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Teacher Information: 

• This activity is designed to inspire students imagination - Any way they wish to respond in the 
drawing and notation is fine, as long as you as the teacher are happy with it.  Feel free to set 
your own expectations for each student. 

• If students prefer to improvise their character’s ‘theme, and not write it down, that’s fine too - 
although it is good to challenge them to write a composition down, this is entirely up to you. 

• You could bind these composition worksheet pages into the ‘Student Activities Workbook, in 
the composition section, when you comb bind that book for your students. 

• When they are finished, encourage them to play their pieces for each other - they may have to 
practice actually playing the pieces first though, to make sure they can play it confidently. 

• You may like to have the students completed compositions performed at your studio recital, or 
display them on your studio walls.  Students may like to have a go at playing each others 
compositions too! 

 

Setting Up & Printing: 

• This file is ready set up ready for double sided printing - just select the page range you 
need, and select ‘double sided’ in the printer properties.  You can also select ‘fit to page’, if 
you want to make sure it fills the page.  We recommend printing it in colour, as it is more 
engaging for students, but it can be printed in black and white if need be.  Student instructions 
are included in each version. 

• Print the only pages/sections you need for each student : 

 Beginner to Elementary Level students: print pages 3 to 5 This edition is based on using 
Graphic Notation - or ‘pictures’ of sound.   

 Late Elementary to Early Intermediate students: print pages 7 to 9. This edition is based 
on using a pentatonic scale, with manuscript paper & music notations. 

 Late Intermediate to Advancing students: print pages 11 to 15. This edition assumes a bit 
more knowledge, and allows more freedom to experiment with other tonalities, rhythm, 
harmony, form, etc, and provides more structure for this.   

• For either of the manuscript versions of this composing project (pages 7 to 15) adapt the 
steps as needed for students of different abilities & experience. Print extra copies of the 
relevant manuscript page/s if they need more space for a longer composition. 

• The ‘Student Guide’ on page 11 & 12 is especially useful for intermediate/advancing 
students, as it gives them a step-by-step guide to help them organize their composition, 
planning out their rhythm, melody & harmony, and working through the project in a logical 
order.  (Of course, the composition ‘tasks’ listed here can be done in any order, if desired.) 

 

~ We hope you enjoy using these student guides to teach composition ~ 

 

 

 

 
      

 
 
 

          Find out more at: 88musicalkeys.com     
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 Prepare the staves below, by writing on the clefs you want to use. 

 Choose a time signature & compose a rhythm pattern: Write a few 
different sample rhythm patterns on a piece of paper. Clap or tap each one, 
so you know how they sound, then choose your best one and write it on the 
gray line above the staff below.  

 Turn your rhythm pattern into a melody:  Use the C pentatonic scale to 
choose the notes for your melody. The notes can be in any order, but only 
use the green notes, because C pentatonic doesn’t have any F’s or B’s! 

 Play your melody to check how it sounds:  You can play around with it, 
experiment, and change any notes you don’t like.  Write it on the upper staff.  
Use as many bars as you need (you don’t have to use them all). Remember 
to put a double bar line at the end of your last bar. 

 Compose a left hand accompaniment part: use longer notes like  
and write it in.  You could play it hands together on piano, or have your teacher or friend play this left 
hand part, while you play the melody, or even use 2 different instruments - one for each part! 

 Write your finished piece out on the next page of manuscript, and practice playing your piece, so 
you can enjoy playing it for your family & friends!  
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Goal:  To compose a short piece based on your favourite book character, or story.   

For inspiration, you could think about a book you have read, an old fairy story,                                          
legend or myth, or even a poem or funny rhyme. 

This composition can be whatever length and style you choose.  This could be as little as 
four bars or as many as 8 to 16 bars, or more.  The guide below will help you plan and lay 
out your composition, and get it written down.  Work through each of these items, and tick 

the red boxes off as you complete each task (in blue). 

Rhythm: It often helps to plan out the rhythm pattern first.  Notes of longer duration often sound 
good at cadence points (ie, at bars 4, 8, etc). Cadences are like punctuation for music!   

You don’t need to create a completely new rhythm for each bar – It will sound more unified if 
some rhythm patterns are repeated throughout.  Using a sequence (with repeated rhythm 
patterns) sounds really good too - Choose 2 or 3 bars in a row to add in a sequence.  Also, 
reversing a rhythm ‘cell’ (a short pattern) works well, creating variety but with familiarity. 

 Choose a time signature, and compose a rhythm - write your rhythm on the gray line, above 
the staff.  Clap it or tap it, to make sure it sounds good and flows well.  And of course, you 
can modify this rhythm, as needed, when you compose your melody. 

If you are planning a longer piece, you need only plan the first 4 to 8 bars to begin with. 

Of course, you can also change the time signature through the piece, or compose without a 
time signature if you want to. These options can create special effects too. 

If you are drawing inspiration for this composition from a poem or rhyme, you can write a 
rhythm to the actual words, and turn it into a song! 

Key or Tonality:  This is important, as it sets the mood for your piece.  Generally speaking, a 
Major key sounds happy; a Minor sounds sad, lonely, dark; a Natural Minor (or aeolian mode) 
sounds wistful or old-fashioned; the Phrygian mode sounds Spanish; Pentatonic scales may 
sound oriental or jazzy; and Whole tone scales may sound vague, floating, and/or eerie. Other 
scales or modes have their own moods & characters too.    

 Choose the tonality/s that you want to use: __________________________ 

 Write in the clefs and key signature on the staves on the next page. 

Harmonic Plan:  For tonal compositions, students may find it helpful to choose a chord pattern 
first – here are a couple of examples, using one chord per bar: 

• A four bar composition works well with one chord per bar, eg:  I – IV – V – I 

• Or an eight bar composition chord pattern, eg: I – IV – II – V – VI – IV – V – I 

 On a piece of paper, write a list of the possible triads/chords in the key you have chosen, 
then write the note names for each triad/chord beside them (eg, I = c-e-g, ii = d-f-a, IV = f-a-c, 
V = g-b-d, vi = a-c-e).  This helps you easily find the right notes for each chord. 

 Write your ‘harmonic plan’ on the gray line below the staff - Be sure to play it and check it 
sounds good.  To keep it simple, allow one chord per bar.  (If using time signatures like 4/4 
or 6/8 you may like to use 2 chords per bar).  Write the note names for each chord beside 
each chord symbol, underneath the staff on the gray line (eg, I = c-e-g, V = g-b-d, etc). 

Form:  To make a piece sound organised, give it a sense of ‘structure’ by choosing the form that 
you want to use.  Two forms that are easy to use are Binary and Ternary: 

• Binary: A-B  For this, create two main themes, theme A and theme B - theme B will need 
to sound finished as it is at the end.  Theme B often provides contrast. 
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• Ternary: A-B-A  For this one, create two main themes (as above) but theme B will lead to 
a repeat of theme A.  Theme A won’t need to sound finished the first time, but the 
second version of theme A will need to sound finished because it is now the ending - you 
can achieve this by just altering the last few notes of the second theme A.  (Bringing 
theme A back after theme B creates familiarity and unity). 

• Or course, you can also use a different form, or make up your own. 

 Decide what form you want to use - write it here: __________________________ 

Construct your Melody:  

A melody is make up of lots of intervals (an interval is the distance between two notes).  
Intervals can be smaller or larger - some intervals will sound good together, and some sound 
may not.  Choosing the intervals will depend on the effect that you want to create.  

Starting note:  If you want to create a harmonious and balanced effect, the first and last 
notes in the melody will be the tonic (or first note) of the scale, unless you are using an 
anacrusis (or ‘upbeat’ bar).   

• If you want to use an anacrusis, it can sound good to start on the dominant, followed by 
the tonic on the first beat of the first full bar.  If you have two notes in your anacrusis bar, 
you can use the 6th & 7th degrees followed by the upper tonic, or the 5th and 3rd 
degrees followed by the tonic on the first beat of the first full bar.  (If you want to use 
other notes, just play them first to check how they sound - let your ears guide you). 

Shaping your melody:  

• As you have written chords beneath each bar, choosing melody notes will be fairly easy.   

• You should also play your melody as you create it, so you can hear if it sounds good.  

• In general, using steps and skips will sound good. Intervals larger than this (especially 
6ths and larger) sound better if they are followed by a change of direction in the melody. 

• Choose melody notes so that the overall melody has curves, rather than angular leaping 
about (unless an angular sound better suits the character or story you chose!)   

• Plan the shape of your melody so the highest (or lowest) note/s are about three quarters 
the way through your piece.  (In a four bar tune this would be bar three.) This will give 
your music a sense of direction and climax.   

 Choose notes from the chords (on the line below staff) for the main beats in each bar.   

 Add passing notes for any notes between the main beats - A passing note is a note that is 
only a step above or below the notes on either side. (For example, D is the passing note 
between C and E. Thirds are easy to just put a passing note in between!)  If you have 2 
main notes that are a fourth apart, you can add 2 passing notes using a pair of semiquavers 
(sixteenth notes) or a triplet. For example, C and F are a fourth apart, and adding in D and E 
would give you 2 passing notes in between - just adjust the rhythm to fit. 

Finishing touches:  

 Play your melody, and make any changes that it might need to improve it.   

 Write the chords on the bass staff.  You can write them just as a block chords, to fill the 
whole bar, or you can arrange them into an accompaniment pattern if you want to.  

 Write out the finished version of your piece on the last page of manuscript paper. 

 Add the ‘finishing touches’: Write on the dynamics, articulation, phrases & tempo markings.  

 

Congratulations on finishing your piece!  Practice playing it, so you can play it for 
your family and friends, and they can enjoy it too 
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