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RHYTHM

CHAPTER

Rhythm makes music flow. It can make your foot tap and your body bounce or it could make you dreamy and relaxed.
Rhythm is a major factor contributing to the emotional impact of music.
In this chapter, you will focus on three basic components of rhythm and will form concepts of them:

will:

•

Beat - the most fundamental rhythmic component providing the underlying steady pulse of the music ranging from fast to slow;

•

Melodic rhythm - the long or short, even or uneven durations that occur in a melody;

•

Meter - the grouping of beats, most typically in groups or two or three, in which a strong, stressed, downward-feeling beat begins each group.

In order to form a concept of each of the components and to develop the skills necessary for performance, you
•

explore - life experiences, sounds and/or feelings for each of the components;

•

sing - children’s songs exemplary of each of the components while sitting in a lifted posture conducive to
breath support;

•

move - various parts of your body to feel the rhythm and to focus on the particular aspect receiving attention;

•

perform - with body percussion using musical gestures and perhaps play classroom instruments, focusing
on each component separately and then progressing to combinations with class members and/or individually;

•

explore - sounds found in your classroom and use them as sound sources for accompaniments;

•

internalize - songs or portions of them;

•

perform and/or create - ostinatos and/or percussion scores;

•

listen - to a variety of pieces of music, some found online, to aurally perceive the targeted component;

•

read - some iconic and traditional rhythm notation;

•

listen - to music from different genres and describe the overall rhythmic feeling of a musical selection and
your emotional response to it.

Rhythm is fundamental to creating the overall mood of a musical selection. In many cases, it is the component
you most readily notice when you hear music. You sense the general feeling as being slow and relaxing or fast and energetic. Your perception of the various aspects of rhythm contributes to your emotional response to the music. As you
participate in the learning activities, your perception will heighten so that your listening experiences will become more
fulfilling.
Rhythm is about time. One aspect is about the fast-slow continuum. These are relative terms. Think about “fast”
for a bicycle as compared to “fast” for an airplane or about fast for a snail as compared to fast for a cheetah. Tiny
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______ ___ _____ ___ _____ ___ __________ __________
I've
been work - ing on
the rail road
______ ___ _________ _________ _____________________
All
the live long
day
Figure. 2.18
Your instructor might want to provide more songs and/or recorded selections for practice in performing
melodic rhythm and discriminating between long/short and even/uneven sounds. Or, he/she might want you to go
online to find some examples. You could begin by searching “nursery rhymes.” Those in poem form provide an opportunity to practice performing the rhythm of the words, while vocal versions are good for melodic
rhythm. If you check several sources, you might find slight variations in the same rhyme. The rhymes are
old and many have been passed along aurally, so changes are bound to occur. Select one and stick with
it. The same is true for the songs listed in the "Appendix," another resource available to you. Look at
the Descriptive Comments to find a song with specific melodic rhythm characteristics. Perhaps you could write line
notation for a portion of the melody to these or songs you already know. As you listen, sing, perform and/or write,
pay careful attention in order to be able to describe the melodic rhythm in terms of long/short and even/uneven.

Performing Precise Melodic Rhythm
Precise, pure, unencumbered melodic rhythm needs only a melody. No words are necessary for a tune to have melodic
rhythm. Sing “Are You Sleeping?” and perform the melodic rhythm. Now rather than singing the words, sing the
melody on the syllable “oo.” Although the sound is smooth and continuous, the tones still are there, so the melodic
rhythm remains. Perform the melodic rhythm while singing the melody on “oo.”
It is not uncommon for melodies to have two or more melodic tones performed on one syllable of a word. For
instance, sing “America.” Now focus on the end of the song: “From ev’ry mountain side, Let freedom ring.” Notice
that although the word “ev’ry” contains only two syllables, you sing four different tones. Similarly, “Let” is a onesyllable word with two tones in the melodic rhythm.

_____ __ __ __ __ ______ __ _____ __ __ _____ _____ _________
From ev' - ry
moun - tain side, let
free - dom ring.
So, when you are performing the melodic rhythm, your attention must be concentrated on the tones of the melody,
not on the words. Perform the melodic rhythm of “America.” Don’t get caught on the difficult spots. Your instructor
might want you to perform the melodic rhythm to other songs in which more than one melodic rhythm tone is heard
on a single syllable. Careful listening and practice are needed for precision performance of melodic rhythm.

Other Activities for Practicing Melodic Rhythm
It’s fun to perform the melodic rhythm of a song while internalizing the song itself. Sing “This Old Man” and perform
the melodic rhythm on a chosen medium. Now, internalize the song but perform the melodic rhythm. If everyone in
the class is precise, the effect is exceptionally satisfying.
To make the performance more interesting and more challenging, use different sounds or perhaps silent gestures for different parts of the song. For instance, sing “Shoo, Fly, Don’t Bother Me” in preparation for this activity.
For the words “Shoo, Fly” make a waving away gesture as if you were trying to make a fly go away. Be sure the gesture
has two distinct parts to fit the melodic rhythm of “Shoo, Fly.” For the melodic rhythm of “Don’t bother me,” clap
in a crisp determined style; the fly is definitely irritating and you are resolved to get rid of it. Then step the melodic
rhythm of “For I belong to somebody.” Do the gestures and sounds while singing, then while internalizing the song.
You could replace the body percussion with environmental sounds and/or classroom instruments.
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A portion of the melodic rhythm of a song can make an interesting rhythmic ostinato. Remember that a rhythmic ostinato is a short repeated rhythm pattern. Sing “Yankee Doodle” to be sure that everyone knows the words and
melody. Now, perform the melodic rhythm on a chosen medium. If that goes well, move on to the ostinato. Use the
rhythm of “called it macaroni” for an ostinato. Decide what medium you will use for the performance. Also decide
who will perform the ostinato. The ostinato should not overwhelm the song, but should be heard. Probably the balance will be good if about one-fourth to one-third of the class performs the ostinato. For an introduction, let the
people performing the ostinato begin. Then the class will sing the song while the ostinato continues. When the song
is over, the ostinato could continue for a special ending called a coda. Your instructor will lead you.
Your instructor may want you to explore other possibilities for this song or to practice selecting appropriate
portions of other songs to be used for an ostinato. The section of the song used is a major factor in determining the
difficulty of the task. In general, portions with even rhythms will be easier than portions with uneven rhythms. If your
class is not challenged by a single ostinato, try layering several. In each case, however, be sure to pay careful attention
to the balance between the song and the various ostinatos.
Many songs are recognizable through melodic rhythm alone. Play a game. On the board, list the titles of songs
every class member knows. At first, you might list about five, but as you play the game, the list could grow. Next, select
someone to perform the melodic rhythm of one of the songs listed. When the performance begins, the other class
members try to determine the song. Answers could be stated verbally or class members could join in as soon as they
know the answer.
For a variation on the preceding game, use line notation. Either the instructor or class members could write the
beginning portion of about five known songs in line notation and number them. The objective is to name the song
that matches the notation. One by one, sing the songs or at least the beginning of them and perform the melodic
rhythm. Then hold up the number of fingers to indicate which notation fits the melodic rhythm of the song just
performed.
This line notation matching game also can be played with instrumental pieces or unknown songs. In this
case, the instructor would select about three pieces of music. He/she then would write the line notation of the beginning portion of the melodic rhythm of the musical selections on the board, add a bogus one and number them. The
students then listen to the music he/she plays to match the melodic rhythm with the line notation. The students could
raise the number of fingers to indicate their answer or give another predetermined signal.
Here are two examples of the game that you can try alone. Look over the line notations to notice the general
characteristics of each choice. Notice the beat strokes under the lines. These will give you a point of reference. You
might establish a beat and try to speak the melodic rhythm on a neutral syllable. When you’re ready, listen to the beginning of each piece of music. You might want to listen more than once. When you have matched the melodic rhythm
with the notation, write the name of the piece on the line provided.
The first example is based on melodies in three symphonies. To find the music, enter “the name
of the composer + the number of the symphony + the movement (section) if applicable, along with the
name of your video service,” like this example: Haydn Symphony 94 2nd movement YouTube. Here are
the names of the three symphonic pieces followed by four choices of line notation for the rhythm of
the first 16 beats of the melody. The bogus line is included to keep you listening carefully to all three of the pieces.
No guessing!

Music Selections
Haydn Symphony 94 2nd Movement with name of video service
Beethoven Symphony 7 2nd Movement with name of video service
Mozart Symphony 40 with name of video service
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Music Selections
Haydn Symphony 94 2nd Movement with name of video service
Beethoven Symphony 7 2nd Movement with name of video service
Mozart Symphony 40 with name of video service
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Rhythm Line Notation
Melodic RhythmMelodic
Line Notation
Choice
#1isis _________________________
Choice #1
_ _ __ _ _ __ _ _ __ __
_ _ __ _ _ __ _ _ __ __
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
_ _ __ _ _ __ _ _ __ __
_ _ __ _ _ __ _ _ __ __
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
Choice #2
#2isis _________________________
Choice

__ __ __ __ __ __ ____ __ __ __ __ __ __ ____
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
__ __ __ __ __ __ ____ __ __ __ __ ____ ____ (repeats)
(repeats)
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/

Choice #3
#3isis _________________________
Choice
____ ____ _ _ __ ________ ________
/
/
/
/ /
/
/
/
____ ____ _ _ __ _________________
/
/
/ / /
/
/
/
Choice#4
#4isis _________________________
Choice
(onefull
full
sound,
then
begin)
(one
sound,
then
begin)

____ __ __ ____ ____ ____ __ __ ____ ____
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
____ __ __ ____ ____ ____ __ __ ____
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/

(repeats)
(repeats)

You could hear the melodic rhythm of the main symphony melody, called the theme, in the first 16 beats of
music. Because it is the primary melody that provides cohesiveness to that section, or movement, it is performed
many times. You can focus on the melodic rhythm to hear the repetitions. Most times the tune will be the same, too,
but there could be variations. So, now, your instructor might want you to hear more of the movements of these symphonies and signal when you hear the melodic rhythm of the line notation sample occur. If you are not doing this in
class, you could count the repetitions.
Here’s the second example of the line notation matching game. These are songs from The Wizard
of Oz. Search by the ”name of the song + the name of your video service.”

Music Selections
“Ding! Dong! The Witch is Dead”
“Somewhere Over the Rainbow” beginning with those words
“We’re Off to See the Wizard” beginning with those words
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Contrasting Duple and Triple Meters
Duple and triple meters exist because of a difference in feeling. They reflect different actions and movements in life.
Meter is another expressive component of music.
In order to establish and contrast the two feelings, stand up to step the beat and to bend your knee slightly
on the metric accent. Start with duple meter. Count aloud, stressing the “1” a bit while stepping and bending. The
“up-down” duple feeling will be obvious as you consistently bend the same knee. Now, go to triple meter. Continue
to speak the counting, step the beat and bend for the metric accent. The knee being bent now will alternate between
your two legs, resulting in a swaying or swinging feeling of triple meter. Lean into the swing. This is the feeling of
triple meter.
Now use the rhyme “Roses are Red, Violets are Blue” to hear the contrast in speech and to reflect each of the
feelings with your voice. This rhyme normally is spoken in triple meter. Speak it with appropriate vocal inflections
while performing body percussion or silent gestures that reflect the triple-meter feeling.

Meter:
Words:

1

2

3

Ros - es

are

1

2

1

3

red,

2

Vio - lets

3

are

1

2

blue…..

Now, in order to feel the effect of a metric change from triple to duple, establish a duple feeling, then say the rhyme
again reflecting the meter with your voice and gestures.

1

Meter:
Words:

1

2

Roses are

2

red,

1

2

Violets are

1

2

blue…..

For a challenge, establish a triple meter feeling through body percussion. Perform your triple group four times
as an introduction, then say the rhyme in triple meter. Without loosing a beat, switch your body percussion to duple
meter. Perform four duple groups, then say the rhyme in duple meter. You could switch back to triple to end. Instead
of body percussion, instruments could perform the accompaniment.
The meter of songs also can be changed to give a very different effect. Sing “Oh, Where, Oh, Where has my
Little Dog Gone?” in duple meter as follows. Perform a clear vocal inflection so that listeners could determine the
meter.

Meter:

2

Words:

Oh,

1

2

Where, oh,

1

2

1

where, has my little

2

dog

1

gone…..

Obviously, meter does affect the feeling of a song. Your instructor might want you to contrast duple and triple meter
using other rhymes and songs.
After participating in the preceding activities, you now should be ready to determine the meter of pieces you
hear. Use this procedure to determine the meter of a piece that you do not know.
1.

Find the beat. Keep the beat with a small gesture. Resist the temptation to go to the next step quickly.
Keep the beat and listen.

2.

Determine the metric accent. Make a downward gesture for this stronger beat. Do it several times to be
sure it fits. If it feels strange, stop to listen a bit more, then try it again.

3.

Call the metric accent “1.” Say it quietly to yourself. Say only “1” while continuing to be aware of the
other beats.

4.

Continue counting after the “1,” calling the next beat “2.” If there is yet another beat before the next “1,”
call it “3.” You will find yourself counting either “1, 2” or “1, 2, 3” in a repeated pattern. The answer to
the question, “What is the meter of this piece?” is the highest number you reach before returning to “1.”
So the answer will be either “2” or “3” or you may prefer “duple” or “triple.” Also determine if the song
begins on a down beat or an up beat. These skills will be particularly important for song leading.
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Rimsky-Korsakov “Flight of the Bumblebee”
Tchaikovsky “Andante Cantabile”

From “Best Songs” lists
The Bee Gees “Stayin’ Alive”
Michael Jackson “Billie Jean”
U2 “One” also called “One Love”
Chuck Berry “Johnny B. Goode”
During your second hearing, notice your emotional response to the rhythm. Yes, other music components are
involved in eliciting your response, but for now, try to focus on just the rhythm and the feeling you derive from it. You
need listen to only a bit, but if you’re enjoying the experience, you most certainly do not have to stop! Here are some
words that may help you identify your emotional reaction to the rhythm of the piece(s).

Descriptive words for feelings:
Positive: relaxed, calm, peaceful, reflective or happy, excited, exhilarated, uplifting
Negative: nervous, tense, frightened, sad or frustrated, irritated, agitated, angry
Use the descriptive words lists as you listen to the piece(s) designated by your instructor. Of course, you and/
or your instructor could modify or add to the lists. Follow his/her directions for indicating your aural perception of
the rhythm and your emotional response to it.
With the help of the descriptive word lists, did you describe the rhythmic feeling? Your emotional response?
The aural perception of the rhythm is an objective task. The rhythm generally is fast, moderate or slow. Listeners will
agree on this. In contrast, the feeling is subjective and personal. There is no right or wrong answer because your feelings are valid – period. However, most people probably will respond in a broadly similar matter. Your instructor will
decide how to proceed with your answers to these questions.

A Little Bit of Notation
When you think of music notation, you may be envisioning of all kinds of symbols, like the ones Figure 2.30.

Figure. 2.30
Also, you may wonder how you’ll ever learn all their names and definitions. Stop worrying now. That is not at all what
this section is about. In the first place, it says, “A Little Bit” and that’s what it means. Also, let’s clarify the meaning of
the word “notation” by comparing it to written words.
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The word “cat” is not a warm, fuzzy, living, breathing animal. It’s a word that represents the real object and has
meaning only if you have experienced a cat. Take it one step further. The word “cat” is comprised of three separate
sounds, c a and t, that are combined to form the word. Prior to learning to read the word, students must have had an
aural experience with the sounds. For instance, they must have listened to and pronounced the “ c ” sound so that the
letter they see represents that specific sound. Learning to read the letter “ c ” is not difficult if the aural preceded the
visual. The letter “ c ” is a written representation of a sound that combines with other sounds to form a word that
represents the real object.
Notation serves a similar purpose. Notation is a written representation of a specific aspect of sound that when
performed combines with other sounds to create music. Notation is not audible nor does it convey feeling like real
music does. Notation has meaning only if you have experienced the sound(s) for which it stands.
In the earlier sections of this chapter, you listened to and felt beat, melodic rhythm and meter. Because of your
previous experiences with their feelings and relationships, notation representing those components of music will be
meaningful to you. Notation will not be a bunch of strange-looking symbols, but a visual representation of sounds,
feelings and relationships that you previously developed.
Let’s get started learning a little bit of notation that represents the sounds and feelings of rhythm with which
you are familiar.
All note values in rhythm notation are representations of sounds of various durations in relation to the beat.
The beat is the measuring unit. As you know, it can be at a moderate tempo, a faster tempo or a slower tempo. The
tempo does not matter; the consistent steadiness does. The beat itself is NEVER notated. It is ALWAYS felt, but
NEVER notated. That is why so much emphasis was placed on internalizing the beat. In order to read rhythm notation accurately, you must internally feel the beat. You can do that. So let’s move on.
Notes that represent sound durations have three general relationships to the beat:
1.

The duration is equal to one beat;

2.

The duration is longer than one beat;

3.

The duration is shorter than one beat.

Yes, there are degrees of longer and shorter. We won’t be covering nearly all of them, but will limit the number to
those frequently used in elementary school music.
Start by establishing a beat of moderate tempo to sing “Are You Sleeping?” The objective of this experience
is to determine the relationship between the beat and the melodic rhythm. You may perform the beat by stepping or
by patting with one hand. Now, for just the words, “Are You Sleeping? Are You Sleeping?” simultaneously perform
the melodic rhythm. If you are stepping the beat, clap the melodic rhythm. Or, perform each aspect with a different
hand. If you can’t perform both, get a partner. One of you can clap the beat while the other claps the melodic rhythm.
Compare your motions. What is the relationship between the beat and melodic rhythm? The beat and melodic rhythm
are of equal duration. Take a faster tempo and then a slower one, still performing both the beat and the melodic
rhythm. The relationship didn’t change.
In order to write it, you’ll need a symbol to indicate that the duration of a sound is equal to the duration of a
beat at any tempo. Traditionally, and in the great majority of songs for children, this symbol is a quarter note.

The critical aspects of a written quarter note are (1) the filled-in head and (2) a stem. Direction is not important. The
staff is not important. The only aspects that count are the filled-in head and the stem. All of these are quarter notes
and all represent a sound equal to the duration of a beat.
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Establish the beat, then sing and perform the melodic rhythm while looking at the quarter note notation below.

In this case, the notation represented a sound in the melodic rhythm. However, the notation could represent
any sound. Let’s use your speaking voice. Establish the beat, then speak this.

Notation also can be used for body percussion and instrumental accompaniment performances. In order to
make the patterns interesting, let’s insert some silences. You internalized different numbers of beats while continuing
to feel them. Earlier you used “ / ” for a performed beat and “ . ” for an unperformed beat. The performance of
notation that represents sounds and silences equal to a beat can result in the same effect. A quarter rest represents a
period of silence equal to one beat. A quarter rest looks like this.

It can be on a staff, but the staff does not affect it.
Establish a beat and choose a medium of performance, then read this notation to perform the sounds it represents.

Try the ones in Figure 2.31. The direction of the note head and stem does not affect its duration. Change the tempo
and the performance medium.

Figure. 2.31
Perhaps your instructor will lead you in performing one or more of these as an accompaniment to recorded music or
to a song such as “Yankee Doodle.”
You know that duple and triple meter have different feelings because of the number of beats in each group.
Because of the importance of meter, a notational symbol was essential. The meter signature is placed at the beginning of a piece so that performers can establish the feeling prior to performing. It is placed only at the beginning,
so you have only one chance to see it. The metric feeling is the upper of two symbols and always is written with a
number. Unsurprisingly, a “2” represents duple meter and a “3” represents triple meter. In elementary children’s
songs, “4” also is common. The bottom symbol or number indicates the kind of note with a duration equal to one
beat. You know that a quarter note usually represents a duration equal to one beat, so a quarter note sometimes is
under the metric indication, like this.
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Other times, particularly in sources not limited to use by beginners, a “4” is used to indicate a quarter note, in that ¼
is a quarter. So, meter signatures could look like this.

Either of the following means that the piece is in duple meter and that a quarter note represents a sound that has a
duration equal to one beat.

Notice that these are NOT fractions. The line sometimes seen between the numbers is part of the staff. If no staff is
present, neither is the line. Interpret these meter signatures.

A small point should be included. Because a meter of “4” is common as is a quarter note representing a duration of one beat, a “C” for common time sometimes is written instead of the two numbers. These are the same.

Now let’s use them. Establish the metric feeling and then perform the rhythm patterns in Figure 2.32. You and/
or your instructor can decide on the performance medium of each pattern as well as the tempo.

Figure. 2.32
You might have had difficulty following the notes and rests while keeping them within the metric feeling. These
were short patterns, so you can imagine how difficult it would be to perform a long piece. Obviously, some sort of
symbols must be inserted to group the beats metrically. That is the reason for bar lines and the resultant measures.
The bar lines are vertical lines that divide the notation into the beat groups indicated by the meter signature.

The distance between the bar lines measures the metric groupings. It is the place where the notes representing
durations for the number of metric beats are written. The bar lines and measures indicate beat groups, not number
of notes. The number of notes is irrelevant. The metric feeling is important and the meter signature with bar lines
dividing the whole into measures presents the visual necessary for an accurate and musical performance.
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have been included, but you can perform the most prevalent ones. Congratulations on your accomplishment! If your
instructor wants you to learn to read more note values shorter than one beat, you can use the same procedure to determine the specific duration-to-beat relationship.

Linking Learning to Teaching
Concepts and skills form the content knowledge you will need in music. In this chapter, you studied of three specific
aspects of rhythm: beat, melodic rhythm and meter. In order to develop concepts of each of these three components,
you participated in a number of learning activities. skills developed as you explored life experiences and found sounds,
sang exemplary songs, moved various parts of your body and performed body percussion, created accompaniments
and read both iconic and traditional notation. You went online to find examples of the specific aspects in various
genres of music. You also expanded your perceptions by finding more online pieces, listening to the overall rhythmic
feeling of them and becoming aware of rhythm’s impact on your feelings.
As a result of your conceptual and skill development, can you:
•

define beat, melodic rhythm and meter?

•

sit in a lifted posture conducive to good breath support for singing?

•

demonstrate beat, melodic rhythm and meter, moving and performing body percussion in a musical manner?

•

internalize songs or portions of them?

•

sing and/or listen to a piece of music, aurally identify the rhythmic component(s) and perform to demonstrate them?

•

name life experiences and found sounds associated with each component?

•

create ostinato and percussion score accompaniments?

•

read iconic notation for each component and perform traditionally written patterns similar to those found in music materials
for children?

•

use search words to find examples of the three aspects of rhythm?

•

describe the overall rhythmic feeling of a piece?

•

describe your emotional response to the piece’s rhythm?

The concepts and skills developed in this chapter will be extremely beneficial to you whether you are responsible for
teaching music or using music to supplement other curricular areas. Here’s how.
•

Beat, melodic rhythm and meter are usual contents of a music curriculum for elementary school children.
Children develop these concepts. You can help the children learn, or, if they have learned from a music
teacher, you could draw from your students’ experiences to incorporate music into other subjects.

•

You can demonstrate each of the components for your class. You can move and perform with musical
gestures that the children can imitate. You can be a model for your students as your instructor was a model
for you. Your modeling can be helpful in any music experience for your students.

•

You can use the skills associated with the three components to lead the children’s singing. You know the
lifted body posture that will foster breath support and you can use gestures for beat, melodic rhythm and/
or meter to conduct the students. They will sing songs in music class and as part of supplemental activities.

•

You can take the participatory activities from this chapter into your classroom where your students will
be actively involved in making music while learning about it. You have learned in ways that are effective
for teaching children. The activities also will be useful in the music portion of integrated-subjects units or
projects.

•

You can write accompaniments using iconic representations. You will be able to adapt the complexity of
the accompaniments to the age and ability of your students. The accompaniments might be particularly
suitable for song performances that are part of a curricular-integration unit or project.
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•

You can read many of the accompaniment patterns you will see in published music materials or online
and you know a sequence for teaching simple notational reading to your class. From your experiences, you
understand why aural and performance experiences should precede the introduction of written symbols.
When you find accompaniments for songs appropriate for your students, you will be able to read many of
them and teach them to the children.

•

You can conduct online searches to find pieces in many genres. Knowing the key search words and the
names of some examples will be useful when you teach. As you integrate music with other subjects, you
might find some of the search words or pieces useful and appropriate for the topic of study.

So, already in just one chapter, you have made great strides in preparing to plan and present music experiences
for your future students. You have gained enough content knowledge in rhythm to teach it to most elementary children. You have developed three specific concepts in rhythm and you have begun developing skills. You’re on your way!

