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Introduction:  
The Volunteer State has aided in the development of the music industry. Tennessee has major  
contributions to Country Music, Blues and Rock n’ Roll.  
 

Guiding Questions: 
• What were some major musical genres in Tennessee during the 1950s and 1960s? 
• What do Johnny Cash, Elvis Presley and WC Handy have in common? 
• What did Tennessee contribute to the Music Industry? 
 

Learning Objectives: 
During this lesson, students will explore the music industry in Tennessee. Students will listen to  
music created at Stax Records, analyze primary sources such as sheets of music, newspapers and 
photographs. Students will also play the game, “Who Am I?” This game highlights the achievements 
of W.C. Handy, Elvis Presley, Sam Phillips and Johnny Cash by giving various clues to the participants. 
 

Curriculum Standards: 
 
Social Studies Content Standard: 
5.51 - Discuss the development of the music industry in Tennessee, including:  
• Country music (e.g., Grand Ole Opry, WSM, and the Carter family)  
• Blues music (e.g., W.C. Handy and Bessie Smith)  

• Rock ‘n’ roll (e.g., Elvis Presley, Stax Records, and Sun Studio) 
 

 
Standards—Reading: Informational Text 
RI 5.1 - Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.  

 
RI 5.7 - Draw on information from multiple print or digital sources, demonstrating the ability to lo-
cate an answer to a question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.  

The Music Industry in Tennessee 

Lesson plans for primary sources at the Tennessee State Library & Archives 
Author: Patricia Lockhart, Germantown Elementary School 
Grade Level: 5th and 11th grade 
Date Created: March 2018, standards updated 2019 
 
Visit http://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education for additional lesson plans.   

http://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education
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Curriculum Standards continued: 

RI 5.9 - Integrate information from several texts on the same topic in order to write or speak about the sub-
ject knowledgeably. 
 

Social Studies Standard: 

US. 30 - Examine the growth and popularity of country and blues music, including the rise of: the Grand Ole 

Opry, W.C. Handy, and Bessie Smith. (T.C.A. § 49-6-1006)  

 

 

 

Materials Needed: 

• Worksheet for Analysis of Photograph 

• Mini Bio of Elvis Presley  (11th grade) 

• Mini Bio of Elvis Presley (5th grade) 

• Beale Street Blues 

• Worksheet for Analysis of a Written Document 
• The Story of Stax.  (Website) 

• Many Saw Portents of Stax End…  (Article) 
• Who Am I?   (Printout) 

• Activity cards (following this lesson plan) 
 
 
 
 

 
Introduction to Activities: The following activities are constructed to provide your classroom with 

authentic primary sources. These primary resources and activities will expand your student’s knowledge 
about music history in Tennessee. For more primary resources, go to Music in Tennessee. 
 

Introduction Activity: Divide the students in 10 groups. On the following pages you will find 10 activity 

cards, containing either a primary source or information about a primary source. Pass out one activity card 
for each group. Students will then match the primary source activity card with the information activity card.  
 
Use the Worksheet for Analysis of Photograph to aid in classroom discussions about the photographs. 

 

 

 

 
 

https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/photo_analysis_worksheet_novice.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOK-1K-4hYA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N2ljSKn1LlM
http://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15138coll18/id/752/rec/5
https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet_novice.pdf
http://staxmuseum.com/1957-1968/
http://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15138coll18/id/871/rec/3
http://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/search/searchterm/US.86/field/instru/mode/exact/conn/and/order/nosort/ad/asc/cosuppress/0
https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/photo_analysis_worksheet_novice.pdf
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Lesson Activities: 

 
Activity 1: Rock n’ Roll: Elvis Presley 

Elvis Presley (1935-1977) was an American singer and actor, dubbed the "King of Rock and Roll." He 
is regarded as one of the most significant cultural icons, as well as one of the 
most celebrated and influential musicians of the 20th century (TSLA). 
  - Students will watch a Mini Bio of Elvis Presley (5th grade) (11th grade). 

 - Students will then read the Elvis Day Proclamation, 1980. 
 - Finally, students will declare Elvis Day in the classroom. Teachers can divide the students into groups. 
Using information from the Mini Bio and the Proclamation, each group will write what Elvis is famous for and 
how Elvis Day should be celebrated. Finally, the class will vote on the best way to  
celebrate Elvis Day. 
 
 
Activity 2: Rock n’ Roll: Stax Records 
 As in introduction, the teacher will display “The Story of Stax.” On this website, students can chrono-
logically read about the history of Stax Records as well as listen to samples of songs created at Stax Records.  
 Students will then read an article from the Memphis Commercial Appeal about the end of Stax Rec-
ords and complete, Worksheet for Analysis of a Written Document. Lastly, students will complete a writing 
activity with the following prompt:  
              How did the Stax Museum contribute to Rock n’ Roll and music in Tennessee? Using the  
primary source “Many Saw Portents of Stax End…”,  write about the demise of the Stax Museum.  
 
 
Activity 3: Blues: W.C. Handy 
 Beale Street Blues by W.C. Handy is about a famous district in Memphis, TN known for its music and 
entertainment, Beale Street.  
 - Students will read the sheet music, “Beale Street Blues” by W. C. Handy and listen to the song being 
performed by Marion Harris {https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dBnNJ1NyFkY}.  

 - Students will then complete the Worksheet for Analysis of Written Document  
   (5th grade) (11th grade) 
  
 
Activity 4: Who Am I? 
Students will play the game, “Who Am I?”  This game highlights the achievements of W.C. Handy, Elvis Pres-
ley, Sam Phillips and Johnny Cash.  Read or project each clue on the screen and have students guess the an-
swer. Students (or teams) earn points based on how quickly they can determine the historic figure.  
 
(Teacher guide and screen shots on following pages) 

 

 
 
 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N2ljSKn1LlM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOK-1K-4hYA
http://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/p15138coll18/id/893/rec/4
http://staxmuseum.com/1957-1968/
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets
http://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15138coll18/id/871/rec/3
http://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15138coll18/id/752/rec/5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9HtBr9cp0cU
https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet_novice.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf
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Activity Card: Primary Source 
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Music in Tennessee:  Introduction Activity—Picture #1 
Available from TSLA at Beale Street 
 
 
Beale Street in Memphis, TN 
 
Beale Street in Memphis, Tennessee is significant to both the history of the city and 
of blues music. Created in 1841, the west end primarily housed merchant shops that traded 
with ships along the Mississippi River, and the eastern part developed as an affluent suburb. 
In the 1860s, many black traveling musicians began performing on Beale. In the 1870s, the 
land around Beale Street was purchased by Robert Church,  eventually making him the first 
black millionaire from the South.  During the 1890s, Beale Street underwent  renovations, 
adding the Orpheum Theater and Church Park with its auditorium.  In the early 1900s, the 
street filled with clubs, restaurants, and shops—many of which were owned by African-
Americans.  From the 1910s through the 1940s, Beale Street became an 
epicenter for blues and jazz and the development of the Memphis Blues style.  
 
The stretch from Main to 4th was declared a National Historic Landmark in 1966, and on 
December 15, 1977, Beale Street was officially declared the "Home of the Blues" by an act 
of Congress.  

Activity Card: Information 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/899/rec/2
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Activity Card: Primary Source 
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Music in Tennessee:  Introduction Activity—Picture #2 
Available from TSLA at Johnny Cash Receiving Award 
 
Johnny Cash Receiving Award 
 
Johnny Cash (1932-2003) was an American singer-songwriter and guitarist who was widely 
considered one of the most influential musicians of the 20th century. Known primarily for 
country music, his sound embraced rock and roll, rockabilly, blues, folk, and gospel.  He had a 
deep bass-baritone voice and a humble demeanor.  He was known for free prison concerts and 
his trademark look which gave him the nickname, “The Man in Black.”  Cash and his band, 
The Tennessee Three were signed to Sun Studios. 

Activity Card: Information 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/902/rec/1


8 

 

Activity Card: Primary Source 
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Music in Tennessee:  Introduction Activity—Picture #3 
Available at TSLA at Musicians on the Memphis Queen II 
 
 
Musicians on the Memphis Queen II 
 
Blues is a musical form and genre that originated in African- American  
communities in the rural U.S. South, particularly the Mississippi Delta, around  
the end of the 19th century. It developed from a fusion of traditional African music  
and European folk music, and incorporates spirituals, work songs, field hollers, 
shouts and chants, and rhymed ballads.  

Activity Card: Information 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/897/rec/1
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Activity Card: Primary Source 
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Music in Tennessee:  Introduction Activity—Picture #4 
Available from TSLA at Gov. Blanton’s Statement on the Death of Elvis Presley 
 
Gov. Blanton’s Statement on the Death of Elvis Presley 
 
After the death of Elvis Presley, Governor Ray Blanton released a statement                                 
acknowledging Elvis' cultural influence and declaring the Tennessee flag would fly at half-
mast in memorium.  Elvis Presley (1935-1977) was an American singer and actor, dubbed the 
"King of Rock and Roll." He is regarded as one of the most significant cultural icons, 
as well as one of the most celebrated and influential musicians of the 20th century. 

Activity Card: Information 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/892/rec/2
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Activity Card: Primary Source 
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Music in Tennessee:  Introduction Activity—Picture #5 
Available from TSLA at Stax Records: The Dream that Died 
 
Stax Records 
 
"Stax Records: The Dream That Died"  
The Commercial Appeal, Memphis, TN.   
First in a series of three articles.  
 
This first article gives a detailed history of the start and development of Stax Records 
from 1960, up to its legal dispute with CBS, Inc. in the mid-1970s.  The article talks  about 
the Memphis Sound and the gradual development of the Soul sound from rhythm and blues. 
It touches on the popularization of black music in the 1960s and 70s. 

Activity Card: Information 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/874/rec/3
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WHO AM I? 

(Teacher Key) 

1st Clue 2nd Clue 3rd Clue 4th Clue Answer 

25 points 15 points 10 points 5 points   

I was an 
American 
Singer 
and actor. 

I was dubbed the 
“King of Rock 
and Roll.” 

I wrote “Blue 
Suede Shoes.” 

 Elvis Presley 

I was an 
African- 
American 
blues 
composer. 

I wrote “Beale 
Street Blues.” 

My initials are 
W.C. H. 

 

W. C. Handy 

I was an 
American 
singer-
songwriter 
and gui-
tarist 
known 
primarily 
for coun-
try music. 

People gave me 
the nickname 
“The Man in 
Black.” 

My band, “The 
Tennessee 
Three” and I 
were signed to 
Sun Studios.  

Johnny Cash 

I was an 
American 
musician, 
music 
producer, 
and record 
executive 
who 
played an 
important 
role in the 
emer-
gence of 
rock n’ 
roll. 

I founded Sun 
Records in Mem-
phis, TN. 

I launched the 
musical careers 
of Johnny Cash, 
Elvis Presley and 
others. 

 

Sam Phillips 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #1 

 
I was an American  
singer and actor. 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #2 

 
I was dubbed the “King of 

Rock and Roll.” 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #3 

 
I wrote “Blue Suede 

Shoes.” 
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WHO AM I? 
 

      Clue #4 
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WHO AM I? 

 
 

Answer: 
 

Elvis Presley 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #1 

 
I was an African-  
American blues  

composer. 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #2 

 
I wrote “Beale Street 

Blues.” 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #3 

 
 

My initials are W. C. H.  
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WHO AM I? 
 

Clue #4 
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WHO AM I? 

 
 

Answer:  
 

W. C. Handy 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #1 

 
I was an American singer-
songwriter and guitarist 

known primarily for  
country music. 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #2 

 
People gave me the  

nickname “The Man in 
Black.” 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #3 

 
 

My band, “The Tennessee 
Three” and I were signed 

to Sun Studios. 
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WHO AM I? 
 

Clue #4 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Answer:  

 
Johnny Cash 



30 

 

WHO AM I? 
 

Clue #1 
 

I was an American  
musician, music produc-
er, and record executive 
who played an important 
role in the emergence of 

rock n’ roll. 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #2 

 
I founded Sun Records in  

Memphis, TN. 
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WHO AM I? 

 
Clue #3 

 
I launched the  

musical careers of  
Johnny Cash, Elvis 
Presley and others. 
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WHO AM I? 
 

Clue #4 
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WHO AM I? 

 
 
 

Answer: 
 

Sam Phillips 


