
Chapter  6102

In a strophic song, phrase contrasts are rooted in melodic contour differences. In binary form, the melodies 
of  the two sections always are different, too. It’s a matter of  degree. In binary form, the melodies are very different, 
involving other components of  music as you found in examining “Yankee Doodle.” Binary songs usually are longer 
than strophic songs, necessitating a desire for change not only in melodic direction, but in other characteristics as 
well. The contrasts prevent monotony. It’s like life. Every so often, you need a change. The two sections of  a binary 
song typically are of  approximately equal length providing symmetry, but each section has a unique homogeneity of  
musical characteristics. The whole has a balance of  unity and variety.

So, to identify a binary song, you must listen for changes in several musical components. These differences will 
alert you to the start of  a new section. Most binary songs contain contrasts in a combination of  the following musical 
characteristics.

Pitch: A generally high-pitched section often is balanced by a low-pitched section. Sometimes melodic direction 
is contrasted. That is, one section might contain mostly ascending melodic lines and the other section descending one. 
A change in the preponderance of  steps, leaps and/or repeated tones also could constitute a contrast.

Melodic rhythm: The tones in one section could be primarily long while the tones in the other section are 
mostly short. Even and uneven rhythms also are frequently contrasted.

Tempo: One section could be fast and the other section could be slow. In this case, the melodies of  the sec-
tions also will be different, but the tempo change probably will be a more obvious clue that a new section has begun.

Meter: Occasionally, one section will be in duple meter and the other in triple. 

Dynamics: Loud and quiet can be contrasted. Again, the melodies of  the two sections will be different, but a 
sudden change in dynamics will get your attention and will contribute to the overall effect of  the contrast.

Phrase length: A series of  short phrases can punctuate the beginning of  a “B” section. Inversely, a long phrase 
following a series of  short phrases will present a distinct contrast. 

Tone color: A topic change and/or changes in any other musical characteristic(s) could necessitate a change in 
vocal tone color. Keep this in mind as you perform binary songs. Also, instrumental pieces sometimes are in binary 
form. In these cases, a dramatic change in the instruments playing could be an indication that the “B” section has 
begun.

As you know, binary form also can be called “A B” form. Verse	and	refrain is another label frequently applied. 
The “A” section is the verse and the “B” section is the refrain or the chorus. “Yankee Doodle” again will serve as an 
example. You could go on to sing another verse. Here are the words to the second verse.

 Father and I went down to camp, Along with Captain Gooding;

 There we saw the men and boys, As thick as hasty pudding. 

As in strophic form, the melody of  the verse is the same for each repetition. Only the words change. In the refrain/
chorus section, both the melody and the words are repeated. A refrain/chorus is a section of  a song containing the 
exact repetition of  both melody and words. It is sung following every verse.  

Be careful, however, of  jumping to the conclusion that every song with a verse and refrain is in binary form. 
That is not the case. Most songs with a verse and a refrain are in binary form, but not all. The melodies and other 
components in the two sections of  a song must be different for the song to be in binary form. Occasionally in a verse-
and-refrain song, the melody of  the verse is identical to the melody of  the refrain. “This Land is Your Land” is an 
example. If  your class is divided in half  and one half  sings the verse(s) while the other half  sings the refrain, you will 
hear a unison melody. Although this song has several verses and a refrain, it is not in binary form. This is an exception 
to the rule, however. The vast majority of  songs containing verses and a refrain are in binary form. In a song book, 
the word “refrain” usually is printed over the staff  where the refrain begins. Sometimes, but less frequently, the word 
“verse” is printed over the staff  at the beginning of  the song. 

Besides the words “refrain” and “verse” included in the score, there is another notational device that you 
might see that will alert you to binary form. Although this indication is not used exclusively in binary songs and its  
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inclusion does not mean that the song absolutely is binary, in general, it appears more frequently in binary songs than 
in strophic songs. It is another notational “short-cut:” first and second endings, always appearing as a pair. First and 
second ending indications are used when the major portion of  a melody is to be repeated exactly but the last tone or 
last several tones are different. The refrain of  “Jingle Bells” provides an example of  a pertinent application of  first 
and second endings.

Before you see the notation, sing the whole song. Seeing the words to the verse and refrain may help.

 Dashing through the snow, In a one-horse open sleigh;

 O’er the fields we go, Laughing all the way.

 Bells on bob tail ring, Making spirits bright;

 Oh, what fun it is to sing, A sleighing song tonight!

 Jingle bells, Jingle bells, Jingle all the way;

 Oh, what fun it is to ride, In a one-horse open sleigh;

 Jingle bells, Jingle bells, Jingle all the way;

 Oh, what fun it is to ride, In a one-horse open sleigh.

As you sing, listen to hear the two sections. Can you tell when the “B” section begins? After the flowing melody of  the 
“A” section, the repeated pitches of  “Jingle bells” catch your ear. The melodic contours of  “A” and “B” are different 
as is the melodic rhythm. There are many long tones in “A” and several uneven rhythms in “B.” Most times, a sudden 
distinct change will signal the beginning of  the “B” section.

Now, focus on the refrain so that you will understand why the notation is applicable. Sing the refrain and notice 
how the tune repeats except for the melody to “one-horse open sleigh.” If  the tune were an exact repetition, repeat 
signs could be employed to take you back to the beginning of  the refrain. You would sing it again and that would 
be that. However, because of  the difference in the endings of  the melodies, a repeat sign alone will not suffice. Yet, 
because the majority of  the melody does repeat, there is no reason to notate it twice. Herein lies the purpose of  first 
and second endings. Coupled with a repeat sign, they indicate that most of  the melody is repeated, but that there is a 
slight change at the end.

Figure 6.9 shows what the refrain of  “Jingle Bells” looks like with first	and	second	endings. See the “1” with 
the bracket near the end of  the song. This is the first ending. It always has a repeat sign at the end. Now, notice the 
second ending, the “2” with its bracket. These endings mean that you sing to the end of  the first ending, then repeat 
according to the repeat sign directions, but the second time through, skip the first ending and take the second one. 
Stated simply, take the first ending first, repeat, then skip over the first ending to take only the second ending the sec-
ond time. Now, sit up appropriately, hold your book up so that you can see the score and your instructor’s conducting, 
and sing the whole song while following the notation of  the refrain presented here. 

Figure.	6.9
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Your instructor might want you to find and follow first and second endings in music book songs. Remember 
that the presence of  first and second endings does not guarantee that a song is in binary form. Similarly, a song with 
verses and a refrain is not absolutely positively binary, but it probably is. You will have no trouble locating binary songs 
in books with songs for elementary school children. Your instructor probably will want you to sing and/or hear some 
of  these binary songs, perhaps some listed in the “Appendix.” At first he/she will guide you in perceiving the musical 
differences until you can independently identify the sections by yourself.

You could participate in a variety of  activities which will focus your attention on the two sections and their 
musical contrasts. For instance, you might play classroom instruments to highlight contrasts in melodic rhythm, meter, 
tempo and/or dynamics. Use different instruments for each section, but maintain the style of  the song. To show pitch 
contrasts, you could stand or sit as you sing. 

For a more physical involvement, you and/or your instructor could create dances based on the binary form, 
perhaps skipping when the melodic rhythm is uneven and walking when it is even. You could move around in a circle 
for one section and in/out of  the circle for another. Whole-group and partner combinations also could be employed. 
As you plan these performances, keep the style of  the song in mind. The final performance should not only demon-
strate the contrasts, but should be musically satisfying. After identifying the sections of  several binary songs and par-
ticipating in activities portraying the musical differences, you will be able to differentiate between strophic and binary 
songs. Also, you will be ready to move on to another sectional song form.

Ternary Form
A song in ternary	form has three sections. “Tri” is a root of  “ternary,” and “tri” means three as in a tricycle with three 
wheels. Ternary form becomes necessary as a song becomes longer than binary. In a binary song, the musical changes 
to “B” felt comfortable. The change prevented monotony. After a while however another change is desired. Will that 
be a “C” section? Let’s find out by examining life, the root of  form.

If  you have been at home for many months (A), going away (B) feels great. However, after being away for a 
while, most people yearn for home (A). We almost always say “It’s good to be home,” rather than “Let’s go someplace 
else!” So, will the third section be a “C” section? No. Because there is a human tendency to want to return to the 
familiar, the third section will be a return to “A.” A song in ternary form is “A B A.” 

So to identify a song in ternary form, listen for the same types of  musical differences as in binary form and then 
add a repetition of  the first section. If  you can recognize a binary song, ternary identification will not be difficult. Before 
you sing and see the score of  a familiar ternary song, there’s one more notational “short-cut” that you should understand.

You have already been introduced to two notational devices that affect form and save composers work and 
paper: repeat signs and first/second endings. Knowing musicians’ propensity for efficiency, you might expect them 
to find a way to repeat a whole section without writing it again even if  the repeated section is at the beginning of  the 
piece. Yes, they have and once again they’ve used Italian terminology. “From the beginning” in Italian is	Da	Capo		
(dah kah'poh). Think of  a cap which you wear on the top of  your head. A “Da Capo” indication means you go to the 
top or the beginning, of  the piece. “The end” in Italian is Fine, pronounced fee'nay. When you see “Fine,” you know 
you are at the end and should stop singing. In a ternary song, the “Da Capo” will appear at the end of  the last printed 
staff. It could appear in several variations: “Da Capo” could be written out or abbreviated D.	C. or could be written as 
D.	C.	al	Fine. Any of  these indications mean you should go back to the beginning, repeat the first section and then 
stop at “Fine.” The result is “A B A.” Figure 6.10 is the score of  “Shoo, Fly, Don’t Bother Me,” a familiar song in ternary 
form. You can see the D. C. and the Fine. While following the score, sing and hear the ternary form. Get into a singing 
position and hold up your book so that you can see the score in Figure 6.10 while still looking at your instructor.

Next, sing “Shoo, Fly” to focus on the musical differences between the “A” and “B” sections. Notice the uneven 
melodic rhythm in the first section that contrasts with the even melodic rhythm in “B.” The repeated tones in that “B” 
section differ greatly from the continual melodic movement in “A.” The “Shoo, Fly” section seems bouncy because of  the 
melodic movement and uneven rhythm, whereas the even, repeated tones in the “B” section create a nearly lyrical effect. 
As you sing, reflect the differences through tone color and don’t forget the dynamic differences you already learned 
to perform. This should be an extremely musical performance.
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Figure.	6.10

Sing other songs in ternary form and/or listen to songs and instrumental pieces presented by your instructor. 
As in binary form, note the musical components that characterize the sections. As you progress, differentiate between 
songs in strophic, binary and ternary form. Sing, move and play instruments to show the form. Make music!

Another Form And some little AdditionAl PieCes 
The majority of  the songs that elementary children sing are in strophic, binary or ternary form. Most of  the songs for 
young children are in strophic form because the songs are short. As the students grow, longer songs are appropriate 
so binary and ternary ones become the norm. Of  course, there are exceptions in both cases. In addition to these 
forms, there is another form, rondo, with which you should become familiar. It is easy to identify and will be useful 
in the classroom.

rondo Form
Rondo	form	is an extension of  binary and ternary forms. As you know, binary form has two sections, A and B, and 
ternary has three sections, A B A. A classic rondo has five sections: A B A C A. Think about life to understand why 
this form exists: Home, away, home, away to a different place and home. 

Although rondo form is used almost exclusively in instrumental compositions, a slight modification of  the clas-
sic rondo to A B A C A D A or even longer makes it a useful form for classroom composition. All the students can 
learn a rhyme or rhythm to comprise the “A” section. Then individuals can improvise or insert short compositions for 
the contrasting sections. Also, several students might work together to create a rhyme or rhythm for “B,” “C” or even 
more sections. For instance, use this as the “A” for a speech rondo: 

  /   /   /   /   /   /   /   /
Here's  a  lit - tle ryhme to say,  It  will work just fine for "A."

If  you want to try this, your instructor will lead you in speaking this “A” section in a middle range voice with an even 
rhythm of  the words while you use body percussion to keep the beat, perhaps in a duple meter. He/she then will help 
you form groups of  about four people and will assign you a section of  the rondo, such as “B.” The number of  groups 
will determine the number of  sections. 


