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Integrating The Avid Listener into the Classroom: 
Common Core English Language Arts Standards
The Avid Listener essays can serve two primary functions in the classroom: as informational texts 
about music history and music in culture, and as exemplars of good writing for general audiences. 
Essays are brief, well crafted, and carefully edited. They introduce new ideas (such as Hip-hop 
diplomacy) alongside creative takes on more traditional music history narratives (such as the 
history of musical notation, or the politics behind Handel’s oratorios). Each essay concludes 
with discussion questions; asking students to read the essays and engage with these questions is 
perhaps the easiest way to integrate The Avid Listener into the classroom. But we also recognize 
that (1) classroom activities are more likely to appeal to school administrators if they can be 
linked to current educational standards, and (2) music educators are under increasing pressure to 
support language arts and math educational standards in music classrooms.

To facilitate the integration of The Avid Listener into high school curricula, we have developed a 
list of suggested exercises that use essays from the site to meet specific Common Core English 
Language Arts Standards. Furthermore, many of our essays are deeply engaged with historical 
narratives that are likely part of your students’ social studies curriculum; therefore, we have also 
suggested ways that Avid Listener essays can help students meet overlapping ELA / Social 
Studies–History Standards. We have chosen standards from grade levels 9/10 and 11/12 that can 
be adjusted to meet grade-level expectations. The following activities can easily be adapted to a 
number of Common Core standards.

We will post frequent digests to facilitate site navigation by topic. Each digest will also include 
a list of upcoming essays so instructors can plan lessons and assignments in advance. Please feel 
free to contact the editorial team with questions, comments, concerns, and suggestions.
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COMMON CORE STANDARD SUGGESTED EXERCISE

Reading: Informational Text (Grades 9–12)

Key Ideas and Details: Cite strong and thorough 
textual evidence to support analysis of what the text 
says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the 
text, including determining where the text leaves 
matters uncertain. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-
10.1 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.1)

Assign students an essay to read before class. As discussion or writing assignment, ask 
students to outline the text’s main ideas and identify supporting details. For a longer 
curricular unit, assign an essay series (such as the Hip-hop diplomacy essays, the popular 
song during the Cold War essays, or the music and literature essays) over the course of 
several class meetings. Ask students to chart, outline, or discuss each text’s main points, and 
to construct discussion questions about areas of uncertainty. 
Suggested essays: Felicia Miyakawa, “Hip-hop Diplomacy Parts 1-4”; Carrie Allen Tipton, 
“Race, Class, and Music in The Great Gatsby”; William Gibbons, “How It’s Meant to 
be Heard: Authenticity and Game Music”; Sara Haefeli, “If History Is Written by the 
Victors”; Rebecca Cypess, “Silence from the Salon: In Search of Sara Levy”

Key Ideas and Details: Determine a central idea (or 
two or more central ideas) of a text and analyze its 
development over the course of the text, including 
how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific 
details; provide an objective summary of the text. 
(CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-10.2 / CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.RI.11-12.2)

Assign students an essay to read before class. As discussion or writing assignment, ask 
students to outline the text’s main ideas and identify supporting details. 
Suggested essays: Ellen Harris, “Handel’s Messiah: A Seeming Miracle Itself”; Felicia 
Miyakawa, “Hip-hop Diplomacy, Parts 1–4”; Andrew Dell’Antonio, “Intentional 
Authenticity: Performing Disabled Bodies, Disabled Bodies Performing”; Amy 
Sequenzia, “Autistic and Epileptic, In a Rock Concert”; Nicholas Lockey, “Re-thinking 
Convention and Innovation”; Alexandra Apolloni, “What’s a Girl Gotta Do to Get into 
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame?”   

Craft and Structure: Determine an author’s point of 
view or purpose in a text in which the rhetoric is 
particularly effective, analyzing how style and content 
contribute to the power, persuasiveness or beauty 
of the text. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-10.6 / 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.6)
Craft and Structure: Analyze and evaluate the 
effectiveness of the structure an author uses in his 
or her exposition or argument, including whether 
the structure makes points clear, convincing, and 
engaging. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.5)

Assign students an essay to read before class, or allow students to browse the site and 
choose an essay with a particularly strong argument. Ask students to identify: the author’s 
primary argument and structure of the argument; technical/disciplinary language that 
supports the argument; and rhetorical devices (such as metaphor) that help to convey the 
argument. 
Suggested essays: Andrew Dell’Antonio, “Sweet Torment over Four Centuries”; Sara 
Haefeli, “Does Music Evolve?”; Travis Stimeling, “Musical Virtuosity”; Felicia Miyakawa, 
“Selma’s Music: The Politics of Commemorating Bloody Sunday”; Joshua Kalin Busman, 
“Religious Listening”; Carrie Allen Tipton, “Music and Social Change on Downton 
Abbey”

Reading: Literature

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas: Analyze the 
representation of a subject or a key scene in two 
different artistic mediums, including what is 
emphasized or absent in each treatment. (CCSS.
ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.7)

Assign students an essay about literary works to be read during the course. These can be 
about specific works (e.g., The Great Gatsby, Margaret Atwood’s Maddaddam trilogy, or 
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings) or about larger concepts, such as epics (e.g., the Irish legend 
The Cattle Raid of Cooley). Use the discussion questions at the end of each essay, as well as 
any embedded videos, to start class discussion. 
Suggested essays: Carrie Allen Tipton, “Race, Class, and Music in The Great Gatsby”; 
Kendra Leonard, “Survival Through Song,” “American Folk Rock Cattle Raid,” “Art 
Mimics Art,” and “Heavy Metal Elves”; Jonathan Godsall, “Listening to Beethoven in 
and through The King’s Speech”

Writing (Grades 9–12)

Text Types and Purposes: Introduce a topic; organize 
complex ideas, concepts, and information to make 
important connections and distinctions; include 
formatting (e.g., headings), graphics (e.g., figures, 
tables), and multimedia when useful to aiding 
comprehension. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-
10.2.A / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.2.A)

Each Avid Listener essay features audio and visual examples. Ask students to choose an 
essay to serve as a model. Ask students to (1) isolate and analyze when and why audio and 
visual examples appear at particular textual moments, and (2) identify what those examples 
add to the textual themes. Students can then write their own essay, returning to The Avid 
Listener as a model when necessary.
Suggested essays: Andrew Dell’Antonio, “Authenticity and Interpretation” and “Bromantic 
Singing”; Kendra Leonard, “Women Can’t Do That: Delia Derbyshire and Electronic 
Music”; Charles Carson, “Places, Spaces, and Soundscapes”; Travis Stimeling, “The 
Popular Songwriter”; William Gibbons, “Stravinsky, Nintendo, and the Aesthetics of 
Limitation”; Justin Patch, “The Power of Sound: The 2016 Presidential Campaign”; 
Alexandra Apolloni, “What’s a Girl Gotta Do to Get into the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame?”
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COMMON CORE STANDARD SUGGESTED EXERCISE

Text Types and Purposes: Develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach, 
focusing on addressing what is most significant 
for a specific purpose and audience. (CCSS.
ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.5 / CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.W.11-12.5)
Research to Build and Present Knowledge: Conduct 
short as well as more sustained research projects 
to answer a question (including a self-generated 
question) or solve a problem; narrow or broaden 
the inquiry when appropriate; synthesize multiple 
sources on the subject, demonstrating understanding 
of the subject under investigation. (CCSS.
ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.7 / CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.W.11-12.7)

Ask students to construct a written response to a selected essay with word count, paragraph 
construction, and technical (music-specific) language guidelines. Use this written response 
as a starting point for a multi-step revision process. Avid Listener essays are written with a 
general audience in mind. As students work through revisions, encourage them to analyze 
their own use of technical/disciplinary language. 
Allow students to choose an essay as a starting point for a larger research project. Students 
may use the many hyperlinks embedded in each text to further their own study. Some 
essays also include a list of reading suggestions. Encourage students to post comments 
and/or questions to the site and engage with authors as they work through longer research 
projects. 
Suggested essays: Sara Haefeli, “If History Is Written by the Victors”; Kendra Leonard, 
“Song of Myself: Autobiography in Pop Music” and “The Innovations of Ruth Crawford 
Seeger”; Felicia Miyakawa, “‘I Can’t Breathe: Protest Music Now”; Amy Sequenzia, 
“Autistic and Epileptic, In a Rock Concert”; Joshua Kalin Busman, “Cosmic American 
Music: Religiosity and Old-Time America”

Range of Writing: Write routinely over extended time 
frames (time for research, reflection, and revision) 
and shorter time frames (a single sitting or a day or 
two) for a range of tasks, purposes, and audiences. 
(CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.10 / CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.W.11-12.10)

At regular intervals during the week, ask students to read the newest essay posted to The 
Avid Listener and respond in a brief, timed free-write. This exercise can be done in class to 
emphasize regular, scheduled writing times, or it can be done outside of class. Free-writes 
can also be the basis for editing exercises or longer research projects.
New essays appear each Monday beginning in late August and ending in May, with a 
hiatus over winter holidays. Assignments emphasizing regular writing can be timed to 
coincide with new posts.

Speaking and Listening (Grades 9–12)

Comprehension and Collaboration: Initiate and 
participate effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) 
with diverse partners on grades 9–12 topics, texts, 
and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly and persuasively. (CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.
SL.11-12.1)
Comprehension and Collaboration: Come to discussions 
prepared, having read and researched material under 
study; explicitly draw on that preparation by referring 
to evidence from texts and other research on the 
topic or issue to stimulate a thoughtful, well-reasoned 
exchange of ideas. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-
10.1.A / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.1.A)

Each Avid Listener essay concludes with a set of discussion questions. Ask students to 
prepare responses to these questions in advance and be ready to share their responses in 
class. (Students can also write out responses as part of a regular writing routine to address 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.10 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.10.) In-class 
discussions can be teacher-led, in small groups, or with partners.
Students can also be asked to write an additional discussion question to share with the 
class, small group, or discussion partner. 
Suggested essays: Andrew Dell’Antonio, “Structural Listening” and “Distracted Listening”; 
Felicia Miyakawa’s protest music series; Thomas Forrest Kelly, “Writing, Memory, and 
Music: The Birth of Notation”; Norma Coates, “American Idol”; Sara Haefeli, “The 
Problem with Geniuses”; Katherine Reed, “From Ziggy to Blackstar: David Bowie’s 
Musical Masks”; Justin Patch, “The Power of Sound: The 2016 Presidential Campaign”; 
Tim Smolko, “Silly Songs about the Space Race” and “Celebrating the Apocalypse with 
Tom Lehrer”; Alexandra Apolloni, “What’s a Girl Gotta Do to Get into the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame?”

Conventions of Standard English (Grades 9–12) 
Vocabulary Acquisition and Use: Determine or clarify 
the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning 
words and phrases based on grades 9–12 reading and 
content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 
(CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.4; CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.L.11-12.4)
Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence, 
paragraph, or text; a word’s position or function 
in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word 
or phrase. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.4.A; 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.4.A); 
Verify the preliminary determination of the meaning 
of a word or phrase (e.g., by checking the inferred 
meaning in context or in a dictionary). (CCSS.
ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.4.D; CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.L.11-12.4.D)

Many Avid Listener essays introduce new vocabulary, but do so with either parenthetical or 
hyperlinked definitions. The essays provide sufficient context for determining the meaning 
of new words. Some of these new words are discipline-specific; others are familiar words 
presented in a new context. 
Ask students to evaluate an essay for new and unfamiliar words and determine the 
definition of the new words based on the context of the essay. Ask students to then 
compare their definitions with a dictionary definition and to discuss discipline-specific uses 
of these vocabulary words. 
Suggested essays: Felicia Miyakawa, “Poetic Protest: Women, Hip-hop, and Islam”; Sara 
Haefeli, “How Musicology Became That Town in Footloose” and “Does Music Evolve?”; 
Andrew Dell’Antonio, “Avid Listening”; Joshua Kalin Busman, “Religious Listening”; 
Tyler Cassidy-Heacock, “Hyperlistening”; Amy Sequenzia, “Autistic and Epileptic, In a 
Rock Concert”; Nicholas Lockey, “Rethinking Convention and Innovation”; Blake Howe, 
“Temperamental Differences”; Reba Wissner, “Hearing with Your Eyes: Science Fiction 
Television and Hearing the Unseen”
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COMMON CORE STANDARD SUGGESTED EXERCISE

Acquire and use accurately general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases, sufficient for 
reading, writing, speaking, and listening at the college 
and career readiness level; demonstrate independence 
in gathering vocabulary knowledge when considering 
a word or phrase important to comprehension or 
expression. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.6; 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.6)

Several of our essays are general in nature, introducing the reader to new frames of 
thinking about particular topics. These essays tend to introduce discipline or topic-specific 
vocabulary slowly, and expand slowly over time. Assign students one of the essays below 
for a discussion in class (or as a writing assignment) of new vocabulary within a larger 
theoretical framework.
Suggested essays: Charles Carson, “Places, Spaces, and Soundscapes”; Travis Stimeling, 
“Musical Virtuosity” and “Recording: A Team Process”; Sara Haefeli, “The Problem with 
Geniuses”; Norma Coates, “American Idol”; Stephan Prock, “Audible Interiors: Music 
and Emotion in the Hollywood Film Score”; William Gibbons, “How It’s Meant to be 
Heard: Authenticity and Game Music”

History/Social Studies (Grades 9–12)

Craft and Structure: Determine the meaning of words 
and phrases as they are used in a text, including (a) 
vocabulary describing political, social, or economic 
aspects of history/social science; (b) how an author 
uses and refines the meaning of a key term over the 
course of a text. (CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-
10.4; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.4)

Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same 
historical event or issue by assessing the authors’ 
claims, reasoning, and evidence. (CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.RH.11-12.6)

Assign students an essay that interacts with social/economic history and provide historical 
framework that complements students’ history curriculum. Guide students to (a) identify 
new vocabulary, and (b) discuss how the author uses the vocabulary within the context 
of music history. Use these essays to compare and contrast with historical narratives as 
presented in students’ history curriculum.
Suggested essays: Kristen M. Turner, “Coca-Cola Goes to the Opera: Lillian Nordica’s 
Celebrity Endorsements”; Sara Haefeli, “The Problem with Geniuses”; Theo Cateforis, 
“Sub Pop”; Andrew Dell’Antonio, “Avid Listening”; Joshua Kalin Busman, “Religious 
Listening”; Alexandra Apolloni, “What’s a Girl Gotta Do to Get into the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame?”

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas: Integrate and 
evaluate multiple sources of information presented 
in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, 
quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to 
address a question or solve a problem. (CCSS.ELA-
LITERACY.RH.11-12.7)

Several of our essays are deeply engaged with historical context. Align ELA standards with 
parallel history/social studies curriculum with an essay that corresponds to the historical 
period under discussion. Kristen Turner’s essays, for example, are about class and race in 
nineteenth-century America. Tim Smolko’s essays are about the Cold War. As ancillary 
materials, Avid Listener essays can provide an additional lens through which students can 
evaluate historical points of view and narrative structures.
Suggested essays: Tim Smolko, “‘You’ll Tic Tic All Day Long’: The Cold War, Geiger 
Counters, and Doris Day” and “Silly Songs about the Space Race”; Justin Patch, “The 
Power of Sound: The 2016 Presidential Campaign”; Carrie Allen Tipton, “James Brown 
and B. B. King: Mourning and Migration” and “Music and Social Change on Downton 
Abbey”; Felicia Miyakawa, “Hip-hop Diplomacy, Part 1,” “Joe Hill Returns: Labor 
Movements and Protest Music,” “‘I Can’t Breathe’: Protest Music Now,” and “Selma’s 
Music: The Politics of Commemorating Bloody Sunday”; Kendra Leonard, “Women 
Can’t Do That: Delia Derbyshire and Electronic Music” and “The Innovations of Ruth 
Crawford Seeger”; Rebecca Cypess, “Silence From the Salon: In Search of Sara Levy”
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