
For 1st-4th grades

Lesson 1 — Rhythms Around the World

Objective
Using the music of composers William Grant Still, Ary Barroso, and Duke Ellington, students will define and explore the musical 
element of rhythm. They will understand steady beat, clavé rhythm and syncopated rhythm while exploring music that represents 
African culture, Latin American culture, and American jazz.

Suggested Materials
•	� Rhythm worksheet (provided)
•	� Recordings of Still’s Africa, Movement 3, Barroso’s Brasil and Ellington’s Ellington Fantasy  

(audio links can be found at https://bpo.org/music-for-youth-hub/)
•	� Classroom rhythm instruments (optional)
•	� World maps (provided)
•	� Resources for research

New York State Arts Standards
MU:Cr1.1.1a-4a	 MU:Re7.2.1a-4a
MU:Cr1.1.1b-4b	 MU:Cr2.1.1b-4b

New York State Career Development and Occupational Studies Standards
Speaking & Listening, Standard 1, 2, 4, 5 & 6
Language, Standard 1, 2, 3, 4 & 6

Common Core Learning Standards for ELA & Literacy
Standard 1: History of the United States and New York
Standard 3: Geography

Procedure
1)  �Provide students with the following definition of rhythm: the regular repetition or grouping of beats. Ask them what they think it 

means- how might you organize a pattern of beats? Discuss all answers with students. Share that this is something that people 
throughout the history of time and throughout the world have done in many different ways. Often music from a region of the 
world can be identified by the way the notes are organized into a particular rhythmic pattern. That is what we will explore today.

2)  �Provide the Rhythm worksheet to students. Rhythms are a way that we organize groupings of beats. Rhythms are patterns of 
beats. Once we determine the beat duration we are going to use (quarter note, eighth note, etc.), we can make rhythms out of 
those beats. We will focus on three rhythms in this lesson. 

3)  �Have students listen to Movement 3 “Land of Superstition” from Still’s Africa. Still wanted to write a piece that reflected his 
African heritage and the cultural connection he felt to Africa as an African American. Rhythm is central in driving a steady beat 
in this movement. Rhythm is very important in African music, which is reflected in the vast number of drums and percussion 
instruments found in African cultures. There are as many different rhythms played in African music as there are drums. But even 
through all the complex rhythms you can usually find a very steady beat. Lead students in clapping or marching to the steady 
beat as they listen.
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4)  �After listening, introduce students to the concept of micro and macro beat. Explain that the macro beat is the pulse that feels 
the longest and carries the most weight. The micro beats are the shorter pulses felt in music. They are a division of macro 
beats. Lead students in clapping or marching to the micro beat as they listen through the movement again.

5)  Lead students in a discussion using some of the following prompts:

	 a)  �William Grant Still is from America, but his piece called Africa celebrates his African heritage. Where is Africa? What 
countries are found in this part of the world? Use the maps provided to identify and discuss.

	 b)  What type of notes make up the macro beat? What type of notes make up the micro beat?

	 c)  �Listen to any African drumming selection you can find and see if you can tap a steady beat along with it. Share this 
music with someone and practice your steady beat together.

6)  �Have students listen to Brasil, which reflects the music of the country itself. The piece brings together musical elements of the 
genre of samba music characterized by a broad melody and dance rhythms, including the clavé rhythm. 

7)  �Lead students in a discussion using some of the following prompts:

	 a)  �Ary Barroso was from Brazil. What part of the world is Brazil found in? What other countries are in this part of the world?

	 b)  �What type of notes make up this rhythmic pattern?

	 c)  �Why do you think we call this the clavé rhythm?

	 d)  �Can you discover any other Latin dances besides the samba? Do they use similar or different rhythms as the samba?

8)  �Finally, have students listen to Duke Ellington’s Ellington Fantasy, focusing on the “Take the ‘A’ Train” medley (Time Stamp: 
3:17-4:10). Duke Ellington was an American jazz composer, pianist and bandleader. Jazz is a musical art form that originated 
in New Orleans, Louisiana during the early 20th century. It is characterized by improvisation, swing, and syncopation. 
Syncopation is a type of rhythm that gives stresses or accents to the weak beats instead of the strong beats. Sometimes the 
beats that are hit harder may vary in position from bar to bar. It is a rhythm that creates what we often think of as a “jazzy feel.” 

9)  �Lead students in a discussion using some of the following prompts

	 a)  �Duke Ellington was born in Washington, D.C. but spent most of his life in New York City. Both of these cities are in the 
United States of America. Can you find each city on the map of the United States?

	 b)  �One unique element of jazz is improvisation. What is improvisation? Can you try improvising a melody or a rhythm?

	 c)  �Listen to the recording of Ellington Fantasy again. Then, sing or play the attached music (once with syncopation and 
swinging eighths and once without). What is the difference between the two? How does syncopation make the music 
feel? Try dancing to the music with syncopation and without syncopation. How do you change the way you move with 
these two styles of music? Some people say that syncopation can make music sound like it is improvised instead of 
written down. What do you think?

Lesson 1 — Rhythms Around the World ( c o n t i n u e d )

Extended Learning
Ask students to choose one of the three rhythmic styles and write a rhythmic pattern in that style.  
This can be done in small groups or individually. Then ask each group or individual student  
to share their rhythm with the class using classroom instruments or by clapping.



Lesson 1 — Rhythms Around the World ( c o n t i n u e d )

Steady Beat
from William Grant Still’s Africa, Movement 3 “Land of Superstition”

Macro Beat 	 Micro Beat

Clavé Rhythm
from Ary Barroso’s Brasil

Syncopated Rhythm
from Duke Ellington’s Ellington Fantasy



Lesson 1 — Rhythms Around the World ( c o n t i n u e d )

Same tune, no syncopation

Select a Style of Rhythm
and write your own rhythm pattern
















