
Unit 2: Electronic Music (1st/2nd Grade) 

Lesson 1: Creating and Improvising with Drum Machines 

Objectives 

• The student will be able to design a digital 8-sound drum machine using computer 
programming. 

• The student will be able to create extended rhythmic patterns over a steady beat using 
their drum machines. 

NC Essential Standards 

• 1/2.ML.3: Create music using a variety of sound and notational sources. 

Vocabulary 

• Computer Coding 

• Max 

• Drum Machine 

• Rhythm 

• Beat 

Cross-Curricular/21st Century Connections  

• Students will reinforce math skills skills (counting) by recalling rhythms. 

• Students will develop basic computer coding skills to program an original 8-sound drum 
machine. 

Materials Needed 

• 4 pairs of headphones 

• 2 headphone splitters 

• 3 laptops 

• Speakers 

• 2 midi 8-pad controllers 

• MaxMSP software 

• Sound font library  

Methods of Assessment 



• Formative: Review, recap, and clarifying and probing questions throughout. 

• Summative: Completed program & improvisation performance. 

Outline  

• ELA Song (5 minutes) 

 Students will review the song below to practice spelling and recalling sight words.  At the 
end of the song, students will be asked to use sight words properly in a sentence.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=idexNu0SZpU 

• Recap (3 minutes) 

 Ask the following questions/have students do the following to review previously learned 
material.   

1. Demonstrate a steady beat 

2. Define the word rhythm. 

3. Demonstrate a rhythm. 

• Rhythm Workout (5 minutes) 

 Play rhythms and have students recall them.  Begin with simple quarter note rhythms.  
Ask students to identify the number of quarter notes played in a row.  Move to complex rhythms 
and do the same.  Lastly, have each student play a rhythm for the class to recall.  Begin with 
providing a parameter of how many notes can be in the rhythm, then the second time around let 
students play any rhythm they wish without parameters.   

• What is Computer Coding (8 minutes) 

1. Define Computer Coding: Computer coding is when you write instructions 
for computers.  These instructions tell computers how to do different tasks.  
Every game, website, app, or program you use on a computer, tablet, phone, 
or iPod was created with a set of instructions, or from computer coding.   

2. Language: Just like countries have different languages (can you name a 
few?), different apps and programs have different languages.  The language a 
program uses is decided by the person who writes the instructions, or the code 
for that program.  They may pick a language because they are fluent in it, or 
they write it very well.  They may pick a language because it’s easier to write 
instructions for the program they want to make in that language, or they may 
pick a language based on what machine they want to write the program or app 
for.  For example, if someone wants to give you instructions, they would most 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=idexNu0SZpU


likely decide to write the instructions in English because that is the language 
you speak.  If someone wants to write instructions, or code for an app for 
iPhones, they are going to use the language or languages that iPhones respond 
to best.  Today, we will learn about a language called Max. 

3. Max: Max is a visual language.  It allows you to write code (what is computer 
code?) by connecting boxes together.  Each box has a job and when you 
connect them together, they can do bigger jobs.  For example, let’s say you 
wanted to tell the computer to play a song.  What do you think we need?  We 
first need an on and off button to turn the song on and off.  Then we need the 
song itself.  Next we need a volume button to control how loud or soft the 
music is.  Then we need a speaker to hear the music from.  Once we connect 
all of these boxes with lines, we can hear our song.  (Demonstrate in Max) 

• Designing a Drum Machine (22 minutes) 

 Today we will be coding in Max to create a drum machine.  A drum machine is a program 
or electronic instrument that plays drum sounds.  Using Max, we will design our own drum 
machines for us to play.   

 *Have students get in groups of two at a computer, then have students follow along with 
to design their drum machines.  Instructions are on the drum machine coding worksheet max 
file* 

• Creating Music with Drum Machines (8 min) 

 Have students improvise short rhythms over a steady beat with their drum machines 

• Recap (2 minutes) 

 Ask the following questions 

1. What is computer coding? 

2. How does Max write instructions? 

3. What is a drum machine? 

4. If I want the computer to print the word “Jump,” what boxes would I need?  
What small jobs would I need to print the word “Jump?” 

*If students finish early, they can use the digital interactive playground to create additional 
Digital instruments.*


