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Unit 5 Percussion Instruments
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5 .4 Percussion

Teacher’s guide: 

With the use of IT and other audiovisual aids, the teacher introduces the percussion family and their position 
in the orchestra. Besides keeping the rhythm, they can also be used for effects which will enhance the full 
orchestral sounds. The teacher explains the difference between tuned and untuned percussion.  Where percussion 
instruments are not available, the use of IT and audiovisual aids is encouraged.YE
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The Percussion Section in the Orchestra

Music Shines 2Percussion Instruments (Year 4)

The heartbeat of the orchestra is located in the percussion section. Percussion instruments sound 
when they are struck, scraped or shaken. The name percussion means ‘the hitting of one body 
against another’.   In the orchestra, the percussion section provides rhythm and tone colour. 

Percussion instruments are made from many materials, but usually consist of either a solid material 
or a stretched membrane (thin material). Drums, the most well-known members of the percussion 
family, come in many shapes and sizes, but are all constructed with a membrane stretched across a 
frame or hollow container.

Percussion instruments are classified as tuned or un-tuned. Tuned instruments play specific 
pitches or notes, just like the woodwind, brass and string instruments. Un-tuned instruments 
produce a sound with an indefinite pitch, like the sound of a hand knocking on a door.
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Tuned or Untuned?

Music Shines 2Percussion Instruments (Year 4)

The percussion family can be divided into two types - tuned & untuned. Tuned percussion is 
when  the tones of the instruments produce specific notes which can be reproduced, for example, 
they can be sung. Glockenspiels, xylophones & vibraphones are examples of tuned percussion. 
Generally, they possess all notes of the musical scale.  
Conga, bongo, drum sets, cowbell, clave, cymbals and certain chimes, gongs and bells are 
examples of untuned percussion.  However, unknown to many people, some of these so-called 
untuned instruments can be tuned, for example the timpani.  Sometimes a drummer will tune 
their drum head or choose a percussion instrument, such as chimes, gongs and bells, which was 
made in a particular key. 
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Tuned or Untuned?

Music Shines 2Percussion Instruments (Year 4), Activity 1

Sort the following instruments into tuned or untuned percussion instruments.

chimes, castanets, tubular bells, drum, xylophone, maracas, 
tambourine, triangle, glockenspiel, chime bars.
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5.5 Percussion  Instruments

Teacher’s guide: 

Students will develop an understanding of how pot chimes work and how their sound is produced. The teacher will 
demonstrate how the length of each string, and the size of the clay pot changes the pitch. Students will eventually 
notice that small pots produce high sounds while the larger pots produce lower sounds. 
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Clay Pot Chimes

Music Shines 2Percussion Instruments (Year 5), Activity 1

Materials:
4/5 different sized clay pots (you can find these in garden shops)
dowel rod 20 inches in length
some pieces of string or cord
wooden spoon
large paper clips

Method:
1.  Tie one end of each string securely to a paper clip. 
2.     Put the tag end of each piece of string through the hole in the bottom of the pots - one  
  string per pot - so that the pot will hang upside down. 
3.  Now tie the end of each string to the dowel rod.
4.  Space the strings so that the pots hang freely without hitting each other. Arrange pots 
  from the largest one on the left to the smallest one on the right.

Enjoy playing the clay pot chimes by gently striking them with a wooden spoon or possibly a 
hand-made mallet . Just be careful not to break them! Did you notice that the smaller pots make a 
higher sound, while the larger pots produce lower sounds?
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5.5 Percussion

Teacher’s guide: 

Students will have the opportunity to perform in a percussion ensemble. They will  ‘read’  from a score and 
eventually perform their assigned parts. The clay pot chimes can also be used for this lesson. The class will 
categorize the instruments available into one of the three groups: high, medium or low sound. The teacher 
will demonstrate how each box represents a beat. A coloured box shows when the students are to play their 
instrument, while a blank box means a rest. 
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Percussion (Year 5), Activity 2

Percussion Jam Band

Music Shines 2
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Teacher’s guide

The teacher will explain each instrument at a time in detail. Where possible, the children can handle the instrument 
themselves. The students will also be shown these instruments, as well as listen to their sound.  Students are 
encouraged to try the following crossword puzzle to test their knowledge. 

5.5 Percussion Instruments
YE
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Percussion Instruments (Year 5)

More Instruments

Music Shines 2

Timpani
The timpani, also known as kettledrums, are constructed of a large copper bowl with a drumhead 
made of animal skin stretched across the top. They are struck with felt-tipped wooden sticks. 
Timpani are tuned and produce a specific pitch that is determined by the drum’s size and the 
tension from pressing the pedal, hence stretching the skin. The pitch is further fine-tuned by 
tightening the drumhead with keys. This instrument was the first drum to be introduced in the 
orchestra. 

Snare Drum
The snare drum has a crisp, untuned sound that is used by the military and in marching bands. 
Sometimes called the side drum, the snare drum has two heads made of skin stretched over a 
hollow metal frame. The snares produce a rattling sound as they vibrate against the head. The 
snare drum joined the orchestra nearly 200 yeas ago.

Bass Drum
Constructed like a snare drum, the bass drum is larger and is played on its side so that both heads 
may be struck. The beater for a bass drum is large, with soft material such as sheep’s wool covering 
the end. The bass drum has a deep, booming, untuned sound that is felt as well as heard. The 
composer Mozart added the bass drum to the orchestra in 1782.

Chimes
Chimes are a tuned instrument consisting of a set of 12 to 18 metal tubes hung from a metal 
frame. The chimes, or tubular bells, sound like a church bell when they are struck with a mallet. 
Different pitches are created by the varying sizes of the tubes. 
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Percussion Instruments (Year 5)

More Instruments (continued)

Music Shines 2

Xylophone
Consisting of hardwood bars in graduated sizes set on a metal frame, this tuned instrument is 
struck by hard mallets to produce a bright, sharp sound. With the larger, lower sounding bars on 
the left, the notes of the xylophone are laid out much like a piano keyboard. Originally from Africa, 
the xylophone has a Greek name meaning “wood sound.” 

Tambourine
A shallow drum made of a circle of wood with calfskin stretched across one side, the tambourine 
also has small jingles or metal discs set in the circle of wood. The tambourine produces sound 
when it is shaken, rubbed, or struck on the head with your knuckles. 

Cymbals
Made from two large brass plates, the cymbals are also from Turkey. The plates are shaped so 
that when they are crashed together, only the edges touch. Although cymbals are an un-tuned 
instrument, different sizes of cymbals produce a wide range of sound effects. Another way the 
cymbals are played is for one cymbal to be suspended and struck with drumsticks.

Triangle
Shaped like its name, the triangle is made from a small round bar of steel and is struck with a steel 
beater. The bright and tinkling untuned sound is like that of a bell. 
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Percussion Instruments (Year 5)

More Instruments (continued

Music Shines 2

Glockenspiel
Also called bells, the glockenspiel is made of steel plates of different lengths that are arranged 
like a piano keyboard and struck with rubber, plastic, or metal mallets. The sound from the tuned 
instrument is bright and penetrating.

Maracas
Made of gourds filled with dry seeds, the maracas were developed in the Caribbean and South 
America. Their untuned sound is created by shaking.

Guiro
Another untuned instrument from South and Central America is made from a gourd that has 
been carved to create a rough surface. The guiro is played by scraping the surface with a stick.

Castanets
Castanets consist of two pieces of hard wood in the shape of a shell that are hinged together. 
When the wood pieces strike each other, they create an untuned clicking sound that is often 
associated with Spanish dances.

Gong
Gongs are large pieces of brass that are hit with a large soft mallet. In China, gongs were used to 
make announcements and send signals. In the orchestra, the gong’s untuned sound can be a loud 
bang or a rumble.
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Percussion Instruments (Year 5), Activity 3

Percussion Family Crossword Puzzle!

Music Shines 2
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 Across
1.  This large brass instrument was first used in china to send signals

3.  This instrument has a Greek name meaning “wood sound”

6.  A big, low sounding, unpitched instrument that is played on its side

9.  This instrument is shaken, rubbed, or struck with your knuckles to
 produce sound

10.  You play the piano-like instrument with rubber, plastic, or metal 
 mallets

 Down
2.  You scrape this instrument with a stick to produce sound

4.  A set of metal tubes hung from a long metal frame

5.  First drums used in the orchestra

7.  These small instruments make a clicking noise when
 they are played

8.  This instrument is filled with dry seeds

11. This instrument has a batter-head and a snare-head

12. Large circular brass plates that are “crashed” together
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6.5 Percussion Instruments

Teacher’s guide: 

In this chapter, students will be introduced to percussion instruments found in Maltese folklore, namely the Żafżafa 
or Rabbaba (the friction drum), the Ċuqlajta (grinding Judas’ bones) and the Tanbur (the tambourine).  Students 
will also explore sounds and rhythms of some native music of Africa and India and will be introduced to percussion 
instruments of these two continents. Students will understand the structure of these instruments as well as have 
an understanding of how they are played. 

YEA
R 6

Maltese folk Tanbur Player
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  It-Tanbur (the tambourine) consists of a round wooden 
  frame across which is stretched a dried skin of an animal, 
  usually a goat.  Another round wooden band secures the 
  tightness of the skin.  Around the width of the frame are 
  often found small round metal cymbals, which give  
  a bell-like jingle when shaken.  The Tanbur often   
  accompanies Maltese folk dancing. 

Iż-Żafżafa/ Ir-Rabbaba ( the friction drum)  consists 
of a hollow cylinder which can be a clay pot or a large 
metal tin covered with animal skin or cloth. Stretched across 
the top opening is an animal skin, usually that of a goat, with 
a cane stick passed through a hole in its centre.  The end of the 
cane stick is usually larger, preventing this stick from passing 
completely out of the skin when played. The sound produced 
is a particular one, monotonous and coarse. Though a drum, 
the sound is produced through the friction caused by the 
movement of this cane stick, in an out of the skin, not through 
beating.  This instrument is often seen during carnival. 

 Iċ-Ċuqlajta (Judas’ bones) is common to  Maundy Thursday and  
 Good Friday; this wooden instrument varies in size and shape.  
 The more common one is a simple hand wooden clapper, similar  
 to a castanet, though the wooden flaps are larger and flat. Larger  
 wooden instruments are found in some churches’  bell towers,  
 replacing the bells during the Good Friday procession. The shape  
 of these larger  ‘Ċuqlajta’ is that of a cross, with hammers on each  
 of the four parts of the wood making up this cross. Through a  
 mechanism, the structure is turned by hand or by a rope   
 producing a loud, flat sound.  

Percussion Instruments (Year 6)

Maltese Folk Percussion Instruments

Music Shines 2
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Percussion Instruments (Year 6)

Percussion Instruments from India

Music Shines 2

Indian music uses different types of native instruments among which we find a vast selection of 
percussion instruments.  We find hand-drums, drums which can be played with both sticks and by 
hand, electronic percussion and tuned percussion instruments.  Percussion forms an important part 
of Indian native music, and it is impossible to list all the percussion instruments, so here a few of 
them.  

The Tabla
This is a pair of bowl-shaped drums found 
mostly in Northern Indian music. The 
right drum is called the Dayanb and is 
smaller than the other drum. It is made of 
wood.  The left drum is called the Bayan 
and is made of clay or metal.  

 The Tumbaknaer 
 This goblet-shaped drum is common of many 
 countries, though there are changes in the shape 
 and design of the instrument and of course the way 
 it is used in the music of the country.  It can be held 
 by being placed in between the legs as the player is 
 seating, or else tied to a strap if the player is standing 
 or moving. It can also be placed under the player’s arm.  
 Different sounds are produced depending where and 
 how the player strikes the drum with his hands or fingers. 
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 The Mridangam
 This ancient Indian instrument consists of a 
 hollow cylinder, previously made out of clay 
 but now made out of wood.  The mridangam 
 is a double-sided drum, however the aperture 
 on which the goat-skin is stretched is not same 
 on either side.  On one side it is larger, hence 
 creating a bass sound.  One the other side it is 
 smaller and has a circular design, made out of 
 a particular black native paste which changes 
 the higher sound into a metallic one. 

Jal Tarang
This consists of a number of clay bowls of different
sizes filled with different amounts of water.  When struck 
these bowls create gentle sounds in different pitches.  
This is a very ancient Indian instrument.  Sometimes these 
bowls are struck with metal or copper beaters, and sometimes 
with cane beaters covered in cloth.  The sound produced is of 
course different yet very pleasant. 

Percussion Instruments (Year 6)

Percussion Instruments from India

Music Shines 2
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Percussion Instruments (Year 6)

Percussion Instruments from Africa

Music Shines 2

 Donno (the talking drum)
 This instrument is characteristic of Ghana. It consists 
 of a hour-glass shaped hollow wood, with a skin 
 stretched on either side.  These two skins are attached 
 together with strips of skin, which as the drum is placed 
 under the arm, are stretched and released to alter the 
 pitch of the sound from the drum. The instrument is 
 played with a hook-like wooden beater. 

Balafon (the xylophone) 
The xylophone is a common instrument in African music.  
It is rudimentary xylophone, consisting of either a five or a 
seven note scale made out of hard wood.  Underneath 
these flat pieces of wood are gourds which act as resonators.



108

Percussion Instruments (Year 6)

Percussion Instruments from Africa

Music Shines 2

Axatse : This is a rattle made from seeds or beads which are 
woven and attached to a net. This net is in turn stretched 
around a hollow gourd.  When shaken this instrument 
produces a sharp loud sound. This dry rattling sound
gives energy,  rhythm and colour to the music it accompanies.

 Characteristic of African music are the different drums  
 which create and accompany the different rhythms of  
 the traditional African music. Such drums are the Sogo  
 and the Kidi. 

Gankogui and Atoke: These are metal bell-like instruments, 
usually attached in pairs, with one instrument being 
larger than the other. These instruments come in different 
sizes and are struck with a wooden or metal rod.  They are 
usually used for the same purpose in the music they are playing. 

Unit 6 Composition


