
What are expressive elements?

I can:  
- Identify the expressive elements of music.  
- Compare and contrast how the expressive 

elements were used in two pieces of music.   
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Analyze  
Analyze how the structure and context of varied musical works inform the response.

Interpret 
Support interpretations of musical works that reflect creators’/performers’ expressive intent.

K-3 Activity 
Listen to the two main themes of The Blue Danube 
and Tritsch Tratsch Polka. Choose one expressive 
elements to focus listening. Have the students create 
a movement for each theme that depicts the 
expressive element (for example articulation - short 
vs. smooth). Have the students perform their 
movements.

4-6 Activity 
Have the students use the app Samples to capture 
various examples of expressive elements. They 
should capture:  
- Fast and Slow (example Allegro vs. Largo) 
- Articulations (Legato, Staccato, and Accent) 
- Forte and Piano 
Have the students share their examples.  

Introduction 
- Ask the students if they have a favorite story. Discuss with the students why the story they selected is their favorite. Tell the students that composers 

are often trying to capture a feeling, mood, or even a story through the music they write. Be sure the students know not all music is written to tell a 
story.  

- Read as a class “What are Expressive Elements” (R-11). Discuss with the students the reading. Tell them that without expressive elements, music 
would, more or less, be presented like someone speaking in monotone.  

- Listen to the interview with Kathryn Tucker Windham linked on the “What are Expressive Elements” (R-11) resource page. Discuss her use of 
expressive elements in storytelling.  

- Make sure the students know that the use of expressive elements can vary through longer compositions. Also, some expressive elements will stay 
the same throughout an entire composition.  

- Display the “Expressive Elements Tap Sheet” (R12). Discuss the different expressive elements (articulation, dynamics, and tempo) with the students.  
- Listen to the main themes of The Blue Danube and Tritsch Tratsch Polka. As you listen to each theme only focus on one expressive element at a 

time. Print out the “Expressive Elements Tap Sheet” (R-12) and have the students use it as they listen. The graphics on the performance videos will 
help the students identify some of the expressive elements. Articulation will be the expressive element you will need to help the students identify.  

- After each time listening, have the students compare and contrast how the various expressive elements of music were used. 

Extensions 
- Explore other stories by Kathryn Tucker 

Windham. Practice reading the stories with 
various expressive elements.  

- Discuss with an artist or your art teacher how 
the expressive elements are used in visual 
arts.  

- Learn about the Shakespeare Festival in 
Montgomery, AL. Have the students compare 
how expressive elements are used in music 
versus in theatre. Connect the students with 
an actor to ask questions.   

K-3 Activity 
Have the students use Chrome Music Lab to explore 
different expressive elements. Here are some 
examples:  
- Use Song Maker to create a loop. Change the 

tempo. Which tempo do you like best? 
- Use Kandinsky to create sounds of various lengths. 

Which sounds do you like the best?

4-6 Activity 
Have the students use R-13 to compare the contrast 
two main themes of The Blue Danube and Tritsch 
Tratsch Polka. Have the students share their likes and 
dislikes. As the students share, help them focus on 
musical reasons for their choices. 

All 
Grades 

Have the students create a 
playlist of their music based on 

expressive elements. For example, 
create a playlist of fast music, a 

playlist of slow music, etc.  

Share the playlist with 
friends and family. 
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Who is your favorite person to read you a story? Why is this person your favorite? 
Do they use voices for different characters? Do they speed up and slow down 
certain parts of the story? Good storytellers use expression to make a story come 
alive. 

Composers use expressive elements to make music come alive. Expressive 
elements are articulation, dynamics, and tempo. Articulation is how notes sound - 
smooth, short, etc. Dynamics are how loud or quiet the music is performed. Tempo 
is how fast or how slow the music is performed. A composer will vary the expressive 
elements throughout a piece of music. 

You try it. Read a story or poem to someone and vary the expression. Ask them for 
feedback on your performance. 

Articulation Terms 

Did you know? 

There are some Southerners that are well 
known for their ability to tell stories. Kathryn 
Tucker Windham was a famous storyteller 

from Alabama. Mrs. Wyndham wrote stories 
about ghosts, cemeteries, and life in 

Alabama.  

Listen to Kathryn Tucker Windham talk 
about “Buzzards” in this story from National 
Public Radio. How did Mrs. Wyndham use 

expression in her story?

What are expressive elements?

Dynamic Terms Tempo Terms 

R-11

“The Storyteller”

Birmingham, AL 
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Legato - smooth and connected

Staccato - short and detached

Accent - emphasize and make louder

Piano - quiet

Forte - loud

Allegro (120 - 168 bpm)

Fast 

Andante (76 - 108 bpm) 

Walking Pace 

https://www.npr.org/player/embed/137155004/137156123
https://www.npr.org/player/embed/137155004/137156123


Expressive Elements Tap Sheet

Dynamics
Quiet Loud

Piano Forte

R-12

Slow Fast
Tempo

Andante Presto

Articulation

Smooth Short

( ; ; 
Louder

a a
Legato Staccato Accent



Expressive Elements  
Comparison Chart  

Listen to the examples of Blue Danube Waltz and Tritsch Tratsch Polka. 
Compare and contrast how the expressive elements are used in each piece.  

Did the main theme’s 
articulation?

R-13

Blue Danube Tritsch Tratsch Polka

Detached SmoothHow would you describe the 
articulation of the main theme?

Slow Fast

Change Stay the same

How would you describe the 
tempo of the main theme?

How would you describe the 
dynamics of the main theme?

Did the tempo?

Loud Quiet

Did the dynamics? Change Stay the same

Change Stay the same

Change Stay the same

Change Stay the same

Change Stay the same

Which piece did you like the most? Which piece did you like the least?

1

2

3

4

5

6

Detached Smooth

Slow Fast

Loud Quiet


