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“SHAKE, RATTLE, AND ROLL:” 
THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF MUSIC  

 

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

Class description: 
This class is designed to teach elementary school students about the four basic elements of music – rhythm, pitch, 
volume, and color – in order to learn how musicians have used these elements to create some of the greatest rock 
and roll songs ever.  Students participate by singing, clapping, dancing, rocking and rolling along with recordings of 
upbeat and fun songs such as Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock” and the Isley Brothers’ “Shout” – while they learn!  
Video performances of Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Inductees are used to teach students about the history of rock and 
roll music and help them apply analytical skills as they watch and listen.   
 

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

1. Use context clues to determine the meaning of new vocabulary, and create patterns with sounds. 
2. Sing, clap, and dance to the rhythm and pitch of popular rock and roll songs. 
3. Identify the elements of music as heard in various songs. 

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

Selected songs (listed by performer): 
Bo Diddley, “Bo Diddley”   The Isley Brothers, “Shout”  
Bill Haley, “Rock Around the Clock”  Chuck Berry, “School Day” 
 

Pre-visit activities for your classroom: 
1. Listening to Sounds.  Tell your students that they will do a listening activity.  The challenge is to discover and 

describe sounds around them that they may not ordinarily notice.  You will have your students listen to the sounds 
that they can hear in your classroom (such as: clock, humming lights, cars, talking, walking, etc).  Ask students to 
predict what kinds of sounds they think they are very likely to hear (i.e. zoom, whoosh, beep, whine, click, hum, 
loud, quiet, voices, coughing, etc.)  Then ask students to predict what kinds of sounds they think they are not 
likely to hear (i.e. roaring, booming, spaceships, crying, etc.)  List students’ predictions on the board.  You may 
wish to integrate some of their responses into vocabulary activities or build a ‘word wall’ with their responses.  
Next ask students to be as silent and still as they can.  If you wish, you can ask students to close their eyes.  Ask 
students to listen as carefully as they can for 1 minute (or an appropriate length of time.)  After this period of 
focused listening, ask students to share what they noticed.  Ask them to imitate these sounds using their voices, 
hands, or safe classroom objects or instruments.  Ask them to describe the sounds in words, prompting students 
to consider appropriate words from the board.  Ask students what they think may make each sound that they 
heard.  Ask students to describe their favorite and least favorite sounds.  Follow up with a writing activity 
appropriate for your grade level.  To deepen and extend the activity, you may wish to repeat the listening activity 
in a different location, such as the lunchroom or playground; you may wish to add sudden sounds into the 
environment by making a noise, musical pitch, cell phone ringtone, or other sound during the listening period.  
Students can then compare the sounds of each location, discussing why there are similarities and differences in 
what they heard in each location.  Extending the activity to connections in science is a direct connection:  
exploring the movement of sound waves, how humans or different animals hear vibrating sound 
waves, the senses, skills and technology that people with hearing impairments use instead of 
the ear alone.    
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More Pre-visit Activities: 
 
2. Making Sound Patterns.  Prepare by privately practicing a few short, simple rhythms or melodies until you feel 

comfortable and are able to repeat each pattern several times in a row without changing it.  It does not matter if 
you use a musical instrument, singing (patterns of nonsense syllables or lines from a song), spoken words, 
rapping, clapping, or footsteps.  (See Suggested Patterns below for a few basic examples, or consult a music 
teacher.)  Tell students you are going to play a listening game.  Challenge students to listen as carefully as they 
can to the sounds you make and then after you finish, they will try to repeat them.  Clap, sing, speak, or rap a 
short pattern for your students, and have the students immediately clap, sing, speak, or rap the same pattern.  
Repeat the same short pattern until the majority of students correctly perform the pattern together in time with 
each other.  Stop only long enough to tell students that you will now introduce a new pattern and repeat the 
exercise.  You may find it is not necessary to tell students you are changing the pattern; they will follow you 
automatically.   With each successive pattern, you may challenge students by increasing the complexity of the 
pattern’s rhythms.  Following this activity, explore the idea of “patterns” further.  Ask students to find patterns that 
they can see (i.e. colors in striped fabric, order that lights appear in a stop light, repeated words in a poem or 
story.) Ask students to consider what other patterns they can hear (beats or rhythms of a song, rhyming words in 
a poem, a car alarm, etc.)  Ask students to make visual patterns of their own using art materials.  As a class, 
assign different patterns of clapping and/or moving to signal routine transitions or procedures in the classroom; try 
using these signals instead of other cues for the rest of the day.  Have students follow-up with an activity 
appropriate for the grade level to explore patterns of letters, numbers, or words. 

 
Suggested Patterns for Teachers’ Use:  
This format is called a Time-Unit Box System and is a form of music notation used by percussionists.  There are four 
beats.  Read the chart from left to right, beginning with Pattern A.  Make a sound when the box is full; treat as a silent 
‘rest’ when it is not.  After mastering this pattern, move to Pattern B, continuing to read the chart from left to right.  
Repeat until you can perform all four patterns correctly.  If you are clapping or using another instrument, you can say 
“1, 2, 3, 4” to help keep track of the beats, but it is not required.  If desired, your students also can learn to use this 
notation (or standard music notation) to read or notate patterns of sound. 

 
 

Pattern Beat 1 Beat 2 Beat 3 Beat 4 
Pattern A     

     
Pattern B     

     
Pattern C     

     
Pattern D     
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Key Words and Definitions 
 
 
Rhythm:  The element of music that describes how we make patterns in time; the duration of musical sounds. 
   
Pitch:   The element of music that describes the sound of notes from low to high; the frequency of sound waves. 
   
Volume:   The element of music that describes the loudness or quietness of a sound; the amplitude of sound waves. 
   
Color:   The element of music that describes the quality or characteristics of a sound.  Used to talk about the sound of 

different kinds of instruments (voice, piano, guitar, flute, etc.) and ways of describing them (scratchy, sweet, 
piercing, floating.) 

  
Instruments:   The tools musicians use to make music. 
  
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. 
  
Hall of fame:   A place that honors people for outstanding achievements in a profession. 
  
Patterns:  a recognizable shape or order of things 
 


