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POP MUSIC SPEAKS VOLUMES TO YOUNG STUDENTS. “Kids already love music; they just 

may not love the music that’s being taught to them in school,” says Dick Siegel, an 

adjunct instructor in the music school of the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, 

and coordinator of the High School Singer-Songwriter Program at Interlochen Center 

for the Arts. “The music programs in some schools—the songs are kind of archaic, 

really, when you think about the music that kids are actually interested in. If you 

were to present pop music to them—diff erent versions of it, diff erent approaches 

to it—in an educational setting, I think you would fi nd you’d have many more 

interested in learning about music. [At Interlochen,] when someone sings a song, 

the others often say something like, ‘That sounds just like Fall Out Boy. I would buy 

that.’ What it shows to me is there is a lot of interest in contemporary music. They are 

constantly listening—to a degree that wasn’t even possible before the Internet.”

While students are rampantly sharing their tastes in music, a stigma often keeps pop 

songs out of the classroom. “You want a balanced diet—vegetables and dessert,” says 

Darla Hanley, dean of the Professional Education Division at Berklee College of Music 

in Boston, Massachusetts. “I see popular music as both of those. It’s not only candy, but 

it has historically been treated that way in classical conservatories that are teaching 

only classical repertoire.”

Hanley, president of the Association for Popular Music Education, works with an 
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escalating number of educators who champion 

the use of pop music. “It’s all about making 

music education relevant for students. And 

with the increased access to technology, the 

exposure to popular music is exploding.” The 

tech component is key. “When I was a K–12 

teacher, if I didn’t own it, I didn’t have 

anything else at my fi ngertips. Teachers today, 

if they’re in the middle of a lesson and decide 

there’s an Ed Sheeran tune or Maroon 5 song 

that would be great for the students to hear, 

they can go straight to the computer and 

students can be hearing that example in 

seconds. The access is allowing us to blur the lines and 

make education more relevant for young people.”

Yet some stumbling blocks still remain, including that 

of clout, notes Scott Burstein, director of music education 

at Little Kids Rock, a nonprofi t organization based in 

Verona, New Jersey, and a member of the Music Education 

Policy Roundtable, that provides free music instruction 

and instruments to under-served public school districts. “If 

you talk to people about what they’re studying, no one is 

going to say they took this great class in popular music 

education. In many places in the U.S., it still doesn’t exist.” 

Although the number of popular music classes at universi-

ties is on the rise, “Most of these programs have classes in 

how to become a popular musician, but not how to teach 

it. If you’re a teacher and you teach as you were taught—

and you didn’t get any instruction in popular music 

education—what are you going to do?”

Getting Started
For starters, teachers should venture out of their comfort 

zones. “There’s a basic fear of the unknown,” remarks 

Burstein. “Teachers think they don’t know how to do 

this, and are a little scared to do it around their kids. 

Some also worry if the kids are more familiar with the 

music than they are.” Some teachers, then, take popular 

music and teach it in a traditional way. “They think, ‘We 

are good with using pop music but we’re still going to 

recite it because we’ve got to do well at the festivals, so 

everyone work on reciting this piece.’ The biggest pieces 

they aren’t doing are the improvisation and composition 

portions of it.”

As with any lesson, it’s important to familiarize 

yourself with the material before bringing it to the 

students. “A lot of music teachers don’t understand the 

musical aspects of hip-hop,” says William Smith, assistant 

professor of music technology at Bowie State University 

in Maryland, who used to head a hip-hop music educa-

tion association. “I suggest, before implementing it in the 

classroom, take some time to study it yourself, and to 

understand the mechanics of it. The mechanics of 

hip-hop are very usable in an educational situation. The 

music talks about current events and uses pop culture in 

language that’s appealing to 

kids. It’s very useful in 

educating kids about 

language and creating poetry, 

and you can use it in many 

diff erent classes.”

What to Do—
and Not Do
Once a teacher is ready to 

infuse the classroom with 

popular music, the sky’s the 

limit in terms of lesson plans. 
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NAfME’s Council for IN-ovations
As the trend toward 
introducing popular 
music in the classroom 
gains momentum, 
NAfME’s Council for 
IN-ovations continues 
to provide excellent 
resources for teachers 
to connect and share 
information.

“We have had lots of 
other councils to 
champion our tradition-
al music groups, but we 
didn’t have a structure 
to champion other kinds 

 of PreK–12 performing 

Schools in Florida and 
Council Chair.

IN-ovations is 
building an infrastruc-
ture to connect music 
educators who are 
stepping into non-tradi-
tional realms. Upcoming 
offerings include a 
webinar about teaching 
popular music within a 
traditional music 
classroom setting. Also 
in the works is a 
database and social 
media network of those 
who are teaching 
popular music and 
those who are interest-

ed in going in that 
direction.

“We want teachers 
to be able to share their 
ideas: some of the 
battle scars, and some 
of the things that work 

help with the political 
infrastructure to go 
forward and not be 

share ideas on curricu-

the kids in the door, 
continuing to engage 
them.”

along with supporting 
some of NAfME’s other 
councils, IN-ovations is 

movers and shakers [in 
pop music education] 
and make it be not just 
OK but important to 

change that perception 
takes a while, but it can 
be done.”

For more informa-
tion on the IN-ovations 
Council, see the NAfME 
website at nafme.org, 
and look for the “Societ-
ies and Councils” page 

section.

“One of the things that 
will lead to the biggest 
success in popular mu-
sic education is the 
pre-service teacher 

fortable doing it and 

be better at working 

—Scott Burstein



teachers and students.

Don’t think of popular music as a 

one-and-done lesson. “It needs to be 

embedded and threaded throughout 

the year,” says Hanley.

Don’t be a perfectionist. “If I were a 

classroom teacher, I wouldn’t try to 

reinvent the wheel,” notes Burstein. 

“The first thing most teachers do is 

listen to the song and try to figure out 

all parts. One of our core values is 

approximation: It doesn’t have to be 

perfect.”

Do let the students help select the 

songs. “Any time you engage them 

and involve them in the decision- 

making process, the more committed 

they will be,” says Smith. “Maybe 

they can come up with the list at the 

beginning of the semester; then, 

selections are made based on the 

teacher’s level of comfort.”

Do choose music that’s appropriate. 

“With popular music, by design, the 

focus isn’t necessarily on something 

we want to emphasize in a school 

setting,” says Hanley. “But if teachers 

are careful and thoughtful, 

you can find a song that has 

wonderful lyrics that will help 

you show a young person they 

can express themselves and 

tell a story. There are many 

wonderful things you can do 

with popular music that you 

can’t do with other styles 

because the student doesn’t 

make that personal connec-

tion instantly.”

Don’t be afraid to cut loose. “If you’re not comfortable 

improvising, it’s hard to teach other people to improvise,” 

says Burstein. As part of its annual conference, Little Kids 

Rock offers jam sessions that encourage teachers to 

improvise. “One of the things that will lead to the biggest 

success in popular music education is the preservice 

teacher prep. If you feel comfortable doing it and practice 

doing it, you’ll be better at working with your students.”

Do make connections between this music and other 

subjects. Says Smith, “Pop music can be so useful in the 

classroom because it can bring in broader concepts of 

economics, why pop music is 

the way it is, the minimalism 

in the chords, [etc.].”

Do share ideas with your 

peers. “I would advise the 

young teachers to show some 

things to the veteran teachers 

in the same the way I want 

the veteran teachers to work 

with the new teachers,”  

says Hanley.

Do tailor your lessons for the age and skill levels of your 

class. “I can have younger children keeping the steady 

beat to any popular song. They can play rhythm 

instruments and sing the chorus every time it comes 

around,” says Hanley. As for older students, “They can 

compare two versions of the song or more. Or, better 

yet, the teacher can stop the song at the bridge and have 

the students tell me what happens—they can finish it. 

No matter what age they are, you are engaging them in 

a way where they’re part of an experience they can 

make their own.”�
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Sample Lesson Plans
Ready to add pop music to your classroom? Darla Hanely, dean of the Professional 
Education division at Berklee College of Music in Boston, Massachusetts, offers these 
plug-and-play lesson plans that can be adapted for students in middle and high school.

1. “Happy” (Pharrell Williams)
GUIDING QUESTION: How does music 

your “happy” sound?
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How does 
understanding the context and structure 
of music inform a response?
ACTIVITIES: Play a recording of “Happy,” 
and ask the students to identify musical 
elements such as instrumentation, 
meter, and style (e.g., male vocalist,  
backup singers, hand clapping, keyboard, 
bass, drums, duple meter, pop).
THINK/PAIR/SHARE: 
• Ask students to listen and describe 
how the mood of happiness is depicted in 

this music.
• Distribute drumsticks and bucket 
drums. Ask students to imitate rhythm 
patterns (call-and-response style) and 
play them along with the recording. Vary 

patterns including steady pulse, 
subdivisions, rests, and syncopations. 
Vary how the buckets are played. Select 
student leaders to initiate the call and 
create patterns for the class to imitate.
• Review the vocabulary of verse, 
chorus, and bridge, and ask students to 
create and perform rhythm patterns that 
correspond with each section of the 
song.

2.  “Lovefool” (The Cardigans), 
“Lovefool” (Kat Edmonson), “Lovefool” 
(Bria Skonberg), “Love Is for Fools” 
(Mint Condition)
GUIDING QUESTION: How does music 
change your mood? Why do we often 
express feelings like angst in song?
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we 
judge the quality of musical works and 
performances?
ACTIVITIES:  Play a recording of 
“Lovefool” by The Cardigans, and ask 
students to identify musical elements 
such as instrumentation, meter, and style 
(e.g., female vocalist, back up singers, 
keyboard, bass, drums, duple meter, pop).
THINK/PAIR/SHARE: 
• Ask students to describe the problem 

outlined in the song. How is this emotion 
(her angst) depicted in the lyrics? 
• Play a recording of Edmonson’s 
“Lovefool,” and ask students to listen to 
the instruments. What instruments are 
used to accompany the singer (horns: 
trumpet, trombone, tuba)? How do the 
horns contribute to the expression of the 
problem (dissonant harmonies, moaning 
sounds, sustained)? How does the music 
change during the chorus (Latin style, 
prominent keyboard and percussion)?
• Play Skonberg’s “Lovefool,” and ask 
students to identify musical elements 
such as instrumentation, meter, and style. 
How does this version compare to the 
others? Which version do students 
prefer? Why? Write responses in journals.

“There are many wonder-
ful things you can do with 

popular music that you can’t 
do with other styles because 

the student doesn’t make 
that personal connection 
instantly.” —Darla Hanley


