
 
A Journey Through Musical Emotion  
(Music & Meaning Part I) 
 
Curriculum Guide 

This curriculum guide is designed to help you use the MPR “Class Notes” video A 
Journey Through Musical Emotion as a teaching tool in your classroom—specifically as 
a means to help teach the Minnesota Academic Standards highlighted below.   

Teachers are often challenged in their efforts to meet Minnesota Music Standard 
4.1.3.3.2: Describe how music communicates meaning.  Music is an especially powerful 
medium for communicating both specific and more suggestive, ambiguous emotional 
states, as well as an endlessly rich spectrum of meaning. But compared with many visual 
and literary arts, which often employ more overtly representational means, music 
prompts responses in us that can be relatively difficult to identify and articulate.  

This video offers four vivid examples of classical music that will induce highly 
recognizable emotions in most listeners. The examples were chosen for their 
straightforward capacity to evoke joy, sadness, fear, and calm.  

This video—the first of two that address the given standards with the same examples of 
music—will focus on helping students first identify that music evokes feelings; its 
following companion video focuses on how composers achieve these emotional effects.   

Music is a highly subjective art form. Although the videos make clear there is no right or 
wrong listener response to a composer’s intended emotional intent (sometimes “sad” 
music can cheer or console us, for example), the videos do note some of the different 
strategies composers deploy to inspire shared feelings, too. The latter of the two videos, A 
Recipe for Emotion in Music, delves more deeply into those strategies and identifies some 
of the tools that composers use to achieve them. 



Below you will find a copy of the Minnesota Music Standards.  Those standards that are 
the focus of this video are highlighted in yellow. 

 
 
2008 Revised Minnesota Academic Standards in the Arts 
 
Perpich Center document adapted from MDE Minnesota Academic Standards in the Arts 
2008  
To download, visit 
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Academic_Excellence/Academic_Standards/Arts/inde
x.html 
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Music 

 

4.1.1.3.1 

 
 
1. Artistic 
Foundations 

 

1. Demonstrate 
knowledge of the 
foundations of the 
arts area. 

 

1. Describe the elements of 
music including melody, 
rhythm, harmony, 
dynamics, tone color, 
texture, form and their 
related concepts. 

 

  
4.1.1.3.2 

 
2. Describe how the 
elements and their related 
concepts such as pitch, 
tempo, canon, and ABA 
are used in the 
performance, creation or 
response to music. 

  
Music 

 
4.1.3.3.1 

   

3. Demonstrate 
understanding of 
the personal, 
social, cultural and 

 
1. Describe the cultural and 
historical traditions of music 
including the contributions 
of Minnesota American 
Indian tribes and 



historical contexts 
that influence the 
arts areas. 

communities. 

  
4.1.3.3.2 

 

2. Describe how music 
communicates meaning. 
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Music 

 
4.4.1.3.1 

 
4. Artistic 
Process: 
Respond or 
Critique 

 
1. Respond to or 
critique a variety of 
creations and 
performances using 
the artistic 
foundations. 

 
1. Justify personal 
interpretations and 
reactions to a variety of 
musical works or 
performances. 

 
 

A Journey Through Musical Emotion offers brief passages of each of the following four 
works as a way to  demonstrate to your students how music induces emotional responses.  
Follow the YouTube links below in order to allow your kids hear the entire movement or 
piece in the class room or on their own.  This can be a wonderful opportunity for guided 
imagery in your classroom. After the links, you will find ideas for lessons or activities to 
help teach the above highlighted standards.   

• Bernard Herrmann —Psycho: A Suite for Strings—
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VYPu4zWLWzs   
This video shows a performance of the BBC Concert Orchestra.  (This is likely a 
better image than the graphic imagery from the Alfred Hitchcock suspense film it was 
originally composed to accompany.) 
   

• Claude Debussy—The Suite Bergamasque—“Claire de Lune” is the third of this 
work’s four movements. Clair de Lune only, with pianist Claudio Arrau: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CvFH_6DNRCY  
All four movements accompanied with impressionist artwork: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bGcEYALnk8s  
1. Prélude 
2. Menuet 
3. Clair de lune 



4. Passepied 
Each movement evokes strong imagery and may spark storytelling among your 
students.  If time allows, it would be good to play all four movements for your 
students. 

• Frédéric Chopin —Piano Sonata No. 2, Op. 35 —III. Marche Funebre  
In this video, the score to the movement scrolls as the music plays, allowing students 
to read the music in real time, and offering you an opportunity to identify various 
elements within it (dynamics, clef, time signature, notes, chords, rhythms, etc.): 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D05AB8xs7qA -  

• Gustav Holst - The Planets—IV. Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity  
A performance of the Chicago Symphony 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nz0b4STz1lo  

You can also find a list of music that evokes sadness at the link below.  What may have 
been the composers’ intent or a common response to music may not be the same for each 
student.  Let students know that music may  effects each of us in a different way.  The 
most important thing for students is to find music they respond to and begin to discover 
how and why that connection happens.  
http://www.npr.org/blogs/deceptivecadence/2010/09/27/130157375/the-saddest-music-
in-the-world-7-tunes-to-make-you-tear-up  

Objective and Learner Outcomes— 

• Students make a connection between music and a variety of feelings, thoughts, and 
meanings. 

• Students identify these responses as subjective, “personal,” affecting each of us in 
different ways while also often inducing a common response. 

• Students learn how specific pieces make them feel, and why.  
 

Standard 
 
Describe how music communicates meaning. 

Justify personal interpretations and reactions to a variety of musical works or 
performances. 

Class Activities 



• On the first listening, have students come up with a few words that describe the 
feeling which the music brings out.  Students could write their response on a marker 
board and then show and share their response with the class, giving each student a 
chance to have a voice in the room.   

 
• Ask students to write a short story that follows the piece of music.  If you have 

multiple sections of the same grade level, you could have each section write a short 
story to a different recording from above.  You could then categorize each of the 
stories into themes or emotions such as: 
° Themes: action, science fiction, family stories, nature,  etc. 
° Emotions: happy, sad, funny, scary, etc.  

You may possibly find an interesting trend with each piece of music.  You could show 
this trend to all the classes as they make observations regarding whether a piece has 
core emotion or meaning that matches the intention of the composer.  
 

• Have students describe what story/movie/dream, etc. comes to their mind when they 
hear each of these four pieces.  Much like writing a short story, this gives students a 
chance to express thoughts and feelings as they develop their speaking skills.  Again 
you have the opportunity to see if the students are trending with each piece.   

Standard 
Describe the elements of music including melody, rhythm, harmony, dynamics, tone 
color, texture, form and their related concepts. 

Describe how the elements and their related concepts such as pitch, tempo, canon, and 
ABA are used in the performance, creation or response to music. 

Class Activities 

• Have students move to each piece.  Check out MPR Classnotes Video Teaching 
Composition (Classical MPR in the Classroom) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=URKUCuNjP44 and see how Master Teacher 
Chris Martino does this very thing in his classroom with movement (the movement 
section starts at 3:00 in the video).  Give students specific elements to move to 
including: 
o Melodic contour 
o Specific rhythms found in the piece 
o Dynamic change 



o Form 
A movement “vocabulary” could be developed for the students using a call and 
response activity.  Individual students could take turns demonstrating a movement for 
four measures and the class could copy the movement they observe.   
 

• Ask students to identify what is happening in the music that makes them feel a 
specific way.  You can post terms on a word wall, chalkboard, or projected screen.  
Terms that reflect melody, rhythm, harmony, dynamics, tone color, texture, and form 
can help students articulate their thoughts.  You could make a word game activity 
from this concept.  Randomly place multiple words or terms that reflect these musical 
elements on a piece of paper.  Have the students circle the words that they feel tie into 
their feelings.  They could then describe why they circled a word making ties to the 
emotive qualities in the music.  This could also be done on an interactive whiteboard 
as students take turns circling different terms.   

 
• Props can be a helpful tool to bring out movement in students. Give each student a 

scarf and have them move the scarf to the music.  You can direct movement to follow 
specific elements in the music such as articulation of the pizzicato strings in the 
Herrmann or the melodic contour of the brass line in the Holst.  Depending on your 
classroom setting and resources, balls could be bounced to the beat of the piece. The 
opening of the Holst is a good bouncing tempo.   

 


