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Memphis Chapter AOSA - February 25, 2017

Part One - Singing To Learn

Brent Holl

Description
Using canons and songs with movement, Orff 
instruments and recorders, we can learn the 
basics of singing in choir. This workshop highlights 
the basics of good choral singing: Posture, 
Breathing, Consonants, Vowels, and Rhythm. We’ll 
discuss process, materials, and techniques and we’ll sing and move and play! 

This workshop is designed especially to foster reading skills using locomotor skills, 
singing and rhythmic activities. The activities are appropriate for elementary 
through middle school including special learners.

Focus: Orff process, active singing; instrument accompaniment for songs; movement 
with song: Grades 4 - 8

Part Two - In the Mood for Modes

Description
With our focus on the element of improvisation, 
we’ll use the classic modes as a primary tool for 
improvisation to composition.  Working with melody 
first, we’ll experiment with each mode and prepare a 
group composition. Next we’ll add a full orchestration 
with movement for a final piece. 

Focus: improvisation, orchestration, melody, modes, history, Orff process.
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“If  I knew I had eight hours to cut a tree, I’d spend six of them sharpening the 
axe.” - Abraham Lincoln

Posture - “The position of the limbs or the carriage of the body as a whole.”  - Random House 
Collegiate Dictionary.

The  Four Points of Posture:
• Both Feet on the floor with  body in balance.
• Ears to toes in a straight line.  (Back Straight? Not really!)
• Head and Shoulders in a neutral, balanced position.
• The carriage of the body should be alert, but RELAXED.
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Posture Brent M. holl

© 2006 Brent M. Holl. all rights reserved.

The Random House College Dictionary Revised Edition (1975).  Reprinted with permission.

• Ostinatos:
• Back straight, feet on the floor!
• Head and shoulders neutral, baby...
• The use of ostinatos is very typical in the Orff process.  The benfits include:
• Immediate positive results with reasonably complicated material.
• Helps with class management by keeping everyone involved and focused.
• Builds memory.
• Builds confidence and helps overcome shyness.
• Promotes a feeling of working together in an ensemble and listening to each other.
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The Four Points of Breath:
• Breathe deeply with the diaphragm.
• Breathe on the vowel sound so no one can hear.
• Control the exhale to support the sound.
• Maintain a relaxed but alert facial and body posture.
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Breathe
Brent M. Holl

© 2006 Brent M. Holl.  All Rights Reserved.

Add the accompaniment!
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The Four Points of Vowels:
• Vowel formation is essential.
• Singing the Vowels colors the tone from dark to light.
• Vowels are sung “North and South.”
• Singing vowels opens the voice and releases the head tone.
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Hush Little Baby Brent M. Holl

© 2006 Brent M. Holl. All rights reserved.

Add the accompaniment! 
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The Four Points of Consonants:
• Consonants make it easy to understand words.
• Consonants highlight the rhythm.
• Consonants must be articulated “Al Dente.”
• Consonants are fun to practice with Tongue Twisters!
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Some Like it! Brent M. Holl

© 2006 Brent M. Holl. All rights reserved.

Add the accompaniment:
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Singing to Learn, Integration!
• Here’s a little song about the earth and the environment that puts our singing and playing all 

together.
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My Roots Go Down
Sarah Pirtle

Sarah Pirtle’s  website (www.sarahpirtle.com) has free downloads of teacher materials for nine recordings. Sarah has 
written three books for teachers including Better Together: Caring and Including Instead of Bullying with double CD.  
Linking Up has details of how to use R o o t s  G o  D o w n  for cooperation games; it’s 350 pages with 40 songs and information 
about teaching how to talk things out.
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My Roots Go Down

My trunk stands strong in the wind
My branches reach for the sky
My leaves they turn to the light
My fruits are gifts from my heart
My seeds they bring forth new life

The last verse includes all the verses from 1 - 5.

Sarah Pirtle’s  website (www.sarahpirtle.com) has free downloads of teacher materials for nine recordings. Sarah 
has written three books for teachers including Better Together: Caring and Including Instead of Bullying with double 
CD.  Linking Up has details of how to use Roots Go Down for cooperation games; it’s 350 pages with 40 songs and 
information about teaching how to talk things out.
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My branches reach for the sky
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My seeds they bring forth new life

The last verse includes all the verses from 1 - 5.
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In the Mood for Modes
  

Using the modes working from improvisation to composition.

You’ll never plow a field by turning it over in your mind.
         - Irish saying

The Modes

Ionian - the equivalent of the diatonic major scale, by far the most used 
and most comfortable to our modern ears.

Dorian - Ritualistic, grave, pensive, mostly minor with a hopeful lilt. One 
of Plato’s favorites, the notes of which, “fittingly imitate the utterances 
and accents of a brave man who is engaged in warfare.”

Phrygian - Also a favorite of Plato suitable “for a man engaged in works 
of peace.”

Lydian - a diatonic scale with the raised fourth, more major than major. It 
becomes impish, weird, eccentric and as Plato warned, “prone to sloth 
and drunkenness.”

Mixolydian - a major scale with a flat tire (lowered seventh degree), this 
mode is happy, humorous, fun, and energetic.  Old Time tunes and songs 
often use this mode.

Aeolian - a powerful, melancholic, poetic mode familiar to us as the natu-
ral minor scale.

Locrian - this unstable mode is rarely used... discussion may ensue.

The Basics... Question/Answer improvisation.  
This basic creative tool is very effective with students of all ages as a composition tool.  This 
session will take us from improvisation to composition using rhythm and melody, specifically the 
diatonic modes.

Introduce the Modes
• Find each mode on the Orff instruments or simply demonstrate each one from the piano.
• Discuss each mode, what it sounds like, what it’s distinct characteristics are.
• Let the class pick one.
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Listen to the mode.
• Find the chosen mode on the instruments.
• Play one half note on each note, ascending.
• Play one half note on each note, descending.
• Change to quarter notes, then eighth notes.

Review Question/Answer.
Aim - Build confidence with rhythmic and melodic improvisation using the Question/Answer format.

• Give the class a question using body percussion; all answer.
 x Make sure everyone ends at the strong beat of the last measure. “Final Point.”
 x Make sure the answers are not an exact imitation of the question.
 x Make sure the answers are related to the question.

• Ask who wants to give the teacher a question?
• All get a partner, question answer with each other.
• Discover: 

 x The cadence point (The Final Point) on the last strong beat of the answer.
 x The absence of a cadence point (Final Point) in the question (think CHA, CHA,  CHA).
 x The commonality or shared ideas between the question and answer.  The answer  

should have common elements with the question.
 x The question and answer phrases are the same length.

• Give the class a question using an Orff instrument (or the piano); 
 x Make sure everyone ends at the strong beat of the last measure on THE TONIC.
 x Make sure the melodic answers are not an exact imitation of the question.
 x Make sure the melodic answers are related to the question.

• All get a partner, question answer with each other.
• Discover: 

 x The cadence point (The Final Point) on the last strong beat of the answer on the Tonic note.
 x The absence of a cadence point (Final Point) in the question. Discover the “tenor” note or 

“dominant,” a great place to end the question (but not a requirement).
 x The commonality or shared ideas between the question and answer.  The answer  

should have common elements with the question.
 x The question and answer phrases are the same length.

Compose!
• Establish 4/4 meter and phrase length. A good place to start is two measures of 4/4, a total 

of  eight beats for the question (antecedent) phrase and the answer (consequent) phrase.
• Class gets to improvise the phrase length. Don’t worry too much about endings, only phrase 

length.
• Ask students to share. Pick one phrase as the question. Fix and adjust it (aha! Composition!)
• Class gets to improvise the answer phrase.  (Everyone plays the question in unison, then 

answers. Yep, it’s pretty noisy....  Go as long as you can stand it.  Make ‘em play quietly or! Do 
this whole exercise with fingers only! Or the question with mallets, the answer with fingers.)

• Ask students to share.
• Pick one answer phrase that works.
• Play the new melody!
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Extensions
• Orchestrate the new melody for the students.  (Use those great new skills you learned in Level 

2 Orff Basic!)
• Ask students to experiment with bordun accompaniments and various ostinatos, both 

rhythmic and melodic to create an accompaniment.
• Here’s an example from Middle Schoolers in Dallas, Texas under the expert guidance of Chris 

Judah-Lauder
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Advantages to Composition

Students OWN this.  They become an integral part of their own learning process.  This activity was 
often the ONE thing they remembered about music class first, when asked. 

I often recorded the final effort and passed out a copy on a 5-minute cassette tape as a souvenir. 
We would also talk about publishing, recording, copyrights, sharing, and whatever else came up in the 
group discussion.

Note to workshop participants:
Please feel free to use anything in these notes written or arranged by Brent Holl for your own professional use in 
class or workshops.  Simply make sure that the following notice is on each copy.

 © Brent M. Holl, 2017. All rights reserved. Used by permission.  
For all other materials permission must be obtained from the copyright holder.
These notes are available online for download at  http://bppub.net/DNLDNotes
This workshop has been presented by:

Brent M. Holl
302 East College Street
Bridgewater, Va. 22812

540-478-4833
brentholl@mac.com
www.brentholl.com

Find more free stuff at 
http://bppub.net/BPPFREE

Download the 
workshop notes 

from Brent’s website
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