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The Power of Unison Playing
Musical / Technical Reasons 

Unison - A coincidence in pitch of sounds or notes: a combination of notes, voices, or instruments at the 

same pitch or in octaves. It can indicate that any or all of these will be the same: pitch, rhythm, 

articulations, dynamics, phrasing, etc.

Easy to teach.

Easy to hear mistakes.

Easy to remediate.

Develops ensemble skills.

Develops pitch center.

Is great ear training. 

Develops rhythmic stability.

Develops phrasing concepts.

Improves articulations.

Improves reading.

Everyone reinforces each other.

Bob’s Thought –

It’s SUPER fun!!!  and
It can be taught by rote, note or rote to note.



The Power of Unison Playing
Affective Reasons

Everyone can be first chair.

Builds confidence by playing

something they couldn’t do alone.

Builds friendships throughout the orchestra 

as they can play together with anyone.

Bob’s Thought –

It’s makes them feel good.
The entire orchestra is excited because ”we sound good”.

Develops a sense of unity.

Develops string identity.

Develops section identity.

Develops back of sections.



The Power of Unison Playing
The Power of Memory

Student Advantages

They are listening to themselves.

They can watch you (conducting, position)

They can stand/sit and don’t need stands.

They can play with any other instrument.

They will pay more attention to sound issues.

Bob’s Thought –

No matter if they learn it by ear or eye, 

memorizing changes how they sound and play.

Teacher Advantages

Your eyes are on them.

You are connecting with them.

You can walk around the room.

You can place students in 

creative groupings for listening.

It make evaluations easier.



What Can You Teach?

Right-hand skills.

Left-hand skills.

Literacy.

Musicianship.

Aural skills.

Memorization.

Bob’s Thought -

You can teach almost everything in your curriculum

with your own pedagogy.



Using Your Curriculum

Have one.

National ASTA Curriculum.

Prioritize what you teach and why.

Bob’s Thought –

Pick music that supports your curriculum so 

progress is predictable and sustainable.



Tunes That Teach Packets
These will be available free online until January 21, 2023.

You may copy as many as your like for your school. 

Please don’t share them with others.

Bob’s Thought -

Download your instrument packet for violin, viola, cello/bass at

phillipsfiddlers.com
click on

More and new handouts

download

Tunes That Teach All Strings 



Bob’s Thought –

Create your own packet

that is specific to your students.

You will be able to use it for years.

You can also use these to teach 

shifting and transposing into other 

octaves or keys. You can keep 

each tune at the same level or 

make them progressively harder 

as they go down the page.









































Customize Your Tunes
Les Buffoons from Arbeau's Orchésographie

Bob’s Thought -

Take one tune and create technical variations, as in these examples, that you can 

use for warm-ups or teaching throughout the year.



Bob’s Thought –

Take one tune and create 

technical variations you can use 

for warm-ups or teaching 

throughout the year.



Bob’s Thought –

Take one tune and create 

technical variations you can use 

for warm-ups or teaching 

throughout the year.



Bob’s Thought –

Take one tune and create 

technical variations you can use 

for warm-ups or teaching 

throughout the year.



Bob’s Thought –

Take one tune and create 

technical variations you can use 

for warm-ups or teaching 

throughout the year.



Bob’s Thought –

Take one tune and create 

technical variations you can use 

for warm-ups or teaching 

throughout the year.



Interval Tunes – In the Tunes That Teach Packet

Bob’s Thought – You may download and copy for your students as outlined in previous slide.

These tunes are also great warm-up tunes and work well for transposing to other keys or ranges.



Interval Tunes
(Lists on this and subsequent slides are from the Interval Song Chart Generator at earmaster.com)

Minor 2nd

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Major 2nd

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Minor 3rd

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Major 3rd

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Perfect 4th

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Tritone

(Augmented 4th, Diminished 5th)

Only interval that is the same 

up or down

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Perfect 5th

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Minor 6th

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Major 6th

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Minor 7th

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes

Major 7th

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes
(earmaster.com)

Perfect 8th or Octave

Bob’s Thought –

Here is a list of tunes that also

use this interval. Have students 

memorize excerpts so you can 

reference them when discussing 

specific intervals. 

Copyrighted music may be 

taught by rote.



Interval Tunes – In the Tunes That Teach Packet

Bob’s Thought – You may download and copy for your students as outlined in previous slide.

These tunes are also great warm-up tunes and work well for transposing to other keys or ranges.



Using Technology to Enhance

Accompaniments are an elegant metronome.

Accompaniments create tonal and pitch centers.

Accompaniments help develop speed by using increasing tempos.

Accompaniments can be posted to your classroom management portals.

Bob’s Thought –

Don’t be afraid to use accompaniments. They teach intonation, rhythm, and style.

Don’t be afraid to ask for help with technology. Students love to help 

with this. They will be happy to learn programs you need help with.



MakeMusic CLOUD, formerly SmartMusic

Access to thousands of tunes.

Can change tempo.

Can change key.

Can use the assessment feature.

Can take a melody part from repertoire 

and transpose to other instruments.

Can create a playlist of tunes for

students to work through.

Bob’s Thought –

This is one of the most powerful technologies available. 

Get creative about funding by checking with your district about 

technology money or ask music parents to help. Investigate

grants. 



Band-in-a-Box

Can create your own accompaniments

to post.

Can pick from thousands of styles.

Can change tempo.

Can change key.

Bob’s Thought –

Once you learn a little about the 

program, this is a really fast way

to generate accompaniments for scales, 

arpeggios, rhythms, tunes, etc.



Drum Loops

Simple to use as a phone app.

Can change tempo.

Can choose styles.

Apps

Drum Beats and Rhythm

Beat Station

Drum Loops and Metronome

Drum Machine Loops Lite

Easy Beats Machine  

Bob’s Thought –

There is lots of software 

like this in the app store. It 

is much more fun than a 

metronome and lets 

students experience 

contemporary grooves. 

Super EASY to use.



Technique Selection Rubric 
Skills Tune Level Genre/ 

Diversity 
Skills Tune Level Genre/ 

Diversity 

Right Hand    Rhythm    

Detache    Whole    

Martele    Half    

Spiccato    Quarter    

Legato slurs    Eighth    

Staccato slurs    Sixteenth    

Accents    Dotted    

String 
crossings 

   Syncopation    

Tremolo        

Sul ponticello    Tempos    

Sul tasto    Slow    

Col Legno    Medium    

Parts of bow    Fast    

Bow 
placement 

       

Bow Weight    Dymamics    

Bow Speed    pp    

    p    

Left Hand    mp    

Extensions    mf    

½ pos.    F    

1st pos.    FF    

2nd pos.        

3rd. pos.    Phrasing    

4th pos.     Short     

5th pos.    Medium    

Vibrato    Long    

Chromatic    lifts    

Patterns        

    Keys    

Literacy    C/Am    

2/4    G/Em    

3/4    D/Bm    

4/4    A/F#m    

6/8    F/Dm    

5/4    Bb/Gm    

    Eb/Cm    

 

Creating a Selection Rubric
Available for download in the Tunes That Teach Packet

It should reflect your curriculum.

Pick the skills you want to teach.

Prioritize the skills to teach from 

most to least important.

Pick a tune that has the skills you want 

to emphasize. 

Bob’s Thought –

The rubric helps me keep track of the skills I am teaching 

or, more importantly, not teaching! 



Selecting Tunes

Can choose more diverse tunes. (easy to find)

Can excerpt tunes from orchestra repertoire.

Can use tunes from method books.

Can use tunes from tune books.

Can use tunes from SmartMusic. (MakeMusic Cloud)

Bob’s Thought –

You can use an entire tune, a shorter excerpt, teach by ear, 

and/or use technology to enhance the experience



Embedding Diversity

Once you have some tunes, think about the diversity in your final selection.

Diversity means a lot of things:

Periods of music 

Genres

Styles 

Cultures 

Gender 

Race

Etc.

Bob’s Thought –

The tune must support your pedagogy but choosing more diverse 

music exposes students to a broader range of music while teaching skills.

This is much easier and faster to do with tunes than string orchestra literature.



Using Tunes from Repertoire

Use orchestra repertoire you are going to play to create a unison tune. (8-16 bars) 

This is most often legal.

Think through your repertoire early enough to do the excerpting.

Bob’s Thought –

This will make the tune more relevant, draw the connection between pedagogy and 

performable music, and prepare students for upcoming repertoire. All instruments

get to experience the melodic content of a repertoire piece that they might not otherwise.

This is motivational and flexible.



Rules for Excerpting from Repertoire
To qualify as Fair Use, an excerpt must meet all four facets of Fair Use, as determined by a court.

1. The purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of a commercial nature or is for 

nonprofit educational purposes; 2 . The nature of the copyrighted work; 3 . The amount and substantiality 

of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a whole; and 4 . The effect of the use upon the 

potential market for, or value of, the copyrighted work .

Generally a teacher may make one copy per student of excerpts of works for class 

study. The excerpt may be up to 10% of a whole musical work as long as that 10% 

does not constitute a performable unit.

In addition, the 1961 Report of the Register of Copyrights on the General Revision of the United States 

Copyright Law cites several examples of activities that courts have regarded as Fair Use, one of which is:  

Reproduction by a teacher or student of a small part of a work to illustrate a lesson. 

Not intended as legal advice but interpretation of the Copyright statutes, based on Copyright Handbook 

for Music Educators and Directors by Phillips and Surmani, published by Alfred Music.

Bob’s Thought –

Make sure you learn more about this. It is important and our responsibility to model. 

The copyright law comes from Article 1 of the U.S. Constitution.



Excerpt from The Bottom 

of the Ninth, arr. Phillips

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

Dotted-quarter/eighth 

Slow tempo

Legato bowing

4 bar phrasing

Asymmetrical bowing

MF dynamic

D Major

Slow 4/4

Bob’s Thought –

Thinking through the skills 

in each piece will greatly 

enhance your teaching 

effectiveness. Playing the 

tune also makes students 

more sensitive when 

playing the 

accompaniment.



Bob’s Thought – Make your own list as you use excerpted tunes from repertoire. It saves time later.



Excerpt from 

Harrowland by Spata

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

String crossing

Staccato 

Martelé

Bow lift

Cut time

D Major

Bob’s Thought – Excerpts 

can teach a variety of 

things but emphasize the 

most important idea or 

concept. You can also play 

along with the publishers’ 

recordings.



Orchestra Repertoire Themes, arr. Palmer from Sound Orchestra
Possible Techniques and Concepts– Legato, Slurs, 

Phrasing, Extended Position 

Bob’s Thought –

These can be great evaluation moments.



Using Tunes from Method Books

Tunes already in unison.

Tunes often categorized by technique.

Method books exist for all levels.

Usually short enough already.

Easy to buy classroom sets.

May have older books not in use in your library.

Bob’s Thought –

Method books are gold mines for tunes that are idiomatic. 

They will generate many ideas and are also great for reviewing reading or evaluation.



Shifting or Playing In Position

Beginning Method Books Have a Huge Quantity of 

Existing Unison Tunes for MS or HS Technique.

From Sound Innovations

Bob’s Thought –

Easy tunes can be made more difficult for older 

students by changing octaves, keys, or speed.



Wrist and Finger Flexibility 

Beginning Method Books Are a Gold Mine of Existing 

Unison Tunes for MS or HS Technique.

From Sound Innovations

Bob’s Thought –

Use easy short tunes to 

review and remediate. Once

skills are taught, you still 

need to loop back, review, 

and or evaluate.



Technique Books Are a Gold Mine of Existing 

Unison Tunes for MS or HS Technique.

Hooked Bowings

From Sound Development

Bob’s Thought –

Advanced concepts take 

less time to teach with 

short excerpts and everyone 

learns them at the same time.

This hard to do in orchestra 

repertoire due to leveling.



Technique Books Are a Gold Mine of Existing 

Unison Tunes for MS or HS Technique.

Special Techniques

From Sound Development

Bob’s Thought –

Advanced concepts are easier

and more efficient to teach in unison.

Some techniques ARE harder on

lower stringed instruments. The 

upper strings will help reinforce the 

lower strings.  



Online Resources

IMSLP

Musopen

Mutopia Project

ChoralWiki

Search printed music online

Pay sites like Sheet Music Direct, Total Sheet Music, 

Sheet Music Plus, Music Notes, etc.

Stringskills.com

Fakebooks
(fakebooks from Alfred, Hal Leonard, Carl Fisher, etc.)

Classical Fakebook

Folk Fakebook

Christmas Fakebook

Jazz Fakebook

Rock Fakebook

World Music Fakebook

Bob’s Thought –

There are many free or almost free resources available to you and your students. Learn 

more about them. If you purchase one fakebook, you can teach hundreds of tunes by ear.



Stringskills.com

Bob’s Thought –

This is totally 

FREE! You can

print as many as

you want to.

Free is really cheap.



Using Tunes from Tune Books

Inexhaustible supply of resources.

Easy way to incorporate pop music. (teach it by ear)

Easy way to incorporate music of diverse cultures.

Memorize some tunes to use for warm-up or ear training.

If you are writing out the tune, you can transpose it to a low-string friendly key.

Bob’s Thought –

Learn about arranging legally. Arranging can be

a great individual or class project. Develop some

arrangers in your program. 



Tune Book Examples - Suzuki 
transpose and teach by ear

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

Stopped bows

Legato bowing

AABA form

Rit.

Fermata

a tempo

E string

From Suzuki School for Violin, Volume 1

Bob’s Thought –

Teach these by ear 

and have older 

students transpose 

around the circle of 

fifths. My students

did it and yours can 

too!



Tune Book Examples - Quartet Books

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

3/2 

Trill

Slurs

Sf

Syncopation

From Wedding Quartet Book

Andrew H. Dabczynski

Bob’s Thought –

Easy way to find  tunes that 

are idiomatic for low strings. 

Use the spots in the viola or  

cello books where they have 

the melody.



Tune Book Examples – Fiddle BooksPossible Techniques

and Concepts

Swing bowing

Long/short

Blues form

Slides

From Fiddle and Song, Bratt, Plohman,  Phillips

Bob’s Thought –

Fantastic way to 

teach slides, 

chopping, 

ornaments, and 

Improvisation.



Tune Book Examples – Rock Books

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

Triplets

Using lead sheets

Chord progressions

Swing bowing

Rock history

From Rock Philharmonic, Silberman and Phillips

Bob’s Thought –

This is the best way to teach 

students to play off a lead 

sheet, which is a very 

important contemporary skill. 

Have student’s create their 

own lead sheets as a project.



Tune Book Examples – Music of Diverse Cultures

Music by Black Composers, Volume 1

A project of the RBP (Rachel Barton Pine) Foundation

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

Music of Ghana

Syncopation

Accents

Decrescendo

D Major

Bob’s Thought –

This is the easiest way to access a 

varied and diverse set of repertoire. 

There are more resources in tune 

books than orchestra repertoire. 



Tune Book Examples – Mariachi Books

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

3/4

Ties

Hispanic music

Spanish

Chord progression

Phrasing

From Mariachi Philharmonic

Bob’s Thought –

Vocal lead sheets are great

for incorporating singing as 

well as teaching students to 

create accompaniments on 

their own. Can also be a great

inter-disciplinary project with foreign

language teachers.

Mariachi Philharmonic, Nieto and Phillips



Tune Book Examples – Jazz

Possible Techniques

and Concepts

Funk music

Separated, legato

To coda

From Jazz Philharmonic

Bob’s Thought –

Learn the tune and

then have students

learn about and play

the grooves 

associated

with them. Create 

accompaniments

in class. 

Jazz Philharmonic, Sabien and Phillips



Tunes That Teach Packets
These will be available free online until January 21, 2023.

You may copy as many as your like for your school. 

Please don’t share them.

Bob’s Thought -

Download your instrument packet for violin, viola, cello/bass at

phillipsfiddlers.com

click on

More and new handouts

download

Tunes That Teach All Strings 


