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ABOUT THE BOOK

In this unique introduction to music, readers learn about ten different 
musical genres: classical, Latin, jazz, country, heavy metal, hip-hop, rock 
and roll, rhythm and blues, electronica, and pop. This content is presented 
in several ways: with colorful collages of instruments, varied typefaces 
and font colors, onomatopoeic language that evokes musical sounds, and 
supplementary material about each genre.  

All of this is offered in an accordion-style book format; the pages are 
attached together so that they can be opened in one large spread showing 
the front part of the book, and then turned over to show the supplementary 
material and author’s note in the back. Because of the options for 
accessing a variety of information, readers can chart their own course 
through the book as they learn what music is.

Author and artist Stephen T. Johnson provides readers with the thought-
provoking material they need to investigate music. A mix of playful, 
poetic text; straightforward, explanatory text; lists of recommendations 
for listening to music; quotes from musicians; and creative, colorful 
illustrations make this a unique source for thinking, wondering, and learning 
about music.   
 
 
KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS 

During the activities below, readers will experiment with reading the book in 
three different ways: 

1. Reading about musical genres using only the front 
part of the book 

2. Reading about musical genres using only the back part 
of the book

3. Reading about musical genres using both the front and 
back parts of the book

In addition, they will listen to an example of each genre they are reading 
about. Once they have surveyed the offerings found in Music Is..., readers 
are given the opportunity to chart their own course through the book, using 
all the different types of information offered. In this way, readers learn about 
a variety of options for discussing, describing, and experiencing music. 
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REFERENCE FOR TEACHERS

A very useful reference to use when teaching Music Is... is the website 
Music in Our Homeschool at MusicinOurHomeschool.com/Book-Review-
of-Music-Is/. Here you can find an overview of Music Is..., a video review, 
and links to music for each of the genres described in the book. This 
website was created by Gena Mayo, a “homeschool mom” and music 
teacher, and it will enrich your reading of the book. 
 
 
 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

The discussion questions and activities below draw on Common Core 
State Standards for Reading Informational text (RI) that ask children to ask 
and answer questions about key details in a text (RI.3.1–RI.5.1), identify the 
main topic and key details that support it (RI.3.2–RI.5.2), and describe the 
relationship between a series of events, concepts, or ideas (RI.3.3–RI.5.3). 
Activities also draw on a Standard for Reading Literature (RL 3.4–RL 5.4), 
which asks readers to determine the meaning of words and phrases as 
they are used in a text, distinguishing literal from nonliteral language.  
 
1. Reading the Front Part of the Book and Listening to Examples 
    from Two Genres
 a. Read the first two spreads, Classical is and Latin is. 
               Practice reading aloud the poetic writing. 
 b. Listen to examples of music from these genres. 
 c. Discuss the following questions for each spread: 

 • What instruments are used to play the genre?
 • At the beginning of the spread, how does the author define   
            the genre? What features does he emphasize? 
 • What do you notice about the poetic writing? What    
             interesting words and phrases are used? What does the     
             writing tell you about the music in that genre?  

            • What questions do you have about this musical genre?

2. Reading the Back Part of the Book and Listening to Examples    
    from Two Genres
 a. Read the third and fourth spreads, Jazz and Country, in the 
               supplementary material in the back of the book. 

 b. Listen to examples of music from these genres. 
 c. Discuss the following questions: 
                      • What is unique or distinct about jazz? What is unique or
                         distinct about country? 3
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  • How has jazz changed over time? How has 
     country changed?
  • What instruments are used to play jazz? What’s used 
     for country?
  • What do the quotes tell you about the people associated 
     with each type of music?
  • How is the supplemental material in the back of the book 
               different from the material in the front of the book?

3. Reading the Front and Back Parts of the Book and Listening to    
    Examples from Two Genres
    Use all the information offered in the book to build your understanding. 
 a. Read the front and back spreads about Heavy Metal and Hip-hop.
 b. Listen to examples of music from these genres. 
 c. Using the information from the front and back spreads, discuss   
      the following questions:
  • What do you notice about the language used in the front  
     spreads? Consider the following features:
   o The sounds of the words, like “chugga-chugga-doom-
       and-gloom”
   o The use of rhythm and rhyme
   o The typeface used
   o The colors used
  • What do you notice about the information presented in the 
     back spreads? What does the author tell you about:
   o The definition of heavy metal and hip-hop
   o The development of each type of music. How has it 
      changed over time?
   o The musical instruments used
   o The thoughts of one person associated with each 
      type of music. (Check out Ozzy Osbourne’s quotes 
      about heavy metal and DJ Kool Herc’s about hip-hop.)
   o How do the front and back parts of the book work 
      together to help you understand each type of music?
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4. Chart Your Own Course: Learn about a Musical Genre by Using 
    the Front and Back Parts of the Book and Listening to Examples 
    of the Genre

1. Select one of the following types of music to investigate: rock and 
roll, rhythm and blues, electronica, or pop. 

2. Jot down the steps you take in your investigation: What did you do 
first, second, third, and so on?

3. For each step, jot down your thoughts and what you are learning. 
4. Be sure to listen to an example of the music you are investigating. 

Go to the website MusicinOurHomeschool.com/Book-Review-of-
Music-Is/ Share what you learned with others.  
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Use the reproducible found at the end of this guide to jot down the 
steps you take in your investigation: What did you do first, second, third, 
and so on? 
 

http://www.MusicinOurHomeschool.com/Book-Review-of-Music-Is/
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CRAFT AND STRUCTURE 

To learn about craft and structure, the CCSS asks us to help students learn 
and understand vocabulary words and phrases (RI.3.4–RI.5-4), think about 
the features of nonfiction or literary text (RI.3.5–RI.5.5), and assess the 
author’s point of view (RI.3.6–RI.5.6). The questions and activities below 
emphasize these understandings. 
 
1. LOOKING CLOSELY AT DEFINITIONS 
The book offers two types of definitions for each musical style. The first 
type of definition appeals to the reader’s sense of sight or sound and 
features rhythm, unusual descriptive phrases, and words and phrases 
written in different typefaces and colors. These are the definitions in the 
front of the book, and they emphasize how music makes you feel. 
 
The second type of definition emphasizes facts. These definitions, found in 
the back of the book, provide information about the origins of the musical 
genre, changes over time, important dates, and explanations of word 
meanings.  
 
Follow the directions below to examine the two definitions offered 
for classical. 

1. Read the definition of classical offered in the front of the book. 

2. Discuss these questions:
• How does this definition make you feel?
• When would be a good idea to write a definition that appeals 

to your senses and your feelings?          

3. Read the definition of classical offered in the back of the book. 

4. Discuss these questions:
• How is this definition different from the definition in the front of 

the book?
• When would it be a good idea to write a definition that appeals to 

your need for information?
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2. LOOKING AT SOUNDS THAT IMITATE MUSIC IN A HUMOROUS WAY 
The poetic text in the front of the book uses sounds that reflect the content 
of the music and how we experience the notes. Read the poetic description 
of country music shown below. 

 

Practice reading this poetic language. Then discuss these questions:
1. Which words or phrases remind you of the sound of 

country music?
2. Which words might be parts of a country music song?
3. Which words tell you what country music is about?  

3. LOOKING CLOSELY AT THE AUTHOR’S NOTE 
Read the Author’s Note, which begins with “Dear Reader.” Then discuss 
what the author tells us about the following:

1. Defining music
2. The accordion format
3. The orange line that runs through the book
4. Why music involves play and fun 

WRITING

CCSS emphasizes writing informative and explanatory text to examine 
a topic and convey ideas clearly. The writing activities below provide 
experience writing about music (W.3.2–W.5.2) to inform, to enjoy, and to 
pursue options for writing. 

 1. Write a Sound Poem That Shows How One Type of Music Sounds 
      In the front part of Music Is... the author describes hip-hop as “boom-  
      che-boomboom-che” and “fwip-fwip, fwip-fwip.” When a writer 
      uses words like these that sound like the sounds we hear, it is called 
      onomatopoeia. You can use this technique too. Follow these directions.

•  First look at examples of sound poems:
  o Read the author’s description of hip-hop. What do you  
     notice about the sounds?
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  o Read other examples of sound poems with onomatopoeia  
     found at Examples.YourDictionary.com/Examples-  
     onomatopoeia-poems.html. Be sure to check out “The   
     Honky Tonk in Cleveland Ohio” by Carl Sandburg, which 
     describes the sounds of jazz. Look up other poems, too. 

• Try adding a line to one or more of the author’s poems. First, 
listen to the type of music the author is writing about. What 
sounds can you use to describe it?

• Now try to write your own sound poem: 
 o Listen to a sample of music in one of the styles 
        explained in the book.

 o Describe it using your own sound words.
 o Think about adding repetition and rhyme like the author did  
              to describe hip-hop.
 o Share your poem. 

2.  Make a Poster Describing One Type of Music 
Use color, collage, and poetry, as well as information about this music 
style, the people known for playing it, and quotes about it. Share this 
music’s unique features.

3.  Respond to Quotes Said by People Who Are Connected to Different 
     Types of Music, and Then Find Out More about Them 

For example, read the quote from Ludwig van Beethoven. Explain 
what it means to you and whether you agree. Then find out more about 
Beethoven and share what you learned by writing additional information 
about Beethoven that could be added to the back of this this book. Find 
out more about these other musicians:

•  Carlos Santana
•  Ella Fitzgerald
•  Jimi Hendrix
•  Beyoncé Knowles
•  Madonna

examples.yourdictionary.com/examples-onomatopoeia-poems.html
examples.yourdictionary.com/examples-onomatopoeia-poems.html
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1.  Watch Videos That Show What Music Is
• To learn about “15 Incredible Famous Musicians Every Kid Should 

Know,” go to WeAreTeachers.com/Famous-Musicians-for-Kids/. 
Here you will learn about the Beatles, Ella Fitzgerald, Louis 
Armstrong, Dolly Parton, Johnny Cash, and others. You can also 
listen to them create music.  

• Research different styles of music, from hip-hop to blues to rock, 
and report on your findings: EnglishClub.com/Vocabulary/Music-
Popular.htm

• Listen to examples of jazz performed by Duke Ellington, Ella 
Fitzgerald, and others: UDiscoverMusic.com/Stories/Jazz-For-
Beginners-Essential-Albums/

2.  Read Other Books by Stephen T. Johnson:
• A Is for Art: An Abstract Alphabet
• Alphabet City
• Alphabet School
• As the City Sleeps City by Numbers 

3.  Read Other Books about Music and Musicians:
•	 Welcome	to	Jazz, written by Carolyn Sloan and illustrated by 

Jessica Gibson
•	 The	Music	of	Life:	Bartolomeo	Cristofori	&	the	Invention	of	the	

Piano, written by Elizabeth Rusch and illustrated by Marjorie 
Priceman

•	 Dancing	Hands, written by Margarita Engle and illustrated by 
Rafael López

•	 Jazz	ABZ:	An	A	to	Z	Collection	of	Jazz	Portraits, written by 
Wynton Marsalis and illustrated by Paul Rogers and Phil Schaap

•	 When	the	Beat	Was	Born:	DJ	Kool	Herc	&	the	Creation	of	Hip	
Hop, written Laban Carrick Hill and illustrated by Theodore 
Taylor III 

EXTENDING THE EXPERIENCE OF READING 
THE BOOK

https://www.WeAreTeachers.com/Famous-Musicians-for-Kids/
https://www.englishclub.com/vocabulary/music-popular.htm
https://www.englishclub.com/vocabulary/music-popular.htm
https://www.udiscovermusic.com/stories/jazz-for-beginners-essential-albums/
https://www.udiscovermusic.com/stories/jazz-for-beginners-essential-albums/
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•	 Lives	of	the	Musicians:	Good	Times,	Bad	Times	(and	What	the	
Neighbors	Thought), written by Kathleen Krull and illustrated by 
Kathryn Hewitt

•	 Who	Was	Wolfgang	Amadeus	Mozart? written by Yona Zeldis 
McDonough and illustrated by Carrie Robbins 

4.   Visit Stephen T. Johnson’s website for a worksheet and prompt 
      to  “Listen, Imagine, & Create”: StephenTJohnson.com/#Music-Is/  

Guide written by Myra Zarnowski, a professor in the Department of 
Elementary and Early Childhood Education at Queens College, CUNY.

This guide has been provided by Simon & Schuster for classroom, library, 
and reading group use. It may be reproduced in its entirety or excerpted 
for these purposes. For more Simon & Schuster guides and classroom 
materials, please visit TheBookPantry.net or SimonandSchuster.net/
TheBookPantry 

 

http://www.StephenTJohnson.com/#Music-Is/
https://www.TheBookPantry.net
https://www.simonandschusterpublishing.com/thebookpantry/


My Investigation of ____________________

         Steps in My Investigation                    What I Learned 
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