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What is embedding improvisation and composition into the 
curriculum? 
 
Content and creative practice woven together 
In the simplest of terms, it means to provide students with 
opportunities to demonstrate their learning in music that requires 
problem solving and creative thinking and most of the time, a written 
representation of their understanding. Assignments are an outgrowth of 
the teaching and learning experiences in the classroom, the lesson 
content and curriculum goals. I refer to it as creative application. 
 
Creative work that is directly related to the concepts and skill 
development under study – an outgrowth of curriculum goals, lesson 
content and real time activities and studies experienced in the 
classroom as designed in alignment with the curriculum plan, and under 
the goals and desired student outcomes expressed in national and state 
standards 
 
Curriculum 
Whose curriculum? Under the overarching student learning outcomes 
implied in state and national standards, your curriculum as designed 
and provided by your local district. The approach to the curriculum 
design provided here is interrelated, interconnected with the various 
components of the curriculum in mutual support; including consistent 
opportunities for creative application to develop creative consciousness 
and enduring understandings in improvisation and composition: 
Planning and instruction are designed in support of an interconnected 
curriculum. 
 
Instruction 
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Under the overarching student learning outcomes implied in the 
standards, there are countless ways to design instruction that support 
the nurturing of students’ creative thinking in music and the 
development of knowledge, skills and understandings to improvise and 
compose music.  
 
Embedded Composition/Embedded Assessment  
In essence, creative application is another way of assessing children's 
understanding and ability to apply what they are learning in the general 
music classroom. It is an excellent way that teachers can learn where 
students are in their learning, and where they might need additional 
help from the teacher. 
 
Assessment – Formative, Summative, Authentic 
The product of the task, i.e., the improvisation or composition is an 
assessment. Under the language of Common Core Standards, written 
composition assignments that are an outgrowth of curriculum goals and 
lesson content are “Cornerstone Tasks” that address and represent the 
overarching vision, content standard or student-learning outcome, and 
the “Enduring Understandings” and “Essential Questions.” Teachers can 
design formative assessments during the process. It should be possible 
to develop a rubric directly from the standard that can serve as a 
summative assessment measure. Assessments should authentically 
align with the content and instruction students have experienced, and 
with the criteria of the assignment/cornerstone task 
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Improvisation and composition 

Outgrowth of and interconnected with 
 

General Music Class Content, Instruction, Activities 
Outgrowth of 

 
Curriculum Goals – the Course of Action to Realize Standards 

Outgrowth of 
 

Standards (Goals and Desired Student Learning Outcomes): 
Independent and Autonomous Learner in Abilities to Respond, 

Create and Perform in Music 
Outgrowth of  

 
Overarching Aim/Vision of Standards: Students Will Acquire 

Knowledge, Skills and Understandings for Life Long Meaningful 
Engagement in Music 

 
Big Principles for Designing Improvisation and Composition 
Embedded Tasks 
Use a variety of ways: 1) those that are based on Western forms and use 
the Western notation system to realize compositions 2) Those that are 
holistic both in the nurturing of skills and understanding and in the way 
the pieces are notated, i.e., non traditional notation 3) include creative 
exercises for learning particular concepts, skills or understanding 4) 
Sequential and non-sequential: the creative work can be sequentially or 
mixed with non sequentially ordered creative tasks to align with goals. 
 
Linking or embedding the creative work directly to the goals and 
desired student outcomes in other areas of the music curriculum 
helps teachers to accomplish several aims. 

 Reinforces and deepens learning and understanding in other 
areas of the music curriculum 

 Saves time in trying to accomplish all of the discrete goals and 
objectives articulated in standards and curriculum  

 Provides students with opportunities to work collaboratively and 
to develop social skills 
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 Provides students with opportunities to become independent and 
autonomous in their learning by providing opportunities for 
problem solving, decision-making and choice 

 Helps to develop creative thinking in music right from the start 
 Helps to develop children and youth's creative consciousness 
 Consistency in using creative application results over time in the 

development of skills and understanding for sophisticated 
improvising and composing 

 Consistency in opportunity for creative application throughout K-
12 experience supports the realization of Student Learning 
Outcomes, the development of Enduring Understandings and 
answering of Essential Questions in the areas of improvisation 
and composition 

 Helps to develop children’s organizational skills – group planning, 
practicing, organizing, performing 

 Promotes joy, meaning making and fulfillment by developing 
ability to express life through music 

Teaching and Learning Instructional Practices and Techniques for 
Embedding Composition 

 Context building and teaching and learning through Inquiry: 
Allows for cognitive engagement in the process (part of response 
aims of new standards) 

 Priming activities that involve musical experience (response) 
 Inquiry: before, during, and after the exploring, experimenting 

and decision making process of improvising and composing 
 Clarity in purpose communicated to the students (response) 
 Engagement in lesson content and hands on music making 

activities (create, perform) 
 Build understandings by revisiting initial musical experiences 

and by adding new musical experiences that reinforce skills, 
concepts, and the developing perceptions, enduring 
understandings, and answer essential questions (create, perform) 

 Reflection on the process of creating a product; revise, refine 
 
 
 
 



 5 

21st Century Teaching and Learning Practices: Natural to the 
Process of Embedding I and C 

 Community of learners: working together inside and outside of 
class (when possible); includes research, technology-assisted 
learning and collaborative problem solving (when possible) 

 Collaboration: tasks can be carried out as individual, paired or 
group problem solving 

 Balance in student-centered with teacher as facilitator and 
teacher directed instruction 

 Differentiated instruction to address interest, educational 
background and learning styles 

 Assessments: Numerous and varied formative and summative 
assessments 

 Communication: Emphasis on development of social and 
communication skills 

 Independent and Autonomous Learner: Students learn to 
transfer understandings to new situations via shared, 
collaborative learning and problem solving and independent 
learning: students share in the responsibility of teaching and 
learning 

 Creative Thinking: Applied, “hands on” doing and creating; 
learning in a discipline, not just about a discipline; learning to 
think as and become musicians/composers  

 Disciplinary and interdisciplinary: learning to recognize 
connections across arts and subjects, via studies of works from 
multiple cultural, world and ethnic styles 

 
Assignment Framework  

 Open-ended framework of criteria based on lesson content and 
activities (the assignment)  

 Open-ended assignment makes possible differentiated 
instruction in order to address students’ interests, backgrounds 
and levels of ability/understanding and learning styles 

 Inquiry – Depending on the assignment and age, it is often very 
useful to prepare a set of questions for the composing process. 
You do not have to use each one you prepared, and you can add 
questions while during the real time teaching and learning as 
necessary. 
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 Scaffolding – during the process of composing use more 
questions and help as necessary 

 Differentiated – by the very nature of the process, composing is a 
natural for differentiated teaching and learning. 

 Variety: Offer students a variety in ways to fulfill assignments, 
holistic, traditional Western, non- traditional, with or without 
technology, and with varying levels of organization in the criteria. 
Example: Depending on the curriculum goals, a group might at 
one time during the year improvise or compose according to 12 
bar blues form, and on another day engage in free improvisation 
to gain understandings in how to go about composing program 
music with percussion instruments that represent short 
scenarios, a picture book the students are reading in class or their 
own creative writing, poetry or art. If interdisciplinary, each task 
will require some kind of context building and criteria for 
students to engage in the creative work. Example: writing poetry 
and music to express the poetry. Context building provides a 
cognitive framework of understanding for the students under 
which they can explore and experiment with ideas, and make 
decisions toward a creative product. 

 Point of Departure: The point of departure for the creative work, 
most often realized in the context building/priming experience, 
provides a cognitive framework for the creative work.   

 
Scaffolding  

 Inquiry to guide students’ understanding 
 Ask, don’t tell about possible errors and ways to expand 

ideas: Without telling students what to do to correct an error you 
might observe in their work or ways to develop their ideas, 
comment on that part of the work in a way that might make them 
aware of something they do not understand, or refer back to 
context building experiences and music examples. 

 Struggling students: If a student is struggling, has no idea how to 
explore and experiment with patterns and sounds, and puts 
anything down on paper, that is still a starting point. When the 
student plays the piece, or hears others playing the piece, the 
individual starts to make the connection that what he or she has 
put down on paper has meaning  - and, that he or she has power 
over that meaning. It matters what they write down! This often 
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serves as a very personal point of departure for the learner and in 
his or her understanding.  

 
Sharing/Performing of Students’ Work 

 Sharing and playing of each other’s pieces builds incentive: also 
great for building sight-reading skills 

 Students develop organizational skills, social skills, and musical 
skills when they practice  
and perform their creative products  

 Having students “tell about their piece” before and/or after the 
performance helps them and others to learn and reinforce 
understandings in compositional processes 

  
Assessments 

 Embedded composition assignments are also embedded 
assessments: Teachers are able to obtain a good grasp of where 
the student(s) is in their learning and understanding  

 Variety of Formative and Summative: Many kinds and levels 
depending on goals of the assignment  

 Grades/No grades (see samples) 
 Grades: If grades are necessary, take care in how to grade 

creativity. Sometimes it is best to grade mechanics not creativity 
and to make comments regarding “musical interest” that directly 
relate to the criteria of the assignment and to ongoing 
assignments.  

 Rubrics: Varying kinds of rubrics are useful. Make sure that the 
criteria of the rubric align with task criteria and/or overarching 
enduring understandings. Some rubrics might be cut and dry for 
assessing a creative exercise assigned for the purpose of 
providing the students with an opportunity to demonstrate 
understanding of a concept (and for you to know whether or not 
they have understood the teaching and learning of the concept.).  
In this case, for grading, you might use the percentage of 
measures that have no mistakes, etc. 

 Other rubrics might include several qualitative, descriptive 
categories for assessment and evaluation of students’ learning. In 
this case, creation of a rubric might align exactly with the 
terminology of the national or state Common Core Arts Standards. 
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 Comments: Use comments to help students understand what 
they might be able to do to be more creative, or to correct 
notational skills and so on. There are thought processes that can 
be developed, strategies that composers use. Commenting on 
students' work can add another step in students' learning and 
understanding for subsequent work. 

 
Closing: This work aligns with current educational agendas, 
reconfiguring/recreating of national and state standards to “Common 
Core,” 21st century skills, and national performance assessments for 
teacher education such as the EdTPA. 
 
Examples 
Recorder, for building traditional Western practices and notation in 
composition 
Interdisciplinary Music Composition and Haiku Poetry Writing as 
outgrowth of music listening and music studies in program music, form, 
and the arts as symbol systems for creative expression of ideas and 
feelings – holistic, non traditional notation 
Free Improvisation of scenarios as priming activity for working in 
sound after studies of program music, elements of music and form 
Kindergarten- 2nd grade explorations in sound as outgrowth of studies 
in soft and loud dynamics 
Music forms, Theme and Variation assignments with and without 
technology for MS or HS 
Composition as outgrowth of goals to develop notational skills: 
sound before symbol and creating 
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