S2: time, scale (raga), register, phrase, 

drone, improvisation.  

S5: virtuosity 

https://youtu.be/gMk2

eTqPLWk 

 

Western 

Common 

Practice Era 

Wolfgang Mozart 

(composer) 

Daniel Barenboim (piano) 

Piano Sonata in B-

flat major, k.333 

S1: sections, periodicity, expectations, 

centricity.   

S2: homophony, meter, scale, theme.  

S4: phrase structure, sonata form 

https://youtu.be/oTS1f

ohQNec  

Traditional 

Indonesian 

Balinese Traditional 

Orchestra 

Tabuh Kutus Lasem S1: setions, symmetry, periodicity, 

expectations, tension, timbre, texture.  

S2: tuning, pentatonic scale, 

heterophony, phrase.  

S4: cadences 

S6: world music influences  

https://youtu.be/6GCf

wTkibDQ 

Traditional 

African  

 Djembe Rhythms S1: tension, regularity, texture, timbre 

S2: rhythmic activitiy, ostinato, call and 

response.  

S5: polymeter, polyrhythm 

https://youtu.be/LOS0

kA_O6IQ  

https://youtu.be/dRIV8AnFliw
https://youtu.be/dRIV8AnFliw
https://youtu.be/mTnbrLXEGjI
https://youtu.be/mTnbrLXEGjI
https://youtu.be/JU3LKCefsKo
https://youtu.be/JU3LKCefsKo
https://youtu.be/gMk2eTqPLWk
https://youtu.be/gMk2eTqPLWk
https://youtu.be/oTS1fohQNec
https://youtu.be/oTS1fohQNec
https://youtu.be/6GCfwTkibDQ
https://youtu.be/6GCfwTkibDQ
https://youtu.be/LOS0kA_O6IQ
https://youtu.be/LOS0kA_O6IQ
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Musical 

Traditions 

Musicians  Title of Work(s) Concepts Covered Source 

Traditional 

Mongolian 

Batzorig Vaanchig (throat 

singing, morin khuur/ 

horsehead fiddle) 

Cengiz han'a övgü S1: sections, vocal timbre, register, 

fundamental vs. overtone series 

S2: Time, pentatonic scale, drone 

S5: Strophic 

https://youtu.be/5tVG

ei24TdQ 

Traditional 

Korean 

Chang-mi Korean Dance & 

Drum (drummers and 

dancers) 

Samgo-Mu (Three-

drum dance) 

S1: irregularity 

S2: meter, rhythm.  

S3: simple vs. compound meter, 

hemiola 

S6: world music influences 

https://youtu.be/Vcm_

5jUR0v4  

20th Century 

Russian 

Igor Stravinsky (composer) 

Vaslav Nijinsky 

(choreographer) 

Joffrey Ballet (dancers) 

Ballet – The Rite of 

Spring  

S1: changes (rupture), expectations, 

tension, irregularity, texture.  

S2: irregular accents 

S3: perceived vs. written meter 

S5: stravinsky’s contributions 

https://youtu.be/wzrlw

fOUCVY  

Traditional 

Chinese 

Da-qing Wang (soloist) 

Tian Jing Bin Hu Theater 

 

Beijing opera – The 

Monkey King 

S1: timbre – vocal, percussion, winds, 

patterns, texture, opera 

S2: tempo change, pentatonic scale, 

heterophony, pitch bending, phrase.  

S4: cadence, phrase  

S6: world music influences 

https://youtu.be/mt38

CyMuPsc 

Traditional 

Japanese 

Nakamura Kanzaburō XVIII Kabuki – Wisteria 

Maiden 

S1: timbre – vocal, percussion, winds, 

pluck-stringed, texture.  

S2: meter, pentatonic scale, 

heterophony, pitch bending 

https://youtu.be/eftxqz

dxluI  

Traditional 

Arabic 

Mohammed Abdo 

(composer) 

Faisal Al Saad (singer, oud) 

صل ي عد ف س  من ال

ادي ت ب وق  From) ال

Time to Time) 

S1: sections, patterns, texture, timbre, 

dialogue.  

S2: regular meter, tuning, scale, 

heterophony.  

S3: meter, syncopation 

https://youtu.be/zn-

8v9n9Zu4 

https://youtu.be/5tVGei24TdQ
https://youtu.be/5tVGei24TdQ
https://youtu.be/Vcm_5jUR0v4
https://youtu.be/Vcm_5jUR0v4
https://youtu.be/wzrlwfOUCVY
https://youtu.be/wzrlwfOUCVY
https://youtu.be/mt38CyMuPsc
https://youtu.be/mt38CyMuPsc
https://youtu.be/eftxqzdxluI
https://youtu.be/eftxqzdxluI
https://youtu.be/zn-8v9n9Zu4
https://youtu.be/zn-8v9n9Zu4
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Traditions 

Musicians  Title of Work(s) Concepts Covered Source 

21st Century 

Trinidad  

Liam Teague (composer, 

solo steel pan) 

Northern Illinois University 

World Steel Band 

Hands Like 

Lightning 

S1: sections, irregularity, centricity, 

timbre.  

S2: meter, rhythmic activity, 

homophony, improvisation.  

S3: syncopation 

S5: virtuosity 

https://youtu.be/1JMg

ZaCb9WM  

Late 19th 

Century 

Romanticism  

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 

(composer) 

Narek Hakhnazaryan (solo 

cello) 

Moscow City Symphony 

Variations on a 

Rococo Theme, Op. 

33 

S1: sections, periodicity, variation, 

centricity, harmonic series.  

S2: scale, range, homophony, theme.  

S4: theme and variation 

S5: chromaticism, virtuosity, cadenza.  

https://youtu.be/XyaE

64LYf_s  

Western 

Baroque  

Henry Purcell (composer) 

Elin Manahan-Thomas 

(soprano) 

Orchestra of the Age of 

Enlightenment 

Dido and Aeneas - 

Dido's lament: 

When I am laid 

S1: tension, patterns, centricity, texture, 

vocal timbre, Baroque instruments.  

S2: meter, counterpoint, phrase.  

S3: triple meter, consonance and 

dissonance 

S4: passacaglia, ground bass 

S5: text painting  

https://youtu.be/fraubo

gbQkc  

20th Century 

American 

Charles Ives (composer) 

Mary Ann Hart (Mezzo-

soprano) 

The Things Our 

Fathers Loved 

S1: expectations 

S5: music and text, nationalism 

S6: quotation 

https://youtu.be/Frtqw

OpJEz0  

20th Century 

Austrian  

Arnold Schönberg 

(composer), Ildikó Iván 

(soprano), György Gayer 

(bass clarinet), Katalin Vas 

(cello), István Szakács 

(piano)  

Pierrot Lunaire –  

8. Nacht 

S1: sections, tension, patterns, timbre.  

S2: motive 

S4: passacaglia 

S5: music and text 

S6: set theory 

https://youtu.be/J4v3d

PG-hec  

Traditional 

Bulgarian 

Le Mystere des Voix 

Bulgares 

A collection of 

Bulgarian folk songs 

S1: tension, texture, timbre 

S2: scale, counterpoint, irregular meter.  

S3: consonance and dissonance 

https://youtu.be/AFgz

zWT3zX4  

https://youtu.be/1JMgZaCb9WM
https://youtu.be/1JMgZaCb9WM
https://youtu.be/XyaE64LYf_s
https://youtu.be/XyaE64LYf_s
https://youtu.be/fraubogbQkc
https://youtu.be/fraubogbQkc
https://youtu.be/FrtqwOpJEz0
https://youtu.be/FrtqwOpJEz0
https://youtu.be/J4v3dPG-hec
https://youtu.be/J4v3dPG-hec
https://youtu.be/AFgzzWT3zX4
https://youtu.be/AFgzzWT3zX4
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Musical 

Traditions 

Musicians  Title of Work(s) Concepts Covered Source 

20th Century 

Russian 

Dmitri Shostakovich 

(composer) 

St. Lawrence String Quartet 

String Quartet No. 8 S1: sections, expectations, tensions, 

patterns 

S2: motive 

S3: counterpoint (5th mvt.) 

S4: musical autograph 

https://youtu.be/-

0nKJoZY64A  

Western 

Baroque 

J.S. Bach (composer) 

Zuzana Ruzickova 

(harpsichord) 

Two Part Inventions S1: continuity, periodicity, patterns, 

centricity, texture, timbre, 

ornamentation.  

S2: rhythmic activity, equal 

temperament, polyphony, theme 

S3: tonality, sequence, counterpoint.  

https://youtu.be/Z8_6a

o_nmdo  

J.S. Bach (composer) 

Glenn Gould (piano) 

The Well-tempered 

Clavier Books I & II 

https://youtu.be/1CVl

BSgj0bk  

20th Century 

Impressionism 

Claude Debussy (composer) 

Krystian Zimerman (piano) 

Préludes Book I & 

II 

 

S1: sections, expectations (surprises), 

tension, centricity, texture 

S2: scale, rhythmic motive (mvt. XI, 

book 1) 

S3: dotted rhythm (mvt. XI, book 1) 

S4: triads, voice leading 

S5: impressionism (mvt. X, book 1) 

https://youtu.be/FcnY

bpJhpN4  

20th Century 

Impressionism 

Maurice Ravel (composer) 

Jean-Yves Thibaudet (piano) 

Jeux d'eau S1: sections, symmetry, tension, 

patterns, centricity, timbre, dynamic. 

S2: scales, range, rhythmic activity, 

phrase.  

S5: Impressionism 

https://youtu.be/jnKFI

p7CahY 

20th Century 

Modernism 

Iannis Xenakis (composer) 

SWF Symphony Orchestra 

Metastasis S1: sections, changes (rupture), 

expectations, tension, texture, timbre.   

S6: sound-mass texture 

https://youtu.be/n2O8

bMlEijg  

https://youtu.be/SZaz

YFchLRI  

20th Century 

Modernism 

György Ligeti (composer) 

Vienna Philharmonic 

Atmosphères S1: sections, expectations, tension, 

texture, timbre.  

S6: micropolyphony 

https://youtu.be/JWlw

CRlVh7M  

https://youtu.be/-0nKJoZY64A
https://youtu.be/-0nKJoZY64A
https://youtu.be/Z8_6ao_nmdo
https://youtu.be/Z8_6ao_nmdo
https://youtu.be/1CVlBSgj0bk
https://youtu.be/1CVlBSgj0bk
https://youtu.be/FcnYbpJhpN4
https://youtu.be/FcnYbpJhpN4
https://youtu.be/jnKFIp7CahY
https://youtu.be/jnKFIp7CahY
https://youtu.be/n2O8bMlEijg
https://youtu.be/n2O8bMlEijg
https://youtu.be/SZazYFchLRI
https://youtu.be/SZazYFchLRI
https://youtu.be/JWlwCRlVh7M
https://youtu.be/JWlwCRlVh7M
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Musical 

Traditions 

Musicians  Title of Work(s) Concepts Covered Source 

20th Century 

Modernism 

Krzysztof Penderecki 

(composer) 

National Polish Radio 

Symphony Orchestra 

Threnody to the 

Victims of 

Hiroshima 

S1: sections, changes (rupture), tension, 

texture, timbre.  

S6: cluster, blocks of intervals, extended 

techniques.  

https://youtu.be/HilGt

hRhwP8  

20th Century 

Estonia 

Arvo Pärt (composer) 

Tasmin Little (violin) 

Martin Roscoe (piano) 

Spiegel im Spiegel 

(Mirror in the 

Mirror) 

S1: sections, changes (subtle), timbre, 

periodicity, patterns, centricity, texture 

S3: minor scale (Cantus), compound 

meter, counterpoint 

S6: tintinnabulation  

https://youtu.be/aS7q

mtQLSyY  

Arvo Pärt (composer) 

Estonian National 

Symphony Orchestra 

Cantus in 

Memoriam 

Benjamin Britten 

https://youtu.be/7crqh

G64OmE  

Traditional 

Chinese 

Ancient melody 

Pui-Yuen Lui (qin) 

Variations on Yang 

Guan 

S1: sections, variation, periodicity, 

timbre, pitch bending.  

S2: octave, pentatonic scale, harmonic 

series, monophony.  

S4: theme and variation 

https://youtu.be/iJZ_d

y4AYrw  

20th Century 

Minimalism 

Steve Reich (composer) Piano Phase S1: sections, periodicity, tension, 

irregularity, patterns, texture.  

S2: rhythmic complexity 

S6: minimalism  

https://youtu.be/7P_9h

DzG1i0  

20th Century 

Minimalism 

John Adams (composer) Common Tones in 

Simple Time 

S1: changes (subtle), expectations, 

tension, patterns, texture, centricity, 

timbre.   

S2: regular pulse, harmonic rhythm.  

S6: minimalism  

 

https://youtu.be/hH2yf

w-UkI0  

21st Century 

Modernism 

BSC Phoneme  S1: changes (subtle), expectations, 

tension, texture, timbre.  

S2: improvisation, musical structure.  

S6: extended techniques, electronics.  

www.oup.com/us/accs

wm  

https://youtu.be/HilGthRhwP8
https://youtu.be/HilGthRhwP8
https://youtu.be/aS7qmtQLSyY
https://youtu.be/aS7qmtQLSyY
https://youtu.be/7crqhG64OmE
https://youtu.be/7crqhG64OmE
https://youtu.be/iJZ_dy4AYrw
https://youtu.be/iJZ_dy4AYrw
https://youtu.be/7P_9hDzG1i0
https://youtu.be/7P_9hDzG1i0
https://youtu.be/hH2yfw-UkI0
https://youtu.be/hH2yfw-UkI0
http://www.oup.com/us/accswm
http://www.oup.com/us/accswm
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Traditions 

Musicians  Title of Work(s) Concepts Covered Source 

Traditional 

Chinese 

Traditional melody 

Chun-Ling Lu (dizi), Hui 

Zhou (yangqin), Sheng-Long 

Ma (pipa), Hao Zhou (erhu).  

Silk and Bamboo 

Ensemble – King 

Fan’s Palace 

S1: sections, tension, texture, timbre, 

periodicity, patterns, variation.  

S2: tempo change, tuning, pentatonic 

scale, octave, heterophony, 

ornamentation.  

https://youtu.be/7TcV

JViSksY  

20th Century 

American 

John Cage (composer) 

Jesse Myers (prepared 

piano) 

Sonatas and 

Interludes 

S1: sections, irregularity, patterns, 

timbre.  

S2: irregular meter and rhythm, tuning, 

scales.  

S6: world music influences, extended 

techniques.  

https://youtu.be/N6Sl5

wmy9t4 

Contemporary 

Hybrid  

William Barton (didgeridoo) 

Australian Youth Orchestra 

Didgeridoo Meets 

Orchestra 

S6: world music influences, hybrid of 

musical cultures 

https://youtu.be/cLu9

GmV2vF0  

Contemporary 

Hybrid 

Kyle Newmaster (composer) 

BrookeJee-in Newmaster 

(Korean Drum & 

Choreography) 

Cape Symphony 

Impressions of 

Cheonmachong – 

Concerto for 

Samgomu/Korean 

Three Drum Dance 

S6: world music influences, hybrid of 

musical cultures 

https://youtu.be/m6_r

mclrcVg  

https://youtu.be/7TcVJViSksY
https://youtu.be/7TcVJViSksY
https://youtu.be/N6Sl5wmy9t4
https://youtu.be/N6Sl5wmy9t4
https://youtu.be/cLu9GmV2vF0
https://youtu.be/cLu9GmV2vF0
https://youtu.be/m6_rmclrcVg
https://youtu.be/m6_rmclrcVg


 

81 

 

 

REFERENCE LIST 

African Unique Traditional Dance & Music. “Group-Djembe Rhythms.” YouTube. February 

11, 2015. https://youtu.be/LOS0kA_O6IQ.  

 

Akiho, Andy, and Shanghai Symphony Orchestra. “Ping Pong Concerto.” YouTube. 

December 3, 2015. https://youtu.be/uM393YYuCLo.  

 

Brandt, William. The Comprehensive Study of Music: Basic Principles of Music Theory. 

New York: Harper and Row, 1980.  

 

Check, John. “Back to School: A Report on the Institute for Music Theory Pedagogy.” 

Journal of Music Theory Pedagogy vol. 28 (2014): 59-66.  

 

Eckert, Yogendra Jens, and Norbert Klippstein. “India Instruments.” March 5, 2018. 

https://www.india-instruments.com/encyclopedia-tanpura.html.  

 

Gauldin, Robert. “Some Personal Reflections on Past Methods of Teaching and What They 

Can Tell Us about Current and Future Initiatives.” Journal of Music Theory 

Pedagogy vol. 17 (2003): 47-58.  

 

Greer, Taylor. A Question of Balance: Charles Seeger’s Philosophy of Music. Berkeley and 

Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1998. 

 

Lu, Chunling, Hui Zhou, Shenglong Ma, and Hao Zhou. “Jiangnan sizhu 江南丝竹 - 梵王宫 

(King Fan’s Palace).” YouTube. January 16, 2010. https://youtu.be/7TcVJViSksY.  

 

Marvin, Elizabeth West. “Innovative Ideas for the Undergraduate Curriculum: Music 

Theory.” Proceedings of the National Association of Schools of Music Annual 

Meeting vol. 77 (2001): 80-83.  

 

_____. “The Core Curricula in Music Theory: Developments and Pedagogical Trends.” 

Journal of Music Theory Pedagogy vol. 26 (2012): 255-263.  

 

Miller, Terry, and Andrew Shahriari. World Music: A Global Journey. New York: Taylor & 

Francis [CAM], 2009. 

 

Rogers, Michael. Teaching Approaches in Music Theory: An Overview of Pedagogical 

Philosophies. 2nd ed. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2004.  

 

Roig-Francolí, Miguel. Understanding Post-Tonal Music. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 

2008. 

https://youtu.be/LOS0kA_O6IQ
https://youtu.be/uM393YYuCLo
https://www.india-instruments.com/encyclopedia-tanpura.html
https://youtu.be/7TcVJViSksY


    

82 
 

 

Salzer, Felix and Carl Schachter. Counterpoint in Composition. New York, NY: Columbia 

University Press, 1989.  

 

Sessions, Roger. The Musical Experience of Composer, Performer, Listener. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1950. 

 

Shankar, Ravi. “The Spirit of India (full album).” YouTube. July 1, 2014. 

https://youtu.be/gMk2eTqPLWk.  

 

Solis, Gabriel. “Thoughts on an Interdiscipline: Music Theory, Analysis, and Social Theory 

in Ethnomusicology.” Ethnomusicology 56, no. 3 (Fall 2012): 530-554. 

 

Stravinsky, Igor. Poetics of Music: In the Form of Six Lessons. Translated by Arthur Knodel 

and Ingolf Dahl. New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1947.  

  

Temperley, David. “Meter and Grouping in African Music: A View from Music Theory.” 

Ethnomusicology 44, no. 1 (Winter, 2000): 65-96.  

 

Tenzer, Michael. “Introduction: Analysis, Categorization, and Theory of Music of the 

World.” In Analytical Studies in World Music, edited by Michel Tenzer, 3-38. New 

York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006.  

 

Terauchi, Naoko. “Surface and Deep Structure in the Tôgaku Ensemble of Japanese Court 

Music (Gagaku).” In Analytical and Cross-Cultural Studies in World Music, edited 

by Michael Tenzer and John Roeder, 19-55. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 

2011.  

 

Tick, Judith. Ruth Crawford Seeger: A Composer's Search for American Music. New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press, 1997.  

 

Wade, Bonnie. Thinking Musically: Experiencing Music, Expressing Culture. New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press, 2004.  

 

Wallentinsen, Kristen. “Report on the 2013 Workshops in Music Theory Pedagogy.” Journal 

of Music Theory Pedagogy vol. 27 (2013): 247-256.  

 

Ziporyn, Evan, and Michael Tenzer. “Thelonious Monk’s Harmony, Rhythm, and Pianism.” 

In Analytical Cross-Cultural Studies in World Music, edited by Michael Tenzer and 

John Roeder, 147-186. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011.  

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/gMk2eTqPLWk


    

83 
 

VITA 

 Hong Hong (Hui) Gianakon was born on June 3, 1987, in Hong Kong. She learned to 

play the piano, violin and pipa at a very young age. In 2004-2012, she worked part-time as an 

instructor in music theory, violin, and pipa at C.J. Music & Arts Institute, Hong Kong. She 

earned her Bachelor of Arts in Music with first class honor from Hong Kong Baptist 

University in 2010, majoring in traditional Chinese music study. Upon graduation, she 

worked full-time as a project assistant for both the Department of Music and the 

Communication and Public Relations Office at Hong Kong Baptist University for one year.  

 In 2012, Ms. Gianakon moved to the U.S. and began her master’s degree in Music 

Composition at Northern Illinois University (NIU) in DeKalb, Illinois. During her two years 

at NIU, she worked part-time as a graduate assistant in music theory and aural skills. She also 

worked part-time as a violinist in Kishwaukee Symphony Orchestra.  

 Ms. Gianakon moved to Kansas City, Missouri in 2014, began working toward her 

Doctor of Musical Arts degree in Music Composition and Master of Music degree in Music 

Theory at the University of Missouri-Kansas City (UMKC). Since she moved to the U.S. in 

2012, Ms. Gianakon has been actively introducing traditional Chinese music and culture to 

Americans. She was one of the presenters at TEDxWyandotte in 2015. In 2015-2016, she 

served as an International Student Ambassador at UMKC. In March 2018, she was invited to 

host an educational seminar on ancient Chinese music at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art 

in Kansas City, Missouri. As a composer and pipa performer, Ms. Gianakon has been 

actively collaborating with professional music organizations including the Kansas City 

Electronic Music and Arts Alliance, Electronic Music Midwest Festival, newEar 

Contemporary Chamber Ensemble, and Society for Electro-Acoustic Music in the U.S.  


