
 
 

From Listening to Composing 3: Class Orchestra Piece 
 

KS2 (this activity could also be adapted for KS1 by breaking the activities into smaller chunks, spending 
more time on each element). 

 
The aim of this activity is to create a musical composition inspired by organising a class or group of 

children into an orchestra. 
 

The activity is for a while class or large group of children. They will learn about how an orchestra is 
organised and how composers use the musicians in different ways, and will explore different ways of 

organising a group of musicians themselves. They will then explore the sound-making resources 
available to them and create their own composition. 

 
This lesson can be undertaken in one go, or the activities could be divided over a number of sessions. 

 

Linked minutes: 
 
Collection 2 #22: De Staat (The Republic) by Louis Andriessen  
 
Collection 2 #42: Threnody for the victims of Hiroshima by Krysztof Penderecki 
 
Collection2 #44: Oiseaux Exotiques by Olivier Messiaen 
 
Collection 2 #53: Spring Rounds from The Rite of Spring by Igor Stravinsky 
 

Links to 
National 
Curriculum 

Music: Improvise and compose music for a range of purposes using the inter-related 
dimensions of music; Appreciate and understand a wide range of high-quality live and 
recorded music drawn from different traditions and from great composers and 
musicians.   
 
Maths: Counting and organisation of rhythms ie how many notes to play, how many 
times to repeat a pattern etc 
 
PSHE: Collaboration, teamwork and organisation 
 
English: Musical vocabulary: translation of words such as short, wavy and smooth into 
sounds; onomatopoeia such as bang, shhh, wobble etc 
 
Art and design: Creating graphic scores 
 
History/Topic work: Historical context of these pieces; life and times of composers 
(particularly Penderecki, Stravinsky and Messiaen – there is some basic information on 
the composers at www.minuteoflistening.org/contributors  
 

Resources  Any musical instruments/sound-making equipment available. This could include things 
found around the classroom or technology such as tablets that can be used as musical 
instruments. Percussion instruments of any sort and – if available – pitched instruments 
played by individual children through lessons at school or elsewhere. Children should 
also be encouraged to use their voices and/or body percussion. 
 
Images of an orchestra and of the arrangement of instruments in an orchestra. 
Whiteboard/flip chart and pens or similar. 
 

http://www.minuteoflistening.org/contributors


 
 

Key 
Vocabulary 
 

Orchestra, Instruments, Brass, Woodwind, Strings, Percussion, Conductor 

 

Key Questions Can we create our own class orchestra and compose our own piece of music for us to 
perform? 
 

Large group 
activity  

• Talk about the orchestra as a large group of musicians playing a range of different 

instruments. Look at pictures of an orchestra. Look at how the orchestra is 

organised into sections of different instruments. Explain the difference between 

string, woodwind, brass and percussion instrument families. Do the musicians all 

play all the time? Are there the same number of the different instruments? Discuss 

how having this rage of sounds allows composers to create a huge range of 

different sorts of music with an orchestra. 

• Talk about the conductor in an orchestra. With this many musicians, it is helpful to 

have one person in charge who the musicians all look to, to know when to play, 

how fast or slow to play, how loud or soft to play etc. In some ways, the conductor 

is like the teacher in a classroom! 

 

Listen to the 4 selected minutes: Collection 2 #22, #42, #44, #53 

 

• Talk about how the different composers used the orchestra in different ways. 

Sometimes all the instruments played together to make one big sound, sometimes 

they played lots of different sounds (timbres). Sometimes one instrument or a small 

group of instruments played on their own for a bit. 

• Talk about the range of sounds you heard, loud and soft, high and low, fast and 

slow etc. 

• Explore the range of sounds available to you using any instruments you have 

and/or using voices and body percussion. 

• Organise the class into 3 - 5 groups like the different sections of an orchestra. This 

could be done by organising the instruments into families (string, wind, brass 

percussion) or by the material of the instruments (metal, wood, plastic etc) or by 

size of instrument. Any grouping based on musical factors is fine. 

• Take the role of the conductor of the class orchestra and demonstrate some basic 

conducting signals, for example: 

o Short sound = an exaggerated throwing action perhaps with both hands, 

throwing the sound against the back wall of the classroom 

o Wavy sound = holding both hands out in front of you (like a zombie!) then 

shaking them 

o Smooth sound = a circular motion of the hands, palms down, as if polishing 

a table 

o Loud/quiet = raising or lowering your arms as you make the other signals 

o Rhythms = clapping or tapping out a rhythm for the children to copy 

• Experiment with the different sound possibilities and combinations of the different 

groups of instruments. Help the children to think of ways to make the different 

sounds with their instruments or voices. 

• Allow some of the children to come to the front of the class and take the role of 

conductor. Encourage them to think ahead about the sounds they want people to 

make and try and use the appropriate signal. 

• Can they make up any of their own signals to create different sounds or musical 

ideas? 



 
 

 

• Perform a piece using a range of different sounds and combining the different 

sections of the class orchestra in different ways. Perhaps the piece can feature a 

few children taking turns as conductor. 

Possible 
extension 
activities 

• The hand signals can be translated into images (such as a star for a short sound, a 

wavy line and a straight line for the wavy and smooth sounds) and the children can 

explore drawing a simple graphic score which they could give to each other to play 

on their instruments. 

• An overall plan for the piece could be decided before a performance, perhaps when 

agreeing on the choice of conductors, with different children responsible for 

different sections of the piece (eg a slow, quiet introduction followed by a faster, 

louder middle section, finishing with a solo instrument on its own and then the 

whole orchestra playing all together). 


