
 

 
 MELODY: a help sheet for primary music coordinators and teachers  

What is a melody? 

• A set of single, pitched notes played or sung one after the other e.g. C D E F  G -- A --  F ---- 

• A set of phrases i.e. ‘musical sentences’ with ‘breathing points’ between phrases. 
 

• The bit of the music you’ll most likely remember and hum along to: 
 

 
 

Listening to melody in class 

Some ideas for melody-focused listening. You could ask the children… 

• to identify which instruments are playing the melody. 

• to spot when a phrase begins and ends (focus on the ‘breathing points’). 

• which direction the pitch moves in e.g. moving up in steps…see the ‘East Enders’ theme above, or, 
staying on the same pitch - see ‘Jingle Bells’ below. 

 

• what’s the ‘mood’ of the melody? e.g. happy, sad, angry, lively etc. This is a good starting point 
for a discussion about what makes the music the way it is. What exactly are the instruments / 
voices doing to create that musical mood? Encourage use of musical words and the musical 
elements to answer this question. 

 
Playing a melody accurately 

• To play / sing a melody correctly the notes need to be accurate in both pitch and duration. 
• You can use ‘stick’ notation and letter names if this works best for you and the children. 

 



 
The rhythm, phrasing and even words, could be different in the melody and counter-melody. 

 
 
• Use even numbers of phrases for a more balanced structure i.e. a melody with 2 or 4 phrase 

wioften sound more ‘natural’ that one with 3 or 5 phrases. 

• For more complex music stave notation may be better 
 

 
Counter-melody and harmony…what’s the difference? 

• Both counter-melody and harmony involve more than one note sounding against the main melody. 
• Counter-melody is a secondary melody that is sung at the same time as the main one e.g. 

 

• Vocal harmony adds ‘colour’ and texture (layers) to the main melody by putting another note or 
notes against it. The words and rhythm will usually be the same in both parts. 

 

Improvising / composing a melody 

Some starting points for improvising a melody in the classroom: 

• Use an agreed and limited set of notes e.g. a scale 
Major scale (C): C D E F G A B C 

or Pentantonic scale (C major / A minor): C D E G A 

 
• Use an agreed rhythm for a phrase and then add the pitched notes. 
• ‘Balance’ the length of phrases…two bars in 4/4 time (4 beats in a bar) is very common. 
• Use a mixture of steps, jumps and repeated notes. 
• You can also ‘balance or ‘mirror’ the shape of the melody (i.e. how it rises and falls in pitch) 

 

Useful vocabulary 
Melody: single notes, phrased Phrase: a musical sentence 
Pitch: how high or low a note is Duration: length of notes 
Rhythm: note values (duration) & patterns Harmony: two or more note together 
Counter-melody: secondary melody Notation: written down music 
Stave: the 5 lines & spaces of western notation Musical Elements: the 7 ingredients of music 
Improvise: make-up on the spot Compose: create original music 
Part: each instrument or vocal ‘line’ is a part Structure: sections of the music 

 


