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Space Considerations 

Do you have enough room to do what you want?  How can you make your space more 

“movement friendly”?  Push desks/tables out of the way.  Place them in the middle of the 

room for circle activities.  Perhaps they could be moved to one side or the back of the 

room. 

 

Movement in the elementary music setting can be difficult if your room has “permanent 

risers.” 

 

Special Needs 

Can you involve physically disabled children in your activities?  What adaptations need 

to be made in order for everyone to have a fun and successful experience? 

 

Visual Cues 

When and if possible, do your movements “one second” before the students need to 

mimic you. You will need to know the routine fairly well in order to do this but the 

advance visual cue will help make the students more successful.   

 

If you’re in the mood for “something different”, try teaching an entire routine without 

speaking.  You’ll be amazed at how many visual cues you instantly develop and at how 

carefully the students focus on you. 

 

I find it helpful to do my moves with the opposite hand/arm/leg when the children are in 

rows and I’m facing them.  This doesn’t work when in a circle. 

 

Creating Your Own Movement Routines 

When you’re feeling creative (or your budget is $0!), try composing your own 

movements to short pieces of classical music you already own. All you need is an 

imagination, time, recorded music and a quiet space.  

 

Remember to write down your ideas as they occur.  Look for musical patterns and think, 

“What would be a logical movement to show what’s happening in the music?”  Keep an 

eye on the track counter so you know exactly “when to do what” as your creative juices 

flow! If the music repeats, the movement can (and should) repeat.  Props (tennis balls, 

scarves/ribbons/streamers, a parachute) are fun inclusions but not absolutely necessary. 

 

Music Selection 

This is a perfect opportunity to “give them that which they will get nowhere else.”  In 

other words, let’s expose our wonderful students to more classical music.  Purposeful, 



rhythmically expressive movements will help make connections between the music you 

want them to be exposed to and their memory of it.   

 

At some point in each routine, the children really ought to hear the entire selection 

without the distraction of someone calling out directions.  This can be done at the 

beginning of the lesson or after it’s learned. (performance mode) 

 

Sign Language 

Adding sign language is a fun, significant and legitimate form of expressive movement to 

music.  Be careful with inventive sign language.  What you think looks exactly like the 

word you want to convey may be a sign for something entirely different! 

http://commtechlab.msu.edu/sites/aslweb/browser.htm is a marvelous resource. 

 

Circles 

Again, placing chairs and desks in the middle or off to one side may create enough room 

for large circle activities.  You might even develop a standard routine to make this 

happen (everyone has a job).   

 

Telling the students to “make a circle” can create chaos and waste time.  I’ve had better 

luck with “let’s join hands to make a circle.”   

 

Touching 

I believe holding hands and touching other students in a folk dance or movement activity 

is a perfect time to teach respect. Even so, I sometimes look for potential partner issues 

and place myself strategically.   

 

Telling students to “HOLD hands” has not worked well for me.  I’ve had much better 

luck with “JOIN hands.”  I’m not a fan of holding onto old ties, rhythm sticks or just one 

finger.  I tell my students “skin on skin”.  A few reminders to push up big, baggy sleeves 

of oversized shirts/”hoodies” will pay big respect dividends at this point, too!   

 

Teaching and Demonstrating 

If partners are required and there is an even number of students in the class that day, you 

will become a facilitator once the routine or dance is learned.  For initial teaching 

purposes, you will need to break up a pair of students in order to have a partner.  I prefer 

to “ask permission” to break up a duo. 

 

If there is an odd number of students in the room that day, you will need a partner for the 

entire experience.  This student can be your partner for both the initial teaching and 

subsequent “performance mode.”  In order for the initial teaching/demonstrating to go as 

well as possible and to waste little time, I try to pick a student who I’m pretty sure will 

catch on quickly.  Perhaps I remember he/she being very successful with a previous 

dance or routine. 

 

 

 

http://commtechlab.msu.edu/sites/aslweb/browser.htm


Free Movement/Exploration 

Allowing children to “free move” to recorded music can be an important part of their 

musical listening experiences.  It also eliminates having to teach a step-by-step routine.   

 

 

However, you will want to remember that: 

 

-the children may need several reminders to let the music give them movement ideas and 

not to copy your movements, if you’re moving.  (I usually find it best to not move.)  

Instead, I travel around among the children and give visual cues. (“thumbs up” for a good 

job and a “teacher look” if someone’s not being safe, etc.) 

 

-you may need quite a lot of space for free movement activities.  I tell my students that 

they’ll need to find a place where they have “this much space” (insert me w/arms 

outstretched making one rotation) 

 

-some teachers have had good results by telling their students to imagine that they’re in a 

huge bubble.  They should move in ways that will not make their bubble pop.  Students 

need to be reminded not to pop other’s bubbles. 

 

-you will want to make your expectations very clear for free movement activities. 

(“Please don’t go under the risers”) will eliminate potential problems and safety issues. 

 

-some students may not be comfortable expressing themselves so freely.  I don’t pressure 

these students to move expressively.  I certainly don’t give them a consequence for not 

moving to the music.  Typically, if the environment is friendly and non-threatening, they 

will begin to move expressively to the music. 

 

-look for your future actors and actresses when doing free movement activities!  Possibly 

develop a special award for them.  (see attachments) 

 

 

 

Note:  This is certainly NOT an all-inclusive list of what to do and how to teach 

movement activities in the elementary music classroom.  Rather, it’s a random list of 

things I’ve learned after exposing my students to folk dances and rhythmically expressive 

movement routines.   

 

 

Look for the smiles! 
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TENNIS BALLS 

Primo Vere: V. Ecce Gratum,      Carmina Burana, Carl Orff 

 

FORMATION – Students stand in a circle.   Each has one tennis ball on the floor 

between your shoes. 

 

0:00 – 0:07 

With arms hanging by feet, slowly rise to standing position.  Tennis ball is in one hand. 

 

0:08 - 0:23 

Bounce/catch tennis ball to whole notes. 

 

0:24 – 0:30 

Bounce/catch tennis ball to half notes. 

 

0:31 – 0:41 

Walk forward 12 steps to center of circle with tennis ball held out in font of you (like 

elephant trunk).  Walk back 12 steps. 

 

0:42 – 0:44 

Toss tennis ball back and forth from one hand to the other to half notes. 

 

0:45 – 0:46 

Repeat above movement but show quarter notes. 

 

0:47 – 0:55 

During sustained vocal (fermata?) raise hand holding tennis ball overhead and turn in 

place several times.  Join other hand overhead in big motion on cymbal crash. 

 

0:56 – 1:01 

Using a big motion, stretch one arm at a time in front of you.  This can be expanded to a 

ball-passing movement by placing your left hand out first, then your right.  When your 

right hand (w/tennis ball) is placed in front of you, pass/place your tennis ball into the 

empty, waiting left hand of the person on your right. 

 

For the rest of the piece, the music and corresponding movements repeat. 

 

A fun option is to have everyone drop their tennis balls when they reach the center of the 

circle during the middle of step four.  In that case, the final movement (0:56 – 1:01) 

needs to be changed to allow everyone to GET a new tennis ball from those lying on the 

floor. (this is a little crazy but lots of fun!) 

 

 

 



TENNIS BALLS 

Midsummer Night’s Dream - Bridal March – Mendelssohn 

 

Getting Started – Because the movements for this activity are simple, this may be a good   

  “first piece” if you’ve never done a tennis ball routine before.  Certainly  

  the music will be very recognizable!  Because of that, I purposely avoided  

  any movements that might look like wedding, marriage or processing! For  

  the same reason, this activity does not use partners.  We don’t need a class 

  of third graders pretending to be getting married!  Even so, this is   

  significant music that children should be exposed to.  This activity may  

  accomplish that without the typical silliness! 

 

  Have your students make one circle.  You may also have them   

  stand in rows or keep them in their regular spots for music class.  Give  

  each student one tennis ball.  The tennis ball should be in your LEFT  

  hand. 

 

ONE 0:00 – 0:07 

“Present” right hand with tennis ball on first brass triplet.  Transfer the ball to your 

outstretched left hand on the next triplet.  REPEAT. 

 

TWO 0:08 – 0:20 

Bounce/catch tennis ball to quarter notes.  You will “bounce/catch” 8 times. 

 

0:21 – 0:27 

Repeat ONE. 

 

0:28 – 0:41 

Repeat TWO.   

 

THREE 0:42 – 0:56 

Conduct 2 downbeats (a big movement like you’re going to bounce the tennis ball but 

don’t).  On beats three and four, you bounce/catch the tennis ball.  The rhythm pattern for 

this movement is quarter/quarter/half.  You will do this “conduct/bounce” pattern 4 

times. 

 

FOUR 0:57 – 1:10 

Bounce/catch the tennis ball two times.  Then “play cymbals” to match the melodic 

rhythm (quarter/quarter/half).  Half note cymbal crash should be bigger to match 

dynamics.  You can even stretch and stand on tip-toes at this point.  REPEAT. 

 

1:11 – 1:26 

Repeat THREE 

 

1:27 – 1:43 

Repeat FOUR 



CheatSheet Great Gate of Kiev/Mussorgsky     

SCARVES 

 

Students are in one circle or rows.  Each has one scarf. 

 

Scarf in both hands stretched tight behind neck. 

 

4 steps forward and back. 

 

Lower scarf from behind neck to in front of knees. 

 

Wiggle and slowly raise scarf until above your head. 

 

Toss/catch scarf on cymbal crashes.   

Make one rotation after toss/catch.  Scarf is held in 

straight arm overhead.  

REPEAT 

 

Scarf is tossed hand-to-hand 4 times in big arc/rainbow 

movement. 

 

Toss/catch continues while you take 4 steps forward. 

 

Scarf circles from waist to overhead.  

 

Toss scarf on last note.  Let it fall to the ground. 

 

 

 

 

 



CheatSheet for  Morning/Grieg      SCARVES 

 

Sit on shoes/ankles in a circle or rows.  Head on floor.  Stretched out scarf arm wiggles 

scarf on floor.  If you have plenty of scarves, give each student two. 

 

Wiggled scarf on floor is brought closer to head. 

 

Rise to sit on shoes while wiggling scarf on floor. 

 

Rise to “kneeling normal” while continuing to wiggle scarf near the floor. 

 

Wiggled scarf is raised to eye level. 

 

Figure eights with scarf (still “kneeling normal.”) 

 

Scarf circles overhead  (still “kneeling normal.”) 

 

Scarf circles and accents (still “kneeling normal.”) 

 

STAND and make scarf circles. 

 

Repeat scarf circles and accents. 

 

Repeat scarf circles overhead. 

 

Repeat figure eights with scarf. 

 

8 small steps forward while making figure eights. 

 

Step back to original position and “kneel normal”, still making figure eights. 

 

Repeat figure eights.  Wiggle scarf on clarinet trills alternating with making scarf 

circles. 

 

Lower scarf to the floor on the rests.  Slowly raise scarf. 

 

Repeat figure eights (slower tempo). 

 

STAND with scarf at side.  Slowly raise scarf. 

 

End with stiff scarf arm.  Optional ending includes dropping scarf on last chord.  

Scarf arm remains stiff and frozen. 

 

 

 

 



SCARVES/STREAMERS/RIBBONS 

Pictures at an Exhibition, Bydlo,  Mussorgsky 

 

GETTING STARTED – This is such a good piece to teach crescendo/decrescendo!  For 

the best experience, be sure your students increase the size and intensity of their 

movements to match what’s happening in the music!  This might be a good “first piece” 

if you’ve never done scarf movements before because the movements are simple and 

don’t change very often.  I always enjoy using Bydlo  at Halloween time.  It just seems to 

have that “Halloween sound”!  If you’re not able to speak of or “do” Halloween at your 

school, this piece might just help capture the feeling of this special time of the year! 

 

Have your students in a circle or rows.  You may just keep them in their “music spots”, if 

you wish.  If you use chairs, it will work better to move them out of the way.  Even with 

chairs (and no place to put them!) you can easily use these movements.  In the beginning, 

for example, just have the students bend real low while in their chairs.  All directions are 

given assuming there are no chairs used.  Each student has one scarf in either hand.  If 

you have enough scarves, give each student TWO and put one in each hand. 

 

ONE  0:00 – 0:57 

Students bend very low to the ground, sitting on their heels.  Forehead should be touching  

the floor.  Make an up/down motion to the beat with your scarf.  Your scarf hand(s) is 

stretched out in front of you.   Try to keep your movements small to match the 

pianissimo.  At about 0:44, begin to straighten up, keeping the scarf movements the same. 

 

TWO 0:58 – 1:45 

Sitting on your heels, make circles in front of yourself.  If you’re using two scaves, one 

hand will feel like moving clockwise while the other moves counterclockwise.  This is 

perfect!  Make this movement rather strong.  Make your movements bigger when you 

hear the crescendo at about 1:10.  At about 1:38, STAND. 

 

THREE 1:46 – 2:12 

Step to the beat and make a sideways figure eight (figure eight laying on its side).  Each 

end of the figure eight is a beat of music.  Make this movement very strong to reflect the 

addition of a snare drum.  If you’re using two scarves, just have your hands follow 

closely to each other.  At about 2:09, stop stepping to the beat and slowly KNEEL to sit 

on your heels again. 

 

2:13 – 2:36 

Repeat TWO.  Do not stand at the end of this section! 

 

2:37 –  3:11 

Repeat ONE.   You will want to slowly move into the first position at this time.  (bend 

low with forehead touching the floor.)  As the music gets even softer (decrescendo), 

bring your scarf hand(s) slowing toward your body, keeping the up/down movement 

going. 

 



 

-Music concepts and vocabulary are in italics. 

-Crucial directions are capitalized. 

-Because some of the movements are small, you may have better luck if the children 

hold their scarf/ribbon/streamer in the middle, thus cutting its length in half. 

-All movements are to the beat of the music unless indicated otherwise.  (quarter 

note = 80 for the up/down movement in step ONE.  The figure eights would be made 

to half notes.) 

-If possible, you may want to turn up the volume on your recording source near the 

end.  It’s gets very soft!  Just have your remote control in hand! 

 

 

 
 

 

 


