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Unit: Theater Making/Literacy/Connections 

Carnival of the  
Animals Exploration

Instructional Goal: 
Students will develop characterization and performance skills by creating an animal character through music, art, dance and ■■■

drama. 

Theater Benchmarks Addressed: 
2nd Grade Theater Making: ■■■  
- Students activate and use their imagination as well as the analytical and process skills associated with acting. 
- Students explore the physical, vocal, characterization and staging components of acting by developing the actor’s instru-
ment: the body, voice and mind. 
- Students participate in group activities, including creative play, storytelling, pantomime, and improvisation.

2nd Grade Theater Literacy: ■■■  
- Students articulate responses to theater performance.

2nd Grade Making Connections: ■■■  
- Students explore how other art forms are incorporated into theater

Project Description: 
Through active listening, students will become very familiar with the music of ■■■ Carnival of the Animals by Camille Saint-Saëns. At 

first, they will explore (through dance and drama) all of the animals in the music. Then, they will focus on one animal’s move-

ments and habits and design and create a mask for that animal in art class. They can incorporate their mask and movement in 

a sharing or performance, if so desired. (This unit works best with the collaboration of the art teacher or visual art specialist. The 

drama facilitator should focus on acting with the mask, characterization, movement, and music interpretation). 

Big Idea(s) of this Unit: 
The exploration of animals and their habitats informs self and self-expression.■■■

Indicators of Student Learning - Key Knowledge, Skills & Understandings
Students will know:

1. How to recognize elements of classical music

2. How to interpret a character using mask and movement

Students will be able to:

3. Sustain focus in the imaginary world of the activity, sharing, or performance.

Students will understand that:

4. All the arts are often needed to create what we call a performance.

Grade:   

First Grade
Class Sessions:   

8-10 Weeks
Teacher:  

Mina Hartong
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Assessment/Evidence
Teacher Observation

1. Students can identify the animals in each song and can answer questions about the music: dynamics, tempo, and pitch (See page 7)

2. Students stay in character as they enter and exit the stage. Students show their faces often to the audience to express small moments 
for their character. Students use facial expression regardless of their masks being on. Students vary their movement to look like their 
animal and reflect their animal’s habits

Peer to Peer

1. Students use audience eyes handout to respond to and improve each other’s work during rehearsal. (See page 8) 

Self

1. Students make connections with Art, Music, Drama, and Dance while exploring their animal characters.

Unit: Theater Making/Literacy/Connections 
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Learning Experiences Theater Strands
making literacy connections resources careers

Session 1 Music Listening: Students listen to the music in “Carnival of the Animals.” 
Teacher stops frequently and asks students which animal the music reminds them of. 
Write the list of the animals they say on the board. Now write the song list of animals from 
Saint-Saëns. Introduce the concepts of instruments (mostly piano), dynamics (loud, soft), 
tempo (fast, medium, slow) and pitch (high, low). Listen again and ask students to identify 
elements of music and connect a certain musical element with a particular animal from 
the song list (i.e. the elephant is loud) 

u u

Session 2-3 Exploring the Animals Through Movement: In an open space (clear desks 
aside) all, students will listen to the music and explore on their feet how individual 
animals might move according to the music they hear. You may also alternate animals 
and have half the group watch if the group is too large to move around the space at the 
same time. Always stop frequently to ask questions like “Which animal is loud? Which is 
fast? What might the animal be doing right now?” Encourage them to interact with other 
animals in an appropriate manner. If you are planning a performance, this is a great time 
to observe and take notes on which child best suits which animal. At the end of session 
3, students will have physicalized each animal at least once. Students write or draw on a 
post it which animal is their favorite to physicalize. Try to limit them to one animal. 
.

u u

Session 4-5 Based on teacher observation from sessions 2-3 and keeping in mind the 
student’s preference, the teacher will assign a particular animal to each student. You 
may also choose not to assign parts and share all the animals as a class or have students 
choose which animals they would like to do. In these two sessions, students will explore 
the animals in a rehearsal in their assigned or self selected parts. If time, students should 
draw or write about how they feel about their animal character. 

u

Session 6-7 Students will design and construct a foam mask of their animal in art class. 
Half face masks are best for students this age so that their mouths are not covered by the 
mask. They can work alone or with partners from their ANIMAL GROUPS ONLY. Many extra 
resources should be available to them such as picture books, photographs, art materials, 
pencils and paper, and Saint-Saëns music playing in the background as they create. 

u

Session 8-9 Rehearsal: An order should be established and practiced to prepare to show 
the animals to an audience. Feel free to burn a CD and change the order of the music. The 
students should create an entrance into the stage “in character” (i.e. all the kangaroos hop 
to the stage and freeze until the music starts), practice the movement they have created, 
and exit “in character” and bow at the end of performance. 

u

Session 10 Sharing of “Carnival of the Animals.” u u

(Modification: If time or materials are limited, animals can be performed without the Masks. Also, the unit can end with a bulletin board 

display of the Mask and the animals can be performed for a small group, such as AIS or enrichment group.)
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Portable CD player 

Foam, glue, elastic, markers, and scissors

Post-its® and pencils

Writing materials

Unit: Theater Making/Literacy/Connections 

Carnival of the Animals Exploration
Continued

Materials List



5© Mina Hartong, 2008

Dynamics- when music gets louder and softer

Tempo- the speed of the music

Pitch- the low or high tones of the voice or the instruments

Character– a person or entity (e.g. animal) in a play 

Mask- a facial covering that depicts a character, animal, or an abstract idea worn by the actor

Stage- the designated physical space where the rehearsals and performance take place

Audience- the people who watch, listen to, and respond to a performance

Actor- person who performs a role or represents a character in a play

Entrance– to come onto the stage as your character

Exit- to leave the stage as your character

Bow- at the end of a performance, actors bow while the audience claps

Physicalize- to bring a character to life through body movement

Unit: Theater Making/Literacy/Connections 
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Resources

Camille Saint-Saëns, Carnival of the Animals, CD Recording, 1886.

Usbourne Series, Book of Masks by Ray Gibson (1993) (examples of templates for mask making)

If Animals Came to School by Kimberlee Graves (1997)  (making connections to their own lives)

Eyewitness Books Series of Animals (wonderful for visual learners and ELLs)

Watch Me Make a Mask by Jack Otten (2002)

Making Masks by Helen and Peter McNiven (1994)

Making Masks: Kids Can Do It by Renee Schwarz (2002)

Take a Bow: Lesson Plans for Preschool-2nd Grade Drama by Nina Czitram (2004)

A Carnival of Animals: 12 Teaching Units by Marjie van Gunten published by the author 

Lesson Extenders

Exploring theater masks from other cultures, such as, African, Chinese, or Mexican

Interpretation of character through music: Peter and the Wolf by Prokiev

Page to the stage: physicalization of a well known folk or fairy tale like The Three Little Pigs
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Student’s Name Recognize animal 
with given music?

Acknowledges 
music elements 

dynamics, tempo, 
pitch?

Makes connec-
tions with other 

art forms?

Unexpected outcomes? Surprises?  
Additional comments?
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Checklist for Active Listening with The Carnival of the Animals  
by Camille Saint-Saëns
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My audience eyes are working when…

I am looking at the whole stage and watching and listening and completely ■■■

focused on the play 

I notice details of how the actors move and speak■■■

I can talk about other things besides acting: the lights, scenery, use of props, ■■■

masks, puppets, music, costume, stage combat, movement, dance, instru-
ments

When I talk about what I saw I use words like  ■■■

I noticed, I liked, I wish…
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Hand-out


