
EARTH MISSION
LESSON PLAN

Introduction For Teachers
With the 50th anniversary of the moon landing, the 100th anniversary of the premiere of Holst’s The 
Planets and Earth Day approaching – 2018/2019 is a great school year to explore the topic of space. 

Holst didn’t write a movement for Earth and so our Earth Mission asks all budding Ten Pieces 
astronauts (your class) to create their own piece of music about the Earth as though they are looking 
down on it from space!

This lesson plan is to be used as a guide and can be used in one single lesson or split across several. 

Send us a video of your Earth Mission performance for a chance to have your composition played on 
BBC Radio 3 on Earth Day and feature on the BBC Ten Pieces website! For full information visit our 
Earth Mission page on the Ten Pieces website.

Adapted from a lesson plan by Rachel Leach.

FOR:  Key Stage 2 in England and Wales 
Second Level, P5-P7 in Scotland 
Key Stage 1/Key Stage 2 in Northern Ireland

Background
The Composer: Gustav Holst (1874 – 1934)

 British composer
 Eccentric character - fascinated by space, astrology, alternative faiths, meditation and vegetarianism

The Music: ‘Mars’ from The Planets Suite
 Written in 1918 for very large orchestra
 First performed in 1918
 The full suite describes 7 planets (no Earth)
 Holst was particularly interested in the ‘character’ of each planet rather than its science

Learning Outcomes
Learners will
	 Listen	and	reflect	on	a	piece	of	orchestral	music
 Invent their own musical motifs and structure them into a piece
 Perform as an ensemble

Curriculum checklist
 Play and perform in ensemble contexts, using voices and playing musical instruments
 Improvise and compose music for a range of purposes using the interrelated dimensions of music
 Listen with attention to detail and recall sounds with increasing aural memory

Resources Required
 Paper and pens
 Scissors
  Classroom percussion instruments and any other  

instruments that your children might be learning  
(voices and body percussion will work well if you  
do not have any instruments available to you).

GET CREATIVE WITH
CLASSICAL MUSIC

https://www.bbc.com/teach/ten-pieces/earth-mission/zdc7382)


1. Prepare your class
Watch	the	orchestral	performance	film	of	Mars from the BBC Ten Pieces website (note that this is a 
shorter version than the original and so it is perfect for use in the classroom.) Ask your children which 
planet	they	think	it	might	be	describing	and	after	discussing	their	ideas	reveal	that	it	is	Mars.	Holst	called	
Mars the Bringer of War. He wrote pieces about all of the planets in our solar system except Earth. 

2. Warm up / set the scene
Ask your class to sit in a circle and lead a quick body percussion warm-up such as passing the clap around 
or	clapping	patterns	for	the	class	to	copy	back.	After	this,	explain	to	your	children	that	Holst	didn’t	make	
a musical movement for Earth. Their next task is to make their own musical version of Earth!

(OPTIONAL ACTIVITY) To set the mood for the task, ask the children to cut out and wear their spaceman 
helmet masks. They are now our Ten Pieces astronauts!

3. Look down on Earth
Ask the class to imagine they are looking down on Earth from space. Come up with some characteristics 
of the planet to write on the board. These can be descriptions of landscape, or life on the planet or 
scientific	facts.	(E.g.	it	is	71%	water,	or	describe	life	here	–	busy,	bustling	cities	full	of	traffic	and	people).	

As	a	class,	pick	three	to	five	of	your	favourite	descriptors	and	split	the	class	into	groups	accordingly,	
giving them one fact/ descriptor per group.

4. Compose
Ask each group to make a musical motif or two for their descriptor of Earth. Motif is the term for a short 
musical	idea.	It	can	be	a	rhythm,	a	collection	of	notes	or	even	a	sound	effect.	Encourage	your	students	 
to keep their motifs short and simple.

Why not use some of these ideas to help them compose:
	 Create	sound	effects	e.g.	car	horns	for	traffic,	or	whooshing	sounds	for	water
 Create a rhythm with the syllables in the sentence they have written down e.g.

	 	Discuss	what	pitch	and	tempo	their	motif	should	be	e.g.	a	bustling	city	with	traffic	might	be	fast	in	
tempo and high pitched

5. Structure
Bring the groups back together and hear what they have created. Challenge the class to make a short  
piece from these motifs (just as Holst did with his motifs for Mars). They could use the following questions 
to help them:
	 What	should	come	first?
	 What	should	come	last?
	 Do	any	of	the	ideas	fit	on	top	of	each	other?
	 Should	we	repeat	anything?	
	 Should	the	ideas	overlap	or	transform?

Finally,	practise	your	new	structure	until	it	is	fixed	and	make	a	big	diagram	of	it	on	the	board,	listing	all	
the important moments.

6. Perform and record
Send us a video of your Earth Mission performance for a chance to have  
your composition played on BBC Radio 3 on Earth Day and feature on the  
BBC Ten Pieces website! 

For simple instructions on how to send us your footage along with some  
handy	filming	tips;	visit	our	Earth Mission page on the Ten Pieces website.

You can then print out your Earth Mission certificate to celebrate  
the work you’ve done together as a class!

https://www.bbc.com/teach/ten-pieces/KS2-3/zf6hsrd
https://www.bbc.com/teach/ten-pieces/earth-mission/zdc7382)

