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MARIMBA MADNESS 
 

 
Rice African Music Ensemble  Grades: PK-12 
 
ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE: 
Marimba Madness is an exciting musical performance that takes students on an interactive cultural journey around 
the world. Using drums and marimbas from Africa and Latin America, musician Andrew Keller and the Rice African 
Music Ensemble explain the history behind these instruments as well as teach traditional songs and stories, play 
interactive games and even give students an opportunity to play the instruments themselves.  This presentation 
reinforces themes of community, cooperation and respect for one’s history, while displaying how traditional music 
has been important to composers in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
 

TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills):        
 Music Social 

Studies 
Lang. 
Arts 

The Students Will: 
* Relate music to history culture, and the world. 
* Demonstrate appropriate concert etiquette during live performances. 
* Write literary texts, stories and poems that express their ideas and  
  feelings about real or imagined people, events, and ideas. 
* Analyze the experiences and evaluate the contributions of diverse 
  groups in multicultural societies.  
* Understand the contributions of people of various racial and ethnic  
  groups to society. 
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STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness): 

Writing Grade 4  
Grade 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. 
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Social 
Studies 

Grade 8 Reporting Category 
2 

* UNderstand geographic and cultural influences on historical issues  
  and events. 

US History Reporting Category 
2 

 
 

Academic Vocabulary: 
Rhythm A strong, regular, repeated pattern of movement or sound. 
Community A group of people living in the same place or having a particular characteristic in common. A 

feeling of fellowship with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes, interests, and 
goals. 

Continent One of the seven great landmasses on Earth. The continents are Africa, Antarctica, Asia, 
Australia, Europe, North America, and South America. 

Cooperation A situation in which people work together to do something. 
Culture A way of life of a group of people – the behaviors, beliefs, values and symbols that they 

accept, generally without thinking about them, and that are passed along by communication 
and imitation from one generation to the next. The customs, civilization, and achievements 
of a particular time or people. 

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

Heritage Traditions, achievements, beliefs that are a part of the history of a group or nation   passed 
from generation to generation -- practices or characteristics passed down through the years. 

Mallet In music, a mallet is a stick with a rounded end that is sometimes padded, used to strike 
percussion instruments like timpani, bells, or a marimba. 

Marimba A percussion instrument consisting of a set of wooden bars struck with mallets to produce 
musical tones. Resonators, tubes that hang below each bar, amplify their sound. The 
marimba originated in Africa and was modified in Central America by African slaves. 

Melody A sweet sequence of sounds; tune. 
Percussion Musical instruments that you play by striking or hitting. Any object which produces a sound 

by being hit with an implement, shaken, rubbed, scraped, or by any other action which sets 
the object into vibration.  

Resonator A device used to make something louder. 
Respect A feeling of deep admiration for someone or something because of their abilities, qualities, 

or achievements. 
Sound A type of energy made by vibrations. When an object vibrates, it causes movement in the air 

particles. These particles bump into the particles close to them, which makes them vibrate 
too causing them to bump into more air particles. This movement, called sound waves, 
keeps going until they run out of energy. If your ear is within range of the vibrations, you 
hear the sound. 

 
 
 
 

CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS: 
Before the performance: 

• Find out what students already know about percussion. Do any play a percussion instrument or know 
someone who does?  

• Create a conceptual map about percussion, which includes instruments, types of music, and other 
information. 

After the performance: 
• Write thank-you notes to the musicians and decorate the notes. 
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• On an index card, write about your most unexpected new learning 
from the performance.  Put all of the index cards together on a poster as a summary project about this 
performance. Decorate the poster with a musical theme. 

• Draw pictures to express the experience of the performance. 
 
 

Language Arts:  
 

• Google the top cities of West Africa and select your favorite one. Take a virtual trip to your chosen city 
in West Africa and create a travel journal.  Write about your experiences and all you have learned while 
visiting your chosen destination.  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. 

 

• The marimba is the national instrument of Guatemala, a popular tourist destination because of its 
Mayan history, culture, volcanoes, jungles, and beaches. With a partner, create an electronic Travel 
Guide to Guatemala.  Include pictures, descriptions, and a tourist map.  
 

 

• 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. 

 

• Use onomatopoeia and other percussive sounds to write a poem entitled "Marimba Is.” 
 

• Research one country from your heritage and take an imaginary trip to your family's homeland.  Write 
a story in which you describe what you see when you arrive, the kinds of music and musical 
instruments that you find, and the cultural experiences you have while you are there. 

 

 
 
 

Math: 
 

• With a partner, use unifix cubes or small objects to create patterns.  Create a rhythmic clapping pattern to 
follow the pattern created with the objects.  Clap your pattern for the class and explain. 

• Plan a trip for 5 days to Guatemala City, with a day trip to Tikal National Park to visit the archeological 
sites in the jungle. Your total budget, excluding airfare, is 6,000. Work with a partner to plan the budget 
for hotel, meals, and transportation for your 5 day adventure. 
 

ü Create a Vacation Expense Tracking Chart to record your spending. 
ü The Currency Exchange Rate between the United States and Guatemala is:     

                  $1.00 US = 7.63 Quetzales (Q).   
ü Design your budget plan by making choices from the “Daily Cost” chart below. 

 
DAILY COSTS 

Moderate - 
 Budget up to Q400 

Midrange - 
Q400-Q1000 

Top End  - 
Budget more than Q1000 

Dorm bed: Q80–100 
 

Double room in a hotel: 
Q320–500 

Double room in a superior 
hotel: Q550 or more 

Double room in a budget 
hotel: Q130–180 

À la carte meal in a local 
restaurant: Q100–130 

Meal in an elegant restaurant: 
Q130 or more 
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Set meal in a comedor 
(basic, cheap eatery): 
Q30–45 

Admission to archaeological 
site:  
Q50–150 

Tour guide at archaeological 
site:  
up to Q450 

Three-hour 'chicken bus' 
ride: Q20 

Three-hour shuttle bus ride: 
Q150 

4WD car hire, per day: Q650 

• Sounds can be soft or loud. This characteristic of sound is called volume. Volume measures the amount of 
energy in sound waves. More energy will move more air molecules and will sound louder. Less energy will 
move fewer air molecules and will sound softer. The amount of energy in a sound wave is measured in 
decibels (dB). Below is a decibel chart with some familiar sounds.  Use the information on this chart to 
create word problems.  Exchange problems with a partner and solve each other’s problems. 

Jet Take Off (25 Meters) 150 dB  Telephone Dial Tone 70 dB 
Aircraft Carrier Deck 140 dB  Normal Conversation 60 dB 
Jet Take Off (100 Meters) 130 dB  Quiet Conversation 50 dB 
Live Rock Music 120 dB  Library 40 dB 
Power Saw 110 dB  Quiet Living Room 30 dB 
Lawn Mower 100 dB  Breathing 10 dB 
Food Blender   90 dB  Weakest Sound Heard   0 dB 
Garbage Disposal   80 dB    

 
 

• 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:  
 

• The marimba descended from the ancestral African balafon instrument. The Sosso Bala is an 
instrument of great age, and was named by UNESCO as one of the Nineteen Masterpieces of the Oral 
and Intangible Heritage of Humanity in 2001. The sacred balafon instrument, known as the Sosso Bala, 
has been perceived as the symbol of the freedom and cohesion of the Mandingue community, which is 
spread across a territory that once belonged to the Empire of Mali in West Africa. Google the Sossa 
Bala, read about its history, and make a poster about this ancient instrument.  Share your findings with 
the class. 

 

• Use your imagination to travel around the world. Pick 5 countries from West Africa and begin your 
adventure.   

ü Create an itinerary for your trip. 
ü Make a map of each country you visit. 
ü Make a travel trunk to collect your souvenirs. 
ü As you visit each country, keep a travel log of what you did and the musical instruments you 

found there. 
ü Draw a picture that represents your trip and write a caption. 
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• Latin American Escapes – make online postcards about 5 major cities in Latin America.  Write a few 
critical facts in the blurb on the back of the postcard.  Email your postcards to your classmates. 

 

• Learn about World Cultures – Explore Africa and Latin America without leaving home!  Pick your 
favorite country and work with a partner to select one or several of the following activities to do about 
your country: 
 

Make a Country Kit 
 
Possible Topics Examples of Activities 
Physical Map & Landforms Salt dough map, landform paper craft 
Flag Decorate a flag 
Famous People Biography Book Report 
Popular Food Cooking Activity or Restaurant Visit 
Stories Read a folktale 
Music Listen to traditional music 
Animals Learn about habitats 
Famous Places Make a travel brochure, learn about famous 

architecture in the world 

 

 
 

Science:  
 

      *     Google how your voice works. Read about it, watch videos, and then work with a partner to create 
             your own video that you share with your class about how the voice works.  
 

• What kinds of sound waves are produced by striking the keys on a marimba? What happens when a 
key is a different size, struck by a different stick, or made from different materials? How does the 
sound wave change? Discuss in small groups. 
 

• 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.   

 

• Explore the different ecosystems of Tikal National Park in Guatemala. Make a poster with illustrations 
of the animals, habitats, and food chains. Display the poster in your classroom. 
 

• The Science of Sound - With a partner, research how musical sound is made. Make a PowerPoint of 
Prezi to illustrate your research and present your findings to the class. 

 

• Use several metal pans or pots of varying sizes.  Tap a rhythm on each one.  Notice that the larger ones 
produce a lower sound, the smaller ones a higher sound.  Research why this happens and present your 
findings to the class. 

 

• Make a poster in which you draw and label a picture of a human ear. On your poster, include 
information about the importance of taking good care of your ears.  Share this poster with others in 
your class. 

 

• Who lives in the rainforests? Make a mural or a PowerPoint about the animals who live in the 
rainforest of Guatemala. Present your mural or PowerPoint to the class.  
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Resources: 
Related Websites:   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balafon 

http://wikitravel.org/en/West_Africa 

http://www.uh.edu/~tkoozin/projects/WanHwaLow/History.html 

http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/countries/guatemala-guide/ 

http://wikitravel.org/en/Guatemala 

http://www.nomadicmatt.com/travel-guides/guatemala-travel-tips/ 

http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/RL/cultural-space-of-sosso-bala-00009 

http://www.scholastic.com/teachers/lesson-plan/global-trek-teachers-guide 

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 

http://www.pbs.org/weta/roughscience/series2/challenges/music/page2.html 

https://vimeo.com/72885898 

http://www.kidsciencechallenge.com/archiveyear3/index.php?linkTo=1a#/1c 

Related SmartBoard Sites: 

http://exchange.smarttech.com/details?id=2f764929-fdde-4215-8543-26286924452c 

http://exchange.smarttech.com/details.html?id=391e1cc4-f6c4-4949-952b-a22e1c2bade4 

http://exchange.smarttech.com/details.html?id=81768c4e-f84d-4f98-9c8c-f7d3afb8055f 
 

 
ABOUT THE ARTIST: 
The Rice African Music Ensemble, under the direction of Andrew Keller, is a student organization which meets weekly 
to rehearse African music to prepare for community concerts. Through its partnership with Young Audiences of 
Houston, The Rice African Music Ensemble (RAME) has had the opportunity to perform for local schools in the 
Houston community and has continued to expand its musical and cultural influence with partnerships both on 
campus and in Houston at large. Andrew is the president and founder of the Rice African Music Ensemble, where he 
teaches traditional African music, builds his own instruments and performs on campus and in the Houston 
community. 

 

  
 
 


