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Integrating The Avid Listener into  
the Classroom
Dedicated to the idea that music criticism can be both literate and fun to read, The Avid Listener 
features weekly essays about popular, world, and Western art music written by scholars from all over 
the United States and abroad. This ever-updating accompaniment to Norton’s renowned music list 
encourages readers to analyze and discuss both favorite tunes and unfamiliar music, while learning 
about practicing musicians, the music industry, and new approaches to thinking about music history. 

With The Avid Listener, students discover how to listen broadly and deeply, and to approach music 
with a curious spirit and a sense of adventure. Some of our most popular topics include: modes 
of listening (avid, structural, spiritual, distracted, and religious); Hip-hop and cultural diplomacy; 
gender and music narratives; film music; authenticity and interpretation; music and politics; protest 
music; music and public mourning; music and place; popular song and the Cold War; songwriting 
and recording; music and literature; music and disability; opera in American culture; and video game 
music. We post frequent (usually monthly) digests to facilitate site navigation by topic. Each digest 
includes a list of upcoming essays so instructors can plan lessons and assignments in advance.

Feature essays at The Avid Listener 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. The editorial team also suggests these addition 
approaches, ranging from simple to the complex.

1. Some essays are organized as extended conversations about a single theme, such as Hip-hop 
diplomacy, protest music, modes of listening, authenticity and interpretation, music and literature, 
women/gender and music, or music and the Cold War. Assign students an entire series of essays to 
prompt in-class discussion about both the extended topic and the ways that the author(s) sustain an 
argument over a series of essays. 

2. Assign students to respond in writing to a single essay, either in the context of music the class 
has studied as a group or encouraging them to choose from other repertories. The students’ writing, 
whether posted to a discussion area in a Learning Management System or submitted directly to the 
instructor, can then be improved and/or expanded through peer review and revision.

3. Assign students to find examples in their textbook/anthology that connect to, illustrate, complicate, 
or contradict the examples and arguments provided in an Avid Listener essay. This could be assigned to 
an individual, small group, or used to prompt online or classroom discussion.

4. Assign students to find examples from outside their textbook/anthology (e.g., YouTube, Spotify, etc.) 
that connect to, illustrate, complicate, or contradict the examples and arguments provided in an Avid 
Listener essay. This could be merged with the preceding assignment, and likewise could be assigned to 
an individual, small group, or used to prompt online or classroom discussion.

5. For advanced undergraduates and graduate students, use essays from The Avid Listener to teach 
students how to write for a general audience, and create an end-of-course assignment that allows stu-
dents to practice this writing style. Students who produce especially noteworthy projects can then be 
encouraged to submit an essay to the editorial team for publication consideration. (Consider contact-
ing the editorial team for a Skype visit into your class to coach your students during this project.)

We hope you find these useful, and we’d love to hear about any ideas you come up with yourself ! 
Please feel free to contact the editorial team with questions, comments, and concerns.
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