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THE ROOTS OF ROCK AND ROLL: 

AN AMERICAN JOURNEY (K-4)  
 

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

Class description: 
In the 1950s a new and electrifying musical style called rock and roll swept the airwaves and grabbed 

the hearts of teenagers across the United States.  This revolutionary music actually grew from strong roots in 
older styles such as blues, gospel, country, and rhythm and blues.  Students examine classic video 
performances and recordings to see how musicians brought these earlier musical styles together, and in the 
process, connected diverse aspects of American culture.  Students explore the various geographical regions of 
the United States, focusing on several key cities where the roots of rock and roll flourished.  The Roots of Rock 
and Roll is offered at two different grades levels.  K-4 students will enjoy singing along with the Rock Hall 
education ensemble and using U.S. maps. Students in grades 5-8 will dig deeper into the cultural meanings 
behind this music and analyze musical characteristics of each style. 
 

Class objectives: 
As a result of this class, students will be better able to: 

1. Identify Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Inductees who represent diverse communities and varied regions 
that contribute to music heritage in the United States. 

2. Perform varied styles and forms of popular music representing the roots of rock and roll. 
3. Give examples of people, products, and ideas that move from place to place and impact American 

culture. 
 
NOTE:  Preview all materials for appropriateness prior to classroom use. 
 

Selected songs (listed by performer): 
The Carter Family, “Keep on the Sunny Side of Life”      Big Mama Thornton, “Hound Dog”  
The Penguins, “Earth Angel”     The Beatles, “Twist and Shout”  
 

Pre-visit activities for your classroom: 
1. Our Places, Our Region:  

Have students describe places in their school or neighborhood that they like.  Next ask students to describe 
special places in their city and/or state.  Prompt students to consider what Ohio has that states in different 
regions, or parts of the United States, do not (i.e. Ohio has snow in the winter, but Florida does not, etc.) 
Review characteristics of one or more regions of the United States.  Have students cut out pictures from 
appropriate magazines that represent a specific U.S. region and paste the pictures to illustrate geographical 
features of the region(s) on a U.S. map.  More advanced students may continue to investigate their own 
state and neighboring states in the region.  Group students to prepare charts that list a state’s major 
products, resources, population and other demographics, and geographic features.  Students can use the 
charts to compare and contrast the state of Ohio with others in the region.   
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More Pre-Visit Activities:  
 
2. Early Influences Inductees:   

Preview the Inductee list of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum [online resource: 
http://www.rockhall.com/inductees/inductee-list/ ] and select appropriate artists from the “Early Influences” 
category for your students to research (see suggestions below.)  Note that each artist name is linked to a 
brief biography and chronology of their career that are designed for use by the general public.  Explain to 
students that some Rock Hall Inductees are honored because their music helped rock and roll music grow.  
Possible artists to consider may include Louis Armstrong (jazz), Charles Brown (blues/rhythm and blues), 
Nat “King” Cole (jazz/pop), Willie Dixon (blues), Woody Guthrie (folk), Mahalia Jackson (gospel), Louis 
Jordan (rhythm and blues), Bill Monroe (bluegrass/country), The Orioles (R&B/doowop), Les Paul 
(jazz/electric guitar technology), Gertrude “Ma” Rainey (blues), Jimmie Rodgers (country), Pete Seeger 
(folk), The Soul Stirrers (gospel), Dinah Washington (jazz).   
 
Books for early readers that highlight some of these Inductees or their art forms include: 
· Satchmo’s Blues by Alan Schroeder (1996, Doubleday.)  Louis Armstrong. 
· The Blues Singers:  Ten Who Rocked the World by Julius Lester (2001, Jump at the Sun.)   

Blues and artists influenced by blues. 
· I Had a Rooster by Laura Vaccaro Seeger and Pete Seeger (2001, Viking Juvenile.)   

A sing-along folk tune in a story form with Seeger on CD. 
· This Land Is Your Land by Woody Guthrie and Laura Jacobson (2002, Little, Brown-Young Readers.)   

A sing-along book illustrating Woody Guthrie’s original lyrics, including CD. 
 

Key Words and Definitions 
 
Roots:  1) the parts of plants that provide nutrients; 2) the older music and traditions used to create new music 
   
Blues:   A style of music created by African Americans in the South, often with verses of three lines that tell 

stories in everyday language 
   
Country:   A style of music created by Anglo-Americans in the South, often featuring stringed instruments such 

as fiddles, autoharps, guitars, or dulcimers 
   
Doo-wop:   A vocal group harmony style loved by teens in northern cities, where backup singers would sing 

nonsense syllables like “doo-wop” to accompany a lead singer  
  
Harmony:   Two or more different pitches (or notes) that sound at the same time: the parts of a song that 

accompany the melody (or tune) 
  
Rock and roll:   A form of American music with a lively beat that began in the 1950s.  This music blends blues, 

rhythm and blues, gospel, and country music 
 
Region:  an area that includes smaller places, usually sharing similar features of land, weather, and/or customs 
 
Verse:   A section of lyrics that tells part of the song’s story and is similar to a verse in a poem 
 
Rural:    Of or relating to the country, farming, or people in farming communities 
 
Urban:   Of or relating to a city or heavily populated area 


