
   
 

   
 

THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY  
SCHREYER HONORS COLLEGE  

 
 
 

SCHOOL OF MUSIC  
 
 
 

BEGINNING BAND BOPS: EXAMINING THE COMPOSITIONAL PROCESS OF MUSIC 
WRITTEN FOR BEGINNING BAND 

 
SARAFINA SCHULTHEIS 

SPRING 2022 
 
 

A thesis  
submitted in partial fulfillment  

of the requirements  
for a baccalaureate degree  

in Music Education 
with honors in Music Education  

 
 
 

Reviewed and approved* by the following:  
 

Linda Thornton 
Professor of Music Education 

Thesis Supervisor, Honors Adviser 
 

Robert Gardner  
Associate Professor of Music Education 

Faculty Reader  
 

* Electronic approvals are on file. 



i 
 

   
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Much research in the field of instrumental music education focuses on teaching strategies or 

repertoire selection and composition for experienced groups.  However, it is important to learn 

more about these same aspects for teaching beginning band students as well. The purpose of this 

study was to create a more comprehensive approach to composing for a beginning band 

ensemble so more educators of beginning band students better understand what is necessary to 

make a great composition to aid in selecting repertoire, or even to compose for the beginning 

band level themselves. Five composers, Scott Watson, Jodie Blackshaw, Jennifer Jolley, Robert 

Sheldon, and Frank Ticheli were interviewed in Fall 2021 regarding their perspectives and 

process for writing for beginning band.  Using the information gained from a review of literature 

and interviews with these prominent composers, I composed a new piece for beginning band and 

analyzed my experience.   
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Chapter 1 :Introduction 

It seems when asked to reflect on their beginning band experiences, many students often 

say things like, “I don’t even remember it” or “It was so boring” or “We just played music out of 

our method books.”  So much of our band world can appear centered around high school and 

beyond.  Repertoire lists, professional development sessions, supplemental materials, and more 

are often directed toward high school students, and our beginning students can seem to be an 

afterthought.  Why are beginning instrumentalists so often left out when everyone starts as a 

beginner? Where are the in-depth comprehensive resources for educators of beginning band 

students? 

Purpose and Need for Study  

At the foundation of every school band program is their beginning or elementary 

band.  Even though every student goes through the beginning phases of playing their instrument, 

there is surprisingly limited repertoire and research compared to other levels of music-making. 

There is also surprisingly little research and information on composing for beginning band.  The 

purpose of this study was to apply elements of beginning band pedagogy in combination with 

composer interviews to create a new piece for beginning band to create more of a comprehensive 

resource for beginning band educators.  This thesis may aid band directors in selection of quality 

repertoire by providing insight into the methodology composers use when creating music for this 



 

   
 

2 
ensemble level.   A secondary purpose also was to serve as a guide for educators seeking to 

create and compose original content for their students.   

Questions  

This study sought to answer the following research questions:  

What are the important aspects of beginning band pedagogy, and how do composers 

reflect them in the works for that ensemble? 

What are the creative processes of composers for beginning band? 

What are the most common characteristics of a piece for beginning band?  

What makes a piece for beginning band “good” or “interesting”?  

 

Procedures  

After preliminary research was done about beginning band pedagogy and basics of composition, 

inclusion criteria were created for composer selection.  Composers were contacted by email and 

asked to participate in an interview.  Five composers responded and participated in a 30–60-

minute interview over ZoomTM.  Upon analysis of collected data and review of literature, I 

created an original composition for beginning band level students.   

 

 



 

   
 

3 
What is a Beginning Band?  

 In Pennsylvania, most students are first offered school band instruction starting in grade 

4, but this can vary from beginning in 3rd grade in some places all the way to starting in 7th grade.  

Research compiled by Delzell and Doerkson (1998) stated that while typical starting grade levels 

can range from grade 3-7, there are many factors that affect a school district’s choice for when to 

start.  These can range from building grade-level configurations, retention rates, academic 

scheduling and instructional time alignment, budget and staffing constraints, and physical and 

mental maturity of students.  For the purposes of this study, beginning band will be considered 

the first two years of band instruction.  Elpus (2017) estimated that 43% of elementary schools 

nationwide offered band and 91% of middle schools offered band.   

 Music written for band is typically assigned a grade level that gives information about the 

difficulty of the piece.  The American Band College has a grading system most recently revised 

in 2000 where music is rated from Grade 1-5 including categories such as instrument range, key 

and time signatures, tempi, complexity of rhythms, articulations, scoring, and length of piece.  

While this can be regarded as a standard outline of the grade levels, individual publishers of 

music all have their own individual grading rubric for composers to abide by.  This study will 

focus on music from Grade ½ to Grade 2.    

  

 

 



 

   
 

4 
Chapter 2 Literature Review  

Understanding the process of writing a piece for beginning band requires a concrete 

understanding of beginning band pedagogy.  Beginning band composers must also have an 

understanding of the foundations of composition.  This literature review seeks to compile 

resources to give a comprehensive look into these topics to both inform this study and educators 

looking for more information on these topics.   

Techniques for student-driven creation in the beginning band classroom  

 

Clauhs, M. (2018). Beginning Band without a Stand Fostering Creative Musicianship in Early 

Instrumental Programs. Music Educators Journal, 104(4), 39-47. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00274321187683  

 

This journal article shared strategies for developing musicianship and creative skills in the 

classroom even for beginning band students.  The author did research in audiation, composition, 

and learning sequences to develop a curriculum where students who could not read notation 

could still create music.  Their first project was using their instruments to create sound effects for 

movies, which happened in the first few weeks of instruction.  They also did “mad libs” where 

they played an emotion or story in the text.  Next, he did exercises to build their fluency in 

solfege and sharpened their ears, and eventually, it led to students playing something on their 

instruments and the students playing it back by ear.  They composed patterns and ideas based on 

the Native American Tribes that they learned about in their 4th-grade classes, and the teacher 



 

   
 

5 
layered them together to create a larger composition.  Finally, they used online file-sharing 

services to collaborate with other people.   

 

West, C. (2015). Developing Internal Musicianship in Beginning Band by Teaching the “Big 5”. 

Music Educators Journal, 101(3), 101-106. https://doi.org/10.1177/0027432114565392 

 

West (2015) conceptualized teaching music specifically to beginners through the development of 

musicianship through five lenses known as the Big Five.  The Big Five were Rhythmic, Tonal, 

Executive, Notation, and Creativity.  For rhythmic, he emphasized the importance of using 

movement as a teaching tool.  He also suggested modeling tunes students knew and having them 

tap the macro or micro beat.  For Tonal, he stated that students should be able to play the correct 

notes because they hear that they are correct, not just because they know the fingering for the 

notation symbol.  Activities such as stopping at a random point in a song and having them sing 

the next pitch or having them play a known tune in the parallel minor were suggested.  For 

creativity, the importance of improvisation in the beginning band classroom was discussed and 

having students create their own music even if they can’t notate it.  These five concepts in 

conjunction were thought to be the collection of skills to provide well rounded musicianship to 

beginning band students 
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Beginning Band Pedagogy  

Worthy, D., Thompson, B.L. (2009). Observation and Analysis of Expert Teaching in Beginning 

Band. Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education, 180, 29-41. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40319318 

 
The main point of this study was to find common characteristics that were shared between expert 

teachers in the beginning band setting.  There were three teachers that were observed across three 

class periods, and they were selected based on recommendations of university faculty.  They 

were all recorded at the same point in the school year and the students all had the same level of 

experience.  Then, the researchers took observation notes based on what they saw and heard in 

predetermined areas.  The results indicated they all used proactive approaches to classroom 

management, they were engaged in an instructional activity the whole lesson and were never left 

idle, the teachers were mobile during instruction, they included recuperative periods of 

instruction, they managed transitions proactively, advocated for a variety of articulation 

syllables, and then a table was included of the percentage of time that various topics were 

discussed during the rehearsal.   

 

 

West, C. (2016).  Sound Foundations: Organic Approaches to Learning Notation in Beginning 

Band.  Music Educators Journal, 102(4), 56-61. https://doi.org/10.1177/0027432116636941 

 
This journal article advocated for the importance of the foundation of sound before sight and 

gave ideas for how to approach notation.  The author noted that a teacher would not expect a 



 

   
 

7 
student learning a foreign language to read before they think it or speak it, but we expect that 

often in music.  It described the internal and external instrument, and that it is important to 

develop the internal instrument, so students can recognize incorrect notes, bad tempo, or poor 

intonation instead of just putting down keys and fingers.  They cited Kodaly explaining notation 

is “looking at a music score and being able to think sound”.  People should think of notation 

more as a framework for contextual meaning before we perform it, not just reading the notation 

and telling which button to press.  It also addressed iconic notation and strategies for turning 

iconic notation into symbolic notation for students.   

 

Dvorak, T., Blocher, L., Emmons, S., Pearson, B., Ramsey, D. S., Wilder, M. (2001). Beginning 

with the End in Mind. Teaching Music Through Performance in Beginning Band Grade 1 (pp. 1-

12). GIA Publications.  

 
This chapter focused on what “hooked” students on music or what inspired them to join 

ensembles in the beginning.  The author shared his experience, then he shared a research study, 

and additionally shared reasons that his students gave for joining the band and then later why 

band was important to them.  Finally, he rounded out the chapter by providing the sentiment that 

when we are teaching, we should, “Begin with the end in mind” and we should give students 

opportunities to create and be “real” musicians from the beginning of their experience, not just 

teaching them basics and have them wait around to do “real” music until they're older.  He 

referred to this as the “good stuff”, and this is the stuff that will be most memorable and 

beneficial for students and will be the reasons they get “hooked”, as he mentioned in the 

beginning.  
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Dvorak, T., Blocher, L., Emmons, S., Pearson, B., Ramsey, D. S., Wilder, M. (2001). Beginning 

Band-Goals and Objectives. Teaching Music Through Performance in Beginning Band Grade 1 

(pp. 13-26). GIA Publications. 

 
This chapter explained priorities that beginning band teachers should have when making goals 

and objectives in their curriculum.  Something important that was stated was that even though 

the list seems long, teachers should aim to include all aspects in order to create well-rounded 

lifelong musicians, even if it means they cannot go as far in depth as they like due to time 

constraints.  In addition to fundamentals of each student’s instrument, the importance of learning 

skills to participate in music making activities were discussed, such as scales, phrasing, tuning, 

interpretation, and sight-reading.  Another important idea was the development of skills to make 

individual musical choices.  Improvisation and composition are skills that should be developed 

and involved from the start.  Lastly, the chapter mentioned the importance of providing cultural 

and interdisciplinary context to music in order to give the students skills to use music throughout 

the rest of their lives.   

 
 

Millican, J. S. (2012). Part I: Foundations. Starting Out Right: Beginning Band Pedagogy (pp. 1-

48 ). Scarecrow Press.  

 
The first part of this book was dedicated to the foundations that a student should have before 

even discussing making sounds on individual instruments.  The first chapter was dedicated to 

knowing your learner and was titled “Who are we Teaching?” The chapter covered topics such 
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as child development and how it applies to music teaching, modifying instruction for students 

with disabilities, field experience connections, and even touches upon adult beginners on 

instruments. The second chapter was dedicated to learning the language of music. It compared 

music to how we learn to read text and how we learn to speak.  It gave an overview of music 

reading philosophies such as sound before sight, singing, imitating, and sequencing.  It also went 

over rote teaching of tunes and then how to move beyond rote teaching to written music and 

music theory. Finally, it described various developmental differences and how they may interfere 

with a student’s ability to learn the language of music.   

 

Millican, J. S. (2012). Part II: Developing Fundamental Sounds. Starting Out Right: Beginning 

Band Pedagogy (pp. 51-82). Scarecrow Press. 

 

 
This author explained how the first sounds should be created on wind instruments. He explained 

that posture and efficient breathing are two of the most important concepts for the students to 

understand in relation to creating sound. He also explained the block note concept which is a 

useful tool for understanding constant airstream. He then gave tips for the assembly and first 

sounds for each individual instrument, and then revisited the concept of block notes.  He also 

gave instrument-specific tips for hand position, which can be a big problem for teachers, 

especially if they do not play an instrument that is similar. This chapter was useful because it 

approaches it from a teacher’s perspective of how to help the student, and not as if you are the 

performer on the instrument, which I have found to be very common in many of the things I have 

read about teaching the first sounds on an instrument.   
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Composition Pedagogy and Repertoire Selection  

Dvorak, T. L. Floyd, F. L.(2000). Best Music For Beginning Band: A Selective Repertoire Guide 

to Music and Methods for Beginning Band (pp. 1-36). Manhattan Beach Music.  

 

The first section of this book described the rationale for selecting a composition for beginning 

players.  Dvorak believed that the compositions must offer an immediate level of attractiveness 

to the young student musician, a balance of security and challenge, limited to technical in 

musical expectations that are commensurate with the performance skills generally developed 

during the first year of instrumental instruction, and the compositions must introduce elements of 

musicianship style and form.  He also explained the criteria for the grading of pieces, which is 

beneficial for an educator deciding if a piece is a good fit for their ensemble or not.  The rest of 

the first part gave examples of introductory grade 1 pieces for band.  Each piece had the length, 

range for clarinets, trumpets, horns, trombones, and euphoniums, and the publisher, along with a 

brief description that states why the work is effective and unique.  The pieces in the section were 

appropriate for the very beginning players to get experience playing literature that is still within 

their technical capability.   
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Erickson, F. (1983). Arranging for the Concert Band. Alfred Music.   

 

Three chapters of this book were devoted to understanding how to notate and arrange for the 

percussion section of the band. The first part explained pitched percussion instruments. 

Something interesting I learned was many percussion parts, even if they are pitched, do not 

include a key signature and only have accidentals.  He explained characteristically what each 

instrument will add to a piece in terms of texture and rhythm as well as transpositions and how 

each instrument sounds.  Next, he addressed unpitched percussion and explained that it is 

important that the snare and bass drum should not always play together or continuously. This is 

an interesting principle that perhaps I can apply to my beginning band composition.  Then he 

explained many of the auxiliary instruments, many of which are just used for effects and not to 

melodically or rhythmically drive the piece, and how they should be used within a piece.  Finally 

the notation of percussion is covered, which can be extremely confusing for a non-percussionist 

to approach, because there are many options for what instruments can be combined on a single 

line and how they should be notated.  There should not ever be more than two parts going on at 

once per line, even if overall there are more instruments than that on the total part. 

 
 
Two chapters share information about arranging and notating brass instruments.   First the author 

explained every instrument, its range, transposition, and most comfortable range to play 

in.  Something helpful that he explained was the ideal number of players on each instrument and 

the ideal number of parts to have for each instrument for the best blend. He then explained how 

to voice and write for the brass section as a whole. He explained that the horn is generally the 

weakest, and it is a good idea to make sure their part is covered somewhere else. He provided 
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many written examples of correct voicing across many registers and examples of strategies that 

can make stronger part-writing.   Something else that was useful was explaining situations where 

closed position and open position chords should be used and in which voices. Finally, it was 

explained how to effectively combine the woodwinds and brass and which instrument voices 

should combine to double one another 

 
 
In two chapters, the author gave a breakdown of every woodwind instrument including things 

like full range, transposition, articulations that might be difficult in certain registers, and the 

octaves and ranges that will come across the best in certain contexts and for various comfort 

levels of players.  He also explained how to write for the woodwind section as a whole and 

voicings for instrument families, especially the clarinets.  He explained which voices should 

double one another and common mistakes in voicing that can create muddy sounds or flawed 

harmonies.  There are many voice leading principles that apply both within a section and within 

the woodwind section as a whole. He gave many written examples of both good and bad voicing 

and gave ways to fix it. 

 
 
The author specifically outlined common problems in scoring for the beginning band and 

strategies that can be used.  The first problem that he explained was that there is a common lack 

of variety in instrumentation, especially lower instruments. He explained that another problem is 

the break for the clarinets. Another common problem was over-writing the percussion parts both 

to be too complicated and to use too many instruments.  He explained common doublings both 

for rhythm and pitch.  It is probably best to keep the parts within one octave, especially for 

beginners. He also encouraged the use of unison in addition to harmonies as a part of a piece.  If 
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a certain instrument is in a range or area of their instrument that is not comfortable for them, he 

states it would be a good idea to double it with an instrument where they are more 

comfortable.  Written examples that show a variety of options for scoring were included.   
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Chapter 3 The Interviews  

Procedure 

After researching and compiling a review of literature, the next step was to listen to 

music written for beginning band and choose composers’ music that was intriguing to me.  Those 

composers were then considered to be interviewed to gain insight into their creative process. I 

wanted to make sure that the composers represented a wide range of backgrounds, experiences, 

and career paths.  The official inclusion criteria for composers that were used was:  

1. Underrepresented composers (women, POC, LGBTQ)  

2. Experience teaching in public schools  

3. Experience writing for other instrumental ensembles and levels  

4. Experience writing arrangements for FLEX Band (Flexible scoring)  

After approval from the Institutional Review Board, composers were contacted through 

email to ask for their participation.  Of the 6 composers contacted, 5 responded and agreed to 

participate.  The participating composers were Scott Watson, Jodie Blackshaw, Jennifer Jolley, 

Robert Sheldon, and Frank Ticheli The composers were provided with the list of guiding 

questions for the interview, which is available in Appendix A.   

Data were collected through their responses to the guiding questions that were applicable 

to their personal experience as composers.  The interviews took place in the fall of 2021 over 

ZoomTM and were recorded for later analysis and data collection.   
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Results  

Scott Watson  

Background  

Dr. Scott Watson is a composer and educator based in Allentown, PA. He has taught 

music for 35 years in the Parkland School District along with being an adjunct professor at Cairn 

University, University of the Arts, and Moravian University.  He has over 100 published pieces 

of music for band, orchestra, chamber ensembles, and flex ensembles.  He is also a celebrated 

scholar in the field of music education, often presenting workshops and clinics, along with video 

content on his popular YouTube channel.  He specializes in music technology, and his book 

Using Technology to Unlock Musical Creativity is widely regarded in the music education 

community.   

Pieces of Interest  

The first piece of Dr. Watson’s that caught my interest was a piece I actually performed 

when I was at a festival in elementary school titled Slam Jam! It remained a part of my memory 

due to the novelty of the basketball part included in the performance.  Basketballs are 

rhythmically bounced and notated in the score, as seen in Figure 3-1.   
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Figure 3-1- Slam Jam! Published Score 

 

The second piece that caught my interest was Escape From Thunder Mountain.  The powerful 

tutti writing, variety of articulations, and exciting pacing all within the limited note range and 

rhythmic variety of a beginning band piece was very exciting.  These can be seen in the excerpt 

from the score in Figure 3-2.   
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Figure 3-2: Escape from Thunder Mountain Published Score 

 

Interview 

Dr. Watson’s interview began with him sharing how he started composing.  He originally 

aimed to be a professional trumpet player but chose to get his music education degree to have 

increased job stability.  When he started teaching to help pay bills, he found his passion for 

students and decided this was his desired career path.  He began writing music for his students 

and sparked a love of composition he decided to pursue for a masters and doctorate.  His higher 

degrees in composition focused primarily on the creation of concert art music, not writing for 
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band.  It was not until later in life, when speaking with a friend who happened to be the editor at 

Alfred Publishing, that his original interest in writing music gained a special lens of writing 

educational music.  He was writing music for his students anyway, so he might as well combine 

his knowledge of the aesthetics of good music with his knowledge of band pedagogy.   

His creative process begins with sketches on paper, including ideas such as melodies, 

rhythms, chord progression, and form.  He calls this stage the “pre-composition” stage, where he 

decides big ideas for where the piece is going before beginning to formally notate.  He spends 

most of his time in this stage, so when it is time to formally notate, the process happens a lot 

faster than if there was less planning that went into it.  When the pre-composition stage may take 

up to a few months, it might only take a week to formally write the piece due to all the 

preparation and thought that went into it beforehand.  He finds musical inspiration in creating 

programmatic pieces that share an idea or story, no matter if it is written for young students or 

professional musicians.  Specifically for younger students, he often creates pieces for his own 

students so they can have fun making music.   

Dr. Watson finds that writing for younger students can be more challenging at times than 

for older students because he wants his music to keep the same ideas and aesthetical weight, 

while still fitting in the restraints appropriate to that grade level.  He finds a lot of his musical 

ideas to be flexible in grade level, so often to fit what is needed, he can take a musical idea he 

has and make it more or less complex to fit the grade requirement of the piece he needs. 

For pedagogical aspects of teaching, he thinks is it the most important thing to talk the 

least amount possible and play more, along with teaching routines to your students.  You can 

teach many concepts simply through playing them in the context of a piece instead of having to 

explain it in a complicated and wordy way.  He does often find himself including concepts that 
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students need extra teaching or reinforcement on in his pieces when opportunity allows, and his 

years of teaching experience have shown him the concepts that kids most frequently need this 

for, such as the dotted quarter eighth rhythm.   

When asked about writing flex music, he shared some of the most common difficulties 

that he has faced.  It may be easier to put all the instruments in the same key on the same part, 

but then range alignment issues come up and students might not always be playing in a range 

comfortable for them while their peers in another section may be fine.  It can even be difficult to 

determine how many part groups are needed.  However, he has found that it has been very 

beneficial, especially during the pandemic, to solve strange instrumentation challenges that a 

specific ensemble may face.  

He shared that teaching his own music and hearing live musicians play his own works 

has helped him to refine his compositional process.  It has often helped him to see issues of 

standardization things like rhythm.  He thinks it is more beneficial to include the same rhythm 

multiple times across parts, rather than varying it each time, and it does not affect that character 

of the piece.  It also helps to see when things in certain registers of the instruments or instrument 

combinations may work on paper, but do not come out well enough when played live.   

Composers for young students that he admires include Brian Balmages, Mike Sweeney, 

Mike Story, William Owens, Randall Standridge, and Robert Sheldon.  He noted that all of these 

composers not only write well for young musicians but create excellent music for all levels.   

When asked to give advice to beginning composer band directors, his advice is to write as 

much as possible, back up your writing with pedagogy, and surround yourself with experienced 

composers or even publishers.  Don’t include things that are not pedagogically sound for the sake 

of art.  Things like 32 measure drum solos in a grade 1 piece are not beneficial to anyone and 
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will automatically disqualify your score from being considered by any director or publisher.  

Draw from other composers and past experience to find what will make students and directors 

lean into the story of your music.   

Jodie Blackshaw 

Background  

Jodie Blackshaw is an Australian-born composer who began her educational journey with 

an undergraduate degree in composition.  After spending time working with students, she 

decided to obtain her teaching certification and move into classroom music teaching.  This 

greatly inspired and informed her as a composer.  She began creating music that is highly 

customizable due to unique instrumentations constraints that her educational environment 

created.  Her compositions center around student opportunities for creativity in order to create 

student-ownership over what they are learning.  She also aims to “foster self-esteem and love of 

self through music”.  She has been widely celebrated as a composer and educator, notably 

winning the Frank Ticheli Composition Contest.  She has also created an educational curriculum 

titled Teaching Performance Through Composition.   

Pieces of Interest  

Dr. Blackshaw has one of the most unique compositional styles I have seen at any grade 

level, so it was so exciting to find that several of her works are written for beginning musicians.  

The two pieces that I found the most interest in were Earthshine and Whirlwind.  As seen in 
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Figures 3-3 and 3-4, her scores feature extremely detailed program notes and information about 

teaching the pieces, which are extremely beneficial for educators who may be unsure of taking 

on the challenge of teaching a piece of such unique nature.   

 

 
Figure 3-3 Program Notes for Earthshine in Published Score 
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Figure 3-4 Program Notes for Whirlwind in Published Score 

 

The piece Earthshine has a special scoring type called color wheel scoring that Dr. Blackshaw 

describes as “Instrumentation is divided into teams. The make-up of each team in Earthshine is 

more focused on sections, inviting instrumentalists to listen within their own section and echo or 

respond to each other.” (Blackshaw, 2018.) It is also extremely interesting because it gives 

students the opportunity for creation of a soundscape, which can be seen in Figure 3-5.  It also 

creates an opportunity for interdisciplinary education with science.  Dr. Blackshaw also includes 

supplemental exercises that take students through each topic that is applicable to the piece.  In 

addition to the detailed program notes, this creates an incredible tool for teachers who may be 

hesitant to teach a piece with so many new concepts, since it is already planned for them. One of 

these exercises can be seen in Figure 3-6.  
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Figure 3-5 Soundscape in Earthshine Published Score 
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Figure 3-6 Earthshine Supplemental Materials Published Score 

  
For the piece Whirlwind, beginning students have the opportunity to venture into aleatory music 

in a structured way.  As seen in Figure 3-7 and 3-8, students have the opportunity to create a 

soundscape but on cue to make the freedom more structured and comfortable for beginning 

leveled students, both with auxiliary percussion music to fit the whirlwind theme and 

melodically with their instruments.  This piece also includes two rounds, a 2-part and a 4-part.  

Dr. Blackshaw also created supplemental materials to take students through a sequence to teach 

the content of the piece.   
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Figure 3-7 Whirlwind Published Score 
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Figure 3-8 Whirlwind Published Score 
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Interview 

Jodie Blackshaw shared she has been fascinated with discovering people’s “firsts” 

whether musical or otherwise.  There is research that shows by the time we are 7, we already 

have formed detailed perceptions of who we are as people, so we are incredibly impacted by 

early experiences.  For her, music was the leading influence for her from a young age, and it has 

stayed the same ever since. Her view of musical colors was rooted in listening to Peter and the 

Wolf growing up, and still to this day she finds herself searching for colors that give her the same 

feeling.  

When asked if music should be written for pedagogy or for artistic merit, she shared her 

split view.  She says many of her colleagues believe that all music is educational, so artistic merit 

should be the only factor on the creation of the composition, but she believes that a piece is its 

best when it both is musically meaningful and serves a pedagogical purpose.  When she started 

teaching out of her undergraduate composition degree, she couldn’t afford to buy music for her 

students, so she needed to write music out of necessity.  This is where she developed her love for 

writing for younger musicians and working with students.   

She shared the amazing story of her Ticheli Competition winning piece, Whirlwind. She 

started working at a new position in a school where the music program was not taken care of.  

She had an odd instrumentation, and many of the students could barely read music.  She turned 

to her background in Orff Schulwerk and taught students through solfege and homemade 

marimbas, then have them transfer this over to their instruments.  They worked together for 

months to build the piece from a folk melody with only 4 notes, filling it with soundscapes, 

echoes, rounds, and more.  Eventually, she wrote her own four note melody, and a result of this 
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projects, students who were poor note readers were able to grow their reading skills, students 

who were strong note readers were able to facilitate creation and be leaders, and students who 

struggled with ensemble skills and being along on an instrument were able to gain strength from 

the ensemble unity.   

In terms of music and beginning band pedagogy, Dr. Blackshaw has found that in order 

for the most possible students to accept and take on a musical concept, it needs to be embedded 

within a piece, not just a separate educational exercise.  This is where she came up with the idea 

for color wheel scoring.  She wanted to encourage students to work on listening to each other 

more and focus on the blend of sound and timbral color.  If students are only surrounded by like 

instruments, they will not get a chance to listen to explore instrument timbre combinations. 

Students are able to benefit with being combined with instruments they would not usually hear 

on their “team”, despite the extra scaffolding steps that were needed to be taken for students to 

be able to participate in the activity.   

Before instrumental specific pedagogy can be applied, a student needs to reach a state of 

“relaxed alertness” to reach the optimal emotional climate in the classroom most conducive to 

learning and creativity.  When looking through the lens of the 12 Brain Learning Principles 

developed by Renate and Geoffrey Caine, students need both immersion, and active processing 

through context in order to develop skill.  Often, band directors only focus on developing skill 

while neglecting the other two elements, which would naturally lead to the development of skill.  

Students need to feel safe and validated in the learning environment, as well as feeling that the 

content is relevant to them as learners before any specific pedagogy can take place.  Rhythmic 

content can be taught without pitch in order to make strong rhythmic readers before adding 

elements of pitch.  Students can also take exercises or short songs and melodies and make 
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compositional choices about concepts such as form or dynamics so students can step into 

creating without being responsible for generating notes.  It gives them ideas about how music 

can be used in the big picture and inspire creation for the entire music making careers.  Students 

having an active part in the creation process protects them from falling into what researchers 

called “repetition suppression” when they fall into an unengaged automaticity when participating 

in band.   

Two composers who she admires are Michael Colgrass and Hubert Hoche.  She 

appreciates the creativity they bring to their writing and how they aren’t afraid to break out of the 

confines of what we are told that the “limits” and “expectations” for beginning musicians are.    

The most important advice she has for beginning teachers is to take care of yourself and make 

sure that not only your students are safe, but you are safe as well.   

Jennifer Jolley 

Background  

Jennifer Jolley’s compositional voice is often focused on being proactive politically. She 

has written music about topics of such as the destruction of the environment, the #MeToo 

movement, the current political climate, and more.  She also frequently composes electronic 

music, which is unique from other composers in this project.  She produces her own opera 

company, NANOWorks Opera, along with frequently serving as a composer in residence and 

collaborating with communities worldwide.  She also has an impressive online presence through 

her blog, where she shares letters of rejection from various festivals and competitions because 
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she “enjoys removing the taboo around “failure” for her students.” (Jolley, 2021) She is currently 

a professor at Texas Tech’s School of Music in addition to composing full time.   

Pieces of Interest  

Most of Dr. Jolley’s works are about mature topics, so therefore created for more mature 

ensembles, she has two pieces for beginning ensembles that are incredibly unique.  Last Stage to 

Red Rock and Son of a Gun were both written as a soundtrack to Quentin Tarantino’s film The 

Hateful Eight.  As seen in figures 3-9 and 3-10, the scoring uses a very limited range of notes 

and simple rhythms, but still effectively scores the scenes from the film using this limited 

toolbox.  This is a unique opportunity for young musicians to venture into a complex topic of 

playing music for a film score.   

 

Figure 3-9 Last Stage to Red Rock Published Score 
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Figure 3-10 Son of a Gun Published Score 

Interview  

Jennifer Jolley always found interest in composition through her years of studying piano, 

but she thought that all the music there was had already been written.  It was not until her high 

school years taking an orchestration class when she discovered that composition is a lively field 

and decided that this was the career path, she wanted to take to tell her own story.  She finds that 

being a composer and a musician are very much intertwined and balance one another.  

When deciding to write for younger musicians, it was a part of a project to try to include 

more creative pieces in the repertoire of young musicians, not simply pieces that are primary 

based in pedagogy and used for teaching.  She found while it is sometimes difficult to be 

conscious of things like keeping clarinets under the break or using the limited toolkit of rhythms 
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and notes, her compositional ideas can often translate well to Grade 1 music.  She has the 

opportunity to share a single “chapter” or idea without having to complicate it with the additional 

length requirements of higher grades.   

Her musical inspirations are based on things that happen around her and surround her.  

She finds that during the day, she doesn’t always have a lot of time to write, so musical ideas that 

come up in her brain are ones that are based around the life she experiences during the day or 

problems that she sees in the world.   

When asked about the intersection of composition and pedagogy, she compared it to 

English class.  When you’re learning about haikus, the best thing you can do to fully understand 

how they work is to write one yourself, so shouldn’t that be happening with young musicians as 

well? She wants young students to be able to make their own creative ownership, whether it be 

through improvisation or students voicing creative desires in the creation of someone else’s 

music.  

 Dr. Jolley found that some pieces naturally translate over to flexible scoring very well, 

but for some it is seemingly impossible.  It is often difficult to choose what instruments in what 

keys should be on what parts.  She found a solution may be to not always have everyone on the 

same part play for the whole duration of the piece and giving directors their own creative liberty 

to make choices like that when putting together a flexible scoring piece.  She finds the most 

important thing is relinquishing control but still keeping the same heart of the piece.   

Beginning to work as a conductor and teacher has given her great insight into aspects of 

her music that she maybe would change or in the future maybe avoid for pedagogical reasoning.  

She found pieces that are at too slow of a tempo might sound great on paper, but in real time are 

difficult to conduct or make flow.  Frequent meter changes might make sense in your head but 
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overly complicate things for students and conductors.  The benefit has been that you are able to 

have more of an insight on the intent and heart of the piece, since you are the one that wrote it, so 

it is easier to address stylistic components and artistic choices.  She finds there is no right way to 

do things, and there are often multiple strategies for achieving the same results and that is ok.   

Composers that inspire her are Frank Ticheli, Alex Shapiro, and Jennifer Hidgon.  She 

finds that many composers of younger band do not take the artistic implications of what they do 

seriously, and these composers that she admires both fit within the restrictions for young 

musicians but also create art.  

Advice that she had for young composers and educators is to increase communication 

between teachers and composers whenever possible.  If music is truly for all, then the process of 

what a composer does should be informed by the practice of educators and conductors and vice 

versa.  If the line of communication between the two increases, then it will be mutually 

beneficial for the art form.   

Robert Sheldon 

Background  

Robert Sheldon is one of the most widely performed band composers in the world.  He 

has sold over three million copies of his published works; he has received countless prestigious 

awards for his work in composition and music education.  In addition to experience both 

teaching in public schools and college, he also served as the Director of Concert Band 

Publications for Alfred Music for 17 years.  Currently, in addition to composing full time, he 
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often serves as a guest conductor and music education clinician.  He is also a co-author of Sound 

Innovations and Measures of Success, two popular and widely used beginning band method 

books in schools today.  

Pieces of Interest  

With countless compositions and such sizeable impact on the field of band, it is difficult 

to pick only a few pieces of interest.  A series of pieces that particularly caught my interest were 

his series of pieces based around modes.  The pieces include Lydian Lullaby, March Mixolydian, 

Dorian Dreamscape, and Phrygian Phantasy.  It gives students an opportunity to be introduced to 

the tonality of various modes and a variety of musical styles, all while still within a limited range 

and rhythmic complexity, as illustrated in Figures 3-11 and 3-12.  These are tonalities that 

students typically would not be introduced to until later in their musical experience but can help 

to form more well-rounded musicians.   
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Figure 3-11 Dorian Dreamscape Published Score 
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Figure 3-12 Phrygian Phantasy Published Score 
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Interview  

 Robert Sheldon started composing as a young musician because he was bored after 

school.  He liked to make things up and started to write ideas down so he wouldn’t forget them, 

and eventually it turned into him creating music to play with friends, which then turned into the 

music he now writes.  He did not start writing for younger musicians until his compositional 

voice was more refined to include more things playable for those students.  Most of his writing 

for younger students was a result of need after creating his method books, as publishers needed 

more music for students to perform when they reached certain benchmarks in their method book 

series.   

 In the creative process, he found that while it might take a lot less time to write a 

beginning level piece, there can still be some things that are creatively complicated when writing 

a piece for beginning musicians.  He found that some inspirations and ideas that he found 

difficult translated into the restrictions for young musicians, but often the same ideas and 

inspirations can apply in similar ways.  Often as a young composer, he found inspiration from 

other music, but most currently, he finds most of his inspiration from his travel and within.   

 The most important pedagogical aspect of teaching a beginner for Mr. Sheldon is getting 

students to produce the best possible tone quality and sound while also expressing themselves, 

which often intersects with his mission and ideas as a composer.  He wants students to know 

from the very beginning that they have ownership over what they create, and it can affect people 

and their emotions.   

 As a composer, he finds that if music is well crafted and creative, teachers will be able to 

find unlimited teaching opportunities in it regardless of pedagogical demands.  He does not 
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create music for a specific pedagogical purpose except for composing for his method books.  He 

said as a music teacher he found himself searching for specific music to teach things like 

staccato, but that does not mean that as a composer that alone will help to create quality music.  

He thinks it is very important for all students in band to get a comprehensive musical experience 

right from the beginning, which includes writing and improvisation.  A teacher might only get to 

have a student for a year, so they deserve to have an experience that will help to set them up to 

become lifelong music appreciators.  They should play pieces in a variety of styles, improvise, 

and create music, and consume music that is performed by musicians at a high level.   

 Composers that he admires include John O’Riley, Lary Clark, Brian Balmages, and many 

more.  He loves to listen to romantic era composers like Strauss, A Capella music, wind chamber 

music, jazz ensembles, musical theatre, and so much more.  He likes to find inspiration from all 

of these sources as a writer.  He sends a charge to all music educators to appreciate the joy of 

teaching music and embrace the exciting life of music making ahead, both for the teacher and 

their students. 

Frank Ticheli 

Background   

Frank Ticheli is one of the most prolific band composers living today.  Many of his 

works are standards for not only band, but also orchestra and choir.  He has received countless 

prestigious awards and honors.  Dr. Ticheli studied with other legends of composition including 

Leslie Bassett, William Bolcom, William Albright, George B. Wilson, Donald Erb.  He currently 
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serves as a professor at University of Southern California’s Thornton School of Music.  From 

1991 to 1998, he was the Composer in Residence of the Pacific Symphony. 

Pieces of Interest  

Due to his profile, Frank Ticheli’s beginning instrumental works are not what he is most 

famous for.  What made him a composer of interest for this project was the method book project 

he co-created with Gregory Rudgers titled Making Music Matter.  This method book has several 

points of interest, one of which being it features 14 original instrumental solos and 24 original 

full-band compositions all composed by Frank Ticheli, which can be seen in Figure 3-13.  The 

goal is to get students to play quality solo and ensemble literature from the beginning of their 

instrumental journey, along with beginning on pitches that are the most comfortable for their 

instrument’s range.  It also features multiple Creative Corners created by Dr. Ticheli that 

encourage students to think freely and creatively through music, as illustrated in Figure 3-14.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   
 

40 
Figure 3-13 Waltzing in the Rain published in Making Music Matter Book One 
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Figure 3-14 Creative Corner published in Making Music Matter Book One 
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Interview  

 Frank Ticheli started writing music as a high school student.  He wanted to notate music 

that he heard on his records, but then decided that it might sound cool if he changed some things 

to make it his own.  He laughs now and says that the ideas were so terrible, but every composer 

must start out with just putting ideas out there, even if they aren’t good, which they probably will 

not be for a while.   

 After his dissertation and graduate school experience, he wanted to do the opposite of 

creating complicated music.  At the time, he had an opportunity through his new publisher to 

write music for school aged students, so he gave it a try and greatly enjoyed it.  He began to 

enjoy it more and more when he was presented with opportunities to guest conduct and engage 

with young musicians.  He finds that the pieces he writes for young musicians inspire and inform 

what he creates for professional musicians and vice versa.  He likes the contrast of the energies 

between composing alone and conducting and collaborating with others.  

 For his compositional process, he actually finds displeasure and frustration in the 

beginning of the process.  He begins to sketch and describes it as a Catch-22, because you cannot 

start writing the piece until you have the ideas, but you cannot get the ideas until you start 

writing the piece.  When he finds a spark of something that he can hold onto and finally gets the 

ball rolling, this is when the joy can begin.  He finds the content dictates the form, and he 

describes it as “getting the car without the map” as he writes through trial and discovery as 

opposed to pre planning and entirely sketching out pieces before beginning to write.  He has 

found over the years, there are significantly less surprises when  
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When comparing the experience writing for and pedagogy for younger musicians from 

the angle of a composer, he shares that there is a lot more crossover than some may think.  The 

time spent at the desk writing a grade 1 piece is just as intense as the time writing a grade 5 

piece, it just may be less of it.  He believes that even from a young age, students need to show 

and be the music just as much as older and more experienced musicians.  We have a 

responsibility as music educators to express the joy of music in our faces and bodies so that 

students can do the same and get the most out of music.  This is just as important as teaching 

notes and rhythms for him, and as students get older and more experienced, it will only mean 

that they have more tools to be expressive, especially if it is a learned and intentional skill from 

the beginning.  Composers that he admires include Hindemith, David Maslanka, John Mackey, 

Omar Thomas, and Michael Daughtery.   

Dr. Ticheli shares that he is happy that he has had the opportunity to convert some of his 

pieces into flex scoring.  Not only has the pandemic created a situation of music in our schools 

where it may be necessary for more schools, but he now has made his music more accessible to 

school music programs who may have not been able to access it even before the pandemic due to 

instrumental limitations, so it has been a very positive experience for him.  While he finds that a 

lot of his music can be easily translated into flexible arrangements, he did not like being in less 

control of the timbres and colors of the music at every grade level.   

Advice he has for teachers is to continue to bring the joy into music for your students, 

along with bringing your true self to your teaching. No one can do what you do in the way that 

you do it, so embrace that and contribute that to the world of music.  He also charges to program 

repertoire that can take you to a place “that only music occupies” at every grade level and that 

says something meaningful to the player and the audience.  It should “work well within the 
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universe it establishes” which applies to any grade level or context that a musician can 

encounter.  He also sees some great learning value for both teachers and their students to 

compose and create music for them.  It will help a teacher to not only learn as a composer, but 

also to learn more about their players and give an opportunity to tweak the piece again and again 

to fit them and make it better, and for students, not only will it excite them, but also give them a 

chance to learn from something they have more of a direct connection to.   

Conclusions 

While each interview was incredibly unique and the individual composers each had so 

much to offer, there were some reoccurring ideas I found as a result of these interviews to be 

important for students.   

The biggest takeaway I had was that music should be a joyful and creative experience for 

students at every level, and that includes our beginners.  For students to gain an investment and 

take ownership over their musicianship, they should have an opportunity to express themselves 

through music at the very beginning.  The composers shared a variety of ways this core idea can 

manifest, such as learning to play with an expressive and quality tone, mirroring the joy and 

expression that their music teacher shows in the classroom and in rehearsals, playing music that 

has the chance to express and tell a story, or even getting the chance to make their own creative 

choices in music making such as composing or arranging.   

While every composer said that it is important to find pedagogical moments in music, 

and every piece has teachable moments, it is more important to create a piece from quality 
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musical ideas and colors rather than creating a piece in order to teach a specific pedagogical 

skill.   

The limited palate of notes and rhythms to work with is not a negative limiting factor for 

artistic creation. Every composer shared that their process for writing for younger students is 

more similar than different than it is for writing more mature pieces.  They still create timbral 

colors, express musical stories and ideas, and create a meaningful musical experience, just using 

fewer notes and less complicated rhythms.  Multiple composers shared that they believe almost 

all of their musical ideas could be written into pieces for any grade level, they are just “watered 

down” or “fleshed out” to make the piece fit their desired grade level.  When asked to share the 

composers that they most admired, they all shared composers who write good music across 

multiple difficulty levels and sometimes even across genres, which is also true for these 

composers themselves.   
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Chapter 4  The Piece  

Methodology  

In order to compose an original piece for beginning band, I wanted to combine all the 

knowledge amassed through research and the composer interviews to create original content for 

beginning band students.  There are several ideas that I felt were the most important to adhere to 

in summation of the research experience:  

Use a limited range within an octave, and do not have clarinets go over the break unless a 

divisi to a lower note is included for students who are not able to go over the break yet.  This 

restriction creates a limited color palate to work with, but this is not a limiting factor.   

Start first with a creative idea for a piece, then form it to fit pedagogical ideas and needs 

of the performing ensemble.  Music is a form of art and expression, and there are teaching 

moments that can be created out of almost any opportunity.   

Keep parts together.  Rhythmic unison is powerful, as you can still have stability while 

exploring different types of harmony.  Make sure every part in full ensemble playing is doubled 

somewhere else.  The low brass and woodwinds should all stick together and can even live on 

one staff and part to make things simplified.   

Limit the length and avoid extended measures of rest for any section.  Beginners have 

both endurance and focus issues.   

Repeat materials when you can.  The piece can still be effective while giving students 

something familiar to keep coming back to.   
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Whenever possible, create opportunities for student creation and improvisation in music.  

Students should be able to take more creative ownership over what they perform and will 

encourage students from the beginning to create.  

Writing Process  

I chose to pick the theme of safari because I was inspired by my students’ excitement in 

general music class to participate in activities with the music from Carnival of the Animals.  I 

chose the playful title of Symphonic Safari.  Inspiration struck one day for the opportunity for 

student creativity.  I greatly credit the inspiration to Dr. Blackshaw, who so beautifully scaffolds 

opportunities for student creation in a way that is developmentally appropriate yet still exciting.  

As seen in Figure 4-1, in Symphonic Safari, students are given a pattern of notes and are invited 

to work collaboratively with their section and band director to add dynamics and articulations to 

illustrate an animal of their choice.  This gives students an opportunity to create something 

without having to take the leap of generating their own notes.  It gives them ownership over what 

they are playing, and each performance of the piece will be unique.  Interdisciplinary content can 

also be included, such as studying the animals they are portraying in life science class or the 

safari environment in earth science.  Students could create animal masks in Art Class to wear to 

further help to portray the animal of their choice.  I aimed to include a few different articulation 

types in the fully notated sections to give students a few ideas for what they could include in 

their own passage.  In the program notes, I gave ideas for what each section could be in case the 

students or director are in need of an idea as a jumping off point.   
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Figure 4-1 Directions in Symphonic Safari 

 

For instrumentation, I chose a hybrid of traditional instrumentation and flex 

instrumentation.  As seen in the scoring in Figure 4-2, instruments such as low reeds/low 

woodwinds and flute are oboe are combined in the scoring, and the horn part is always doubled.  

In this scenario, every necessary part is very likely to be covered in a variety of ensemble 

situations.  Rhythmic unison between the melody lines and the bass line parts was used to build 

ensemble wide stability.  Each part is contained within a limited range and does not use complex 

rhythms.  The piece is only about two minutes in length and does not feature extended rests for 

any sections.  The rondo form gives the students a repeating melody to come back to as the piece 

plays out.    
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Figure 4-2 Symphonic Safari Scoring 

 

The full score for Symphonic Safari is available in Appendix B.   
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Appendix A - Guiding Questions for Composer Interviews 

 

Interview Questions 

 

About their background as musicians and composers- basically, how did you get here  
 
When did you first start composing or arranging and why? Where does it fit in with your overall 
musicianship?  
 
What made you decide to write a piece for beginning instrumentalists?  
 
How long does it take you to write a piece for beginning band students? What is the process 
like?  
 
What are your musical inspirations for beginning band?  
 
What is different or similar about writing for this group as opposed to (other group that they have 
written for)  
 
What do you consider to be the most important pedagogical aspects of teaching a beginning 
instrumentalist? Do you try to reflect that in your music?  
 
What is it like writing Flexible Instrumentation pieces for beginning musicians?  
 
For practicing educators, do you write pieces to fit the needs or strengths of your current 
students?  
 
For practicing educators, how do you approach teaching this piece to an ensemble?  
 
Are you ever surprised about how your music is performed or certain spots that the students have 
trouble with?  
 
Who is another composer of beginning band music that you admire?  
 
What advice do you have for future band teachers? Future composers? People who do both?  
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Appendix B – Symphonic Safari for Beginning Band 
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