
 
 

Goals/Objectives/Student Outcomes: 
Students will: 
• Become aware of the use of folk music in Iowa and how it is 
used to provide entertainment, chronicle events, and teach 
young people about their culture. 
• Develop an understanding of folk music as an oral tradition 
that has a tendency to change as it is passed from one 
person  
to another. 
• Identify forms of traditional music and song. 

Materials: 
1. Folk songs 
2. Paper 
3. Pencils 

Background: 
Folk music includes both vocal and instrumental traditions, from a 
child singing a parody of a television commercial to a camp songs. 
Folk music is composed by an individual, but as it is passed from 
person to person it often changes. Sometimes only a few words 
change and in other cases all the words are changed. Different 
groups of people change the words to fit their own circumstances  
or conditions. 
Folk songs are learned informally and shared within family or 
community groups. What is called folk music is often the creation of 
an individual songwriter, perhaps in the style of traditional music but 
not truly a traditional song or performance. "Happy Birthday" is a good 
example of a folk song, as are all the parodies it has spawned, and 
which your students doubtless know and would be glad to sing. 
Students know lots of parodies, many of them about school and 
teachers. Parodies like "On Top of Spaghetti" also are examples of 
traditional homemade music. Students also parody popular songs 
and commercials. 
Traditional music is a form of expression that is passed on byword of 
mouth and by example. There are many kinds of traditional music and  
 

 
songs in Iowa. We have: African American (rap, gospel, and blues), 
Anglo American (bluegrass), Finnish, German, Czech, Dutch, Danish, 
Hispanic, Scottish, Norwegian, Swedish, Italian, Jewish, and 
Amish music. 
Other traditional songs include such favorites as "Ninety-Nine Bottles 
of Beer," sports cheers and songs, congratulatory songs like "For He's 
a Jolly Good Fellow," cowboy songs, Native-American chants and 
songs, and songs from different ethnic cultures. Traditional music and 
song can be found in almost all folk groups. Hand clap and jump rope 
songs are common on many school grounds. Camp songs are 
another example from children's own folk groups. 

Procedure: 
Begin this unit by describing traditional music and song as an activity 
that is learned just like all of the other traditions you have been 
discussing. Ask students for examples of music and song that they 
like to listen to and that they like to sing. Talk about the topics of those 
songs, pointing out that they can be about anything. Explain that 
music and song do not require musical accompaniment, but if there is 
musical accompaniment, learning how to play a musical instrument 
may also be a tradition. 
1. Ask the students to share examples of their traditional music, the 
parody. Describe the parody with an example such as, "Glory, glory 
hallelujah /Teacher hit me with a ruler..." Have each volunteer name 
the parody and who he or she learned it from. Ask the student to 
recite or sing the song. Record the session. 
2. Present folk songs or songs you have found that were part of the 
folk music heritage of Iowa. Discuss the lyrics and how they might 
relate to Iowa life. Divide the class into smaller groups to do this as a 
cooperative learning activity. 
3. Have the students use tunes to familiar folk songs and write new 
lyrics to them. The lyrics should reflect aspects of their daily life in 
Iowa. They need to know that they may have to change the melody 
slightly to fit their new lyrics and that this is in keeping with the folk 
music tradition. 
4. Remind the students that lyrics to a song follow a rhyming pattern. 
5. When they have finished a final copy of their song to be turned in, 
each group will teach its new lyrics to the rest of the class or another 
group in the oral tradition of folk music. 



 

Assessment of Outcomes: 
The student's written project and performance will show an 
understanding of the concept that change is part of the folk music 
tradition and that the words to folk songs reflect the culture in which 
they were created and in which they are being used. 

Extensions and Adaptations: 
There are artists in residence available who could extend this activity 
with the introduction of folk instruments that were used in Iowa. There 
may be performers in your community who would be able to teach folk 
songs that were brought to Iowa by immigrants who settled in your 
area. Contact the Iowa Art Council, Department of Cultural Affairs, for 
a roster of artists: (515) 281-4451. 
This lesson could fit into a language arts unit. Or, students could be 
asked to illustrate either their new verse or the original as part of an 
art lesson. 
Have kids sing and record their songs and see if a local radio station 
will air the songs. 

Resources: 
Greg Brown. This nationally renowned recording artist, who 
appeared on A Prairie Home Companion, is an Iowan whose many 
albums (available on LP, cassette, and CD) often deal with Iowa 
and rural topics. 
Burl Ives. The Burl Ives Song Book. New York: Ballantine Books, 1953. 
James F. Leisy. The Folk Song Abecedary. New York: Hawthorn 
Books, Inc., 1996. 
Marcia Pankake and Jon Pankake. Joe's Got a Head Like a  
Ping-Pong Ball: A Prairie Home Companion Folk Song Book. New 
York: Penguin Books, 1990. 
Carl Sandberg. The American Songbag. New York: Harcourt, Brace 
& World Inc., 1927. 
Earl J. Stout. Folk Lore From Iowa. New York: G.F. Stechert and 
Co., 1936. 
Bruno Nettl. Folk Music in the United States: An Introduction. Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1976. 
Alton C. Morris. Folksongs of Florida. Gainesville: University of 
Florida Press, 1950. 
"Iowa Folklife." The Goldfinch 10 (April 1989): 20-21.



 



 



 


