
The College of Liberal Arts and Sciences

Music Theory for Theatre Practitioners
Fall 2025 Syllabus

Instructor: Blake Cordell (he/him/his) Course: THTR4321
Email: bcordell@uiowa.edu Meeting Time: MW 1:30 – 2:45
Office: VOX 5347 Meeting Place: ROOM1234
Student Hours: M 2:00 – 3:30 Departmental Executive Officer:
    & Th 12:00 – 1:30 Mary Beth Easley, 105 TB,
   or by appointment     mary-easley@uiowa.edu

Course Description
This course provides theatre students at both the undergraduate and graduate levels
working knowledge of musical notation, terminology, and compositional 
techniques through direct application to a variety of theatrical subdisciplines such 
as design, performance, directing, management, and writing. By the end of this 
class, students will be able to effectively analyze the harmonic structure and 
emotional effect of theatrical compositions, communicate collaboratively with 
musicians as fellow artists, and professionally integrate elements of music into 
their chosen subdiscipline(s).

At the beginning of the semester, students will set individualized goals to work 
towards as means of demonstrating their desired subject mastery. Progress towards 
these goal-based capstone projects will be made through classroom-based aural 
training and take-home analysis projects. Suggested readings will be provided that 
will support comprehension of theory fundamentals. Units will be synthesized 
through group-based assessments such as mock design meetings and mock 
performance rehearsals. 

Prerequisite for undergraduate students: THTR:2402 Script Analysis AND EITHER
THTR:2140 Acting I OR THTR:2215 Theatre Technology 
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The College of Liberal Arts and Sciences (CLAS) is the home of this course, and 
CLAS governs the add and drop deadlines, academic misconduct policies, and 
other undergraduate policies and procedures. Other UI colleges may have different 
policies. The Departmental Executive Officer (DEO) is responsible for supervising
the delivery of courses in their department.

Objectives and Goals
By the end of the course, you will be able to: 
 Identify fundamental elements of musical notation and harmonic function;
 Interpret and explain the emotional effect and creative goal of a composition by 

analyzing its structure, performance indications, and dramatic context;
 Discuss music at a professional level in ways relevant to your career goals, i.e., in 

design meetings, musical rehearsals, collaborative writing, etc.;
 Design, integrate, and/or compose music into/for your theatrical subdiscipline. 

Classroom Environment
This is not a lecture-style class. The classroom will be a place for collaboration, 
support, exploration, and trial and error. We learn by asking questions, taking risks,
and experiencing firsthand how concepts work. It is my hope that you will take an 
active role in the direction of the material by asking questions, making 
observations, and helping your peers. 

Unlike many other “Music Theory for Musical Theatre” courses, this course is 
designed to benefit more than only performers; equal attention will be given to 
design, direction, and so on. I will have a one-on-one meeting with each of you 
before the end of week three to discuss your individual theatrical backgrounds, 
preexisting familiarity with music theory, and professional goals. We will discuss 
what grade you want to work towards, how you hope to apply this course’s 
material to your field, and what sort of final project would most benefit you. With 
this in mind, recognize that your classmates may be moving towards different 
goals or at different paces than you throughout the semester. 

That being said, everyone will be approaching the material with different levels of 
experience, so you will likely be each other’s greatest asset in succeeding in this 
course. If you find that there is a topic you are already familiar with, you should 
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develop your skills even further by taking a role of tutorship with your peers and 
sharing your own understanding of the material. 

Above all else, I am committed to the creation and maintenance of an inclusive 
learning space. All individuals are welcome in this classroom and provided 
equitable opportunity to participate, contribute, and succeed. We all bring diverse, 
unique identities to the classroom, and I encourage you to share your personal 
views while being respectful of the many identities we have in our classroom and 
not hindering anyone’s learning. The success of an inclusive classroom relies on 
your contribution, support, and understanding. 

Assignments
Successful completion of this course earns 3 semester hours. You should plan for at
least 6 hours of work each week outside of class meetings for this course to 
complete the work described below (i.e., analysis projects, review and study of 
materials, independent aural training, optional readings, etc.). To access the course 
site, log into Iowa Courses Online (ICON)     using your Hawk ID and password.

Daily Checkpoints: We will begin many classes with a short handout of questions 
covering material discussed during the previous class meeting. These questions 
will take no more than 5 minutes to answer and will have you define terms and 
concepts in your own words. Additionally, the handout will have space for self-
assessment where you can rank the level to which you feel comfortable with the 
material and make requests to revisit a specific topic. These assignments exist in 
lieu of an attendance policy, as completing these at the beginning of each class 
shows that you were in class on time. Moreover, they assist me in adjusting lessons
plans to ensure we are not moving through concepts too quickly. A satisfactory 
assignment is simply one that is complete, regardless of the accuracy of response.   

Participation (Aural Training): “Theory is doing.” As such, we will frequently 
reinforce the theoretical concepts we are studying in class with aural skills (“ear 
training”). This includes identifying sounded intervals and chords; finding where 
an audio excerpt is in a written score; and vocalizing rhythms, pitches, and 
melodies. The only way to gain true proficiency with music theory is by 

http://icon.uiowa.edu/index.shtml
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connecting the visual to the aural, with a goal of visualizing what is heard and 
hearing what is seen. You will be expected to make an effort both in class and out 
of class to train your ear and your voice. Satisfactory effort is denoted by frequent 
participation and relative improvement over the course of the semester.  

Homework (Analysis): You will have up to seven opportunities to analyze a 
composition of your choice using the terminology and concepts taught in this 
course. You will type a one-page analysis describing any elements of any piece you
wish to focus on applying them in whatever way most benefits you. For example, 
you may wish to discuss how the musical elements of your favorite pop song make
it an effective sound design element for a specific show or how the overture to 
your favorite musical is used to communicate the show’s dramatic structure. If you 
are referencing a score, you will attach the score to the write-up, and if you are 
referencing a specific recording, you will include a link. A satisfactory submission 
is the appropriate one-page length, is well-formatted, and will demonstrate: an 
understanding of the theoretical concepts discussed in class; a proficiency in 
discussing musical elements using appropriate terminology; an ability to identify 
the elements in a creative context; and an effort to think creatively by interpreting 
how these elements are being used, i.e., what their dramatic implications are. 

Mock Design Meetings/Rehearsals: You will participate in up to three group 
synthesis activities. These assessments take the place of unit exams/midterms and 
give you an opportunity to apply your knowledge in a practical context. They will 
be held during normal class meeting time, and all students are expected to attend 
all group assessments, even if not participating in a given day’s group. Satisfactory 
participation demonstrates: an ability to communicate using music theory 
terminology, ability to apply concepts to make informed artistic interpretations, 
and understanding of how these skills influence your professional work. 

- Unit 1 will end with a “Mock Read Through” in which you will all take on the 
role of cast or crew members sitting in on a day-one rehearsal. I will take on the 
role of music director and will play short, recorded excerpts of a provided score, 
and you will use the knowledge you’ve gained of music notation, melodic 
structure, etc. to identify our location in the score and navigate through sections. 
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- Unit 2 will end with either a “Mock Design Meeting” for designers, writers, etc.; 
or a “Mock Rehearsal” for performers, stage managers, etc.
- For the Mock Design Meeting, you will take on the role of a creative team. 

Prior to the meeting, I will provide you with a show and you individually 
come up with basic design proposals using analysis of the show’s various 
musical elements to guide your creative decisions. During the meeting, I will 
take on the role of production manager and will ask you leading questions 
about your designs, and you will attempt to synthesize your designs together.

- For the Mock Rehearsal, you will be provided a show prior to the rehearsal 
and will synthesize harmonic analysis with script analysis to make 
directorial/acting decisions. We will discuss our interpretations, navigating the
score with the help of stage management, and attempt to unify our 
performance concepts.  

- Unit 3 will end with either a “Mock Audition,” “Mock Design,” or “Mock 
Calling.” You will each have an opportunity to select or write a piece of your 
choice presenting individual syntheses of everything we have studied.  
- Performers will have a chance to perform a musical theatre piece or 

underscored monologue and describe to the group the musically-informed 
creative decisions that shaped the performance. 

- Directors will have a chance to pitch a design for a show of their choice using 
musical analysis to support their vision. 

- Designers may similarly pitch musically-inspired designs or narrow their scope 
and physically design cues or mock-ups for a specific piece. 

- Writers may similarly pitch a concept for a work or create outlines or portions 
of a work or an entire piece. 

- Stage managers will have the chance to call cues from a score in real time either
from a cue sheet provided by myself or in collaboration with a light designer. 

- Everyone will, when not presenting, take on the role of casting agents, 
production mangers, etc. and you will ask your peers questions about their 
presentations. This will culminate in group votes on which performers to cast, 
which shows to fund, and so forth – only for bragging rights, not as a factor of 
evaluation. 

Final Project (Presentation and Self-Assessment): You will give a 10-minute 
presentation on a relevant topic of your choice. Examples include: teaching your 
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classmates about an advanced music theory concept not covered during the 
semester; discussing a particular performance of a work and how it interpreted its 
source material; researching a particular playwright or composer and presenting on
their work. You will also turn in a one-page self-assessment discussing your 
progress throughout the semester, successes throughout different assignments, 
remaining confusions or struggles (if any), and thoughts on how you’ve developed 
or advanced professionally. A satisfactory presentation is articulate, organized, 
well-rehearsed and researched, and demonstrates relative mastery over musical 
terminology, concepts, and interpretive analysis. A satisfactory self-assessment is 
the proper length, well-formatted, and concerted in its introspection, 

Text and Materials
Primary Text: 
Franceschina, John. Music Theory through Musical Theater: Putting it Together. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2015.

Recommended Texts:
Bell, John, and Steven R Chicurel. Music Theory for Musical Theatre. Scarecrow Press,

25 Aug. 2008.
Corey, Jason. Audio Production and Critical Listening. Taylor & Francis, 12 Aug. 2016.
Cowan, Justin. Musicianship for Musical Theatre: A New Instructional Resource for the

Musical Theatre Student Studying Music Theory. 2018. 
Gerle, Andrew. Music Essentials for Singers and Actors: Fundamentals of Notation, 

Sight Singing, and Music Theory. Milwaukee, Wi, Hal Leonard Books, 2018. 
Riley, Christine. Music Fundamentals for Musical Theatre. Bloomsbury Publishing, 9 

Jan. 2020.

Technology, textbook, and printing costs: 
This course is designed to minimize additional costs. The above readings, while 
heavily suggested as supplemental enhancements to your studies, are not required 
purchases. Each text is on reserve at the university library, and any readings 
assigned in class will be made available to you. Similarly, if access to technology 
is a barrier to your participation in this class, I accept and appreciate any attempts 
to circumnavigate such a barrier.  

Grading
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This course uses a grading system known as Specifications Grading. Each 
assignment or exam is graded according to a satisfactory or unsatisfactory level of 
adherence to instructions, understanding of material, and overall effort. Course 
grades are based on scaled “bundles” of passing assignments. Students 
satisfactorily completing all assignments in bundles that require more challenging 
work earn higher grades. By exceeding expectations on some assignments, 
students may earn the chance to reattempt any other assignments marked as 
unsatisfactory. 

To receive a D, students must receive a satisfactory mark on:
 12 of 20 checkpoints, 
 1 of 3 group assessments, 
 1 of 7 analyses,
 1 final project and self-assessment

To receive a C, students must receive a satisfactory mark on:
 14 of 20 checkpoints, 
 2 of 3 group assessments, 
 3 of 7 analyses,
 1 final project and self-assessment

To receive a B, students must receive a satisfactory mark on:
 16 of 20 checkpoints, 
 3 of 3 group assessments, 
 5 of 7 analyses,
 1 final project and self-assessment

To receive an A, students must receive a satisfactory mark on:
 18 of 20 checkpoints, 
 3 of 3 group assessments, 
 7 of 7 analyses,
 1 final project and self-assessment

Late Work 
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As there are only marks of “satisfactory” or “unsatisfactory,” there can be no 
concession of partial credit for work submitted after a deadline. Work must be on 
time to be able to be considered satisfactory. A rare exception can be made if a 
student has otherwise demonstrated consistency throughout the semester and has 
previously submitted work that far exceeds satisfactory levels. 

If a deadline falls too close to other major events in your schedule and you feel you
need an extension, communicate with me as early as possible and I will 
accommodate as best I am able. 

Attendance and Absence
It is in your best interest to attend class. The topics we will cover throughout the 
semester continually build off of each other, and missing any material will cause an
ongoing detriment to your learning. Though this class has no attendance policy, the
daily in-class checkpoint assignments will reflect your attendance in your grade; 
these cannot be made up outside of class. If you do miss a class meeting, review 
the material by spending time practicing, visit student hours as needed, and come 
to the next class well prepared.

In the event of an excusable absence—such as illness, religious holy days, military 
service obligations, or University-sponsored activities—on a group assessment 
day, notify me by email as far in advance as possible and we will work together to 
determine how to make up what was missed.  

University regulations require that students be allowed to make up examinations that 
have been missed due to illness, religious holy days, military service obligations 
(including service-related medical appointments), or other unavoidable circumstances or
University-sponsored activities. Students with UI-authorized activities must discuss their 
absences with the instructor as soon as possible. Religious obligations must be 
communicated within the first three weeks of classes.

https://opsmanual.uiowa.edu/students/absences-class
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Schedule

Unit 1 - Fundamentals
Week 1 – Introduction and goal setting, music appreciation
Week 2 – Pitch, rhythmic values, meter, key signatures, and tempo
Week 3 – Scales and intervals
Week 4 – Melodies and lead sheets
Week 5 – Mock group work 1 – read through (score tracking)

Unit 2 – Harmony 
Week 6 – Triads, seventh chords, and upper-embellished chords
Week 7 – Harmonic function and progression 
Week 8 – Voice leading, tendency tones, and tonicization
Week 9 – Cadences and modulation
Week 10 – Mock group work 2 – design meeting/rehearsal (script analysis)

Unit 3 – Musical Elements
Week 11 – Phrases and form
Week 12 – Genres; historical overview
Week 13 – Instruments and technology

Fall Break

Unit 4 – Practical Application
Week 15 – Mock group work 3 – auditions/pitch/presentation
Week 16 – Final project presentations
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Week Date Learning Goal Activities Assignments Due
Unit 1 – Fundamentals
1 M 8/25 Introductions and goal setting, 

music appreciation
Schedule one-on-one 
meetings

W 8/27 CP1
2 M 9/1 Pitch, rhythmic values, meter, 

key signatures, and tempo
CP2 Read Ch. 1

W 9/3 CP3
3 M 9/8 Scales and intervals CP4 Read Chs. 2+4

W 9/10 CP5
4 M 9/15 Melodies and lead sheet CP6

W 9/17 CP7
5 M 9/22 Unit 1 Synthesis CP8 Analysis 1

W 9/24 Mock Read Through
Unit 2 – Harmony
6 M 9/29 Triads, seventh chords, and 

upper-embellished chords
Read Ch. 5

W 10/1 CP9
7 M 10/6 Harmonic function and 

progression
CP10 Read Ch. 6

Analysis 2
W 10/8 CP11

8 M 10/13 Voice leading, tendency tones, 
and tonicization

CP12 Read Ch. 11 pt. 2
Analysis 3

W 10/15 CP13
9 M 10/20 Cadences and modulation CP14 Read Chs. 10+11

Analysis 4
W 10/22 CP15 Project Proposal

10 M 10/27 Unit 2 Synthesis Mock Design Meeting Analysis 5
W 10/29 Mock Rehearsal

Unit 3 – Musical Elements
11 M 11/3 Phrases and form Analysis 6

W 11/5 CP16
12 M 11/10 Genre; historical overview CP17 Project or Unit 3

Synthesis Draft
W 11/12 CP18

13 M 11/17 Instruments and technology CP19 Analysis 7
W 11/19 CP20

14 Fall Break

15 M 12/1 Unit 3 Synthesis Mock Auditions
W 12/3 Mock Pitch Meeting

16 M 12/8 Practical application Presentations Final Project
W 12/10 Presentations

Finals Week
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University Policies
For a full list of policies and resources, visit University Course Policies   and   
Resources for Students

Academic Honesty and Misconduct
All students in CLAS courses are expected to abide by the college’s standards of 
academic honesty. Undergraduate academic misconduct must be reported by instructors
to CLAS according to these procedures. Graduate academic misconduct must be 
reported to the Graduate College according to Section F of the Graduate College 
Manual. 

Drop Deadline for this Course
You may drop an individual course before the drop deadline; after this deadline 
you will need collegiate approval. You can look up the drop deadline for this 
course here. When you drop a course, a “W” will appear on your transcript. The 
mark of “W” is a neutral mark that does not affect your GPA. To discuss how 
dropping (or staying in) a course might affect your academic goals, please contact 
your Academic Advisor. Directions for adding or dropping a course and other 
registration changes can be found on the Registrar’s website. Undergraduate 
students can find policies on dropping CLAS courses here. Graduate students 
should adhere to the academic deadlines and policies set by the Graduate College.

Communication: UI Email
Students are responsible for all official correspondences sent to their UI email 
address (uiowa.edu) and must use this address for any communication with 
instructors or staff in the UI community. For the privacy and the protection of 
student records, UI faculty and staff can only correspond with UI email addresses.

Classroom Expectations
Students are expected to comply with University policies regarding appropriate 
classroom behavior as outlined in the Code of Student Life.  While students have the 
right to express themselves and participate freely in class, it is expected that students 
will behave with the same level of courtesy and respect in the virtual class setting 
(whether asynchronous or synchronous) as they would in an in-person classroom. 
Failure to follow behavior expectations as outlined in the Code of Student Life may be 
addressed by the instructor and may also result in discipline under the Code of Student 
Life policies governing E.5 Disruptive Behavior or E.6 Failure to Comply with 
University Directive.

https://dos.uiowa.edu/policies/code-of-student-life/
https://dos.uiowa.edu/policies/code-of-student-life/
https://dos.uiowa.edu/policies/code-of-student-life/
https://dos.uiowa.edu/policies/code-of-student-life/
https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/deadlines
https://clas.uiowa.edu/students/students-academic-policies/registration-policies#dropping
https://registrar.uiowa.edu/change-registration-myui
https://registrar.uiowa.edu/course-deadlines
https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/manual/academic-program/section-iv-academic-standing-probation-and-dismissal
https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/manual/academic-program/section-iv-academic-standing-probation-and-dismissal
https://policy.clas.uiowa.edu/clas-policies-and-procedures/undergraduate-education/academic-misconduct-undergraduate
https://clas.uiowa.edu/students/handbook/academic-fraud-honor-code
https://clas.uiowa.edu/students/handbook/academic-fraud-honor-code
https://provost.uiowa.edu/student-course-policies
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Non-discrimination
The University of Iowa prohibits discrimination in employment, educational programs, 
and activities on the basis of race, creed, color, religion, national origin, age, sex, 
pregnancy (including childbirth and related conditions), disability, genetic information, 
status as a U.S. veteran, service in the U.S. military, sexual orientation, gender identity, 
or associational preferences. The university also affirms its commitment to providing 
equal opportunities and equal access to university facilities. For additional information 
on nondiscrimination policies, contact the Senior Director, Office of Civil Rights 
Compliance, the University of Iowa, 202 Jessup Hall, Iowa City, IA 52242-1316, 319-
335-0705, ui-ocrc@uiowa.edu. Although not required, students have the option to share
their pronouns and chosen/preferred names in class and through MyUI. Instructors and 
advisors can find information about a student's chosen/preferred name in MyUI.

Free Speech and Expression
The University of Iowa supports and upholds the First Amendment protection 
of freedom of speech and the principles of academic and artistic freedom. We are 
committed to open inquiry, vigorous debate, and creative expression inside and outside 
of the classroom. Visit the Free Speech at Iowa website for more information on the 
university’s policies on free speech and academic freedom.

Absences for Religious Holy Days
The university is prepared to make reasonable accommodations for students whose 
religious holy days coincide with their classroom assignments, test schedules, and 
classroom attendance expectations.  Students must notify their instructors in writing of 
any such Religious Holy Day conflicts or absences within the first few days of the 
semester or session, and no later than the third week of the semester.  If the conflict or 
absence will occur within the first three weeks of the semester, the student should notify
the instructor as soon as possible.  See Policy Manual 8.2 Absences for Religious Holy 
Days for additional information. 

Accommodations for Students with Disabilities
The University is committed to providing an educational experience that is 
accessible to all students. If a student has a diagnosed disability or other disabling 
condition that may impact the student’s ability to complete the course requirements
as stated in the syllabus, the student may seek accommodations through Student 
Disability Services (SDS). SDS is responsible for making Letters of 
Accommodation (LOA) available to the student. The student must provide an LOA
to the instructor as early in the semester as possible, but requests not made at least 
two weeks prior to the scheduled activity for which an accommodation is sought 

https://sds.studentlife.uiowa.edu/students/letter-accommodations-loa
https://sds.studentlife.uiowa.edu/students/letter-accommodations-loa
https://sds.studentlife.uiowa.edu/students/
https://sds.studentlife.uiowa.edu/students/
https://opsmanual.uiowa.edu/students/absences-class
https://opsmanual.uiowa.edu/students/absences-class
https://freespeech.uiowa.edu/
https://myui.uiowa.edu/my-ui/home.page
mailto:ui-ocrc@uiowa.edu
https://ocrc.uiowa.edu/
https://ocrc.uiowa.edu/
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may not be accommodated. The LOA will specify what reasonable course 
accommodations the student is eligible for and those the instructor should provide. 

Student Complaints 
Students with a complaint about a grade or a related matter should first discuss the 
situation with the instructor and/or the course supervisor (if applicable), and finally
with the DEO (Chair) of the department, school or program offering the course. 
Sometimes students will be referred to the department or program’s Director of 
Undergraduate Studies (DUS) or Director of Graduate Studies (DGS). 
Undergraduate students should contact CLAS Undergraduate Programs for support
when the matter is not resolved at the previous level. Graduate students should 
contact the CLAS Dean’s Office when additional support is needed.

Sexual Harassment/Misconduct and Supportive Measures
The University of Iowa prohibits all forms of sexual harassment, sexual misconduct, 
and related retaliation. The Policy on Sexual Harassment and Sexual Misconduct 
governs actions by students, faculty, staff and visitors. Incidents of sexual harassment or
sexual misconduct can be reported to the Office of Civil Rights Compliance or to the 
Department of Campus Safety. Students impacted by sexual harassment or sexual 
misconduct may be eligible for academic supportive measures and can learn more by 
contacting the Office of Civil Rights Compliance. Information about confidential 
resources can be found on the Office of Civil Rights Compliance website.

Mental Health Resources and Student Support
Students are encouraged to be mindful of their mental health and seek help as a 
preventive measure or if feeling overwhelmed and/or struggling to meet course 
expectations. Students are encouraged to talk to their instructor for assistance with 
course-related concerns. For additional mental health support, please see the 
guidance and resources at mentalhealth.uiowa.edu, including the 24-7 UI Support 
and Crisis Line. Additionally, the Office of the Dean of Students can help students 
navigate personal crisis situations. They can provide one-on-one support, help with
identifying options, and access to basic needs resources (such as food, rent, 
childcare, etc.). Student Care and Assistance: 132 IMU, dos-
assistance@uiowa.edu, or 319-335-1162 and more info: dos.uiowa.edu/assistance 

https://dos.uiowa.edu/assistance
mailto:dos-assistance@uiowa.edu
mailto:dos-assistance@uiowa.edu
http://basicneeds.uiowa.edu/
http://basicneeds.uiowa.edu/
https://mentalhealth.uiowa.edu/ui-support-and-crisis-line
https://mentalhealth.uiowa.edu/ui-support-and-crisis-line
http://mentalhealth.uiowa.edu/
https://ocrc.uiowa.edu/sexual-misconduct
mailto:ocrc-titleix@uiowa.edu
https://safety.uiowa.edu/
https://ocrc.uiowa.edu/report
https://opsmanual.uiowa.edu/community-policies/interim-policy-sexual-harassment-and-sexual-misconduct
https://resource.clas.uiowa.edu/clas-leadership
https://clas.uiowa.edu/students/handbook/student-rights-responsibilities#rights

