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INTRODUCTION

This is a musical story based on Sarah Josepha Hale’s beloved children’s poem,
Mary’s Lamb. Though the story and the melody are quite simple, the composer
has brilliantly crafted variations that exhibit a range of complexities. This listening
guide, therefore, is designed for use with students of all ages, pre-school through
grade twelve. The activities outlined for grades nine through twelve are
appropriate also for incorporation in a college level introduction to music course
for non-music majors.

ABOUT THE MUSIC

The music is programmatic by all definitions. It tells a story, it illustrates literary
ideas, and it evokes pictorial scenes. (The Oxford Dictionary of Music by Joseph
Kennedy, Oxford University Press, 1985.) As the story unfolds, it is supported by
numerous clever variations on the familiar song, Mary Had A Little Lamb. At one
point, it incorporates the Allegro from the first movement of Antonio Vivaldi’s
Spring from The Four Seasons. The story and music stimulate the imagination as
Mary, searching for her little lamb, Petunia, after school one day encounters
hunters who help her find her pet. Mary and Petunia become lost in a snowstorm,
only to find themselves at the home of Mary’s Uncle Antonio Vivaldi. The
remainder of the story is an account of joyful days at Uncle Antonio’s house,
during which the three characters eat delicious food and delight in playing
games, making music, and dancing. When spring arrives and the snow melts,
Mary and Petunia regretfully leave Uncle Antonio but arrive home to the sights
and sounds of a big parade in their honor. The surprise ending allows Petunia to
go to school after all because Uncle Antonio has taught her to play cello well
enough to be in the orchestra! 

ABOUT THE COMPOSER

Micah Levy began his career in music when he accepted an engagement to play
French horn as a ninth grader in California and then became a member of the
Long Beach Symphony, a professional orchestra, when only a junior in high
school. He attended California State University, Fullerton, where he received a
Bachelor of Music in French horn performance. While in college, he worked as a
free-lance musician in recording studios and with a number of pick-up orchestras.
After receiving his degree, he continued to perform as a soloist and chamber
musician and was also a member of the faculty at Pepperdine University.  



At age twenty-five, Mr. Levy began studying conducting with Fritz Zweig. He
found that he loved conducting and received great encouragement from Mr.
Zweig to pursue that aspect of musical performance. Two years later, Mr. Levy
entered the prestigious New England Conservatory in Boston as an Orchestral
Conducting major. After graduating from the Conservatory, he became conductor
of the Orange County Chamber Orchestra in California. He found himself guest
conducting as well in the United States, Europe, and the Soviet Union. In the
capacity of conductor, he became increasingly committed to the education of
audiences or, in his words, being a “musical missionary.” 

Mr. Levy’s teachers had recognized in him a talent for composition as well as
conducting. Thus encouraged, he began to devote time to composition, and has
written keyboard, orchestral, and choral works and pieces for various
combinations of solo voices and instruments. The Probably Untrue Story of Mary
(Who) Had A Little Lamb resulted from a personal challenge to write variations
on a melody that is familiar to people of all ages. It was his belief that, as
incorporated in his original story, the music of Vivaldi would become a familiar
favorite of listeners and the impetus for audiences to avail themselves of further
opportunities to hear “classical” music. His additional variations (Vivaldi Plays a
Bar Mitzvah Gig, Mary and Petunia Sing on Broadway, Mary and Petunia On The
Trail, and Mary and Petunia Go to Church) are evidence of the composer’s ability
to write in a variety of genres.  Among Micah Levy’s interests are all things
environmental, (He once worked for the Greenpeace organization.) and a recent
composition for English horn and chorus is entitled The Eagle Soars Again. Mr.
Levy lives with his wife in Edgewater, Maryland, where he teaches piano to
young children and continues to work as a composer. 

NOTE TO TEACHERS

This listening guide is merely a set of suggested lesson sequences for teaching
Micah Levy’s The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had A Little Lamb. The
extent to which a teacher follows the plan will be dependent upon a number of
variables, including the lesson schedule, length of class period, ages of students,
class size, availability of equipment, and readiness of pupils. In the most basic
sense, a teacher might teach an exciting, effective lesson using just the recording
and a CD player. It is hoped and recommended, however, that the lesson(s) will
be made more enriching for pupils through use of many of the teaching
suggestions and lesson extensions. It is hoped and recommended, further, that
where there is no available music specialist, the classroom teacher will feel
comfortable and enthusiastic about using these materials.

All the activities are based on the Performance Standards for Music, as adopted
by MENC: The National Association for Music Education. The publication may be
ordered and/or may be accessed online at
www.menc.org/publication/books/performance_standards
The nine content standards are common to grades pre-kindergarten through
twelve. They are defined by achievement standards, which are grouped as
follows: grades pre-kindergarten, kindergarten through four, five through eight,



and nine through twelve. Following the activities in this guide are numbers and
lower-case letters to identify the standard(s) addressed. Example: National
Standard 6a – content standard 6, achievement standard a for the particular
grade level. Every effort has been made to address multiple standards at all
grade levels.

For grades nine through twelve and thirteen through sixteen suggestions range
from those for students in strictly introductory courses to those for students who
elect performance courses over a span of several years. The teacher should
choose from among the strategies, singly or in combinations, those that best fit
the course syllabus and objectives.

To be fully enjoyed and appreciated, music needs to be integrated with content
and principles of other disciplines and with creative and critical thinking skills:
knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. *
The material presented here provides unlimited opportunities for both implicit and
explicit integration of creative and critical thinking. (*For a review of Bloom’s
Taxonomy, go to one of any number of websites devoted to the topic.)

The glossary, while not exhaustive, is intended to be a helpful tool to teachers,
students, and parents.

Finally, The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had A Little Lamb is fun! The
teacher who brings it to students will, above all else, experience the
incomparable joy that good music shared creates in the lives of people of all
ages.

NOTE TO PARENTS

Research shows that learning in music and the other arts
• can increase students’ cognitive and social development
• can serve as a “critical link” to help students develop crucial thinking
   skills
• can motivate students to achieve at higher academic levels
• can lead to better grades in school
• can lead to better performance on standardized tests.

Music and the other arts are core subjects under the No Child Left Behind Act.
Inclusion of the arts in NCLB underscores their importance in education and is
predicated upon a rapidly increasing body of research that stresses their
essential role in a complete education. *

Parents are not only the premiere advocates for their children as growing,
developing individuals and learners, but are also the foremost support systems
throughout the growing up process. As advocates and supporters, it is essential
that parents emphasize the importance of all the core academic subjects,
including the arts.



Whether you are a parent who takes an active part in organized educational
efforts, or whether you prefer to operate within the confines of your own home,
you have vast impact on your child’s personal and educational development.

Sharing music, both in the home and in the community, can create a powerful
and rewarding bond between parent and child. Micah Levy, in his The Probably
Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had A Little Lamb, provides a delightfully original
listening opportunity for the entire family. From simple melody and
straightforward story line to complex musical variations, this recording has
something for every age. Listen to it. Talk about it. Savor it again and again.

• This information and much more regarding the arts in education can be
accessed on the website of The Arts Education Partnership at http://aep-
arts.org



TRACKS ON THE CD

1. The complete music with narration by the composer, Micah Levy
2. Vivaldi, Spring from The Four Seasons, 1st movement: Allegro
3. Vivaldi, Spring from The Four Seasons, 2nd movement:  Largo
4. Vivaldi, Spring from The Four Seasons, 3rd movement:  Danza Pastorale
5. Vivaldi Plays a Bar Mitzvah Gig
6. Mary and Petunia Sing On Broadway
7. Mary and Petunia On the Trail
8. Mary and Petunia Go to Church

9-29. THE PROBABLY UNTRUE STORYOF MARY (WHO) HAD A LITTLE
LAMB – THEMES WITHOUT NARRATION

9.The theme introduced
10.Elaboration of the theme
11.Walking to school
12.Petunia goes home
13.Snow
14.Petunia is lost
15.Hunters
16.Petunia wagging her tail
17.Trudging through the snow
18.Going to sleep
19.The next morning
20.Uncle Antonio plays the theme 

21.¾  time dance

22.Mary learns to play the violin
23.Mary plays well
24.Petunia is jealous
25.Petunia plays the cello
26.Mary and Petunia Play A Duet
27.Hide and seek



28.The snow has melted – dance for joy
29.Going home – walking through the woods and marching back to school

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR MUSIC EDUCATION

1. Singing, alone and with others, a varied repertoire of music.
2. Performing on instruments, alone and with others, a varied repertoire

of music.
3. Improvising melodies, variations, and accompaniments.
4. Composing and arranging music within specified guidelines.
5. Reading and notating music.
6. Listening to, analyzing, and describing music.
7. Evaluating music and music performances.
8. Understanding relationships between music, the other arts, and

disciplines outside the arts.
9. Understanding music in relation to history and culture.

LESSON PLANS

ACTIVITIES: Grades Pre-Kindergarten through Four

1. Read Mary’s Lamb to the students. (One excellent source is Mary Had A
Little Lamb, by Sarah Josepha Hale, Photo-Illustrated by Bruce McMillan,
Scholastic Inc, 1990.) Then have students recite the poem with the
teacher.

2. Lead a discussion of the poem, asking students to retell the sequence of
events.

3. Have students sing the song. National Standards: 1a, 1b
4. Have students listen to track 1 of the CD. Track 1 contains the entire story,

The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had A Little Lamb.
5. Play the following variations, and ask children to interpret each one

through movement.
a. Track 11 – walking to school
b. Track 17 -  trudging through the snow
c. Track 21 -  dancing with Uncle Antonio
d. Track 29 -  the parade. National Standards: 6b, 6e

6. Have students describe each of the variations to which they moved. What
did the composer do to the music to make it tell each part of the story?
(The music “hops” to represent Petunia walking to school. The bass drum,
timpani and slow tempo represent the difficulty of walking in the deep
snow. The dance is in triple meter, or “moves in groups of three.” The
parade is in duple meter, or “moves in groups of two,” and the instruments
sound like a marching band.) National Standards 6b, 8b

7. Prepare students for listening to track 2, Spring from Vivaldi’s The Four
Seasons. 

a. Explain that Antonio Vivaldi was a famous composer who was born



more than 300 years ago in Italy. Help children to find Italy on a
map. 

b. Ask children to name the four seasons of the year. Have them
name sounds that might be heard in the springtime.

c. Tell students that they are going to hear Uncle Antonio’s Spring
again, this time listening especially for (1) the arrival of spring (2)
the song of the birds, (3) rustling of the spring breeze, (4) the storm,
with thunder and lightening, and (5) return of the birdsong (6) return
of the spring theme.  Note:  The Four Seasons is based on four
sonnets about the seasons. To direct the children’s listening, show
visuals to represent each part of the sonnet as it occurs in the
music, including keywords to integrate reading into the lesson: (1)
beginning section (2) measure 15 (3) measure 32 (4) measure 45
(5) measure 60 (6) measure 77.  

LESSON EXTENSIONS

1. Teach short rhythmic ostinatos. Have students accompany selected
variations with classroom rhythm instruments, playing the rhythmic
ostinato patterns. National Standards 2b, 2d

2. Have students use found sounds (environmental sounds) to represent
selected portions of the story. National Standard 4c

3. Using large visuals of melody bells (or Orff instruments), have some
children read and play a simple melodic ostinato as others sing the
song. National Standard 2f
4. Have students form small groups to create their own rhythmic and/or

melodic variations to another well-known tune, e.g. Hot Cross Buns,
Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star. As each group performs for the class,
ask children to identify things they think were effective about the
performance. National Standards 4b, 7a

ASSESSMENT(S)

1. Teacher observation of students’ discussion, singing, and descriptive
movement.

2. Utilize a chart that requires children to mark events as they hear tracks
11, 17,  21, and 29. 

3. Utilize a chart that requires children to mark events as they hear track
2, Spring, 1st movement. See 7c for the sequence of events.

ACTIVITIES:  Grades Five thorough Eight

1. Tell students they are about to hear some program music in which the



composer has created many variations based on a simple, familiar
melody, Mary Had A Little Lamb.

2. Lead a discussion to arrive at definitions for: program music, theme,
and variation. National Standard 6a

3. Explain that, while the story is an interesting twist on the original poem,
students should listen to it primarily as an aid in identifying and
describing variations. Ask students to do the following steps as they
listen to the recording:

a. Name the instrument that first plays the theme (flute)
b. Describe in their own words as many of the variations as

possible. (Answers will vary, but will likely include such
considerations as mode (minor for sad), meter, expressive
qualities, and instrument identification. At this point, all answers
are correct.) National Standard 6a

4. In a repeated listening, have students identify the instruments used to
represent:

a. snowfall (glockenspiel)
b. echo to Mary’s calling “Petunia” (clarinet)
c. hunters’ guns (snare drums)
d. hunters themselves (French horns)
e. stomping through the snow (bass drum & timpani) National

Standard 6a
5. Play the following tracks and ask students to name the event and

explain how the composer depicts the event
a. track 14 (Petunia is lost. Composer uses minor mode.)
b. track 20 (Uncle Antonio plays the theme. Composer uses many

notes.)
c. track 28 (The snow is melting; Mary and Petunia dance for joy.

Composer uses slow, soft sounds for melting snow, contrasting
with faster, more lively sounds for the dance.)

d. track 29 (Going home; the parade. Composer makes the
announcement with the interval of a Major 3rd – from the fourth
measure of the theme – then uses duple meter for a lively
“marching band” sound.) National Standards 6a, 6b

6. Ask students to describe Mary’s initial violin lesson (scratchy and out-
of-tune). Then ask them to explain how Uncle Antonio taught her to
improve the sound (bowing and vibrato). Have any of the class had a
similar experience? 

7. Lead a discussion relating higher/lower and smaller/larger. Which
instrument plays higher? (violin) lower? (cello). Why? National
Standard 8b

8. Have students listen to track 2, Spring from Vivaldi’s The Four
Seasons. By way of review, follow the steps in activity #7 for grades
pre-kindergarten through four. Tell students that this music is
representative of the Baroque period in music history. Allow students
time to complete research to answer the questions:

What approximate time period was considered the Baroque?
What world events were happening at the time?



What are basic characteristics of Baroque music? 
As time permits, play recordings of other exemplary Baroque
 compositions. National Standard 9b

9. Play each of the additional variations, giving the title as each is heard
(track 5: Vivaldi Plays a Bar Mitzvah Gig, track 6: Mary and Petunia
Sing On Broadway, track 7: Mary and Petunia On the Trail, and track
8: Mary and Petunia Go to Church). Have students select one from
among the four and write original stories. In sharing their stories with
the class, ask students to describe what in the music inspired the
storyline and sequence of events. National Standard 8b

LESSON EXTENSIONS

1.   Ask band and orchestra students to bring their instruments to class.
Provide melody bells for those who do not play other instruments. Identify
the starting tone, in the key of concert C, for each instrument group, (C
instruments start on E; Bb instruments start on D, etc. For young violin
players, give the reminder that they will play C natural instead of C sharp
in this melody.) Have students work independently to play the melody
Mary Had A Little Lamb by ear, then have the full group play. National
Standards 2a, 2d
2. Have individual students volunteer to play rhythmic and/or melodic

improvisations as the remaining students play the melody. National
   Standard 3b

ASSESSMENT(S)

1. Teacher observation of students’ ability to identify correctly
selected orchestral instruments heard.

2. Teacher observation of students’ ability to utilize music
vocabulary in describing musical events.

3. Evidence of students’ correct and thorough answers to
questions about the Baroque style and time period in music
history.

4. Teacher observation of students’ effectiveness in playing the
melody and rhythmic or melodic improvisations.

ADAPTATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

1. Use sign language when reviewing the poem with students.
Exemplary sources are: Say, Sing & Sign Mother Goose, Video
Cassette featuring Ann Perkoski, Production Associates,
3-1267-13446-0367, 1998. Bornstein, Harry and Karen L.
Saulnier, Nursery Rhymes from Mother Goose – Told in
Signed English, Gallaudet University Press, 1992.

2. Use manipulatives that allow students with physical challenges
to play rhythms.

3. Encourage students with physical challenges to invent their own



movement patterns according to their abilities.
4. Enhance written language with visual images of the content.

ACTIVITIES: Grades Nine through Twelve and Thirteen through Sixteen

1. Introduce the work, The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had
A Little Lamb, with the explanation that, though based on a
children’s song and written to enhance a story for children, the
music itself is more complex and full of examples of compositional
techniques. National Standard 8b

2. Have students listen to track 1 in its entirety, making note of as
many musical nuances as possible. Encourage students to use the
vocabulary of music in describing what is heard. National Standard
6b

3. The next instructional strategy might lead to any number of paths,
depending upon the objectives for the particular course of study.
Lesson strands may include, but not be limited to, the following:

4. Have students write essays to answer such questions as
• How did Micah Levy use musical sounds to illustrate spoken
words and phrases? National Standard 8a
• What compositional techniques did the composer employ in the
hide and seek, melting snow, and dance for joy sequence? (tracks
27 and 28)    National Standard 6b
•  How does this musical story illustrate the importance of
instrumentation in program music? National Standard 6b

•  In what genres or styles did Micah Levy compose the four
additional  variations, Vivaldi Plays a Bar Mitzvah Gig, Mary and
Petunia Sing on Broadway, Mary and Petunia On the Trail, and
Mary and Petunia Go to Church? (tracks 5, 6, 7, and 8)
Elaborate on the characteristics of each genre or style and relate
them to Mr. Levy’s compositions.  National  Standard 9a

5. Have students prepare a listening map for use in presenting the
composition to young children. The map should incorporate simple
and obvious visual cues to mark selected events in the music.
National Standard 6b

6. Use Vivaldi’s Spring from The Four Seasons as an entrée to the
study of Baroque music, art, and society. National Standard 8b

7. Let the “music lesson” part of the story (tracks 22, 23, 24, and 25)
lead to the exploration of exemplary string orchestra, solo violin,
and/or solo cello literature. National Standard 9b

8. Use Spring from The Four Seasons as a connection to
contemporary music making, such as Zeta string instruments, and
music from various cultures and times, such as that found in Yo-Yo
Ma & and The Silk Road Ensemble’s Silk Road Journeys and Yo-Yo
Ma and Bobby McFerrin’s Hush. National Standard 9a

9. Use The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had A Little Lamb to
develop a definition of program music and as a prelude to



exploration of other program music.  Included here are several
suggestions, but many more possibilities exist. National Standard 9a

Beethoven, Symphony No. 6 (Pastoral)
Elgar, Enigma Variations
Gould, American Salute
Grieg, Peer Gynt Suite
Mussorgsky, Pictures At An Exhibition
Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet 

10.Have students improvise harmonizations, instrumental or vocal, to
the melody, Mary Had A Little Lamb. National Standard 3a

11.Have students play or sing rhythmic and/or melodic improvisations
on the melody, Mary Had A Little Lamb. National Standard 3b

12.Have students select a simple well-known melody and compose and
arrange variations in several given styles. National Standards 4a, 4b

13. Assist students in developing criteria for aesthetic criticism.
Encourage the use of developed criteria in evaluating their own and
others’ improvisations, compositions, and arrangements. National
Standards 7a, 7b

ASSESSMENT(S)

Because of the rather all-encompassing nature of the preceding suggested
activities, it will be necessary for the individual teacher to create assessments
that reflect the course and lesson objectives. Assessments might include
separately or in combination:

� selected response items (multiple, choice, matching, check all that apply,
and/or true/false

� brief constructed response items (short answer, fill-in-the-blank, label a
diagram, and/or show your work

� on demand performance tasks
� long term task
� portfolio assessment.

ADDITIONAL LISTENING

One of the composer's goals for “The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (who) Had
A Little Lamb” is that it should excite the listener about music.  Here are some
suggested works for further listening.

Music of the Baroque Era
Handel: Royal Fireworks Music
Handel: Water Music 
Vivaldi: “Summer” from The Four Seasons (Le Quattro Staggioni)
Vivaldi: “Autumn” from The Four Seasons (Le  Quattro Staggioni)
Vivaldi: “Winter” from The Four Seasons (Le Quattro Staggioni)



Progammatic Music 
Copland: Appalachian Spring 
Saint Saens: Carnival Of The Animals

Theme and Variations
Brahms: Variations on a Theme of Haydn
Mozart: Variations on Ah! Vous dirai-Je Maman (the same tune 

as “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star”)

RESOURCES

Books

Bornstein, Harry and Karen L. Saulnier, Nursery Rhymes from Mother Goose –
Told in Signed English, Gallaudet University Press, 1992.

Fowler, Charles. Music! Its Role and Importance in Our Lives, Glencoe, 1994.

Hale, Sarah Josepha, Mary Had A Little Lamb, Photo-Illustrated by Bruce
McMillan, Scholastic Inc, 1990.

Kennedy, Joseph, The Oxford Dictionary of Music, Oxford University Press,
1985.

Recordings

Hush, Yo-Yo Ma and Bobby McFerrin, CD #SK 48177, Sony Music
Entertainment Inc., 1992.

Levy, Micah, The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had A Little Lamb, Sonus
Novus LLC, 2001.

Say, Sing & Sign Mother Goose, Video Cassette featuring Ann Perkoski,
Production Associates, 3-1267-13446-0367, 1998.

Silk Road Journeys, Yo-Yo Ma & the Silk Road Ensemble CD #SK 89782, Sony
Music Entertainment Inc., 2001.

Vivaldi, The Four Seasons, Pinchas Zukerman and the English Chamber
Orchestra, CD #MYK 38478, CBS, Inc., 1983. 

Websites

The Arts Education Partnership at http://aep-arts.org
MENC at www.menc.org/publication/books/performance_standards



Music Scores

Levy, The Probably Untrue Story of Mary (Who) Had a Little Lamb, Sonus
Novus LLC, 2000.

Levy, Mary and Petunia Sing On Broadway, Sonus Novus LLC, 2004.

Levy, Mary and Petunia Go to Church, Sonus Novus LLC, 2004.

Levy, Mary and Petunia On the Trail, Sonus Novus LLC, 2004.

Levy, Vivaldi Plays A Bar Mitzvah Gig, Sonus Novus LLC, 2004.

Vivaldi, Concerto in Mi Maggiore, “ La Primavera,” Edizioni Ricordi, MCML.

Other

Maryland State Department of Education, Voluntary State Curriculum for Music
(draft), 2004.

GLOSSARY

Baroque Stylistic period of music between c. 1600 and 
c. 1750; music is characterized by highly 
embellished and ornate melodies, harmonic 
complexities, and emphasis on contrast

Compositional Techniques Strategies employed by a composer to 
design a musical work, e.g., 

Augmentation Lengthening of the time value of notes in a 
melody

Diminution Shortening of the time value of notes in a
melody

Inversion Arrangement of tones in an order different 
from the original;performance of a melody by
turning the contour upside down
 

Retrograde Backwards sounding of a musical rhythm or 
melody Also may include such considerations
as form, mode, meter, tempo, expressive 
qualities and instrumentation 

Describe Demonstrate understanding of music through 
reading and writing music notation, other 
visual representation, verbal description, and 



movement

Genre Category of music marked by a distinctive 
style, form, or content

Harmony (Harmonization) Vertical blocks of different tones that sound 
simultaneously; a progression of chords

Improvise (Improvisation) Perform music spontaneously without use of 
a  manuscript; spontaneous musical 
invention, commonly associated with jazz

Interval The distance in pitch between two 
tones

Melody A logical, recognizable succession of musical 
tones

Meter A rhythmic measure of a certain number of 
beats

Mode Scale built on a specific formula, e.g., major, 
minor, Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, 
Mixolydian  

Ostinato A brief, unvarying melody or rhythm repeated 
continually throughout a composition

Program Music Instrumental compositions that convey 
specific ideas without using lyrics; written to 
tell a story, illustrate literary ideas, or evoke 
pictorial scenes

Rhythm Combinations of long and short sounds that 
convey a sense of  movement; pertaining to 
everything having to do with the time aspect 
of music

Tempo The speed at which a piece of music is 
performed

Theme and Variations A musical form in which a theme is stated, 
then varied  in a succession of statements; 
variations may be sectional or continuous



*  *  *

If you have any suggestions for other learning activites please forward them to:
CCBW@Sonusnovus.com.  They may be included in the Listening Guide update
at this website.  


