Unit 16 Cyclic patterns

E X T E N S I O N A N D F U T U RE L E A R N I N G
In addition to the examples given in the ‘Points to note’ section,
children could go on to:
• create longer rhythmic patterns and patterns in different cycles
• identify sources of sounds other than musical instruments at
home and in the classroom and use them in creative percussion
work
• explore how the use of different kinds of percussive sounds
affect the listener
• create a rhythmic accompaniment to a song for presentation to
other classes and to parents

Unit 16 Cyclic patterns
Exploring rhythm and pulse

ABOUT THE UNIT
This unit develops pupils’ ability to perform rhythmic patterns confidently and with a strong sense of pulse.

ENRICHMENT

In this unit, pupils learn basic rhythmic devices used in many drumming traditions. They play a variety of sounds on percussion
instruments and learn how to use timbre and duration to add variety to their rhythmic ideas. They invent and improvise simple
rhythmic patterns.

• Children could work with Indian or African musicians, developing
an awareness of cyclic patterns and the ability to create
polyrhythms using short rhythmic patterns.
• The class could explore the vocalisation of rhythmic patterns with
African or Asian musicians.

WH E RE T H E U N I T F I T S I N
This unit links to the ongoing skills unit (unit 15), reinforcing the sense of pulse and metre and extending aural memory. It builds on
units 3, 4, 10 and 14 and leads to unit 20. It can be used to revise many of the skills and much of the knowledge developed in years
3 and 4.

PRIOR LEARNING

VO C A BU L A RY

RESOURCES

It is helpful if children and teachers have:
• developed a sense of pulse
• recognised how beats can be
organised into stronger and weaker
patterns
• begun to identify different kinds of
music played on percussion
instruments
• developed their skills through the
activities described in units 3, 4 and 10

In this unit children will have an
opportunity to use words and phrases
related to:
• sounds, eg pulse, rhythm, timbre,
duration, open and closed sounds,
percussion, tuned
• processes, eg use of cyclic patterns in
Kaherva
• context, eg effect of cyclic patterns in
African and Indian music

Stimulus:
• Tal, rhythmic pattern,
percussive sounds

Sound sources:
• untuned percussive instruments
• tuned percussive instruments
• body sounds

EXPECTATIONS
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YEAR 5/6

at the end of this unit
most children will:

create rhythmic patterns with an awareness of timbre and duration; perform these
confidently with a strong sense of pulse within simple cyclic patterns

some children will not have made so
much progress and will:

show an awareness of timbre and duration but need help in feeling the cyclic patterns
and creating rhythmic patterns

some children will have progressed
further and will:

identify and feel the cyclic patterns; create more complex patterns; maintain their own
part with awareness of how the different parts fit together

Unit 16 Cyclic patterns

INTRODUCTION: HOW DOES SOME MUSIC USE CYCLIC PATTERNS?
• about cyclic patterns

• Listen to a variety of rhythmic music from different parts of the world and encourage the children to
clap and move to the pulse.
• Tell the class that this unit will explore how rhythms can be used repeatedly in cycles, that is, a fixed
number of beats repeated continuously with no fixed end point within which rhythms can be repeated,
improvised and developed, and how these rhythms can be made more interesting by adding different
dynamics, durations and timbres.

• identify different speeds of pulse (tempi) by clapping and moving

• Include music such as a Brandenburg concerto, Bach, heavy rock
(taking care to select music with words appropriate to this age
range), Indian and African drumming music.
• Help the children to understand that in much western music,
including most popular music, the listener is taken on a musical
journey from the beginning to the end. In this way it has a linear
progression. Other music, including music from Africa and India,
does not progress in this way, but instead uses cyclic patterns that
are repeated constantly. The effect is of stepping out of time. The
constant repetition allows the listener to concentrate on their own
feelings with greater intensity.

EXPLORATION: HOW CAN DIFFERENT SOUNDS BE USED RHYTHMICALLY?
• that percussion instruments can
produce a wide range of sounds

• Make different sounds on various percussion instruments for the class and ask children to describe
them.
• Discuss differences in timbre (open and closed), duration (long and short), dynamics (loud and quiet).
Talk about the way these sounds are made.
• Listen to the recordings of drumming from India, Africa and other parts of the world.
• Place children in groups, each group with an instrument, and ask them to try and make new sounds,
eg by playing on different parts of the instrument, with different parts of the hand, different fingers,
two sounds together. Ask them, in particular, to explore open and closed sounds on the same
instrument. Ask them to pass the instrument around the group, each child making a different sound.
They could try to alternate open sounds with closed sounds.
• Talk about how the pitch of some kinds of drum can be made higher or lower. [Link to science]

• identify and control different ways percussion instruments make
sounds

• Use as many Indian, African and other percussion instruments as
possible. Wherever possible use the names of the instruments.
• Encourage children to use the musical vocabulary described in this
and earlier units.
• Open sounds are when the sound is bright and resonates, eg a
suspended triangle played with a metal beater. Closed sounds are
when the sound is dull and short, eg a triangle held by the hand to
stop the sound resonating.
• Remind children how to hold and play instruments to obtain the
greatest variety of sounds. Also remind them how to keep them
silent when they are not in use.
• Encourage children to care for the instruments by exploring how
they are made and the function of each part of the instrument.

• how different patterns can fit
together

• Listen to recordings of drumming. Focus on the rhythmic features. Can you identify repeated sounds,
rhythmic patterns? Can you identify any instruments? Are all the sounds of the same volume? Which
sounds contrast with each other?
• Discuss patterns which are repeated and help the class to recognise how smaller patterns can fit within
longer patterns, eg hours in days, seasons in a year.
• Revise earlier work on pulse and rhythm. Help the class to keep a steady pulse using body movement,
clapping and instruments. Ask individuals to improvise rhythmic patterns to the pulse using body
percussion or classroom instruments.
• Ask the class to clap eight beats, counting one to eight out loud. Now ask them to clap on the first
beat and tap the remaining beats on their knees. Now make the fifth beat silent. Keep repeating this
cyclic pattern of eight beats.
• Divide the class into two groups. One half keeps the pulse going. The other half, at a signal from the
teacher, clap at half the speed or twice as fast (see below). Keep the tempo steady and the clapping
quiet. Encourage the children to look carefully at the way the parts fit together, eg

• identify rhythmic patterns, instruments and repetition
• keep a steady pulse and improvise rhythmic patterns
• subdivide the pulse keeping to a steady beat

• Encourage the children to have a go at improvising rhythmic
patterns. For those few who may have less confidence encourage
them to use word rhythms – these can be any words and do not
need to make sense. They could be their own mnemonics. They
may need to stop tapping the pulse while they think about their
rhythm.
• When using silent beats encourage the class to make a strong
(silent!) physical gesture to reinforce the pulse.
• Subdivision of the pulse is an essential skill. Encourage children to
subdivide exactly rather than crush the extra notes into the
beginning of the pulse.

• explore and perform a particular cyclic pattern

• Kaherva uses 8 beats:
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• Teach the class the structure of a particular cyclic pattern, eg Kaherva. Help the class to explore and
control the different timbres on the drums and to use different dynamics.
• Encourage the class to invent words to describe the different sounds, eg ba, ba, ba, ba; tick, tick, tick,
tick.
• Ask some children to improvise rhythmic patterns over the Kaherva.
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B R I N G I N G I T A L L T O G E T H E R : C A N W E M A KE O U R O W N C Y C L I C P A T T E R N ?
• how to invent simple rhythmic
patterns

• Divide the children into groups with one instrument to each group. Ask each group to invent a
rhythmic pattern one cycle in length using open and closed sounds. Ask each group, in turn, to play
their rhythmic pattern while the rest of the class plays the cyclic pattern.

• invent simple rhythmic patterns

• The number of beats chosen for the cyclic pattern can affect the
difficulty, eg cyclic patterns made up of five or seven beats can be
more of a challenge than cyclic patterns of four or eight beats.
• This can be repeated with patterns of different lengths, eg two
cycles in length, half a cycle in length.

• how to expand rhythmic ideas using
timbre and duration and by
rearranging the rhythmic material

• Now begin to think about the timbre and duration of the instrumental sounds used to play the
rhythmic patterns. What instrument and what sound are best suited to the playing of a steady pulse, a
fast rhythmic pulse, a single note played at the beginning of the cycle? How can you make your
rhythmic patterns more interesting, eg making greater use of the different timbres (open and closed
sounds) available on each instrument?
• Ask each group to see how many new patterns they can create from a chosen pattern by either
changing around the rhythmic material, or repeating one part of the pattern, making it twice as long.
• Ask the groups to share their work with the class several times during the process so that advice can be
given about how improvements could be made.
• Perform and discuss the best features.
• Select one example and create a class performance in which individual children add further improvised
patterns to the given rhythmic pattern performed by the selected group.

• make improvements to their own work
• create and develop ideas

• Lead discussions on why one drum pattern may sound more
interesting than another, and how tastes may differ from person
to person.
• Ask children to memorise a set of these patterns. Let them discuss
which order they should go in and then perform them one after
the other.
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