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A REPRODUCIBLE LEARNING GUIDE FOR TEACHERS 

This guide is designed to help you and your students prepare for, enjoy, 
and discuss African Roots / Latino Soul. It contains background 
information, questions and activities. Appropriate for ages 6-12. 
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African Roots, Lo-o-o-ong Branches   

 
Human history is the story of people moving from places they know to 
places they donôt. Sometimes they go willingly, looking for new lands or 
trade routes, a better job, or a farm of their own. Sometimes a war or a 
natural disaster destroys homes and sends people searching for  
someplace safer. And sometimes people are forced to move by other 
people. The Atlantic slave trade is one grim example. 
 
When the Spanish began to colonize the 
New World, they forced the native people 
they found there to work in their houses, 
fields, and mines. When many of these 
Indians died of disease and cruel 
treatment, the Spaniards asked their 

government to send African slaves. Before the Atlantic slave 
trade was abolished in the 19th century, between 10 and 12 
million Africans were shipped to the Americas. Some went to 
the English colonies of North America, but most went to Latin 
America and the Caribbean to work the sugarcane 
plantations and silver mines. Today, most of the population of 
the Caribbean is of African descent, and so are half of the 
people of Brazil.  
 
Imagine that some terrible event ï a hurricane, a war, the 
coming of cruel slave traders with guns ï has swept you far 
away from everyone and everything you ever knew. You 
may have no idea where you are or how to get home. Perhaps 
even your familiar clothes are taken away. What do you have 
left to help you survive?  (Some suggestions: courage; 
talents and skills; intelligence; stories; music.) 
 
Music is one of the things that makes human beings human. 
Mothers comfort their babies with lullabies. We have specific 
songs for different holidays. A catchy rhythm can make boring 

work seem to go faster. Singing or dancing  
together can remind us of days past, bring comfort  
when we are sad or frightened, help us celebrate, and bring us  
closer to new or old friends.  
 
Everywhere people have gone in the world, they have taken their music 
with them. And as they make new friends in new places, they combine 
old kinds of music into new ones. The new kinds of music can tell 
new stories.  

 
For example, the national dance of the Dominican Republic is called merengue. Some people 
say its special beat comes from slaves who were chained together; the chains made them drag 
one leg as they worked cutting sugar cane. Other people say the beat comes out of a dance 
held to welcome home a great revolutionary hero who was wounded in one leg. It doesnôt matter 
which story is true. What matters is that the stories, like the music, came from and are still part 
of the Dominican people.       

Did you knowé? 
 
éthat slavery did not begin or 
end with the Atlantic slave trade? 
It took place in ancient times, and 
still occurs in some parts of the 
world today.  
 
éthat even before Columbus 
sailed for the New World, there 
were slaves in Spain? Some 
were Africans, some were other 
Spaniards, and some were even 

Slavs.  
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About the Production 

 
The museum theater production African Roots/ Latino Soul is the result of an exciting 
partnership between Discovery Theater and more than 30 DC public school students under the 
guidance of Young Playwrightsô Theatre (YPT). Fourth- through 7th-graders at MacFarland 
Middle School and 10th- through 12th-graders at Bell Multicultural School (many of whom come 
from, or have parents who come from, Africa, Central and South America, and the Caribbean) 
drew on their experiences and imaginations, working in small groups to compose monologues, 
dialogues, scenes, poems, and songs. Their writings became the basis of African Roots/ 
Latino Soul. 

Funded by the Smithsonian Latino Center, African Roots/ Latino Soul is the second 
Discovery Theater production to be written by kids, with the guidance of some extremely 
talented artists. (The first was Retratos: Portraits of our World, developed in partnership with 
YPT and the National Portrait Gallery, in conjunction with the traveling exhibition Retratos: 
2,000 Years of Latin American Portraits. A third production, American Rice, explores the 
Asian-American experience).  

  
 

Hey, man, know where Iõm cominõ from?  

 
The original creators of African Roots/Latino Soul can call all sorts of cultures home! 
  

 Nia Medina (actor) is an African-American from a longtime DC family. Her husband is 

Puerto-Rican, so her three beautiful children are Afro-Latino!   Fatima Quander (actor) is a 

DC native with roots in the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Barbados, India, Ireland, Ghana, 

and the United States.  Fernando Romero (actor) is from El Salvador.  Karen Zacarias 

(founder of Young Playwrightsô Theater) is of Mexican, Danish, and Lebanese descent.  

David Andrew Snider (YPT Producing Artistic Director) is English & Irish on his motherôs 

side; his dad comes from a line of German farmers who settled in Pennsylvania.   Roberta 

Gasbarre (Discovery Theater Artistic Director) is Italian and Polish.  Lucretia Anderson 

(Discovery Theater Coordinator) is African-American, with maybe some Cherokee blood; her 

folks hail from DC and Richmond, VA.   Anne OôDonnell (Learning Guide Writer) is an Irish-

Scottish-French-English-American.  Wendy Nogales (Assistant Director) is Cuban and 

Bolivian--100% Latino and 100% American!   Emily Dere 

(Costume Designer) comes from a 5th-generation DC family. 

Her background is English, German, Welsh, and French.   

Daniel Pinha (Set Designer) hails from Rio de Janiero, Brazil 

(he came to DC in April 2006!). His parents have Portuguese, 

Italian, and Brazilian blood.   And the students from 

MacFarland and from Bell Multicultural hail from El Salvador, 

Sierra Leone, Ghana, the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, 

Mexico, Cuba, the United States, Puerto Rico, Burkina Faso, 

and Venezuela!  
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MAKE A BOTTLECAP SHAKER 
(a rhythm instrument that originated in Ghana 

in West Africa!) 

1) Find a strong, Y-shaped stick. 

2) Tie a string or wire around one branch of 
the Y. You might want to make a groove 
near the end of the branch so the string 
doesnôt slip off. 

3) Collect about a dozen bottlecaps. Use a 
nail and a hammer (carefully!) to put a hole 
through each one.  (Note: you could use 
buttons instead of bottlecaps...or something 
elseðuse your imagination!) 

4) Thread the bottlecaps onto the string. Pull 
it tight and tie it to the other side of the Y.  

5) Hold the stick by the ñhandleò and shake, 
rattle and roll!   

Activities 

 

Roots and Soul 

Find a recording of a piece of music that is part of you or where 
your family came from.   

Play it for your class. Tell them about it: 

 Does that kind of music have a name? What do you know about its history? 

 Where and when did you first hear that music? 

 What do you and your family do when you listen to it ï dance, clap, sing along? 

Make a poster about the song. On a BIG wall or bulletin board, post all the posters! 

Combine all the songs onto a single tape, CD, or DVD. As a class, decide on a title. Create a 
cover illustration (or use a photo of your class collage!). Write up liner notes telling about 
each song!  

  

Whatõs Your Bag?  

 

Fold a large piece of paper in half. Decorate the outside like a 
suitcase. Inside, make a collage of all the things that make 
you you. Combine your own drawing or painting with images 
from magazines, photos, small objects, and anything else you 
can think of to represent your memories, your goals, your 
favorite foods, books, music, pets, people, places, and games 
ï everything youôve gathered on your journey through life!    

Recycled Rhythm! 

What countries are part of your heritage? Pick 
one of them. What music did they listen to 
there? What was the rhythm? LEARN TO CLAP 

IT!  

Find something around the house to turn into a 
drum or other percussion instrument. (You 
can make a bottlecap shaker if you want ï see 
the instructions to the side.) Practice the rhythm 
on your instrument. 

Now, take your instrument to school and share 
the rhythm with your friends. Listen to their 
rhythms, too. Experiment! Try combining their 
rhythms with yours to create the basis of a 
whole new sound!  

 



Discovery Theater presents African Roots/Latino Soul 5 

Please Check One (or More!) 

What is a survey? What is a poll? Have you ever taken part in one? What is one of the 
most common uses of a poll? 

Collect as many examples as you can of forms, polls, or advertising surveys in which 
you are asked to ñcheck off boxesò about yourself. 

 Were the choices easy to make, or hard? What problems did you find with the 
questions? 

 Why were you asked about yourself?  

 Who was doing the asking? How were they going to use the information?  

 Did you answer the questions, or not? 

Poll your classmates! First, decide on a topic (favorite music, foods, pets, sports, 
gamesé). Then decide on the questions.  

Decide how best to collect the answerséand do it! 

Make a poster or graph to ñpublishò your results!   

 

Name that Tune 

 
The following kinds of music are mentioned in African Roots/Latino Soul. 
  

 Merengue 

 Cumbia 

 Bachata 

 Reggae 

 Regaton 

 Rock & Roll 

 Go-Go 

 Country / Ranchera 

 Hip Hop  
 

 

How many are you familiar with? Find an example of each and play it for the class. Where did it 
originate? What are its special rhythms and other features? What instruments are used? Who 
are some of its stars?  

 

Thinking Outside the Box 

 

 Get a photograph of yourselféor draw a small picture that 
stands for YOU.   

 

 Following the directions on websites like 

www.harperchildrens.com/howabook/noopop.htm or in 

books like Pop-O-Mania: How to Create Your Own Pop-Ups 
by Paul Ferris, The Pop-Up Book: Step-by-Step Instructions 
for Creating Over 100 Original Paper Projects by Paul 
Jackson, or Easy-to-Make Pop-Ups by Joan Irvine, make a 
card or box that opens to let YOU pop out!   

http://www.harperchildrens.com/howabook/noopop.htm
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Related Topics 

The United States Census  

Every 10 years, every person living in the United States is 
asked to help fill out a population census.  

Find out: 

 What is a census?  

 When is the US census taken? How is it taken? Has 
that method recently changed?  

 What information is gathered during the census? What 
were the questions asked on the 1900 census? How 
about on the 2000 census?  

 What did the 2000 census tell us about the United States? Did any of the facts surprise 
you?  

 IMPORTANT: Why is the census taken? How is the information used? Can people 
find out details about YOU through the census?  

 How did the questions on the 2000 census change from the previous one in 1990? Why 
did they change? Do you agree with the changes? Can you suggest further changes? 

 When is the next census? What questions and categories do you think will be on it? 

 

Sugar Cane 

Find out: 

 What is sugar cane? Where does it grow? What products come from it? 

 What part did sugar cane play in the Atlantic slave trade? 

 What steps were used by the slaves to turn sugar cane into 
sugar? 

 How is sugar cane harvested and processed today? Who 
does the work?  

 What other crops can be refined into sugar or sweeteners? 
How is the process the same as the sugar cane process, and 
how is it different?  
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Vocabulary 

Atlantic slave trade ï the capture and transporting of African slaves across the Atlantic Ocean 
by ship for sale in the New World  

Census ï a periodic count or tally of the population 

Colonize ï to establish a group of citizens in another territory for the benefit of the home nation 

Cultureðthe art, customs, beliefs and so on shared by a particular group of people  

Descent ï family background  

Poll ï to cast or record the votes of a body of people 

Rhythm ï a repeated pattern of sound 

Slav ï a person who speaks one of the Slavic languages as his native tongue; these languages 
include Bulgarian, Russian, Czech, Polish, and Ukrainian  

Slave ï a person held in servitude to another. From the Latin word for Slav, referring to the fact 
that many Slavic peoples of Eastern Europe had been reduced to slavery 

Survey ï to systematically obtain or make an overview of a group, a piece of land, etc. 

 

Related Resources 

 

 Colin A. Palmer, The First Passage: Blacks in the Americas, 1502-1617. Oxford 
University Press, Inc., New York, 1995.   

 www.rhythmweb.com has links to GREAT STUFF about percussion from many 
cultures. Ideas for instruments kids can make are only the beginning! What is a djembe? 
a doumbek? Find answers here. 

 My Name is Celia: The Life of Celia Cruz / Me llamo Celia : La vida de Celia Cruz by 
Monica Brown, illustrated by Rafael Lopez. An award-winning bilingual biography of the 
Queen of Salsaðterrific fun for grades 2-4.  

 The House of Musical Traditions ï a DC-area landmark for decades, HMT stocks 
instruments and recordings from around the world. Spanish spoken! (7040 Carroll Ave., 

Takoma Park, MD; 301-270-9090 or www.hmtrad.com). 

 Busboys and Poets ï named in honor of Langston Hughes, this unusual bookstore 
offers lots of books on culture from an international perspective. (2021 14th St. NW, 

Washington, DC; 202-387-POET or www.busboysandpoets.com). 

 Baile's African Drum Works ï this terrific local resource specializes in making and 
playing traditional African instruments, provides kidsô and adult education about African 
culture, and offers workshops, lecture demonstrations, field trips, exhibitsðeven 
apprenticeships. Our actor/drummer Tobias Johnson works there, too! (7816 Cryden 
Way, Forestville, MD; 1-800-861-3786; www.bailesadw.com). 

 welcome.topuertorico.org/index.shtml ï website exploring PRôs people, culture, 
history, food, and more. 

http://www.hmtrad.com/
http://www.busboysandpoets.com/
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 www.putumayo.com ï a company dedicated to introducing people (including kids!) to 

World Music. Latin and Afro-Latino CDs, kidsô activity kits, classroom kits and more.  

 www.afrocubaweb.com/music.html -- links to sites for dozens of Afro-Cuban 

musicians, past and present, in Cuba and the U.S.. Many sites offer audio samples. 

 www.brasilemb.org ï the Brazilian Embassy web site. Kidôs 

Corner, music samples, & more.  

 www.dominicanrepublic.com ï tourist information, but also 

lots of background on history and culture. 

 www.cuba.com ï an overview of the Cuban land & people. 

 www.pbs.org/buenavista/music -  from PBS, song samples, 

glossary, and an interactive timeline of Cuban musical history, developed in connection 
with the film The Buena Vista Social Club 

 www.think-venezuela.net ï hear musical excerpts and read about the people, 
geography, and culture of Venezuela. 

 

About the Partners 

 
YOUNG PLAYWRIGHTSô THEATER (www.yptdc.org) ï Founded in 1995 by Helen Hayes 

Award-winning playwright Karen Zacarias, Young Playwrightsô Theater (YPT) teaches 
students throughout the DC metro area to write plays as a means of fostering their literacy, 
creativity, critical thinking, conflict resolution, communication and community engagement. YPT 
then shares their original works with the greater D.C. community through professional 
productions and tours utilizing the area's finest actors, directors and designers. Through 
interactive in-school and after-school programs and collaborative projects, YPT connects 
students, teachers, families, actors, playwrights, and professional theaters in order to create 
new plays that reflect the intimate voices of their communities, with a particular focus on the 
diversity of voices that make up the American experience. By presenting student-written plays 
free of charge throughout the region, YPT encourages a local appreciation of young artists and 
serves as a forum for communication between youth and the wider community.  

YPT is the only professional theater in Washington, D.C. dedicated entirely to arts 
education.  As YPT seeks to nurture a new generation of writers, three core programs offer 
children the opportunity to share their words with the world: the In-School Playwriting Program, 
which helps youth to find their voices by teaching them the art of playwriting using professional 
artists in the classroom; the After-School Playwriting Program, which brings a combination of 
playwriting and community activism to students ages 8-12; and the Express Tour, an annual 
professional tour of plays written by young people that reaches approximately 4,000 students 
and adults annually. Dynamic and effective programs like these have won YPT national and 
international recognition through educational grants, features in the media, and multiple awards, 
including the 2005 Mayor's Arts Award for Outstanding Contribution to Arts Education.   

 
 

 

http://www.putumayo.com/
http://www.afrocubaweb.com/music.html
http://www.afrocubaweb.com/music.html
http://www.dominicanrepublic.com/
http://www.cuba.com/
http://www.pbs.org/buenavista/music
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THE SMITHSONIAN LATINO CENTER (latino.si.edu) ï The Smithsonian Latino Center is 

dedicated to ensuring that Hispanic contributions to art, science and the humanities are 
recognized, understood and advanced through the development and support of public 
programs, scholarly research, museum collections and educational opportunities at the 
Smithsonian Institution and its affiliated organizations across the United States.  

The Smithsonian Latino Center celebrates Latino culture, spirit, and achievement in 
America. Our programs carry the hallmarks of the Smithsonian Institution: national importance, 
universal relevance and quality scholarship. Through our efforts to collect, document, display, 
and disseminate information about Latino history and culture, we ensure that visitors to the 
nation's capital today, and for generations to come, understand the impact of the Latino 
community on our collective heritage. The Center's role is to support cultural, historical and 
scientific projects across the Smithsonian that represent significant Latino achievement either 
through funding or technical assistance; develop and manage educational programs, products 
and outreach; and promote public awareness of Latino 
programs at the Smithsonian museums and its affiliates across 
the United States. 
  
 

DISCOVERY THEATER (www.DiscoveryTheater.org), the 

Smithsonian Institutionôs theater for children, is dedicated 
to offering the best in live educational performing arts for young 
people. Each year, more than 50,000 children and their adults visit Discovery Theater on the 
National Mall to explore American history and cultures, folk tales from around the world, and 
exciting, accessible science and math programs. Discovery Theater performances unite 
ideologies, enact themes that reflect the diversity of its audiences, open avenues of self-
reflection, and offer an enjoyable means for parents and teachers to demonstrate life's lessons. 
African Roots/ Latino Soul is just one of several recent collaborations between Discovery 
Theater and distinguished partners such as the Adventure Theater, Imagination Stage, Library 
of Congress, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Lemelson Center for Study of 
Invention and Innovation, and Americaôs Jazz Heritage, A Partnership of the Lila Wallaceï
Readerôs Digest Fund and the Smithsonian Institution.  
 Discovery Theaterôs new specially-designed performance space is located next to the 
Smithsonian Castle, in the S. Dillon Ripley Centerðthe Smithsonianôs underground learning 
center with classrooms, lecture halls, artistsô studios and more. Favorite DT programs also tour 
schools and museums, while our partnership with Round House Theater in Silver Spring, MD 
means that DTôs special brand of educational entertainment for kids is more widely available 

than ever before. For details, call 202-633-8700 or see www.DiscoveryTheater.org. 

 

 
 

 

http://www.discoverytheater.org/

