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FROM FOUR TRACKS TO BREAK BEATS: 

MUSIC AND TECHNOLOGY  
 

Get Ready to Rock!  A Pre-Visit Guide for the Class room Teacher 
 

Class description: 
Since the 1950s, rock and roll has been shaped by the craft and artistry of songwriters and 

performers who use innovative music technology to significantly impact the sound of music.  In this class, 
we will see how Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Inductees have used technology to record, manipulate and 
create the ever-changing sounds of popular music.   Students take part in in-depth discussions of the 
earliest tape recorders used by Jerry Lee Lewis at Sun Records and the break beat textures of 
Grandmaster Flash’s DJ scratching.  This class includes several live demonstrations in which students 
analyze the impact of music technology on a given sound.  Don’t miss this chance to gain insight into the 
world of music production in a variety of styles – from rock to hip-hop.   
 
Class objectives: 
As a result of this class, students will be better able to: 

1. identify ways that artists have used recording technology capture live performances and to create 
the various components of musical sound. 

2. describe how the use of multi-track recording technology, the synthesizer, and sampling opened 
new avenues for experimentation with musical instruments, composition, and sound engineering. 

3. give examples of ways that a computer enables musicians to play, create, and store music on 
computers. 

 
NOTE:  Preview all materials for appropriateness prior to classroom use. 
 
Selected songs (listed by performer): 
Jerry Lee Lewis, “Whole Lot of Shakin’ Going On” The Beatles, “Tomorrow Never Knows” 
Kraftwerk, “Trans-Europe Express”    Grandmaster Flash, “It’s a Shame” 
 
Pre-visit activities for your classroom: 

1. Ask students to consider the ways that computer technology impacts our daily lives.  Have the 
students individually make a list of all the different computerized devices that they would encounter 
during a typical day (e.g. cell phones, iPod, car navigation system, television, data card swipe).  
Discuss with the class how people use each of these tools and how our lives would be different 
without them. 

 
2. Have your students research the history of music technology and think about the impact it has on 

the way musicians practice their craft – from performance to composition (see:  
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/music/).  Discuss how current trends in the music 
industry affect musicians and listeners, and how we “receive” music today. 
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From Four Tracks To Break Beats: 
Music and Technology  
 
 
 
 
 
Key Words and Definitions 
 
 
Hip-hop:   A predominantly African-American cultural movement that developed in the Bronx, a borough of 

New York City, in the mid-1970s.  The musical parts of hip-hop consisted of DJs playing breaks 
and scratching records on turntables with MCs rapping over the beats.  The term is frequently 
used within mainstream media as a stylistic category for the music.  

 
Magnetic Tape:   A medium for recording sound generally consisting of a thin magnetizable coating on a 

long and narrow strip of plastic. 
 
Multitrack Recording:  A method of sound recording that allows for the separate recording of multiple 

sound sources to create a cohesive whole.  The various “tracks” are combined during playback.  
This can be achived by using analoge tape machines or computer based digital recording 
devices. 

 
Synthesizer :  A device that creates sounds electronically through the use of voltage-controlled amplifiers 

and filters. 
 
Turntables : The most common device for playing recorded sound of records from the 1870s through the 

1980s.  Turntables and vinyl records remain popular for “scratching” in hip-hop music, though 
for recording use it has largely been replaced by the sampler or compact disc. 

 
Disc Jockey (DJ) :  A person who presents and comments on popular music recordings, most often on the 

radio or in a dance club.  In hip-hop, the DJ will often alter the sound of records played on a 
turntable by scratching, playing the break, or looping. 

 
Sampling :  The process of recording a sound into digital memory by reading its level at precisely spaced 

intervals of time.  The term also is used more generally to define any process of using a pre-
recorded sound in a new musical composition. 

 
Culture : The customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group; the 

characteristic features of everyday existence shared by people in a place or time, such as 
“popular culture.” 

 
 


