
Instructions and Rubric for Writeup Related to your Project
Spring 2020

DUE (via email to me at LarsenML@cofc.edu in pdf form) by last class of the semester)
(April 22nd, 2020)

Due to moving the course to an on-line only environment, we have unfortunately had to
modify and limit the scope of our intended projects. The two elements of the project I will

grade are your lecture (rubric on the course webpage) and a brief write-up of the basics
underlying your chosen topic. This document give you instructions for what should be in

this write-up and supplies a rubric for how it will be evaluated.

One of the most common mistakes early career scientists make when orally presenting work is that there is a
natural tendency to flood the audience with too much information. If your audience can remember 2 things
from your talk a week after you gave it, you did an excellent job. Nobody will remember more than this a
couple weeks later.

Lectures are inherently a little bit different, because they are often designed to have a more active audience
(e.g. people take notes and know they will be held accountable for the material). However, most well
constructed lectures still have a strong enough organizational structure to hold up to the “1 or 2 big ideas”
paradigm.

Since you are tasked with presenting material from a chapter of your textbook, the big idea behind your
lecture is likely already pretty clear (e.g. the heading of the chapter or – if you opt to focus on a particular
subtopic – the heading of that section of the chapter). Nevertheless, I want you to be thinking about the
1-2 big idea structure when preparing your presentation for the class.

As such, this document is designed to be a one-page summary of your presentation. Think of this as a
narrative that encompasses the main ideas from your presentation if, for some reason, your audience would
not have been able to attend.

In addition to presenting the 1-2 big ideas, you should outline a skeleton of the evidence for your point
and/or elaborate with examples. As an example, below find a demonstration of the type of document I’d
like you produce that I wrote on some material we covered in lecture over the last couple of weeks.
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Summary of Different Temperaments

It is clear that a musical octave (a musical interval with notes having a frequency ratio of 2:1) is central to
the idea of musical composition. The presence of pitches between notes an octave apart allows for a richer
tapestry of musical ideas to be conveyed.

In most Western cultures, we’ve used the chromatic division of the octave (e.g. each octave is split into
12 distinct pitches). The choice of 12 is a trade-off between allowing for the production of simultaneous
consonant intervals and practicality in instrument design. Dividing the octave into more than 12 distinct
pitches is done in microtonal music, but the vast majority of the music we are exposed to in modern-day
Western culture is built in the 12-pitch-per-octave paradigm.

Even if the 12-pitch-per-octave structure is treated as a given, there are a number of different ways you could
assign the relationships between these pitches. For example, the Pythagorean scale chooses the placement
of pitches on the diatonic major scale in such a way as to maximize the number of perfect fourths and fifths
– with the trade-off that major and minor chords do not sound ideally consonant due to major and minor
third intervals that deviate somewhat from the idealized 5:4 and 6:5 ratios, respectively.

Other temperaments exist; in particular, the Just Scale optimizes the consonant intervals in such a way as
to keep most of the major and minor chords starting on the notes of a particular diatonic scale in optimally
consonant 4:5:6 and 10:12:15 ratios. This scale does not keep the minor chord starting on the second note of
a diatonic scale or the diminished chord starting on the penultimate note of the diatonic scale in an ideally
consonant ratio, but generally music involving lots of underyling harmonic structure relying on triads sounds
quite consonant when using the Just Scale. Unfortunately, tuning instruments to a Just Scale would require
different instruments and/or retunings between playing pieces that are based on different key centers (e.g.
the frequency ratio between D and C is different if we are using a Just Tuning starting on C versus if we are
using a just tuning starting on B-flat.)

Mean-tone temperaments are an attempt to bridge between the Just Scale and Pythagorean tunings, by
adjusting individual intervals – but many of the issues with the Just Scale still persist when using Mean-tone
temperaments.

The vast majority of modern instruments have ultimately settled on equal temperament, where the perfect
consonant intervals are abandoned and each of the 12 pitches has a frequency exactly 21/12 of the preceding
pitch. Although this results in less consonant fourths and fifths than Pythagorean tunings and less consonant
chords than the Just Scale, it allows instruments to be played in any key. Due to its prevalence in our culture,
equal temperament may have even started to sound more stable to our ears than the Just Scale – likely out
of familiarity.
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Discussion

The above text is not by any means perfect – I wrote it without any resources in front of me and over
about a 20 minute period of time, so my apologies for any klunky language; it serves hopefully to highlight
what I’m looking for. I gave the basic big ideas of the chapter (division of the octave into scales and the
associated choices of temperaments along with the justifications for the existence for each). Although I
wasn’t “hit-you-over-the-head” obvious about what my two main points were, when I state them here it is
pretty clear that those were the main ideas I was getting across. I task you to do something similar with
your own topics.

Grading Rubric

20% Am I able to clearly identify the central main 1-2 ideas from your presentation in your written summary?

40% Do you adequately support those main ideas with relevant and accurate elaborations and/or pieces of
evidence?

15% Does the document have a narrative flow that assists the reader in understanding the logical structure
of the ideas?

25% Is the document 1 page or less, typed, and submitted via pdf attachment to LarsenML@cofc.edu prior
to class on April 22nd, 2020?

If you submit a draft to me at least a week in advance of the last class, I should be able to provide you
feedback on your writeup to improve it.
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