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One Text, Many Settings:

Helping Students Create Meaning Through Text in the Choir Classroom

by Emily T. Peterson

Inspiring active and analytical listening in the choral
classroom allows students to connect to the text in more
profound and thoughtful ways. Time restrictions and
other educational obligations often discourage choral
educators from incorporating listening activities in dai-
ly or weekly practice. There are, however, many ways
to build intentional listening and critical aural skills that
positively impact other aspects of developing musician-
ship. Accessing the same text in multiple settings is one
way students can connect more deeply, explore more
personal meaning, and discover how text influences mu-
sic and performance. The purpose of this article is to
provide an intentional listening framework that educa-
tors can implement in daily or weekly rehearsals to rein-
vigorate student’s emotional connection to the text. This
framework is focused on incorporating varying styles of
music in choral rehearsal to engage students and allow
them to interact with text through the use of familiar

music.

It was a jumor high passing period, and students were busy
chatting and socializing in the hall. Suddenly, music started to play,
indicating the one-minute tardy warning Students started darting
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into classrooms and rushing to get to class on time.

“Hello Darkness, my old friend. I've come to talk with you
again. Wathin the vision softly creeping, left its seeds while I was
sleeping. .. People talking without speaking, people hearing without
listening....”"

Students were humming and singing the haunting
melody as they entered the classroom. Something unique
and creative was happening as they experienced the mu-
sic on their own terms. But, I wondered, had my students
ever considered the lyrics, what they could mean, or how
they might connect to their own lives? Had any of them
ever heard the whole song without the hustle and bustle
of students moving to class around them?

In music with lyrics, listeners and performers have
the distinct opportunity to use text to guide their musi-
cal interpretation. In a choral classroom, however, it can
sometimes be easy to tell students what we think the words
mean instead of asking them to draw their own connec-
tions and interact with the text.

For centuries, composers have used text to elevate
the power of music. Text painting has helped compos-
ers draw direct connections between what is happening
musically to what the words are trying to portray.? Emo-
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tional connections are directly drawn between the text
and the music to evoke feelings in the listener. Present-
ing the same text approached from different musical
perspectives 1s a staple of many composers’ musical
endeavors, as evidenced by the sheer number of songs
that are re-recorded by various artists today—a prac-
tice that has been common from antiquity in both sa-
cred and secular music.’

Encouraging divergent thinking through listening
is important and not difficult to incorporate into daily
instructional practices. Designing listening experienc-
es for students based on different interpretations of a
single text setting is a great introduction to this kind of
free thinking. Students interact with the text multiple
times while encountering different viewpoints of com-
posers and arrangers from diverse backgrounds. Each
composer or arranger’s context and interpretation
highlights their unique musical contribution, promotes
broader inclusivity and understanding, and empowers
students to add their own meaning to the text.

The Sound of Stlence anecdote comes from a moment
of realization I had in my classroom and is the impetus
for the strategies shared in this article. Students were
already drawn to this music, so I decided to create an
extended listening lesson based on the piece. Through
listening to various versions of the same song and ex-
amining the text in isolation, students were enabled to
make profound, thoughtful, and creative connections
to the song and text. Specificity in listening brought
meaningful change to the way students viewed text and
influenced their experience beyond the technical pro-
cess of making music. In this article, I will share the
specific strategies that led to these outcomes in hopes
that they are generalizable to future practitioners who
may create lessons with varied repertoire. Following is
an example of how the concept of “one text, many
settings” could occur in the classroom.

Repertoire Selection
In every area of musical study—historic, research,
and applied—thoughtful repertoire selection is crucial.
This is particularly true when the goal is to actively
engage students.” In the following listening sequence
example, I selected the music specifically because of
my school’s culture and the students’ pre-disposed in-
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clination toward 7he Sound of Silence. When choosing
repertoire, one should consider authenticity, cultural
relevance, and inclusion. The music selected should
avold perpetuating stereotypes or other social, emo-
tional, or societal issues that might impact a student’s
participation.’

It 1s essential to know your students and their ability
level to better guide their commitment to discovering
deeper implications of the text. Their age and emo-
tional intelligence is an essential concern when select-
ing repertoire. Mature students may do well with more
complex text, but it is important to consider their emo-
tional capacity to process underlying messages. It is also
possible that there will be students who are unable or
unwilling to participate in certain musical selections for
personal or religious reasons. We must be mindful when
selecting repertoire and text to avoid situations where
any student is excluded from the meaningful work of
uncovering deeper meaning of text through thorough
analysis. Flexibility is an important consideration when
designing listening sequences.

We may not always fully understand the nuances of
our students’ lives and personal history. As such, it is
important to be vulnerable and open in order to cre-
ate a classroom environment where students feel com-
fortable relating to text in a personal way. Inevitably,
students will have differing opinions on the meaning
of the text, which is ultimately part of the enjoyment
of deep listening and analysis. Their differing opinions
will help them understand a greater range of interpre-
tation and free them to create their own conclusions
about the meaning of the text. Again, creating a re-
spectful and safe environment is essential to ensure that
every student can share their opinion and feel valued,
despite disagreements with their peers.

Introductory Listening Lessons
and Expectations

Frequently teaching and practicing attentive listen-
ing is an essential musical skill. Setting clear expec-
tations for /ow students should listen is an important
first step in encouraging them to think critically about
what they hear. Teachers should encourage students to
listen in silence, saving their comments until the end
of the piece. If they need to, students can write down
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thoughts as they consider the music so they remember

what they want to contribute to the discussion. Listen-
ing expectations might also include minimizing distrac-
tions outside of talking such as other class work, people
entering/exiting the classroom, announcements, or
phone usage.

Scaffolding shorter aural activities early in the year
helps to build stamina and provides the opportunity for
students to practice finding a sense of calm while they
listen. To help students process aural input, consider
guiding the listening process and encourage them to
attend to specific musical facets. For example, I might
ask them to focus on different types of instruments they
hear, identify the form of the piece, describe the sing-
er’s tone quality, or listen for key reoccurring musical
material. Providing students with a specific task to iden-
tify 1s a great way to encourage them to attend carefully
while giving explicit directives about what careful lis-
tening entails. Once students have learned how to lis-
ten beyond surface level musical material, they can use
those skills to make more informed judgements about
the music and further their own musical interpretation.

Additionally, practice providing appropriate feed-
back. Students may have wonderful musical ideas;
however, if they cannot appropriately communicate
their thoughts, the meaning is lost. An honest discus-
sion about providing feedback is important before
asking students to contribute freely. A teacher might
model their vision of appropriate and thoughtful feed-
back early in the process. Teachers may also offer ex-
plicit instruction about expectations for providing feed-
back, which might be necessary to help guide students
through crafting their comments. Incorporating listen-
ing lessons at the beginning of the year focused specifi-
cally on appropriately responding to music provides the
foundation for future listening activities. The majority
of time in early listening lessons might be spent dis-
cussing how answers such as “this is horrible” or “it’s
good” are personal judgment responses that don’t pro-
vide much information for discussion.

Begin with positive comments only, asking students to
respond to things they appreciate about the music. Too
often, students’ natural response is negative, so by insist-
Ing on positive comments to start, hopetully they learn to
focus on different aspects of the music beyond superficial
judgment. Eventually, the conversation can incorporate
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negatives, but we spend an abundant amount of time
working on how to phrase statements. For example, the
statement “this sucks” is not acceptable, but something
like, “I disliked this piece because it is unaccompanied
and I think it would sound better with instrumental
accompaniment,” is specific and insightful. Students
learn they can disagree about the piece if they can re-
spectfully express that opinion with supporting evidence
and thoughtfulness.

A Four-Step Model
for Intentional Listening

After establishing a valued and respectful listening
culture in the classroom, the real fun of discussing text
can happen. The four-part sequence below has been
effective in my program. The sessions can be separate
or combined and are flexible for the amount of time
available to dedicate to the lesson.

Part 1: Expose students to the music on a surface level

In session one, start the listening activity with a less
familiar version of the song to capture the students’ at-
tention. Presenting a less common arrangement helps
avoid any preconceived notions about the music. It is
also a fantastic opportunity for students to hear and
experience something they may not seek out on their
own. Allow students to experience the music without
any other directive. Instead of asking specific guiding
questions, it is valuable to simply let students embrace
the music and come to their initial conclusions inde-
pendently.

Listen to the audio alone several times to increase
familiarity. Audio recordings provide fewer distractions
and stimulating input so students can focus on the act
of listening. The first time through, ask students only
to listen with no other directives. Before the second
listening, approach students with prompts like: What
instruments do you hear? How does the music make
you feel? Do you recognize the music or does anything
seem familiar about it? What is the form? Does any-
thing repeat or capture your attention? What story is
the music telling? What is it about? Does it remind you
of anything?

After the second listening, ask students to get into
small groups and share their experiences. For the sake
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of efliciency, it may be helpful for you to partner or
group students together. A simple “turn and share” may
be equally effective. Ask students to share what they
noticed based on your initial questions and be ready
to share something about their experience. When they
have had enough time to make connections, ask for
volunteers to share with the whole class. Allow ample
time for students to share and let their ideas expand
and grow. Though it may be time intensive, letting stu-
dents drive the group discussion can lead to valuable
connections and learning;

In The Sound of Silence example, I played the Penta-
tonix version of the song for students first.” I selected
this arrangement knowing that Pentatonix as a group
is currently culturally relevant, so it could be a more
accessible entry point to an unfamiliar piece. There are
many pop-oriented a cappella ensembles that perform
exceptional arrangements of familiar repertoire that
students are easily able to relate to and may even listen
to by choice. With these types of unaccompanied en-
sembles, students can often make connections between
the listening example and their choral music.

Part 2: Connect to previous lessons and expand on common themes
Revisit the text utilizing a new setting. Start by ask-
ing students to review what was previously discussed
in the first listening. Often it is surprising to find what
students do or do not remember from previous listen-
ing experiences. The connections that students make
can help guide further discussions. When students have
sufficiently shared information and ideas, listen to the
next example. Let students hear the example more
than once to provide ample opportunity for them to
formulate thoughtful ideas about the new experience.
Tollow the same general process as with the first ex-
ample. Ask students to only listen the first time without
any priming or directives. The second time, ask stu-
dents guiding questions particularly focused on the text.
Can they understand the text better or worse in this re-
cording? What does the text imply or talk about? Does
the meaning of the text feel different in a new setting?
Continue the process by asking students to discuss with
a neighbor, then be ready to share. Instead of verbal
sharing, teachers might utilize this point in the process
to have students quickly write out their thoughts. Time
restraints are a consideration on how students share
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their thoughts, though allowing students the opportu-
nity to express their opinions about the new setting and
its relevance to the text is critical to the process.

For our second encounter of The Sound of Silence, 1
chose the original version of the song performed and
written by Simon and Garfunkel. As the opening vi-
gnette suggests, students already had experience with
the original piece and had heard it many times without
truly considering the music or the text. After hearing
the seminal recording, students were able to make in-
teresting connections to the Pentatonix arrangement.
Some made surface-level comments about which ver-
sion they liked better, but others were able to connect
to why they had a specific musical preference. Students
were generally able to make better arguments for their
preferences after listening to more than one version.
The original context of the song often changes a lot of
student perspectives, so I was intentional about sharing
the roots of the song after they already shared their
ideas.

FPart 3: Analyze the text in isolation before connecting to another
listening example

For the next event in the listening sequence, provide
a copy of the text to each student. As students silent-
ly read through the text, ask them to highlight or un-
derline any words they do not know or questions they
have about the content. Encourage students to make
connections to their lives, other things they have read,
or phrases that stand out to them. Ask them what ques-
tions they have about the lyrics and allow them to an-
swer each other’s questions. To spark conversation, I
find it helpful to give some insight into my personal
connection to the text. It is also helpful to give students
parameters if they are struggling to share ideas. A more
specific series of questions might be: If you were going
to share three keywords or phrases from the text, what
would they be? What do these words mean to you?
How do these words impact the meaning of the song?

As students share, it is important to listen and ex-
pand on their ideas. Let them guide the conversation,
allowing space to make meaning of the text. Teachers
should model creating connections for the students to
help them feel safe and comfortable as well as demon-
strating what sorts of aspects they might want to con-
sider in the future. Praising students for their contribu-
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tions is also critical to encourage future participation.
When students share, it should not be about right or
wrong answers, but rather about helping them connect
their thoughts to others or to the text itself in meaning-
ful ways.

Hopefully, the structure of the lessons and class-
room environment will help students feel empowered
to share interesting observations about the text. In my
experience, many students are surprised to learn that
they misunderstood keywords or phrases when they
only listened to the music. Reading the lyrics allows
them to think about the meaning of the text without
a direct aural stimulus. I have also found it helpful to
leave questions about the text open ended and let stu-
dents share what speaks to them instead of reading
through the text line by line. By first understanding
what students find important, it is then easier to guide
them through the story the text is telling.

In The Sound of Silence, some students were drawn
to the lines, “In restless dreams, I walked alone, nar-
row streets of cobblestone... and my eyes were stabbed
by the flash of a neon light that split the night,” and
they were able to connect to the narrator of the song
and could visualize the scenario. Other students were
drawn to the emphatic statement, “‘Fools’ said I, ‘you
do not know, silence like a cancer grows.”” The idea
of silence as a cancerous blight that grows and suffo-
cates the narrator of the song resonated deeply with
many students. After listening to this input, I guided
the discussion back to the lines, “people talking without
speaking, people hearing without listening,” facilitating
further discussion. To encourage genuine connections
between the text and students, I had to be willing to
share what these words mean to me and how Paul Si-
mon uses these words to evoke strong emotions in the
listener. As mentioned previously, if I ask my students
to emotionally relate to the music, it is also my respon-
sibility to demonstrate being vulnerable and share my
personal connections to the message of the text.

After the discussion based on text in isolation, to fur-
ther students’ understanding, it may be helpful to pro-
vide them with another arrangement to listen to while
they read along with the text. When students read the
text and listen at the same time, they can synthesize
important concepts. Using The Sound of Silence gave
me the opportunity to share the version of the song
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performed by the heavy metal band Disturbed.® This
gritty version painted a new picture for students and re-
sounded on a different level for many of them. The raw
emotion and rough edges highlighted the importance
of the text. As an extra layer to the listening sequence,
I showed them the music video for our final listening.
The visual aspect provided a stunning new sensory in-
put to digest the music in a way we had not previously
explored.

Part 4: Review previous versions and make connections
As a conclusion to this listening sequence, revisit
each interpretation of the text. Students will often be
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able to make more thorough connections if they have
had plenty of time to process the works and re-examine
them over an extended period. Review clips of each
of the versions of the song to refresh student’s mem-
ories. It may be beneficial to ask a variety of conclud-
ing questions about the experience. Asking students to
compare the renditions of the song and make a musi-
cally informed decision about which one was their fa-
vorite can be a concrete way for students to synthesize
the entirety of the lesson.

A strategy like “Four Corners” will allow students
to share about their preferences in a low-pressure set-
ting. “Four Corners” is a common educational active
engagement strategy designed to stimulate conver-
sation, collaboration, and respectful discourse.” The
flexibility of this particular engagement strategy allows
teachers to encourage discussion and involvement from
all students in a structured but safe environment. To
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implement a “Four Corners” discussion, determine
four different labels or aspects of discussion you want
students to think critically about. Students move to the
corner that most interests them or they agree with the
most. Students discuss in their groups knowing they
must be willing to share at any moment and need to
have respectful arguments to present to the rest of the
class at the end of the discussion. I often used the four
different listening examples of the same piece as the
topic for each of the corners. Students were asked to
go to the corner of the listening example they liked best
and have a dialogue with their corner group about why
they shared that opinion. Then after the allotted time,
they presented their determinations to the whole class.
One might also label corners with “strongly agree,”
“agree,” “disagree,” or “strongly disagree” and select
more guiding questions about the repertoire.'” There
are many creative ways you can fit a strategy like “Four
Corners” into an active engagement environment to
enhance students understanding of the text.

Suggestions for Extensions

Since multiple musical settings to a single text has
been a common practice for centuries, the possible ex-
tensions to a sequenced listening lesson on text settings
are extensive. In choral arrangements alone there are
often several interpretations of the same text. For ex-
ample, by searching for the keyword “stars” on most
major music publication sites, several dozen different
choral settings can be found based on the poetry of
Sara Teasdale. Another example is And So It Goes by Bil-
ly Joel.'' You can use the original version, an arrange-
ment performed by The King’s Singers,'? and a perfor-
mance by the Virginia Women’s Chorus'? as points of
comparison and discussion. You'Tube is a great place to
find examples. In addition, this text allows students to
make emotional connections to a serious song

Other possible extensions might include asking stu-
dents to bring in their own playlists as an avenue to
pursue deeper connections to text. In asking students
to create a deeper understanding of the music and text
of their choice, we can also encourage them to fur-
ther expand their interpretation of the text we present
through the repertoire we select.

The Sound of Silence vignette shows a logical order for
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sequencing an extended listening example focused on
one text in multiple ways. I was impressed and touched
by the level of insight and emotion my students were
able to bring to the conversations we had about this
text. Throughout the year, students continued to re-
quest “THE song,” by which they meant the Pentatonix
version of The Sound of Silence. Since the students cared
deeply about the piece, I even included it as part of our
spring concert repertoire, allowing the students to find
another way to interact and connect to the music.

Conclusion

Listening to many settings of one text is a valuable
and engaging exercise to help students achieve greater
musical sensitivity and deeper interpretation. Teachers
should craft mindful and creative listening activities to
allow students to discover music on their own terms and
make meaningful connections to the aesthetic of the
art."* Thoughtful, student-centric analysis of multiple
settings can also garner a sense of inclusivity and di-
versity in the classroom.'” Students can develop lifelong
creative listening skills and a deep sense of aural musi-
cianship by practicing active listening as part of routine
classroom instruction.

Emily T. Peterson is a graduate student in choral con-
ducting at the University of Wyoming. mpete2117@
gmail.com
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