
Music by Kids for Kids™

Composer Janika Vandervelde on ACF’s
new educational curriculum for young
composers

Editor’s intro: In keeping with its mission of supporting new music,
the Forum actively works to support composition and new music in the
K-12 classroom. While music classrooms skillfully teach performing and
listening, many lack the tools to teach students how to create music.
ACF asked composer/educator Janika Vandervelde to produce a 
curriculum that would incorporate composition lessons in the 7th-
through 12th-grade classrooms. Vandervelde responded by writing
Music by Kids for Kids, a five-unit curriculum with Finale® templates
that ease students into composing and provide assessment documents
for teachers. ACF National Program Manager Carey Nadeau
interviewed Vandervelde on the process of writing this curriculum 
– and how she became a composer herself.

Describe your journey in becoming a composer.

I was quite passionate about composing in high school. I might even
say that I’ve never been as passionate about writing music as I was in
high school. But where I came from, there were no teachers for guid-
ance, no classes full of other students to compare yourself to, no role
models for inspiration, and especially, no music software or computers
to provide instant feedback. I was left completely on my own.When I
got to college I was told that music students didn’t study composition
until graduate school.When I got to graduate school I discovered that
the study of composition was about 90 percent music theory.“Check
your voice at the door, please.” One of my first reviews (while still a
graduate student) said I was “skilled at imitating other composers’
styles.” Oh dear! 

Then something amazing happened: I rediscovered the voice I had left
behind in high school. Not on my own.A teacher noticed it had got-
ten tucked away, buried beneath bits of Bartók, Berio, Stravinsky,
Schoenberg, and all those other guys one was supposed to emulate in
those days.At that point everything began to change for the better.
Once that little light was rekindled, it was hard to suppress.

Why write a composition curriculum?

With the advent of music software like Finale, the mechanism is in
place for anyone to be a composer. It really doesn’t require special
skills.The curriculum is designed to take people who have very little
knowledge of music notation and get them composing whole pieces in
one or two hours. It incorporates a tiny bit of music theory into the
mix, but the goal is to get the student to generate whole composi-
tions quickly, out of a small amount of material.The focus is on what
one does with the material, its development and design, rather than
on the material itself.

For teacher and student alike, the curriculum is a springboard of ideas.
The various strategies presented can be thought of as blueprints for
creativity that make use of the functionality of music notation software.

Describe how you were motivated to write “Music by Kids for
Kids.” What were your inspirations for this curriculum?

I think everyone should learn to read, write, and play music. I wanted
to invent something that could be used by anyone to generate a series
of successful, short pieces.There’s absolutely no reason why schools

shouldn’t cultivate a musical culture
of their own, based on the students’
interests.This is the driving force
behind the curriculum. Students
should be writing pieces for each
other—chamber music as well as
music for band, choir, and orches-
tra—and making their own, locale-
specific music.The only reason why
this isn’t happening more widely is
that most teachers aren’t prepared
to facilitate this sort of activity. I’m
trying to make it easy for them.

How did you come up with the three layers in each unit (Vision,
Voice, and Virtuosity)?

The ‘Three V’s’, as I call them, embody my entire philosophy of creativ-
ity. ‘Voice’ is innate. It includes things that are biologically encoded in
one’s DNA.As these things are manifested outwardly, they take a par-
ticular shape, like one’s handwriting, displaying the unique qualities that
I associate with Voice.A good teacher knows how to facilitate its
development.

‘Vision’ is what the world brings to the table. It’s the sum total of all
one’s experiences to date.These experiences act as a filter for the
Voice, influencing the direction it takes in its outward manifestation.

‘Virtuosity’ is about effectiveness of communication. It’s the craft and
skill. Music theory plays a role here, to be sure, but it’s important not
to view theory as an end in itself, not to treat it as a substitute for
Voice. Unfortunately, many composition programs offer courses focused
only on Virtuosity, at the expense of the other two essential ingredients.
Most students I see at the high school level are about 80 percent Voice,
10 percent Vision, and 10 percent Virtuosity, while at the graduate level
it’s common to see the opposite (80 percent Virtuosity).

In the curriculum, I try to balance these three elements, starting with
Vision.The student is first taken through a blueprint, step by step,
which generates a complete piece and at the same time introduces
certain concepts.Then it’s the student’s turn to write his or her own
piece using the blueprint as a guide (Voice). Students that finish ahead
of the class can then move on to the Virtuosity section, which is a lit-
tle addendum to the lesson. Here, additional forms or concepts relat-
ed to the lesson are introduced.

Why include the assessment documents in the 
curriculum?

Teachers always ask,“How do you put a grade on a composition?” The
assessment worksheets help the student (and teacher) focus on
what’s important in a given lesson. There’s no right or wrong when it
comes to an act of creativity, but if a lesson has goals, it helps direct
one’s learning along a particular path. Lesson One, for instance, is
about working with multiple melodies (counterpoint).The student is
told up front that the goal of this lesson is to produce lines that are
independent of one another. Each must have its own identity.The
guidelines in the blueprint contain built-in strategies for accomplishing
this goal.When pieces are finished, I always ask students to play them
aloud in class. Each ‘performance’ is then followed by class discussion
focused on the assessment criteria as stated on the worksheet.We
use the peer-review process, meaning that two or three other stu-
dents evaluate the work of each composer.This gives everyone a voice
in the process.
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New Academic Affiliations
In partnership with the American Music Center, the American Composers Forum has initi-
ated a new relationship with the composition departments of several noted American col-
leges and universities.These have joined ACF as institutional members, enabling their cur-
rent students to access our website and participate in various Forum programs.

Participating Academic Institutions to date include:

Indiana University Jacobs School of Music 

New England Conservatory 

San Francisco Conservatory

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor

Yale University School of Music

For more information on how your school or university can become affiliated with the
American Composers Forum, contact:Wendy Collins, Member Services Manager at
wcollins@composersforum.org

You’re Invited!
Please join us at the Landmark Center in downtown St. Paul, Minn., on Friday, September
28, 2007, from 3:30 to 5 p.m. for an afternoon of music, food, and celebration at ACF’s
Annual Meeting. There will be performances by the Civic Orchestra of Minneapolis
String Quartet, Colin Corner, Savage Aural Hotbed, and Georgia Wettlin-Larsen.
We will also present our annual Champion of New Music Award to VocalEssence 
conductor Philip Brunelle for his extraordinary contributions to the field of new music.

2007 Annual Report online
Starting this year, the Forum’s Annual Report will be issued online only, and will be 
available as a PDF on September 29, 2007, at: www.composersforum.org/annualreport

Where are you?
Have you moved or changed your email address recently? If so, please send your updated
contact information to Jay Walters at jwalters@composersforum.org or call him at
651.251.2810, to ensure delivery of Sounding Board and other ACF announcements.

Old Cars for New Music
The Forum has teamed up with Cars with Heart, a Twin Cities organization that 
facilitates vehicle donations, so that we can transform “old cars” into “new music.”  
This campaign began in 2005, and over the past two years has continued to generate a
welcome source of support for the Forum and its programs. Donors received a tax
deduction, eliminated the hassle of selling their vehicles, and helped us support the field of
new music. If you live in the greater Twin Cities area, and have a well running vehicle,
vintage 1992 and newer, that you would like to donate, application forms are now available
online at www.carswithheart.com/DonationForm.asp — just be sure to designate the
American Composers Forum as your charity of choice!  

For more information, or if you have any questions, contact Julie Stroud at 651.251.2822
or email: jstroud@composersforum.org 
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What makes you most excited about using this curriculum in
your classroom?

There are a number of things. The curriculum is very hands-on. Each
student moves through the material at his or her own pace. This
frees up the teacher to assist students individually as needed. My 
experience has been that the students are totally engaged, and able to
complete viable pieces in just a few hours.

I also like the curriculum’s adaptability. Because it’s based on ‘blue-
prints for creativity’, a creative teacher can use it year after year in all
sorts of different ways. For example, last year I used it in two very 
different situations at the Perpich Center for Arts Education 
(Golden Valley, Minn.) where I teach.With a class of nine music majors
(Perpich seniors), I adapted Lesson Five, turning it into a slightly more 
sophisticated choral unit.We chose three haiku. Each student set one
line of text (in Japanese) using the guidelines from the lesson. We
then put them together as a three-movement work. They were 
beautiful little pieces — each about three minutes in length. Our
school choir presented them at our December concert. They proved
to be very singable. In an entirely different situation, I used the 
curriculum for a weeklong interim class of non-majors.They worked
on two lessons —counterpoint and rhythm — and then combined
them into a single composition.We then set up a sound installation in
the lobby, enabling parents to see and hear the results. Students who
knew nothing about music produced both scores and recordings of
their pieces. I have found that variations on the curriculum are 
endless, allowing both student and teacher alike to be creative.

How do you envision other educators or teaching artists using
this curriculum in the classroom?

The curriculum can be used in the classroom or as an independent
study. In the classroom, the teacher should take the class through the 

Vision portion of each lesson, helping the students to focus on the
primary goals of each blueprint. This usually takes one class period.
Then the students are turned loose to create their own pieces based
on the blueprint—the Voice portion of the lesson. This might take
two or three class periods. Those students that finish quickly (and
there are always a few speedsters) are encouraged to move on to the
Virtuosity portion of the lesson. When all students have completed
the Voice portion of the lesson, the pieces should be played aloud 
(i.e., as MIDI files) and evaluated using the peer-review process. This
complete cycle takes about a week. The next step for many teachers
might be the transition to live performance. This works best when
two or more students collaborate with each other to create a new
piece that all of them can play.

What tips would you share with other educators about incorpo-
rating composition into the classroom?

I think there are various stages of evolution with this curriculum: 1)
fanciful experimentation using the computer as performer; 2) live 
performance; and 3) a combination of the two. The more fanciful
electronic pieces can be played at the concerts too, but often, as 
students exercise their creativity, they produce amazing pieces that are
too difficult to play. Sometimes the electronic pieces can incorporate
a live element, like text or choreography. Eventually, students will
invent their own ways to combine the live with the electronic.

What is your goal for this curriculum?  What do you hope will
result from it?

I hope the curriculum will spark a renaissance of compositional activity
at the middle school and high school levels, with students writing pieces
for each other. The true ‘voice’ is in the music itself, so let’s cultivate
the authentic voices of the students, rather than always asking them to
reproduce adult voices that they may or may not be able to relate to.

What do you see as the trend in composition 
curriculum?  Where do we go from here?

The current trend is toward student-produced work, created for
small, mixed ensembles. These smaller ensembles can include the
singer-songwriter, folk instruments, and standard rock bands, whose
styles of working lend themselves to improvisation. There will still be
large conducted ensembles at the core of most music programs, but 
I see music educators increasingly letting go of the reins, putting down
the baton, and doing much more to facilitate the creative process,
with or without notation. In this way, music programs will be more
hospitable to a wider range of musics.

— Composer Janika Vandervelde has written music for groups at all
levels, from professionals to children. Her works have been performed
on four continents. A native of Wisconsin, Vandervelde has written more
than 90 works for orchestras, choirs, chamber ensembles, soloists, and
the stage. Her scores have been commissioned and performed by
Chanticleer, the Dale Warland Singers, the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra,
the Melbourne (Australia) Chamber Choir, Kitka (San Francisco), the
Minnesota Orchestra, and numerous church, school, community, and 
festival choirs. She holds a Ph.D. in composition from the University of
Minnesota, where her teachers included Eric Stokes and Dominick
Argento. She currently serves on the music faculty of the Perpich
Center for Arts Education (Golden Valley, Minn.), and teaches 
orchestration at the University of Minnesota. Her music is published by
earthsongs, Boosey & Hawkes, and Hothouse Press. For more 
information, see her profile in the New Grove Dictionary of Music
(2nd ed.), or visit her website: www.janikavandervelde.com 

something new and fresh, with classical music being a part of
it but mostly exploring new music.” 

The festival has been modest — usually running over a single
weekend. But it’s become stable enough so that McBane can
run it from New York, where he moved recently and formed
an ensemble, Build — a violin, cello, piano, bass and drums
quintet, dedicated to his indie-classical music. This year, it has
even added a Sept. 24 concert at Zipper Hall in Los Angeles
prior to the Sept. 28-30 weekend in Carlsbad.

Still, like all his peers, McBane has had to find other ways to
keep body and soul together. He’s taught and conducted, and
as a violinist, he can get paying gigs. The problem with that is
that he’s got to make time to practice.“It’s tricky,” he says.
“It’s not like I have several assistants. I just have to block off
time — my writing month; another month to work on admin-
istrative stuff.Then I’m trying to get in practicing every day. It’s
a pretty risky profession. I’m not living off commissions.”

At 37, Robert Voisey may seem to fall 
outside the “young composer” category,
but in fact he came to composing late,
after first majoring in math and computer
science at Stony Brook University in New
York. There he met Israeli composer
Oded Zehavi and, inspired to try his hand
at music-making himself, followed Zehavi
to Israel, where he studied with him for
two years. When he came back to New
York in 1994, however,Voisey found few
opportunities. “It was hard to get a piece
played, hard to get musicians to look at

it,” he says. “There were no venues. There were and are
very limited opportunities, no matter how you slice it.”

Finally, frustrated by years of knocking on doors with no 
success, in 2000 Voisey set up a website, Vox Novus, to 
promote his and his friends’ music. “The idea was to create
a community of composers, artists and musicians to work
together to promote each other,” he says. He started with
five composers.“Now there are 120 and a few loose musi-
cians I promote here and there.” Subsequently, in 2003,Voisey
created the 60x60 Project, which every year showcases 60
composers, each contributing a 60-second piece.“I’ve had
more than 1,000 composers submit to the project over the
past five years,” he says.“It’s completely open to anybody.
Spread the word. The more the merrier.”

For all that,Voisey too has had to earn a living. “I’ve been a
bookkeeper, a customer service rep, a telemarketer, an 
integration manager for a computer company,” he says.
“I haven’t driven a cab yet” — an allusion to one of the jobs
Philip Glass held before he made it big. “Now I’m a financial
comptroller for a labor union. I do that part time. But 
composing keeps me sane.”

Learning to compete
There are, of course, less unorthodox ways for composers to
get noticed. Among those who have taken a more traditional
approach is Andrew Norman, 27, a 2004 USC graduate who
won the prestigious American Academy Rome Prize last year.
“One of the best ways to get my work out there is through
entering it in various competitions,” Norman says. “Even if
you don’t win, people might hear it. Several opportunities
came my way just by people hearing things.”

One of those listeners was Steven Stucky, the L.A.
Philharmonic’s consulting composer for new music, who
programmed Norman’s “Gran Turismo” on a Monday Evening
Concerts performance in February. “This is a guy clearly at
the beginning of a big career,” says Stucky. “This is the kind
of person we have our eye on.”

“All of his music appeals to me because it makes such 
original connections either to visual phenomena or to 
architecture or to thinking about design in some way,” 
Stucky adds. “At one kind of simple level, this piece seems
like a quasi-Minimalist, supercharged, drug-addled Vivaldi —
eight violinists sawing away. It’s immediately visceral and 
exciting and like being behind a race car. It’s a white-knuckle
kind of music. But in the end, its appeal is in the big design
that it has, which it carries out fearlessly and unsentimentally.
It’s music that’s tough-minded.”

Still, even with his Rome Prize and more than a year’s worth
of commissions ahead of him, Norman has a few concerns.
“I could spend as much energy and time promoting my music
and getting it out there as in the actual side of creating the
works,” he says.“It’s very difficult to find that balance. As a
young composer, I’m still dealing with how to expand my
own music and find my own voice while writing pieces to
other people’s specifications. Composers should be versatile,
but sometimes I feel that people commissioned me based on
what they’ve heard and they might expect me to write the
same thing for them. It’s a challenge to go in a different 
direction when money gets involved.” 

Leanna Primiani, 32, also believes in versatility, and in search
of it has branched out to work with rock producer 
Bob Ezrin. “It’s time composers turn off their snobbery,” 
she says. “The thing is that classical musicians make a mistake
and stick with one thing. The reality is people need music for
everything. There’s music on websites, so much commercial
music and so much need for it. Why should we who work so
hard, know so much, sit back and let someone else who buys
a computer and calls himself a composer do it? People who
want to can make a good living.”

To date, Primiani has written music for reality TV, a horror
movie and video games, as well as serious works such as
“Sirens,” to be premiered by conductor Leonard Slatkin and
the Nashville Symphony in 2008-09. She also came to 
composing late, having first studied conducting at the
Peabody and San Francisco conservatories. She changed
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Writers’ Block: continued from cover

New York composer 
Robert Voisey

More on 
Music by Kids for Kids™

Music by Kids for Kids is a new 
composition curriculum especially
designed for computer labs
equipped with MIDI keyboards.
ACF invited composer and 
educator Janika Vandervelde to 
create the curriculum and 
accompanying templates.

Music by Kids for Kids intends to fill the gap in the music
classroom between performing and composing music.
In English class, students are encouraged to write their
own prose and poetry. In art class, students are invited
to pick up a brush and paint their own pictures. The
purpose of Music by Kids for Kids is to provide tools for
7th through 12th grade music educators to allow 
students to make their own music by incorporating com-
position and notation software into their classrooms.

The base price of the curriculum in $79.95 and can be
ordered online via the ACF website. For more informa-
tion, and an excerpt from Unit 1of the curriculum, visit  
www.composersforum.org/musicbykidsforkids
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