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THE AQUARIUM: A Marine Micro-Ballet 

 
Susan McDonald   Performance  
                                                             Grades PK-6   
ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE: 
Guitarist, composer, and poet Susan McDonald combines science and music to showcase creatures of 
the marine aquarium in which she combines original music with video footage to create sublime live 
performances in which she is the “orchestra” and sea creatures are the “dancers.” Through video and 
music, Susan uses humor and wonder to not only teach about other life forms but to inspire delight in the 
natural world and to bring to life terms such as symbiosis, proboscis, camouflage, and aposematic. Join 
Susan on this delightful, aquatic adventure as she explores the underwater world of such strange and 
wonderful creatures as the Leafy Sea Dragon, the Pom Pom Crab, the Serpent Star and Dr. Evil, the 
coral banded shrimp. 
 
TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills):                                                            

Grade Music  Science Lang.Arts 
PK  PK.9,PK10 IV4.D1 
K K.4 K.9, K.10 K.14 
1 1.6 1.9, 1.10 1.18 
2 2.6 2.9, 2.10 2.18 
3 3.6 3.9, 3.10 3.18 
4 4.6 4.9, 4.10 4.16 
5 5.6 5.9, 5.10 5.16 

MS 1.5, 
2.5 
3.5 

6.12 
 

6.15 

 

The Students Will: 
* Listen to, respond to, and evaluate music and musical performances. 
* Demonstrate appropriate audience behavior during live performances. 
* Describe the physical characteristics of an environment and how they 
  support populations within an ecosystem. 
* Know that organisms undergo similar life processes and have 
  structures that help them survive in their environments. 
* 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. 

 
STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness): 
Writing Grade 

4 
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. 

Science Grade 
5 

Reporting  
Category 4 

* Demonstrate an understanding of the structures and functions of living 
  organisms and their interdependence on each other and their 
  environment. 

 
Academic Vocabulary: 
Aquarium A tank or bowl filled with water for keeping live fish and other underwater animals. 
Aquatic Operating, living or growing in water. 
Micro- A prefix that means “very small.” 
Ballet A form of dance in which trained dancers perform precisely choreographed 

performances, often to describe a narrative and usually accompanied by music; a 
story performed by dancers. 

Camouflage The act of concealing the identity of something by modifying its appearance. 
Oceanography The science of studying the ocean that involves the study of the entire ocean, from the 

shallow coastal areas to the deepest trenches. 
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Oceanographers Scientists who study the oceans. 
Marine Of or relating to the sea or to the plants and animals that live in the sea. 
Adaptations A special skill which helps an animal to survive and do everything it needs to do. 

Adaptations could be physical changes to the animal’s body or behavioral changes in 
how an individual animal does things in their daily lives. Adaptations appear over time 
because certain shapes and colors create camouflage which protects an organism 
from its predators.   

Proboscis A long tube-shaped bodily part in the mouth region of an invertebrate.  
Symbiotic Word used to describe organisms, especially of different species, that live together but 

are not necessarily in a relation beneficial to each other. 
Problematic Difficult to understand, solve, or fix. 
Aposematic Colored or constructed in a way that indicates special capabilities for defense. 
Detritus The pieces that are left when something breaks, falls apart, or is destroyed. 
Nocturnal Active during the night. 
Coral reef A coral community consisting of several thousand organisms living together.  The reef 

is very much alive.  Reefs grow very slowly over time.  An inch of coral reef takes 
nearly 100 years to grow. 

 

CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS: 
Before the performance: 

• Create a K-W-L Chart:  In the K column, list what you already know about the ocean and its 
creatures.  In the W column, write down what you want to know about the ocean and its 
creatures. 
 

• Have students who have been to the ocean describe what they have experienced there to the 
class.  

• Use the following chart with the five sensory headings:  See, Hear, Touch, Taste, and Smell. As 
students recall what they know about the ocean, write down their descriptive words and phrases 
under the sensory headings. 

See Hear Touch Taste Smell 
     

 
 

After the performance: 
• Write, draw, or act out what you liked best about the performance. 

 

• Finish the K-W-L Chart:  Fill in the L column with what you have learned about the ocean and its 
creatures. 

 
Language Arts:  
 

• The marine world is an amazing, amusing, and magical place where you meet some fascinating 
characters!  Write a story or a poem with an ocean setting and interesting aquatic characters that 
you create. Add your own ocean artwork to illustrate your story or poem. 
 

• Look at pictures about the ocean and its creatures.  Create similes and metaphors to describe 
what you see.  With a partner, make a poster that includes your figurative language and pictures 
of the ocean animals you are describing.  Share your work with the class. 

 

• Ocean ABC Search – As a class, or in small groups, search for an ocean animal or ocean plant 
for each letter of the alphabet. Then draw the animal or plant, or find a picture of it to glue to the 
page. Write facts about the animal or plant under the picture.  Create a booklet to capture your 
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findings.   
 

• Dive underwater to discover the plants and animals that live in the ocean. Draw and color pictures 
of fish, rocks, seaweed or any other object that might be in the ocean. Cut the pictures out and 
glue them to craft sticks to create hand puppets. Use the puppets to make up your own fishy story 
to tell to the class. 

 
• Choose a sea animal and write a story about it. Describe its environment, what it eats and how it 

protects itself. Make a separate illustration for your story. With your class, separate all of the 
stories and illustrations and use them for a matching activity. 

 
 
 
Math: 
 

• Study the Ocean Data Chart below.  Work with a partner to answer the following questions: 
ü Which ocean is the deepest? 
ü Which ocean is deeper, the Indian or the Arctic? 
ü What is the deepest ocean point and in which ocean is it located? 

 
How Deep is the Ocean? 

Ocean Average Depth in Feet 
Pacific            13,740 
Atlantic            12,254 
Indian            12,740 
Arctic              3,407 

What is the Deepest Part in Each Ocean? 
Ocean Deepest 

Part 
Depth in Feet 

Pacific Pacific 
Mariana 
Trench 

36,200 

Atlantic Puerto 
Rico 
Trench 

28,374 

Indian Java 
Trench 

25,344 

Arctic Eurasia 
Basin 

17,881 

 

ü Figure out the average depth of all 4 oceans combined.  Compare your answer with other 
students’ answers.  Discuss how you arrived at your answer. 

ü Create other word problems with the figures from the Ocean Chart. Exchange problems 
with a partner and solve each other’s problems. 
 

• Use the colors and shapes of tangrams to create the figures of marine animals.. Compare your 
creations with those of other students. 
 

 
Social Studies:  

• Locate the earth’s major oceans on a world map. Record the latitude, longitude, and 
hemispheres of the oceans.  Create a mini-book with interesting facts about each ocean and 
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make up a song to sing about the oceans.  Share your book and your song with the class. 
 

• Create an online Ocean Postcard of your favorite imaginary ocean experience. Email it to your 
teacher and to other classmates. 
 
 

• We depend on our oceans for the food we eat, the water we drink, and the air we breathe.  But 
beyond these natural resources, there are many other reasons why we love the water, from the 
creatures who call it home to the shores we visit and explore. Ocean trash is one of the greatest 
threats our oceans face. Work in a small group to create a Conservation Plan to protect these 
amazing creatures, underwater life forms, and their fragile environments and how to prevent 
ocean debris. 

 
 
Science:  
 

• Ocean Animal Movements – Get pictures of various ocean animals.  In small groups, act out the 
movements of the animals on the pictures. 
 

• Underwater Food Chain - Create a hanging display showing three levels of a basic marine food 
chain. 

• Ocean Ecology - Work in pairs to create a PowerPoint that shows what people can do to protect 
and preserve the oceans. 

• Pretend that you are an oceanographer.  Create a treasure chest of ocean facts. 
 

• In small groups, create colorful Habitat Posters featuring the Kelp Forest, Rocky Shore, Sandy 
Beach, Coastal Wetlands, Deep Sea, and Coral Reef.  Present your posters to the class. 

 

• Dive into the Deep – Create an underwater scene and discover what a submersible sees as it 
dives deep into the ocean.  Share your experience with your classmates. 

 

• Guess Who? - On index cards write the names of different ocean animals. Pick a card and 
research the animal on it. On the back of the card, write facts about your animal, such as where it 
lives, what it eats, what color/shape it is, is it a predator or prey? When finished, swap with a 
partner to guess what animal the description is for. 

 

• Construct a Water Cycle and explain how the earth’s water is recycled. 
 

• Ocean Diorama – Create your own ocean scene in a box.  Print out sharks and whales, draw 
some seaweed, corals, and your favorite fish.  Paste, color, cut, and hang them in a decorated 
box to enjoy the ocean scene. 
 

 
 

Resources: 
Related Websites:    
https://beyondpenguins.ehe.osu.edu/issue/polar-oceans/hands-on-lessons-and-activities-about-ocean 
http://web.archive.org/web/20140326095955/http://www.fi.edu/fellows/fellow8/dec98/main.html 
http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animal-guide/fishes/leafy-sea-dragon 
http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animal-guide/fishes 
http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animal-guide/invertebrates 
http://web.archive.org/web/20150703072431/http://www.mbgnet.net/salt/index.htm 
http://web.archive.org/web/20071225210747/http://www.seaworld.org/wild-world/safari/virtual-aquarium/ 
http://ocean.si.edu/for-educators 
http://web.archive.org/web/20130724141439/http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/oceanographer.html 
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/our-work/marine-debris/talking-trash-educational.pdf 
Related SmartBoard Sites and Interactive Sites: 
http://exchange.smarttech.com/search.html?q=%22oceans%22 
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http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animals-and-experiences/live-web-cams/kelp-forest-cam 
http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animals-and-experiences/live-web-cams/jelly-cam 
http://www.sheppardsoftware.com/World_Continents.htm 
http://seawifs.gsfc.nasa.gov/ocean_planet.html 
https://jr.brainpop.com/socialstudies/geography/continentsandoceans/preview.weml 
http://mrnussbaum.com/continents-and-oceans/ 
http://web.archive.org/web/20140227044003/http://fi.edu/fellows/fellow8/dec98/main.html 
 

ABOUT THE ARTIST: 
Guitarist Susan McDonald has delighted audiences the world over, from community centers to Carnegie 
Hall. Widely recognized as an exciting talent through her concerts in the Americas and in Europe, 
Susan’s specialty is her communication with the audience.  She mesmerizes the listener, speaking both 
through her words and through her music. A protégé of the legendary guitar master Pepe Romero, her 
studies took her from the University of St. Thomas in Houston, Texas to the Mozarteum in Salzburg, 
Austria and finally to a residency at the Banff Centre for the Arts in the Canadian Rockies. She is on the 
touring rosters of Texas Commission on the Arts, Mid-America Arts Alliance and Young Audiences of 
Houston, and has recently become affiliated with the international NGO American Voices. 


