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JAZZ, MADE IN AMERICA 
 

 
Blue Gnus  Grades: K-10 
 
ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE: 
Join us in the 1890s as we explore the American melting pot that brought us Jazz. Chronicling the development of the 
uniquely American art form Jazz, this performance encompasses the contributions made through social 
development, the blending of musical styles, and the artistry of Jazz legends. See how this uniquely American form 
evolved through the 20th century. This history is portrayed through musical examples and the stories of the 
individuals who helped create this form of music. 
 
TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills):                                                            

Grade Music  Lang. 
Arts 

Social 
Studies 

K K.3, K.4 K.14 K.12 
1 1.5, 1.6 1.18 1.15 
2 2.5, 2.6 2.18 2.15, 

2.16 
3 3.5, 3.6 3.18 3.13, 

3.15 
4 4.5, 4.6 4.16 4.19 
5 5.5, 5.6 5.16 5.21, 

5.22 
MS 1.4, 1.5 

2.4, 2.5 
3.4, 3.5 

6.15 
7.15 
8.15 

6.15, 
6.18 
7.19, 
7.19 
8.23, 
8.26 

HS I.5, I.6 
II.5, II.6 

9.14 
10.14 

WH.26 
USH.25 

 

The Students Will: 
* Relate music to history, culture, and the world. 
* Demonstrate appropriate audience behavior during live 
  performances. 
* Use elements of the writing process to compose imaginative  
  stories and poems that use the elements of fiction and figurative 
  language and that express their ideas and feelings. 
* Understand the contributions of people of various racial and 
  ethnic groups to society. 
* Explain how examples of music reflect the times during which 
  they were created. 

 
STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness): 

Writing Grades 
 4 & 7 

Reporting Category 
1 

The Students Will: 
* Compose a variety of written texts with a clear central idea,  
  coherent organization, sufficient development, and effective use 
  of language and conventions. 

English 
I, II 

Reporting Category 
4 

Social 
Studies 

Grade 8  Reporting Category 
2  

* Demonstrate an understanding of geographic and cultural  
  influences on historical issues and events. US History 
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Academic Vocabulary: 

Jazz Jazz was born in the United States. It is a type of music of African-American origin 
characterized by improvisation, syncopation, and usually a regular or forceful rhythm, 
emerging in the late 19th to early the 20th century. Jazz is partly planned and partly 
spontaneous. As the musicians perform a pre-determined tune, they have the opportunity 
to create their own interpretations in response to the other musicians’ performances and 
whatever else may occur “in the moment. ” This is called “improvisation” and is the defining 
element of Jazz. 

Ensemble A group of musicians who perform together, commonly known as a band or combo. 
 

Improvisation Improvisation is creating or making up music as you go along. Jazz musicians play from 
printed music and they improvise solos from their imaginations. Improvisation is inventing 
something on the spur of the moment in response to a certain situation. In Jazz, a musician 
performs a different interpretation each time he plays the same tune. Improvisation is the 
most defining feature of Jazz.  

Rhythm  A strong, regular, repeated pattern of movement or sound. 
 

Syncopation A musical rhythm accenting a normally weak beat, where stress is given to the weak beats 
instead of to the strong beats. It adds the element of surprise to the music. 

Blue Gnus An African antelope. 
 

Jazz Age In the 1920s, the period between the end of World War I and the beginning of the Great 
Depression, when Jazz and dance became popular and society was experiencing prosperity, 
prohibition, and the beginnings of social change. 

Cake Walk  A dance contest in Congo Square. The couple judged to have danced the best won a cake as 
a prize. The Cake Walk was danced to ragtime music. 

Sound Sound is caused by vibrations and sound travels in waves. These vibrations travel through 
the air and can be heard when they reach the ear.   

Sound Wave An invisible wave that carries sound energy from one place to another. 
 

Frequency The number of times a sound wave repeats in a second; how fast the wave vibrates or goes 
up and down. 

Wavelength The distance from one wave of energy to another as it is traveling from one point to 
another point; the distance between two peaks of the sound wave. 

Pitch How high or low a sound is. 
 

Volume How loud or soft a sound is. 
CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS: 
Before the performance: 
• Talk about the kinds of music that you like to listen to.  What are your favorite songs? When do you sing? 
• Listen to a jazz recording and discuss how it makes you feel. How is it different from other types of 
        music that you listen to? Discuss. 
After the performance: 
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• Create a mural to capture the names, songs, and images of the performance. 
 

• Write thank-you letters to the performers and decorate the notes. 
 
 

Language Arts: 
 

• Musical Stories -  Listen to the beginning of a jazz song. How does the music make you feel?  Is the 
music sad or happy? Write a story inspired by this music. Read the story to your class. 

 
• Create a scene, monologue, or movement piece inspired by one of the songs included in the 

performance. 
 

• Take a virtual trip to Congo Square in New Orleans in the 1800’s and create a travel journal.  Write about 
your experiences and all you have learned while visiting. Create a cover and illustrations for your journal.  
Share your journal entries with a partner and present the highlights of your trip to the class. 

 
• Work in small groups to create a newspaper reflecting life in the “American Twenties – The Jazz Age,” 

with short articles that emphasize the time period, people, artists, music, lifestyles, fashions, events, 
dreams, ideals and beliefs of the period.  Include headlines and illustrations and give your newspaper a 
jazzy name. 

 
• Write a first person narrative from the perspective of a Jazz musician in which you tell the story of 

traveling through the Jim Crow South to perform.  Read your story to the class. 
 

• Use onomatopoeia and other sound devices to write a poem entitled "Jazz Is.” 
 

• Write a message about your favorite memory. Work with a partner to create a drumming code for 
words and phrases in your message. Send messages to each other by drumming the code that you 
created and decode each other’s drumming messages. 
 

• “Jazz and Freedom go hand in hand.” – a quote by Thelonious Monk, Jazz pianist and composer.  
              Write a journal entry discussing what this means. 
 

 
 
 
 

Math: 
 

• Plan a budget with an allocation of $4,000 for a 5 day, round-trip vacation by car to New Orleans, the 
birthplace of Jazz.  Track your route on a map and estimate the distance you will travel.  Calculate your 
gas mileage, food, hotel and entertainment costs.  Create a Vacation Expense Tracking Log to track your 
spending.  Record every imaginary expense and purchase you make.  Share your project with the class. 
  

• Create original word problems set in New Orleans, the birthplace of Jazz.  Exchange problems with a 
partner and solve each other’s problems.  Show your work. 
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• During the Jazz Age, the average yearly salary in 1920 was about $1,530.  A person made an average 
wage of 66¢ / hour. Create budgets for a family of four with this average salary and average hourly wage. 
What do you discover? Use these prices as a guide and google the prices of more items from the 1920s: 

                      Eggs   = 78¢ a dozen            Rice = 17¢ per pound              Bicycle = $43 
                    Butter = 70¢ per pound         Washing Machine = $85          Model T Ford = $290  
 

• Create a bulletin board of grocery items and their prices from the 1920s.  Discuss these items in relation 
to today’s prices.  Draw conclusions about the relationship between pricing in the twenties and pricing 
today. Use the terms “less than, greater than, and equal to” in your discussion. 
 

 
• Explore fractions and sound. Fill up glasses with different fractions of water: 

ü 1/4, 2/4, 3/4, 4/4 full    and  
ü 1/8, 2/8, 3/8, 4/8, 5/8, 6/8, 7/8, 8/8 full 
ü Tap each glass with a pencil.   
ü Talk about why the glasses of water project different sounds.   
ü Discuss how water level makes an impact on the sound that projects from each glass.  

             The fraction of water in each glass produces a different pitch. 
 

 
 

Social Studies:  
 

• With a partner, compile a creative Jazz scrapbook. Acquire at least ten pieces of memorabilia for your 
scrapbook.  Share in a small group. Some items to include are: 

ü Biographies of key musicians related to the development of Jazz. 
ü Descriptions of famous songs and their composers. 
ü Illustrations of events, places or people involved with Jazz. 
ü Letters or diary entries that you create about Jazz musicians. 
ü Newspaper articles that you write describing events of the Jazz Age. 
ü Handwritten copies of song lyrics or poetry from the Jazz Age. 

 
 

• The Blue Gnus performance provided a musical history lesson.  With this in mind, create a Jazz Timeline 
from the 1880’s to the 1990’s.  For each decade, include developments in Jazz and the corresponding 
historical events on your timeline.  
 

• Google the “Cakewalk” and discover how the dance called the “Cakewalk” contributed to the 
development of Jazz and ragtime music.  Create a Prezi or PowerPoint to present your findings to the 
class. 

 

• Everyone has a story to tell. Produce a news/talk show about your favorite Jazz artists. Dive into their 
biographies to explore their lives and the social and historical events that were present during their 
time.  Listen to their music to become knowledgeable about their styles.  Produce a news/talk show in 
which you highlight the lives of these Jazz legends. 
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• Rhythm is the most striking feature of all African-derived music.  The basic pulse of the music is 
supplied by drums and other percussions in Africa. When American slave owners discovered that 
drums could be used as a secret means of communication, they were banned. Drumming was allowed 
in all of Louisiana until 1817 when it was limited to Congo Square in New Orleans. Discuss the effects of 
this prohibition and the impact of the drumming in Congo Square. 
 

• Create a diorama of Congo Square in New Orleans in the 1800’s. 
 

• Work in small groups to create a WebQuest about Jazz.  Exchange your project with another group and 
explore each other’s information. 
 

• The Black Migration, the shift of the black population between 1915-1930, had a major impact on the 
development of Jazz.  Work with a partner to research this migration.  Make a poster about your 
findings and share with your class. 

 
 
 

Science:  
 

• Blue Gnus are also known as wildebeests. They are members of the antelope family who live in Africa. 
Create a “facts foldable” about Blue Gnus.  Include “foldable doors” with the following headings:  
Appearance, Size, Habitat, Migration. Underneath each door, fill in the corresponding facts. Post your 
foldable on the bulletin board in your classroom.  
 

• Work with a partner to find out what technology was available in the Jazz Age of the 1920’s to record 
and play music and musical performances? Who was involved in these inventions? How do they differ 
from the technology of today? Find images of this technology and discuss. 
 

• With a partner, research how musical sound is made. Make a poster to illustrate your research and 
present your findings to the class. 
 

• Seeing Sound –Tie a piece of thread to some tissue paper and hold the tissue paper by the thread in front 
of a speaker.  Turn on the music and observe what happens to the tissue paper.  Try different types of 
music at different volumes and see if there is any change to the paper.  Record you observations.  The 
tissue should move when the music is played since the sound waves are hitting it as they leave the 
speaker.  Discuss in small groups.   
 

• There were many inventions and new types of technology developed during the 1920s, but possibly the 
one that had the greatest impact before the turn of the next decade was Radio. It soon became a 
staple of people’s lives, providing entertainment, news, and new ideas.  Google the history of the Radio 
and create a PowerPoint of your findings to present to the class. 

 
 

• Making Sounds with Rulers – Use a ruler to investigate how size affects sound.  You will need one plastic 
ruler and one heavy book.  Working with a partner, record your observations and reasons why in your 
science journal as you do the following: 
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ü Extend one long piece of the ruler over the edge of a table and hold it down firmly with a book.     
Pluck the ruler. What kinds of sounds are produced here?  

ü Repeat the process, continually moving more of the ruler onto the desk and less in the air.  How 
will each different length of the ruler vibrate when plucked?   

ü Note the vibration speed and pitch. Listen carefully to what you hear.   
ü Which sounds come from the ruler hitting the table?  Which come from the ruler making the air 

move?   
ü Try making the ruler vibrate so it does not hit the table.  What happens? 

             Share your findings with the class. 
 

 

 
 
 

Resources: 
Related Websites:  
http://teacher.scholastic.com/activities/bhistory/history_of_jazz.htm 
http://www.jazzinamerica.org/jazzresources/timeline 
http://www.pbs.org/jazz/index.htm 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/monkeytrial/peopleevents/e_jazzage.html 
http://www.thepeoplehistory.com/1920s.html 
http://www.jazzinamerica.org/lessonplan/5/1/242 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Congo_Square 
http://www.neworleansonline.com/directory/location.php?locationID=1272 
http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/wildebeest/ 
http://studyjams.scholastic.com/studyjams/jams/science/energy-light-sound/sound.htm  
http://www.neok12.com/video/Sound/zX6d5740785f007905650259.htm 
http://pbskids.org/dragonflytv/show/musicandsound.html 
http://method-behind-the-music.com/mechanics/physics 
http://www.sciencekidsathome.com/science_topics/what_is_sound.html 
 
Related SmartBoard Sites and Interactive Sites:  

http://exchange.smarttech.com/search.html?q=%22Jazz%22 
http://pbskids.org/chuck/index.html#/jazz 
http://www.pbs.org/jazz/ 
http://exchange.smarttech.com/details.html?id=a8691627-ab79-435c-9fb4-31891bad3bba 
http://www.kidsciencechallenge.com/archiveyear3/index.php?linkTo=1a#/1c 
 
 

 
ABOUT THE ARTIST: 
The Blue Gnus is a Jazz ensemble under the leadership of Martin Langford, one of Houston’s premiere saxophonists. 
Through their performances, they have been teaching jazz education, tracing jazz from the 1880’s to the late 1990’s. 
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The highlight of the performance is listening to each musician in the ensemble tell a story with improvisation on his 
instrument. The Blue Gnus has been a long standing Houston tradition in the Young Audiences catalogue for over 
twenty years. 
 
  
 
 
 
 


