
The Album  

The First Impression &  

Musical Formats throughout the Years 

 In the digital age the format of the album is becoming less prominent in the world of musical 

media. We see advertisements and music videos, portraits and logos, many different ways of marrying 

imagery to the music. We are listening to music on iPods, cellphones, and satellite radio. The physical 

format is still alive, but it is on life support. 

 However, there was a time when the listener purchased the record, took it home, and sat down 

with it; got to know it. That first encounter began with looking at the cover. It could be a simple title 

card, it can be an extension or literal representation of the music, or it could be a fully actualized piece 

of abstract art independent from the music cased within.  

 I am proposing the use of the history of the media of music, and the artwork adorning said 

media, as a resource to help teach music appreciation, music history, visual art, design, and social issues. 

I think this primary lesson will be best geared towards grades 4-8, especially grades 5 and 6 (pop culture 

and identity). 

 What kind of music do you like? What format do you use to enjoy it? Is there a type of music 

you closely identify with? Is there a type of music you would like to learn more about? 

 The primary lesson is broken down into two sections. The first being a brief crash-course of 

musical formats. There have been many physical formats throughout the decades, but I will focus on 

those which were most popular within the last 40 or so years; Vinyl, Cassette, and the Compact Disc. 

(see Physical Format Timeline). Another important distinction is genre. Get the class to brainstorm the 

genres they know or have heard of, try to make an exhaustive list. Does anyone play music? Do they 

sometimes fantasize of being a pop star, rock star, or virtuoso pianist? Now name some artists you may 

know stemming from the list of genres. Take some time to look at popular records from some of the 

genres from our list (maybe online through a web search or physically bring in some tapes, records, or 

CDs from home). I will bring some records from different genres on a medium that I love, Vinyl, and we 

can interpret the cover and title as well as the song titles. What kind of artwork is most appealing? Does 

it closely represent the music or artist? 

 The next section is visual arts and design. This is where the class chooses a format and creates 

the album artwork. For vinyl you can fashion cardboard into a 12”x12” square to represent a record case 

and paint on it. For cassette and CDs, we can collect the plastic jewel cases and cut out paper to fit 

inside. Now we get to have some fun! Get the students to create their own artist or band (or pop group 

or fictional soundtrack to a real movie, etc), or they can make their very own album under their own 

name. They can choose the names of the album and songs, and the layout of the cover.  

 This is the opportunity to introduce some basic principles of visual arts and basic elements of 

design as they will serve us well in making our album covers. The color wheel and primary colors are 

great simple foundations that many kids will likely already know, and very useful pieces of information if 

we will be painting. The balance distribution of the visual weight of objects, colors, textures, and space. 

Consider color, space, balance, proportion, hierarchy and emphasis of elements, contrast, and 

repetition. 



 The lesson can be wrapped up in a short period of time, a couple class periods, or the students 

can finish their masterpieces at home. Once everyone is done they pick a number and we pull them out 

of a hat (or roll a die or some other randomization). This order becomes the charts of the class! If any 

student is upset with how their record charts, we can pull the numbers again and see how the charts 

changed in the following “calendar week” (the chart position is irrelevant and NOT an indicator of how 

good or bad the artwork is). Focus on subjectivity in art. Out of the exemplary albums I brought what are 

some of the covers we like or dislike? Why is that? 

Other Lesson Plan Ideas 

1. Require the students to make their own album under their own name, choose song titles, and 

then send the blank cover off to their “artistic director” (a friend or paired classmate) to finish 

the artwork for their album.  

2. Focus on album artwork that is strictly the artist’s face and pair the class into two’s and get 

everyone to draw each other for their own album cover. 

3. Make fictional albums for artists that already exist; focus on Canadian, or evene better, 

Saskatchewanian artists. 

4. Observe controversial albums throughout the years; controversial covers or content. For 

example, the religious controversy surrounding Justin Bieber’s album “Purpose” (several Muslim 

nations took issue with Bieber being shirtless and flaunting his cross tattoo, promoting 

Christianity), the copyright controversy concerning the debut album of comedian Richard Pryor 

where the cover art mimics a National Geographic cover (art director Gary Burden is quoted as 

saying, “As a result of the Richard Pryor album cover, which I loved doing, I got two letters: One 

was from the National Geographic Society’s attorneys offering to sue me for defaming their 

publication. The second letter was a Grammy nomination for the best album cover”), and the 

controversy surrounding Paul Simon’s “Graceland” (Paul Simon traveled to South Africa, which 

at the time was a white-run Apartheid state, and recorded with South African musicians, directly 

against the wishes of the organization Artists Against Apartheid, as well as disavowing the UN-

approved cultural boycott).  

 

 

 
Physical Format Timeline 
 The placements of each format is a rough depiction of when they became popular. 

Records have been around in one form or another since 1930, but they were the dominant 

format throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Phillips developed the Compact Cassette in 1962, but it 

wasn’t until the late 1970s when it wiped out the 8-track as the top-selling portable music 

medium. The Compact Disc was developed in the early 1980s and was available for purchase 

with popular music in this same decade, but didn’t reach its true commercial potential until the 

1990s.  

1960 

<- Vinyl ->

1970

1980 
<- Cassette ->

1990

2000 
<- CD ->

2010 
<- mp3 ->



 
Justin Bieber – Purpose (2015) 

Richard Pryor – s/t (1968) 

 
Paul Simon – Graceland (1986) 

The cover depicts Saint George from an ancient Ethiopian manuscript called a “harag” dated to 

the late 15th century. The same year Graceland was released, Desmond Tutu was crowned 

archbishop of Cape Town, South Africa on the steps of Saint George Church. 

 


