Brothers, Sisters, and the Lyrics of Bluegrass
By Cathy Goode; Concord Conservatory of Music; Concord, Mass.
Grade level: 8-10; Subject Area focus: Language Arts
Brief Summary:

The students will listen to bluegrass music recordings to analyze song form, to develop comprehension skills, to study literary elements and devices of song lyrics, and to explore musical elements of the song. They will use the information learned in class to complete a homework assignment.
Goals and Objectives:

· Students will identify song form and rhyme scheme using examples from bluegrass music recordings.

· Students will demonstrate comprehension of song themes.

· Students will identify literary elements and devices of song lyrics.

· Students will examine elements of the music accompanying the lyrics. 

· Students will increase their understanding and appreciation of bluegrass music.

Summary of Lesson:

· Hand out lyric sheets. These will be used for students' note taking.

· Listen to examples of bluegrass songs. 

· Discuss the form, rhyme scheme, theme, and literary elements and devices of each song. 

· Discuss musical elements of each example that enhance the lyrics. 

· Hand out a lyric sheet and accompanying worksheet for a homework assignment.

· Listen to the song that will be used for the homework assignment.

Evaluation and Assessment:

The students will answer questions and take notes during the class period.

For homework, the students will analyze the lyrics of a bluegrass song, using a worksheet. The teacher will collect and evaluate the worksheets.

Follow-up Activities:

The following are optional activities:

As part of the language arts curriculum, the students can write new verses to existing songs or write original lyrics. With cooperation of the music teacher, the lyrics could be set to music and performed.

The lesson plan can be included in further study of grammar and literary elements in the language arts curriculum.

Further study of the musical elements as part of the music curriculum can be included with the participation of the music teacher. 

The lesson plan can be integrated into American History studies of the migration of populations (including musicians) away from rural areas and the rise of industrialization. 

Additionally, there are many more topics suggested, including study of Homer's epic poem The Odyssey, in conjunction with the use of the movie O Brother, Where Art Thou? on www.losthighwayrecords.com.

Additional Information (including national and/or state requirements or standards addressed:

The lesson plan addresses the following National Education Standards for Language Arts, Grades K-12:

· Reading for Perspective

· Understanding the Human Experience

· Evaluation Strategies

· Applying Knowledge

· Multi-Cultural Understanding

· Participating in Society

· Applying Language Skills

It also addresses National Standards for:

Fine Arts - Grades 9 - 12

· Listening to, Analyzing, and Describing Music

· Understanding Music in Relation to History and Culture

U.S. History - Grades 5 - 12

· The Development of the Industrial U.S. (1870 - 1900)

· The Emergence of Modern America (1890 - 1930)
Resources Used:

Audio Resources

Lynn Morris. "Mama's Hand." O Sister! The Women's Bluegrass Collection. Rounder Records, 2001.

Ralph Stanley. "O Death." O Brother, Where Art Thou? (Soundtrack). Lost Highway Records, 2000.

The Soggy Bottom Boys. "I Am a Man of Constant Sorrow." O  Brother, Where Art Thou? (Soundtrack). Lost Highway Records, 2000.

Pete Seeger. "Oh Susanna." American Favorite Ballads, Vol. 2. Folkways Records, 2004.

The Whites. "Keep On the Sunny Side." O Brother, Where Art Thou? (Soundtrack). Lost Highway Records, 2000.

Visual Resources

O Brother, Where Art Thou? Dir. Joel Coen. DVD. Touchstone Home Video, 2001. (optional resource)

Internet Resources

Lyrics for all songs can be found on various websites, one of which is www.stlyrics.com
www.losthighwayrecords.com has numerous suggestions of educational uses of the movie O Brother, Where Art Thou?
Other materials

Keep on the Sunny Side, A.P. Carter, APRS

I Am a Man of Constant Sorrow, Trad. Arr. Carter Stanley, APRS

Mama's Hand, Hazel Dickens, Happy Valley Music

O Death, Trad. Arr. Ralph Stanley, Zap Publishing Company

Oh Susanna, Stephen Foster, Songs of Universal, Inc.

Lesson Plan Outline: Brothers, Sisters and the Lyrics of Bluegrass
Objectives: 
Students will be able to:

1. Identify the song form of a typical bluegrass song, including the verse and chorus, and the rhyme scheme.

2. Listen to three songs to identify the main theme of each song, and explore the different ways in which the themes are expressed.

3. Analyze lyrics for the expressive devices of the writer. 

4. Explore musical elements which add to the effectiveness of the song.

Materials used:

CDs and lyric sheets
Pencils

Homework assignment sheet

Prior Knowledge and Experience/Curriculum Content:

Prior knowledge is not necessary. 

Curriculum Content: This lesson plan is planned as part of the language arts curriculum, but could also be included in the fine arts and U.S. history curricula.
Procedures:

1. As a warm-up activity, the students will listen to the song, “Oh Susanna.”
· Ask the students to identify the song form, including the verse (new text each time, telling the story), and chorus (text repeated each time, in some instances, reflective), and the rhyme scheme, using letters to indicate which lines rhyme.

2. Play “Keep on the Sunny Side.” 

· Have the students read the lyrics silently as they listen.
· Identify song form and rhyme scheme, and the theme or message of the song. Notice the element of harmony, used in the chorus.
· Examine the change in verb usage by the writer between the verse and chorus (indicative to imperative mood) and the effect it has on the listener.
· How does the music enhance the change from verse to chorus? The rhythm of the words in the chorus is more pronounced (prosody), the "hook" or repetition of "sunny side" helps to strengthen the writer's thought, the melody going higher sounds uplifting and cheerful.

3. Play “O Death.”
Follow the same process for analysis, including additional topics:

· Notice who is speaking in the song (two voices are in dialogue). Identify the different speakers' parts.

· What kind of language is used in this song? (archaic language). Find examples of the archaic language. How long ago do you think this song was written? It has been traced back to 1600s - music which traveled from Scotland and Ireland to the Appalachian region.
· Identify examples of the imagery used to describe death overtaking the man. 
· What musical elements are noticeable? ("a cappella singing" - without accompaniment, melodic style is florid or "melismatic" - like early church music (Gregorian chant), the haunting sound of the minor tonality)

4. Play “Mama's Hand.”
Follow the same process, including additional topics:

· Theme (sadness of leaving home -- a common theme in bluegrass because it was economically necessary)
· What is unique about this song? (parallels between the mother's experience and her own, and the strength she felt from her mother's encouragement).
· What are some of the expressive words or phrases used to describe the story? Is the writer successful in expressing the daughter's sadness?
· How does the language compare to the previous example? (contemporary language) Do you hear grammatical inconsistencies and colloquial use of language? Why do you think the song is written with those "mistakes"? 
· The chorus focuses on a particular object. What is it and how does it add to the emotional impact of the song?

 5. Play “I Am a Man of Constant Sorrow.”  As a homework assignment, ask students to analyze this bluegrass song using the same process used in class. 

Indicators of Success:

Students will complete the homework assignment, based on the analysis of “I am a Man of Constant Sorrow.”
Classroom participation: Listening, teacher-led discussion and student note taking.

Supplementary Information:

Worksheet for “I Am a Man of Constant Sorrow”
1. This song does not have a chorus. What happens instead? For extra credit, what is different musically in the last line of each verse, and how do you think it adds to the song?

ANSWER: The last line of each verse is repeated. The other singers join the lead singer on the repeated line. The narrative mode changes from first person to third person. (This is especially useful in the adaptation of the Greek epic poem, The Odyssey, to the modern day movie version because the added voices remind the listener of a Greek chorus.)

2. What is the rhyming scheme that is used in I Am a Man of Constant Sorrow?

ANSWER: The second line of each verse rhymes with the fourth line of each verse. In some cases the rhyming is less than perfect (e.g. rhyming "found" with "now" in the second verse).

3. What is the main theme of the song? 

ANSWER: The narrator is leaving home, going north to find work or a new life. Even though he has led a difficult and troubled life, he is still expecting that he will be reunited with his loved ones after his death.

4. What are the main emotions that are expressed in this song? In general, would you describe it as optimistic or pessimistic?

ANSWER: The main character is not telling a very cheerful or uplifting tale. The text is sad and pessimistic. Although he seems resigned to his misfortune, he arrives at the belief that he will find redemption.


