
 
 
 
 
Creating Music From the Earth 
By Heather Wehnau 

Project summary: 
Students will explore the use of natural products as musical instruments and noisemakers. 
They will experiment with sounds and learn about why different instruments working 
together are so important to create music. Through hands on experience they will create 
and make “noise” using various items that are found in nature. This project can be 
expanded to include performances using the created instruments and further exploration 
of group performances. 

Ages: 10-16 

Preparation Time: 2-4 hrs 

Activity Time: 3 hrs or multiple sessions 

Materials: 
Shaker instruments: Rhythm or beaten instruments: 

Dried gourds Pieces of wood, lumber scraps 
Film canisters Drum skin, hide, or leather 
Plastic Easter eggs Hollow logs cut into 
Small glass or plastic bottles different lengths 
Empty paper towel tubes Sticks 

Filler: Attachments: 
Seeds, sesame, acorns, Leather pieces 
Rocks, gravel Upholstery tacks 
Dried pasta Wood glue 
Beads Tools: 
Sticks, broken into pieces Hammer 
Dried corn, or beans Small saws and pumpkin carving 
Larger flower or fruit seeds knives 

Exterior: Scissors 
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Beads; seeds, glass, wood, dried pasta Spoon to scrape gourds 
Embroidery floss of synthetic Pruning shears 

kite thread Hand drill 
Glue Bring examples of instruments for students 
Fabric to experiment with and hear different 

Scrubby sponges for gourds sounds 



Activity preparation 

1. Collect items and place them in jars, plastic containers, or zip lock bags. 
2. Invite students to bring items with them they think may make noise. 
3. Clean jars to use for shakers. 
4. String beads or natural seeds on string so they stay together and are easily 

available. 
5. If dried beans are being used for beads, soak them and poke holes with needles, 

then let them dry out again. If fresher beans are used just poke holes and dry 
them. 

6. Let gourds soak about 20 min before the activity so they are easier to clean. 



Instructions 
1. Have students explain the items they brought (if asked to 

bring items) and what noise they think they will make. Pass 
around a jar to so they can put their items in and shake them, 
or if item is not for shaker let them explain and show how 
they would make noise with it. 

2. Show already made instruments and have the students pass 
them around and play them briefly to get an idea of the 
sound they make. 

3. Talk about materials, wood, plastic, glass, metal, and stone. 
Make noise with these materials in jars and on instruments to 
experiment with sounds. Compare these sounds with the 
items they brought. 

4. Brainstorm ideas as a group, of what natural materials can be 
used to make noise, or instruments. 

5. Talk about composition of music in groups. Everyone plays 
a different part, and why different instruments playing 
together make wonderful music. Have someone play one 
instrument then someone else chime in on another one to see 
how they sound alone and together. 

6. Tell them to get up and collect some materials to bring back 
to their work areas, that they may want to use to make and 
instrument. Call on a few people to explain what they want 
to make and have the group give advice if helpful. 

7. Go briefly through tool safety. 
Saws and knifes- show how to use them and where to hold 
hands, away from the cutting edge 
Scissors- walking with them held down and leaving them 
closed when not in use. 
Pruning Shears- leave them closed with the safety on when 
not in use, if it wont cut through a stick don’t force it, 
don’t get fingers pinched in the handle or especially the 
blade. 
Drill- how to use it and how to hold object being drilled. If 
electric drill is used only instructor should be able to touch 
it and students can draw where they want holes on their 
piece. 

8. Let students work on their projects for about 15 – 20 minutes 
while walking around to trouble shoot, and help with 
problems. Then get group attention and show off a few 
projects and talk about problems people have had and how 
they fixed things. 

9. Allow students to go back to work, and encourage them to 
help each other and work together 

Hints and questions 
- If not having students 
bring in items, try to give 
them all an item brought 
for the activity to test. 

-If you know anyone who 
plays music or knows the 
instruments, having 
someone play them the 
way they are supposed to 
be played may show the 
sounds better. 

-Ask about music and 
culture. Where do these 
instruments come from? 
-Giving a simple beat as 
reference may help. 
-If students are making 
similar instruments they 
could be grouped 
together at a work area. 
- Show proper use if all 
tools, and warn about 
how sharp they are. 
Leave all tools at one 
table where they can 
come to use them so they 
can be supervised well. 

- Ask what problems 
students have had so far 
to try and troubleshoot 
things before others 
make similar mistakes. 



10. After everyone has an instrument completed bring them 
together to show their instruments one by one. Have them 
play their instrument and show how they feel it should be 
played. 

11. Ask them to get together in groups with all different 
instruments and compare sounds and see how they sound 
together. 

12. If there is more time have the groups try to come up with a 
small performance for the class. Give each group 3 different 
beats that fit together, based on a 1_2 count or 1_2_3 count. 
Let the groups select which instruments should play which 
beats. 

Extra projects and extension 
1. Performances are possible for groups that have several activities with this subject. 
2. Possibly having a musician come in and do a small African drum performance 

then the students could show their instruments and get feedback from a musician. 
3. If the activity is extended over several sessions they could be split into gathering 

supplies and learning about sounds, creating instruments, and performance. 
4. Community service activities- playing at a charity event, making instruments to 

donate to toys for needy children. Holiday performances at community food 
pantries during dinner. 

5. Education- students could come up with instrument designs to make with younger 
children and go to classes or activities and teach how to make instruments. 

Evaluation 
Evaluation seems like it would be better suited for group evaluation, or self-

evaluation. Possibly a write up about their instrument, troubles creating it and how they 
were overcome, and what they would change in the future. Or a contest for the 
instruments: most unique, colorful, best sound, weirdest sound, best to play with kids, 
etc. 

Resources 
There are many books and web resources on music and local ethnic music cd’s and tapes 
can be found at libraries and online. One book that was particularly useful was: 

Sound Designs: A Handbook of Musical Instrument Building 
by Reinhold Banek, Jon Scoville, Elizabeth McBride-Smith 

Also may be useful: 

Making Gourd Musical Instruments: Over 60 String, Wind & Percussion 
Instruments & How to Play Them 
by Ginger Summit (Author), Jim Widess (Author) 

-Encourage other 
students to ask questions 
and give feedback on the 
instrument. 
-Groups of 3-5 would be 
recommended. 



Some good websites: 

http://www.childrensmusicplace.com/ 
http://www.mtrs.co.uk/  
http://www.thefamilycorner.com/family/kids/crafts/9_musical_instruments.shtml 
http://familycrafts.about.com/cs/musicalcrafts/  
http://www.asd.wednet.edu/EagleCreek/Engell/Instruments.3.html#instruments  
http://www.ex.ac.uk/ray/shekere/  
http://familyfun.go.com/crafts/buildmodel/craft/shekere/  


