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Musical Futures: A case study investigation  
 

Executive summary 
 

KEY FINDINGS 
 
Methods:  
 
The research was carried out over a three year period in seven case study Musical 
Futures Champion Schools1 based on key questions agreed with the Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation Musical Futures team. The research methods included questionnaires, 
individual interviews, focus groups and observations. Students, music staff and members 
of senior management participated in the research. The first Phase of data collection took 
place during the academic year 2008/09, with subsequent Phases of field work undertaken 
during 2009/2010 and 2010/2011. 
 
 

1. What are the perceived strengths associated with Musical Futures, amongst SMT, 
staff and students? 

 
Key findings: 
 
Strengths of Musical Futures related to breadth, inclusivity, interest and motivation, 
quality of work, critical skills, instrumental skills, progression, professional 
development and satisfaction. 
 
Overall, Musical Futures was found to contribute to: 

 Greater engagement with and take-up of music; 

 Developing a range of skills for learning; 

 Developing performance skills; 

 Supporting the school ethos; 

 A sense of pride with regard to student achievements in music. 
 

Teachers reported that Musical Futures: 

 allows for greater emphasis on popular music; 

 introduces new ideas into the classroom; 

 develops interest in many musical genres; 

 produces high quality work; 

 is exhilarating; 

 is inclusive; 

 can work with classes of all sizes; 

 allows teachers to assess the work of individuals more easily;  

 allows for the implementation of formative assessment procedures; 

 includes opportunities for peer assessment; 

 contributes to the development of students‟ listening and critical skills; 

 supports the development of instrumental skills amongst students; 

 contributes to enhanced student confidence and self-esteem; 

                                                 
1 Schools where Musical Futures has been adopted and applied in innovative ways: see 

http://www.musicalfutures.org/ChampionSchools 

 

http://www.musicalfutures.org/ChampionSchools
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Factors that contributed to the success of Musical Futures were: 

 opportunities for autonomous learning;  

 practical music-making (including performance);  

 working in groups and learning from each other; 

 engaging in creative tasks; 

 developing listening skills through working with music students had chosen.  
 

 
2. What are the perceived challenges associated with Musical Futures, amongst SMT, 

staff and students? 

 
Key findings: 
 
Overwhelmingly, there was a positive response to Musical Futures amongst teachers, staff 
and senior management within the case study Champion Schools. Where there were 
difficulties these were often related to initial anxieties about Musical Futures that were 

resolved with the support of the Musical Futures resources
2, CPD

3
, support from senior 

management and sheer enthusiasm of the students.  
 
A persistent challenge found in the case study schools was that „Musical Futures‟ was 
frequently interpreted as a proxy for „band work‟. Despite the fact that an exclusive focus 

on band work has never been advocated by Musical Futures,
4 many teachers, in 

responding to their students‟ interests focused on band work. While this emphasis on pop 
and rock bands may have represented an effective response to the principle that Musical 
Futures should be personalised to meet the individual needs of students in those specific 
schools, in other contexts a focus on band work may not meet the needs of all students 
and indeed may exclude some. This is a theme that recurred throughout the research.  
 
Other challenges included: 

 Finding a balance in Musical Futures lessons between freedom and structure; 

 Finding the correct balance between practical music-making and other skills for 
progression; 

 Musical Futures can be taxing for staff because of issues relating to the management 
of practical music-making; 

 Access to sufficient resources, instrument maintenance and technical support; 

 Exhaustion related to the high levels of energy required for adopting a workshop 
approach;  

 Key Stage 4 courses were over-subscribed in some schools; 

 Concern regarding the use or introduction of streaming or setting in other subjects, 
which affected the groupings in music.  

 Health and safety: moving heavy equipment between rooms, trailing wires and the 
effect of noise on staff and students‟ hearing; 

 Concern about stretching those with more advanced musical skills;  

 Initial concerns about the assessment of Musical Futures outcomes in relation to 
National Curriculum levels. These were addressed through the implementation of 

                                                 
2 See http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/resources 
3 See http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/training 
4 See Musical Futures Teacher Resource Pack: http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/c/Teacher+Pack 

 

 

http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/resources
http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/training
http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/c/Teacher+Pack
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assessment of small groups and peer assessment; 

 Concerns that Musical Futures might be more suited to boys than girls; 

 Concerns that those students who were afraid of performing or who were on the autism 
spectrum might find Musical Futures problematic. 

 
 

3. Has Musical Futures impacted on teachers’ confidence and professional 
satisfaction? 

 

Key findings: 
 
There was strong evidence to support the view that Musical Futures contributed to greatly 
enhanced professional satisfaction and, for some, increased confidence in teaching music, 
including instrumental skills and singing. 
 
A significant number of teachers reported that Musical Futures: 

 helped them to become more effective teachers (76%); 

 had helped them become more confident about teaching music (61%); 

 had increased their enjoyment in teaching music (81%); 

 had contributed to increased confidence in teaching singing (44%); 

 had contributed to increased confidence in teaching instrumental skills (77%); 

 had increased their awareness of the music that their students engage in outside of 
school (81%); 

 had increased confidence in facilitating learning in a range of musical genres (62%); 
 
 

4. Does Musical Futures impact positively on student motivation, well-being and self-
esteem in music? 

 
Key findings: 
 
Responses from students and staff provided strong support for the view that Musical 
Futures is having a strong positive impact on student motivation in music. Many teachers 
(percentages of those who agreed are in brackets) reported that benefits for students 
included: 

 greater enjoyment of music lessons (93%); 

 wanting to do well (93%); 

 good musical performances (89%); 

 good listening skills (93%); 

 positive attitudes towards music (89%); 

 good behaviour in music lessons (89%); 

 working without help from the teacher (77%); 

 working together effectively in music tasks (91%); 

 helping others during the lesson (89%); 

 exceeding expectations with regard to improving their musical skills (81%). 
 

Students reported that: 

 they worked better in music lessons when they worked with their friends (84%); 

 they concentrated better in music lessons than other lessons (46%); 

 music lessons seemed to go more quickly than other lessons (71%); 

 their teacher valued the music that they were interested in (43%); 
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5. How might the development of musical self-concept amongst Musical Futures 
students be characterised? 

 
Key findings: 
 

 Students believed being musical was something that they could develop, rather 
than being dependent on innate talent. 

 Musical Futures students were able to identify areas where they had made progress 
in music and also where they needed to improve; 

 72% of teachers reported that Musical Futures had equipped their students with a 
wide range of musical skills; 

 73% of teachers reported that through Musical Futures their students were able to 
fulfil their musical potential; 

 84% of teachers reported that in Musical Futures lessons their students 
demonstrated that they loved music; 

 72% of students reported that Musical Futures had supported the development of 
their musicianship; 

 45% of students reported that Musical Futures had helped them to develop a good 
understanding of a range of musical genres; 

 Musical Futures students were facilitated in developing a „musician identity‟ through 
opportunities for exploration and performance in music. 
 

 
6. Does Musical Futures have a whole-school impact? For example, are members of 

staff in other departments aware of Musical Futures? Have other members of staff 
noted any changes in student attitudes to school and approaches to learning? 

 
Key findings: 
 

 Over the course of the research there was a significant increase in the general 
awareness of Musical Futures within the case study schools; 

 Non-music staff reported being aware of a range of positive benefits that had 
enhanced student learning: 

 a positive impact on the whole school (79%); 

 student motivation (83%); 

 student well-being (71%); 

 student self-esteem (82%); 

 encouragement for students to work together (86%); 

 student confidence (82%); 

 encouragement for students to work without help (69%); 

 student concentration (54%); 

 student organisational skills (57%). 

 Support from senior management was key to the success of Musical Futures; 

 Parental support was also important. Parents supported musical or other events 
where music was showcased.  
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7. Has there been any change in behaviour or attendance records since implementation 
of Musical Futures? 
 

Key Findings: 
 

 Teachers noted excellent attendance for Musical Futures lessons; 

 Teachers noted many instances of improved behaviour in Musical Futures lessons 
amongst students who behaved poorly in other lessons; 
 
 
 

8. Is there a demonstrable development of transferable skills, amongst Musical Futures 
students? (e.g. team-working, confidence, autonomous learning, concentration, 
organisation). 
 

Key Findings: 
 

 One third of the students agreed that doing music lessons helped in other school 
subjects, particularly through developing group work skills; 

 Nearly one half of students agreed that Musical Futures helped them to feel more 
positive about school; 

 Senior managers in schools recognise Musical Futures as a way of developing 
transferable skills amongst their students; 

 Teachers noted improved concentration, independent learning skills, team-working 
and organisational skills; 

 63% of music teachers noted improvements in students staying on task during 
Musical Futures lessons; 

 Students reported that they had learnt how to work as a group (82%) and help 
others (59%) in Musical Futures lessons. 
 
 

9. Are there typical progression routes in music for Musical Futures students?  

 
Key findings: 
 

 Amongst Musical Futures students the take-up of music at Key Stage 4 was high; 

 Instrumental skills were seen by students as important for music at Key Stage 4; 

 Some schools had introduced BTEC alongside or instead of GCSE music; 

 One school offered Rockschool5 vocational qualifications, deemed to provide a 
progression route for students who had experienced Musical Futures6; 

 Results at Key Stage 4 in music were impressive and higher than the national 
average, with substantial improvements in schools where the students had 
experienced Musical Futures in Years 8 and 9. 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 See http://www.rockschool.co.uk/ for details of Rockschool vocational qualifications, which place emphasis on 

practical skills for employment within the music industry. 
6 As noted above, the Rockschool option was deemed to meet the needs of the students in one particular school and is 

not representative of the principles set out by Musical Futures, which advocate engagement in a wide range of musical 

genres. 

http://www.rockschool.co.uk/
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10. What impact has Musical Futures had on extra-curricular music learning?  
 

Key findings: 
 

 Engagement with guitar, drums, singing and keyboard lessons increased and 
musical preferences broadened amongst students who had experience of Musical 
Futures; 

 Participation in extra-curricular music varied significantly between schools; 

 Over one third of students said that music activities outside of school helped with 
music lessons in school. 

 
 
11. Do contextual factors such as geographic location, ethnicity, socio-economic group, 

ability group, gender and prior musical experience significantly influence responses 
to Musical Futures? 

 

Key findings: 
 
Some statistically significant differences in attitudes to Musical Futures were found when 
student responses were grouped by ethnicity, socio-economic class (measured by whether 
students were eligible for free school meals) or ability (measured by SATS scores): 

 Students from the highest ability groups agreed most strongly that they worked best 
in friendship groups and that they helped others during Musical Futures lessons; 

 Students eligible for free school meals agreed more strongly than others that they 
felt good about themselves most of the time in Musical Futures lessons; 

 Asian students agreed more strongly than white students that they needed more 
help from teachers; 

 White and black students, in comparison with Asian students, demonstrated a more 
developed musical self-concept. 

 
There were statistically significant differences between schools, with regard to: 

 Student attitudes to Musical Futures; 

 Teacher views on whether Musical Futures could be successful for all students; 

 Teacher views on whether Musical Futures had helped them to increase their 
awareness of their students‟ out-of-school musical interests. 

 
Most of these differences were persistent across the three Phases of the research. 
Individual characteristics of the schools may have accounted for some differences. 
 

Some gender differences were found with regard to student attitudes to Musical Futures: 

 Girls agreed more that they worked best in friendship groups; 

 Boys were more confident; 

 Over time, there were more changes in boys‟ attitudes than amongst the girls.  
 

More specific „leadership training‟ could be developed for students identified as „gifted and 
talented‟ with a view to these students taking on leadership roles within group work. This 
would support those students who find engagement with Musical Futures challenging. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
The 'Musical Futures' initiative was first implemented as a music education action research 
project. Its aim has been to devise new and imaginative ways of engaging young people, 
aged 11-19, in music activities. In 2003, three Pathfinder Local Authority Music Services 
were commissioned to explore new approaches and structures which might ensure that 
more young people participated in better quality musical experiences for longer. Two 
characteristics soon became apparent in their strategies: it was important to informalise 
the way that music is often taught, and to personalise the nature of the opportunities on 
offer.  
 

AIM OFTHE RESEARCH  
 
The principal aim of the research was to provide an in-depth account of the processes 
underpinning the Musical Futures initiative. The research set out to identify how these 
processes, in practice, may contribute to enhanced learning and teaching outcomes for 
Musical Futures participants and the wider school community.  
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
The research was carried out over a three year period. The first Phase of data collection 
took place during the academic year 2008/2009, with subsequent Phases of field work 
undertaken during 2009/2010 and 2010/2011.  
 
During Phase 1, questionnaires were completed by music staff, non-music staff and 
students in each of the eight participating schools. In Phase 2, these instruments were 
completed again by the same students and staff where possible. In Phase 3, some 
additional non-music staff questionnaires were completed as well as an adapted 
questionnaire for students who were still studying music and a separate one for those who 
were no longer studying music. In each of the six case study schools, focus group 
interviews with students were carried out in Phases 1 and 2 and individual student 
interviews were undertaken in Phase 3. In-depth individual interviews with Heads of Music 
and members of the music teaching staff in each case study school were also carried out 
during Phases 1, 2 and 3, in order to add insight to the issues that had been raised in the 
initial Phase 1 questionnaire. Interviews with students and music staff were also 
undertaken in a seventh case study school, during Phase 3. Members of the senior 
management team in each case study school were interviewed in Phases 1 and 2. 
Observations of music lessons were carried out in all three Phases.  
 
Three main questionnaires were designed, the first for teachers using Musical Futures, the 
second for other school staff, and the third for students. A fourth questionnaire was used in 
Phase 3 to find out why students in the sample had not chosen to continue with music. 
The questionnaires addressed issues relating to: 

 how Musical Futures had been implemented; 

 the impact on teaching; 

 the impact on students; 

 the difficulties and constraints relating to the use of Musical Futures; 

 the level of support from Senior Management Teams; 

 the impact on take-up of GCSE music; and 

 the impact on take-up of extra-curricular instrumental and vocal activities; 
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In consultation with the Musical Futures project team, six schools were selected to act as 
case studies. A member of the research team visited the participant schools for the 
purposes of administering and collecting questionnaires, facilitating focus group 
discussions, interviewing staff and observing musical activities.  
 
Two additional schools were recruited to complete questionnaires in order to increase the 
sample size and to ensure that, should one of the case study schools drop out of the 
study, a replacement would be available. One school withdrew from the research after 
Phase 1. Phases 2 and 3 included the remaining seven schools. 
 
During Phase 1, 28 music teachers, representing a range of experience of using the 
Musical Futures approaches, completed a questionnaire. Two hundred and ninety-seven 
non-music staff, representing a wide range of responsibilities and subject areas, 
completed questionnaires. When the schools were revisited in Phase 2, 88 non-music staff 
and 11 music staff completed the same questionnaires again or for the first time. Finally, in 
Phase 3, 54 of the non-music staff completed the questionnaire for a third time. The music 
teachers participated in in-depth interviews during Phases one, two and three, in order to 
add insight to the issues that had been raised in the initial Phase 1 questionnaire. 
 
Overall, 733 students completed questionnaires, including 299 (41%) girls and 434 (59%) 
boys. Amongst this overall sample, 75% described themselves as „white‟, 13% were Asian, 
7% were black, 5% were mixed ethnicity and 1% of students were Hispanic, Arabic or 
Chinese. 94% were British and a wide range of nationalities was represented amongst the 
remaining 6%. 
 
A total of 671 students completed the Phase 1 questionnaire. 394 boys and 277 girls from 
eight schools participated. The majority of students were white (74%), although overall 28 
different nationalities were represented. Eleven percent (77) was in Year 7, 49% (328) in 
Year 8, 34% (228) in Year 9, 5% (36) in Year10, and 2 in Year11. Twelve percent of the 
sample was eligible for free school meals.  
 
When the schools were re-visited in Phase 2, 314 students completed the same 
questionnaire. During Phase 3, the questionnaire was completed by 387 students. Of 
these, 154 completed it all three times, including 85 students who had dropped music by 
the time they completed the questionnaire in Phase 3. A further 100 completed the 
questionnaire at Phase 1 and Phase 2, 200 completed it at Phase 1 and Phase 3 and 20 
completed it at Phase 2 and Phase 3. Longitudinal analyses were undertaken with two 
samples. Longitudinal sample 1 comprised all of the students who completed 
questionnaires during Phase 1 and Phase 2 (n = 254). Longitudinal sample 2 comprised 
all the students who completed questionnaires during Phases 1 and 3, excluding those 
who had dropped music by Phase 3 (n = 128). 
 
Interviews were undertaken with staff and students to gather more insight into the nature 
and operation of Musical Futures. During Phase 1, interviews were undertaken in six case 
study schools with the Head of Music, a music teacher, and two members of the senior 
management team. Focus group interviews were undertaken with 171 students 
representing a range of year groups and ability levels. In the subsequent Phases focus 
group interviews with students (Phase 2) and individual interviews with students (Phase 3) 
were carried out, as well as in-depth interviews with Heads of Music and other music staff. 
 
During the subsequent Phases a total of 154 students were interviewed in student focus 
groups (Phase 2) or in-depth individual interviews (Phase 3). In addition, 30 in-depth 
interviews with Heads of Music and other music staff were carried out. Seven in-depth 
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interviews with members of senior management teams were also carried out. In Phase 3 
these interviews were carried out in the six original case study schools as well as in the 
seventh school that had participated in the questionnaire part of the study in Phases 1 and 
2. 
 
The questionnaire data were analysed using SPSS. Interview data were analysed 
thematically to support the questionnaire data 

 
THE CASE STUDY SCHOOLS 
 
The case study schools were selected in consultation with the Musical Futures team to 
represent different types of school and lengths of experience with Musical Futures. The 
schools differed in their characteristics and the ways in which they were implementing 
Musical Futures. They had in common a Head of Music who saw the value of Musical 
Futures and was committed to its implementation. They were also all Champion schools.  
 
School A is a „Beacon‟ co-educational community school specialising in technology with 
1416 students aged 11-18 on roll. Students are mainly white British with few eligible for 
free school meals. The school was graded as satisfactory in the most recent Ofsted 
Inspection (2011) and adopted Musical Futures three years ago mainly using informal 
learning in Year 9. Students take BTEC rather than GCSE. 
 
School B is a single-sex community comprehensive school, with Specialist Arts College 
status teaching 1447 boys aged 11-19. The school has a high number of students eligible 
for free school meals. Over half of the students were from black and minority ethnic 
backgrounds, many for whom English is a second language and with a high proportion 
categorised as having learning difficulties or disabilities. The school was graded overall as 
„good‟ in the most recent Ofsted inspection (2011). Musical Futures is adopted in Year 8 
and Year 9 and has been important in challenging teaching styles and legitimising the use 
of practical group music-making where students learn informally by trial and error. The 
department has an extensive website and its own record label. Students take BTEC music 
performance or technology rather than GCSE.  
 
School C is a community secondary school with 1790 students aged 11-18 on roll. The 
school is co-educational and has specialist language and technology status. Very few 
students are eligible for free school meals and the proportion of students with learning 
difficulties or disabilities is well below the national average. Nearly all of the students are 
classified as White British. The school was graded as „outstanding‟ in the most recent 
Ofsted inspection (2007) and it was granted Academy status in March 2011. The Musical 
Futures approaches are mainly adopted in years 8 and 9. Prior to Musical Futures the 
school did engage in practical music-making in bands but to a lesser extent. The school 
values high academic achievement and Musical Futures offers an alternative route for 
students to achieve in music.  
 
School D is a co-educational school which, during the research, was an11-16 community 
secondary school with 1286 students. It has had specialist science status, which will be 
ending this year. The school now has a sixth form (2011).Three quarters of the students 
come from minority ethnic backgrounds and over half have English as a second language, 
some coming from refugee or asylum seeker families. There is a high rate of economic 
disadvantage amongst the student population. The school was graded as „satisfactory‟ in 
the most recent Ofsted report (2010). The Head of Music uses Musical Futures with years 
7-9 which includes workshopping and band work. Students now go on to take BTEC 
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instead of GCSE and there are plans to offer AS Music Technology for students who do 
not have the skill set for traditional A Level.  
 
School E is a co-educational community comprehensive school, with 1223 students aged 
11-18. The school has relatively small percentages of students entitled to free school 
meals, from minority ethnic groups, and for whom English is an additional language. The 
school has specialist status as a science college and was graded as „satisfactory‟ in the 
most recent Ofsted report (2009). Musical Futures is implemented in Year 9 through a 
project which is run differently each year according to available resources. The Musical 
Futures approaches are adapted to meet the needs of the school with some elements 
omitted and other things added. Students can go on to take GCSE music.  
  
School F is a co-educational, non-selective, Church of England secondary school in a 
selective area with specialist Visual Arts College status. There are 956 students aged 11-
18 on roll. The majority of students are White British. Only a small number of students are 
eligible for free school meals but there is a growing proportion of students with learning 
difficulties and disabilities. The most recent inspection report graded the school as 
„outstanding‟ (2006) and it was granted Academy status in September 2011. Musical 
Futures was introduced in 2004. The options at this school are selected in Year 8, so 
pupils only have two years before deciding if they wish to continue with music. The school 
ethos supports Musical Futures principles and there is a high focus on musical 
performances in assemblies and concerts.  
 
School G is a co-educational community High School and Arts College. It now has 
Academy status (September 2011). Almost all of its 806 students aged 11-16 are of White 
British background; most come from advantaged backgrounds. The number of students 
eligible for free school meals is much lower than average. The proportion of students with 
a statement of special educational need is slightly higher than that found nationally. The 
school has been a specialist Visual Arts College since 2004. It has achieved Healthy 
School status and the Artsmark Silver award. The Head of Music has a strong commitment 
to Musical Futures. 

 
FINDINGS: THE MUSIC TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVE  

 
Use of the terminology ‘Musical Futures’: The previous report7 indicated that there was 
variability in the extent to which the term „Musical Futures‟ was used in the schools where 
the approaches had been adopted. Generally, the findings indicated that the term „Musical 
Futures‟ was used relatively rarely in interactions with students.  
 
Emphasis on popular music: All of the teachers agreed that Musical Futures allows for 
greater emphasis on popular music and that it had introduced new ideas into the 
classroom. There was some reported development of work in other musical genres as the 
approaches became more embedded and teachers became more confident.  
  
Teacher attitudes, satisfaction and stress in implementing Musical Futures: 
Teachers were divided as to whether they believed that implementing Musical Futures was 

                                                 
7 Hallam, S., Creech, A., Sandford, C., Rinta, T., & Shave, K. (2008). Survey of Musical 

Futures. London: Institute of Education, University of London, for the Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation. 
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stressful. The nature of the teaching meant that total commitment was required and that 
this was exhausting as well as being exhilarating. The lack of control over the student work 
was anxiety provoking for some teachers but this tended to reduce after teachers had 
implemented Musical Futures over time and realised that the quality of the work produced 
was very high. The high levels of energy required for adopting a workshop approach 
throughout the day may lead to burn out.  
 
Resources: Issues relating to resources included those relating to space and its 
appropriateness for the Musical Futures activities, time to enable students to work 
productively, access to instruments, and staffing to provide the levels of support needed by 
the students. The location of the music department could also be an issue in relation to 
noise particularly during examination periods.  
 
Inclusion: Most of the teachers (64%) believed that Musical Futures could work with 
classes of all sizes and with all students (56%) although there were differences between 
schools. Examples of inclusion include those relating to students who found the keyboard 
difficult, lacked confidence in working on their own, lower and middle ability students, and 
those with special educational needs. There were some concerns that Musical Futures 
might be more suited to boys than girls and that those students who were afraid of 
performing or who were on the autistic spectrum might find Musical Futures problematic.  
 
Assessment: Initial concerns about the assessment of Musical Futures outcomes in 
relation to National Curriculum levels were addressed by teachers and became embedded 
within normal teaching practices. There were perceived advantages in being able to 
assess the work of individuals more easily because of the group work, and of being able to 
implement formative assessment procedures and introduce peer assessment. The latter 
contributed to the development of students‟ listening and critical skills. 
 
Progression: Teachers spoke of progression in terms of the challenges that students 
faced, the degree of success in overcoming them and how progress could be assessed 
more easily in the smaller group context. Changes in the implementation of Musical 
Futures over time included the tendency to introduce the Musical Futures approaches 
earlier in the school to enhance the development of instrumental skills. Related to 
progression was the relative lack of music teaching reported in feeder primary schools.  
 
Progression to Key Stage 4: Teachers commented favourably on the increase in the 
number of students continuing with music after Key Stage 3. This was attributed to the 
opportunities students had to develop instrumental skills, and their enjoyment in working 
independently. Some schools had moved from the GCSE curriculum to BTEC seeing it as 
a more logical progression from the Musical Futures work, although there were tensions in 
providing appropriate progression routes for those whose skills had developed through 
Musical Futures and those who had more traditional musical skills. In some cases courses 
were over-subscribed and selection procedures had been introduced. All schools have 
high rates of achievement. The average GCSE music results of A*-C grades across four of 
the schools is just above 90% over four years. This compares with a national average of 
76% for the same period (Stubbs, 20118). Results improved in school E in 2011, for 
example, rising from 64% to 86% A*-C and with 24% attaining A or A*. In 2011 the BTEC 
results of the three case study schools were 100% (2) and 89% (1).  
 

                                                 
8 Stubbs, B. (2011) Student Performance Analysis. http://www.bstubbs.co.uk/gcse.htm (accessed online 14th September 

2011)  
 

https://portal.ioe.ac.uk/https/mail.ioe.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=ce8395238d5640928b32f7aa8278c593&URL=https%3a%2f%2fportal.ioe.ac.uk%2fhttp%2fwww.bstubbs.co.uk%2fgcse.htm
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The role of performance: Performance was viewed as an essential element of Musical 
Futures and was crucial in maintaining student focus in class. The wider opportunities for 
performance available to many students had wider benefits in terms of student confidence 
and self-esteem. 
 
The impact on teachers: Most teachers across all schools (76%) indicated that Musical 
Futures had helped them to become a more effective teacher. 61% indicated that Musical 
Futures had helped them become more confident about teaching music and 81% that 
Musical Futures had increased their enjoyment in teaching music. Nearly half of the 
teachers agreed that Musical Futures had increased confidence in facilitating singing 
(44%). 77% indicated increased confidence in teaching instrumental skills. The majority 
(81%) agreed that Musical Futures had increased their awareness of the music that their 
students engage in outside of school, although there were statistically significant 
differences between schools. There was also agreement that Musical Futures had 
increased confidence in facilitating learning in a range of musical genres (62%). Almost all 
(92%) agreed that they had adapted Musical Futures to fit with their personal approach to 
teaching and learning, that they had adapted Musical Futures to meet the individual needs 
of their students (92%), that their lessons were more student led (92%) and that Musical 
Futures had encouraged more group music-making. The majority agreed that lessons 
were more practical (81%), that teaching was more personalised (88%) and that they had 
developed new instrumental skills (65%). More than half of the teachers (54%) agreed that 
Musical Futures had helped them to feel more relaxed in the classroom.  

 
Teacher satisfaction and confidence: Teachers derived satisfaction from Musical 
Futures because of the motivation, enthusiasm and success of their students. They also 
gained confidence as they engaged with the approaches and had the opportunity to 
develop new skills.  
 
Focus on learning and group work: Musical Futures encouraged staff to concentrate on 
how students learn rather than on how the teacher „delivers the curriculum‟. Group work 
was central to the students‟ learning. Students needed to understand how important it was 
that they worked together. Teachers commented on how students helped each other; they 
indicated that they intervened only when absolutely necessary. Some concern was 
expressed regarding the use or introduction of streaming or setting in other subjects, which 
affected the groupings in music. Mixed ability was favoured by the music staff.  
 
Perceived impact on students: Seventy six percent of music staff agreed that since 
doing Musical Futures students demonstrated higher levels of attainment, enjoyed their 
music lessons more (93%) wanted to do well (93%),worked better when they work with 
their friends (61%), were able to stay on task (63%), were confident (86%), had developed 
a wider range of musical skills (72%), had developed a good understanding of a range of 
musical genres (45%), created good musical performances (89%), demonstrated good 
listening skills (93%), had positive attitudes towards music (89%), were generally well 
behaved in lessons (89%), could work without help from the teacher (77%), worked 
together effectively in music tasks (91%), helped others during the lesson (89%), attended 
lessons regularly (100%), had mostly exceeded expectations when it comes to improving 
their musical skills (81%), had high self-esteem in relation to music (68%), did not need 
much help from the teacher (61%), fulfilled their musical potential (73%) and demonstrated 
that they loved music (84%). Overall, in most respects Musical Futures is very successful. 
There were relatively few school differences.  
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Independent learning was identified as central to the programme. Getting students to set 
targets for each lesson was a useful way of focusing students on their work. Listening 
skills were developed, as well as self-esteem and confidence and other transferable skills 
including organisational skills. Musical Futures increased student motivation through 
allowing them to take control and have choice. The increased motivation led to more 
practising of instruments and enhanced learning outcomes.  
 
Health and safety: the main issues raised were: moving heavy equipment between 
rooms, trailing wires and the effect of noise on staff and students‟ hearing. Some schools 
used health and safety posters as well as classroom instruction to raise awareness. 
 
Support from management, other staff and parents: Music staff reported being well 
supported by management and other staff. Parents supported musical or other events 
where music is showcased.  
 
Training and CPD: Training days offered by Musical Futures were reported as very 
useful. The heads of department in the research were involved in CPD for music teachers 
adopting Musical Futures and some contributed to teacher-training programmes. 
Openness to learning new instrumental skills was perceived as helpful in developing 
teachers‟ skills in participating in the approaches. Teachers and their students would 
benefit from CPD with a focus on encouraging teachers to extend the boundaries and to 
facilitate their students in exploring and experimenting with a wide range of musical genres 
and styles, as advocated by Musical Futures. 
 
Barriers to the introduction of Musical Futures in schools: The main barrier to the 
introduction of Musical Futures was reported to be reluctance on the part of teachers, 
mainly because they fear losing control of the class. Experienced teachers of Musical 
Futures emphasised the need to run organised, structured sessions.  
  
Issues: Issues emerging from the teachers‟ perspective in addition to those relating to 
resources included whether the mode of learning instruments might impede technical 
development. There was some concern about stretching those with more advanced 
musical skills and about progression to more traditional music courses. Overall, the 
advantages of using Musical Futures with classes outweighed any difficulties, many of 
which could occur regardless of approach. 
 
 
FINDINGS: STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF MUSICAL FUTURES 
 
Awareness of Musical Futures: A third of students responding to questionnaires 
indicated that they were aware they were currently engaged in Musical Futures work.  
Many did not know if they were doing Musical Futures or not.  
 
Musical activities: In Phase 1 of the research, 72% of the students indicated that they 
could play one of more musical instruments or could sing. Only 104 students reported 
participating in a musical group outside of the classroom. Overall engagement with guitar, 
drums, singing and keyboard increased over the three Phases of research, while 
engagement with traditional orchestral instruments decreased. 
 
Musical preferences: Most students reported a preference for pop or rock music (41%), 
followed by rhythm and blues, rap or hip hop (37%). Only 3% indicated a preference for 
classical music. Most students preferred listening using an MP3 player (72%). Over the 
course of the research there was a broadening of students‟ musical preferences. 
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Attitudes towards Musical Futures lessons: Focusing on Musical Futures, in Phase 1 
84% of students believed that they worked better in music lessons when they worked with 
their friends. Although only 46% believed that they concentrated better in music lessons 
than other lessons, 71% indicated that music lessons seemed to go more quickly than 
other lessons. Despite being involved in Musical Futures only 43% agreed that their 
teacher valued the music that they were interested in. The activities engaged with in music 
lessons were perceived to support the development of musicianship (72%) and 82% 
agreed that they had learnt how to work in a group in music lessons, although only 59% 
indicated that they helped others. 79% indicated that they attended music lessons 
regularly. There were statistically significant differences in response to all of these 
statements between students from different schools with the exception of helping others in 
music lessons. In Phase 1 there were differences in the responses from students in 
different schools to most of these issues; most of these differences were persistent across 
the three Phases of the research.  
 
Some statistically significant differences in attitudes to Musical Futures were found when 
student responses were grouped and compared by ethnicity, socio-economic class 
(measured by whether students were eligible for free school meals) or ability (measured by 
SATS scores). For example, students eligible for free school meals agreed more strongly 
than others that they felt good about themselves most of the time during Musical Futures 
lessons. Students from the highest ability groups agreed most strongly that they worked 
best in friendship groups and helped others during Musical Futures lessons. Asian 
students agreed more strongly than white students that they needed more help from 
teachers, while white and black students, in comparison with Asian students, 
demonstrated a more developed musical self-concept. 
 
Some gender differences were found; girls agreed more strongly that they worked more 
effectively in friendship groups while boys were more confident in music and more likely, in 
Phase 1, to indicate that they were intending to choose music as an option. 
The students‟ attitudes to Musical Futures were explored over time. Between Phase 1 and 
Phase 2 there was just one statistically significant difference. This was with regard to 
concentration in music lessons as compared with other lessons, where lower agreement 
was found in Phase 2. This could be interpreted as a perceived general improvement in 
concentration overall, after a year in Musical Futures. Between Phase 1 and Phase 3 there 
was, similarly, just one statistically significant change. This change was with regard to the 
variable concerned with helping others in class; a decrease in agreement was found 
between the two Phases of data collection. This could reflect an increase in autonomous, 
independent work amongst the students as they progressed into the higher year group. 
 
Prior to engaging with Musical Futures, students experienced a range of different activities 
including keyboard and computer work, singing, listening activities and written work.  
 
The key elements of Musical Futures from the student perspective were student 
autonomy, practical music-making (including performance) working in groups and learning 
from each other, engaging in creative tasks and developing listening skills through working 
with music they had chosen. Facilitating this required considerable trust on the part of the 
teacher. 
 
Musical Futures was described as motivating by students because it provided a break from 
more academic classes, was fun, made them feel good and reduced stress. Being good at 
music also made it more enjoyable. 
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Overall, students reported liking the practical aspects of music-making, the autonomy that 
they had in group work, the social aspects of music-making, the positive feelings which 
accompanied music-making, the content of what they were learning and the skills, 
knowledge and variety and the fact that music was different to other lessons, less boring 
and frequently with no homework.  
 
Students were asked what they would like to change about their music lessons. The most 
common response was more practical work followed by nothing. Students suggested a 
range of different types of instruments, resources or musical genres that they would like to 
engage with. Some wanted less teacher-led activity and some wanted more. Different 
groups, better rooms and less performing were also mentioned.  
 
Listening and reading notation: The students reported that they developed their 
listening skills through the Musical Futures activities. Work in developing instrumental skills 
supported critical listening. Some students who had opted to take music were concerned 
about not being able to read music. 
 
Concentration: The time constraints related to composing a piece of music required 
considerable focus. Some students reported improvement in concentration which 
transferred to other subjects. 
 
Group work: The students raised a great many issues about the group work in Musical 
Futures including the advantages and disadvantages of working with friends, the types and 
nature of the difficulties experienced in working in groups and how they overcame them 
and, if they could not, how the teacher intervened.  
 
Performance: Performance was an important element of the programme as students 
were motivated to get better grades and praise from teachers and not to look foolish in 
front of their peers. 
 
Attitudes towards music in school: In Phase 1, 89% of students indicated that they 
enjoyed music at school and 90% that they wanted to do well in music lessons. 73% said 
that they felt good about themselves most of the time in music lessons while 67% said that 
they could usually do things as well as most other people in music lessons. 73% said that 
they felt confident in music lessons. Fifty-six percent agreed that they had good musical 
skills, 61% that they had achieved a lot in music lessons and 55% that they believed that 
they were a musical person. Only 29% indicated that they needed more help from their 
teacher in music lessons.  
 
There were statistically significant differences in responses from students from different 
schools to almost all of these statements concerned with enjoyment of music and musical 
self-concept. Some of these differences were persistent, but by Phase 3 there were no 
statistically significant differences between schools with regard to enjoyment of music, 
needing more help from the teacher or confidence in music 

Changes over time were explored with regard to the students‟ attitudes towards enjoyment 
of music and musical self-concept. Between Phase 1 and Phase 2 there were two 
statistically significant changes. The first was with regard to wanting to do well in music 
lessons, where lower agreement was found in Phase 2. The second was with regard to 
needing more help from the teacher, where higher agreement was found in Phase 2. A 
similar pattern was found for wanting to do well between Phases 2 and 3. The difference in 
needing more help was not statistically significant between Phases 2 and 3.  
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Generally, students placed a high value on music. When asked what being musical meant, 
some indicated that it involved some element of talent but many believed that with effort 
and application they could become musical. Many students emphasised the importance of 
having instrumental skills in order to engage effectively with music classes.  
 
Teachers and teaching: Students volunteered information about teaching and their 
teachers. They were aware that teachers had very different ways of teaching and were 
critical when teachers spent more time on behaviour issues than teaching or when they 
favoured particular groups. Students appreciated it when teachers focused on what they 
needed in order to learn. Some students wanted more teacher support in group work and 
suggested that more staff were needed. The recruitment of Year 12 students to support 
group work was welcomed. Teachers who were enthusiastic, avoided shouting and 
facilitated learning by allowing access to resources were appreciated. 
 
Progress: Students were able to identify areas where they had made progress and also 
where they needed to improve. This included transferable and musical skills including 
social and organisational skills. 
 
Progression to Key Stage 4: Thirty-two percent of respondents to the Phase 1 
questionnaire indicated that they had chosen or would choose music as an option in 
Year10. 34% indicated that they would carry on with music but not for a school exam. 38% 
indicated that music lessons in school had inspired them to continue with music. 34% 
reported taking part in music activities outside lessons and that the music activities outside 
school helped with music lessons in school. There were statistically significant differences 
between the schools in relation to all of these statements. These differences were 
persistent across the three Phases of the research.  
 
Statistically significant differences were found between Phase 1 and Phase 2 with regard 
to the statements concerned with choosing music as an option in Year10 (there was an 
increase in agreement) and taking part in musical activities outside of school lessons 
(there was a decrease in agreement). This could be interpreted as suggesting that 
students were less likely to look outside of school for extra-curricular activities after a year 
of being involved in the Musical Futures programme. 

 
Those who selected music as an option often had been playing instruments or had been 
involved in music for many years. For some it was love of music which was the motivator, 
others perceived music as fun. Being good at music was a factor and being involved in 
school music. Teachers encouraged some students to take music at Key Stage 4. For 
some students the way the option was offered was important.  
 
Amongst those students who had dropped music by the time data were collected in Phase 
3, the most commonly cited reasons for doing so were: 1) having to choose between 
music and other subjects, 2) did not play an instrument or sing (although interestingly 47% 
of those giving that reason had said they could play or sing in previous Phases) and 3) 
could not see the relevance for career prospects. Few students said their decision had 
been directly influenced by advice from teachers, family or friends. 
 
Transferable skills: Only 30% of students in Phase 1 agreed that doing music lessons 
had helped in other school subjects, although 41% agreed that doing music lessons 
helped them to feel more positive about school. Responses to this statement were 
statistically significantly different between schools in Phases 1 and 3 of the research. Very 
few students were able to give examples of how the skills they had developed in music 
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transferred to other areas of school work. Group work was the most common example. 
Related to this was less reliance on teachers. 
 

FINDINGS: THE PERCEIVED IMPACT OF MUSICAL FUTURES IN THE 
WIDER SCHOOL COMMUNITY  
 
Of those responding to the first questionnaire, 149 non music staff (50%) reported knowing 
nothing about Musical Futures, 53 (18%) reported not knowing much about it, 78 (26%) 
reported knowing something about it and 5% a lot about it. There were school differences. 
This changed over the course of the subsequent two years, with a notable increase in 
awareness of Musical Futures between Phase 1 and Phase 2 in particular. While there 
were considerable differences between schools at Phase 1, no significant differences were 
found in the subsequent Phases. 
 
Impact on the school: Overall, 78% of respondents to the Phase 1 questionnaire 
indicated that Musical Futures had had a positive impact on the school. 73% indicated that 
it had had a positive impact on student motivation, 59% on student well-being, 74% on 
student self-esteem, 77% on encouraging students to work together, 72% on student 
confidence, 57% on encouraging students to work without help. Thirty nine percent agreed 
that Musical Futures had improved student concentration, 41% that it had encouraged 
students to be organised, 39% that it had improved students‟ attitudes towards learning in 
general, and 45% that it had had a positive impact on student progression. There were 
statistically significant differences between schools in response to each of these 
statements with the exception of the general statement about the positive impact on 
school.  
 
When the schools were revisited in Phase 2, 88 non-music staff filled in the same 
questionnaire. Some respondents did not answer all of the questions. Overall, the 
responses from the Phase 2 sample of non-music staff were more positive than the Phase 
1 responses, with higher mean scores for each of the statements (Table 6.4). Only one 
teacher disagreed with any of the statements, indicating disagreement with the statement 
that Musical Futures improved students‟ attitudes to learning in general. The highest Mean 
scores were in relation to the statements that Musical Futures had helped students to learn 
to work together (M = 4.3), had a positive impact on student self confidence (M = 4.2) and 
self esteem (M = 4.1) and had a positive impact on the school, generally (M = 4.2). No 
statistically significant differences between schools were found with regard to the non-
music staff responses in Phase 2. 
 
Perceptions of Musical Futures in the case study schools: Initially, there were 
differences between the schools in the extent to which the Senior Management Team 
were familiar with Musical Futures. Between Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the data collection, 
these differences diminished as overall awareness of Musical Futures in all of the schools 
increased. 
 
Generally, Musical Futures was valued for the way it had generated enthusiasm for music, 
had increased uptake at Key Stage 4 and was providing opportunities for developing 
transferable skills and meeting the personalised learning agenda. There was variability in 
the extent to which it was perceived as having had an impact on teaching in other 
subjects. In some schools it was seen as leading the way in developing more student-
centred teaching strategies to support learning. 
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Musical Futures was seen to depend on having highly motivated and enthusiastic music 
teachers.  
 
Musical Futures was perceived as having a positive impact on students in terms of team-
working, autonomy, persistence, creativity, enhanced confidence and self-esteem. It also 
provided opportunities for students to perform which was seen as beneficial to individuals 
but also brought rewards in terms of school climate. 
 
Musical Futures was perceived as aligning well with the principle of inclusion. In general, 
the senior managers reported a notable increase in interest in music and engagement with 
music in their schools over the period of the research. However, there were some 
concerns about managing the tension between offering a music programme with wide 
appeal and maintaining a high quality provision for young people interested in more 
traditional musical routes (e.g. orchestral instruments and ensembles). 
 
Resources: Issues were raised about resources in terms of space, appropriate 
accommodation, finance for instruments and staffing. There were also issues of noise at 
exam times.  
 
Behaviour: There were some issues relating to „difficult‟ students being perceived to be 
rewarded for good work in music when they were poorly behaved elsewhere, and general 
behaviour issues in relation to group work. Some teachers in other subjects found it 
difficult to relate to the Musical Futures approaches because the students seemed not to 
be learning and the process was „chaotic‟, although there was variation between schools.  
 
Benefits of Musical Futures: Overall, Musical Futures was seen as promoting motivation, 
interest, enthusiasm and the engagement of students in learning.  
 

ISSUES FOR MUSICAL FUTURES  
 
Musical Futures has received considerable support from senior managers in schools and 
is recognised as offering a way to meet the needs for personalised learning and 
developing a range of transferable skills in students. Because of this Musical Futures has 
the potential to influence teaching across the whole curriculum, although teachers will 
need to be prepared to take risks and develop trust in their students.  
 
Musical Futures has implications for teacher training and CPD. Teachers need to see the 
outcomes of the process as well as its implementation to be persuaded that it is effective. 
Some classically trained musicians may be fearful of adopting the approaches and may 
need to develop a wider range of instrumental skills.  
 
The high levels of energy and enthusiasm required of teachers may be a barrier to the 
Musical Futures approaches being adopted more widely. Over time this may lead to 
teacher burn out.  

 
The inclusive nature of Musical Futures is perceived as beneficial in enhancing learners‟ 
confidence and self-esteem but can lead to problems in group work through a lack of 
focus. While many students were able to resolve group work issues this was not always 
the case. Providing guidance on appropriate behaviour in groups might support the 
development of appropriate group-working strategies.  
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While Musical Futures is broadly inclusive, some students with specific needs may find 
group work particularly difficult, others may find performing very stressful. Schools need to 
have alternative provision available to cater for these students.  
 
Monitoring of progress of group work could be supported by the addition of older student 
mentors working together with teachers. This would support those students who reported 
needing more help. 
 
Schools were increasingly recognising the need to develop instrumental skills earlier. This 
has implications for teaching in primary schools and the early years of secondary school.  
 
Ways to ensure that students can develop technically on instruments, should they wish to 
do so, need to be considered. Peripatetic instrumental teachers might hold workshops to 
support this.  
 
Initially, there were some concerns that the focus on „popular‟ music was leading to a lack 
of engagement with other genres and that, once students had experienced band work, it 
would be difficult for them to return to other types of learning activities. The later Phases of 
the research revealed that schools were expanding the approach into other genres. 
 
Students‟ likes and dislikes relating to non-Musical Futures areas of music teaching varied 
enormously. This would suggest that attempting to cater for individual tastes in other areas 
of the music curriculum is not possible. 
 
If Musical Futures is adopted more widely there would appear to be implications for GCSE 
music. Several schools viewed BTEC as a more appropriate follow-on qualification. Some 
tensions emerged where schools needed to teach GCSE for those students playing 
„classical‟ instruments who wished to continue to „A‟ level music while being aware that 
GCSE was not appropriate for all students.  
 
The increase in students continuing with music in Key Stage 4 in greater numbers has 
implications for capacity. If students wish to take music it would be detrimental to 
motivation if there were insufficient places for them.  
 
Adopting Musical Futures may put a strain on resources in terms of appropriate 
accommodation, available instruments and maintenance of equipment. All schools 
acknowledged the importance of having, or stated the need for, technical support.  
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Chapter 1: Background and aims 
 

This chapter sets out the background to the Musical Futures initiative. Four key strands of 
Musical Futures are described. The chapter concludes with the specific aims and 
objectives of the research. 

 
 
The 'Musical Futures' initiative was first implemented as a music education action research 
project. Its aim has been to devise new and imaginative ways of engaging young people, 
aged 11-19, in music activities. Following a year of consultation in 2003, the Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation identified the following objectives:  

 to understand the factors affecting young people's commitment to, and sustained 
engagement in, musical participation;  

 to develop ways in which the diverse musical needs of young people can be met 
and their experience of music-making enhanced;  

 to realise viable, sustainable and transferable models which can support a national 
strategy for music and young people;  

 to investigate, and make recommendations on, the most appropriate methods of 
mentoring and supporting young people's preferences and skills;  

 to find ways of validating and (where appropriate) accrediting all forms of young 
people's musical experiences, including those undertaken without supervision;  

 to facilitate support for music trainees, leaders, teachers and performers/composers 
through the provision of development opportunities which highlight collaborative 
working practices.  

 
After inviting applications from consortia of local music education providers, three 
Pathfinder Local Authority Music Services – in Leeds, Nottingham and Hertfordshire9 - 
were commissioned to explore new approaches and structures which might ensure that 
more young people participate in better quality musical experiences for longer. One 
Pathfinder, the informal learning model in Hertfordshire, had already been piloted in 
London schools at the time.10 As the consultations with young people in the other regions 
began, in 2004, it became clear that Pathfinders needed to find different responses to 
young people‟s enthusiasms and ambitions in their music-making. Two characteristics 
soon became apparent across the three Pathfinders: each felt it important to informalise 
the way music is often taught, and to personalise the nature of the opportunities on offer.  
 
Areas of enquiry that were felt to be key to understanding how young people‟s experiences 
of music-making could be transformed were reported through a series of short pamphlets: 
Transforming Musical Leadership, Personalising Music Learning, Supporting Young 
Musicians, Coordinating Musical Pathways, and Redefining Music Training. A number of 
research and development projects were commissioned to help improve understanding of 
informalisation and personalisation. The „Simply Connect‟ report identified the key 
elements of non-formal music-making, using the Guildhall‟s Connect project as a case 
study. A commissioned DVD explored the leadership processes found in high quality non-

                                                 
9 Hertfordshire pathfinder was a partnership between Institute of Education University of London and Hertfordshire 

Music Service, with support from the DfES Innovation Unit; Nottingham pathfinder was run by Nottingham City Music 

Service; and the Leeds pathfinder was run by Leeds Artforms. 
10 The informal learning model was developed by Professor Lucy Green, Institute of Education University of London, 

following previous research ‘How Popular Musicians Learn: a Way Ahead for Music Education’ (Ashgate 2001). Green 

has subsequently published ‘Music, Informal Learning and the School’ (Ashgate 2008) and is currently researching 

informal learning in instrumental teaching <http://earplaying.ioe.ac.uk> 

 

http://earplaying.ioe.ac.uk/
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formal music-making. The Musical Routes information, advice and guidance service was 
created by Sound Connections, the London Youth Music Action Zone, in partnership with 
Musical Futures. ICT has been a particular interest throughout the project and at the end 
of 2006 a report called Electrifying Music was published designed to support teachers and 
music leaders in making the best use of technology in their work with young people. 
 
During the pilot phase the four key strands of Musical Futures were:  

 Informal Music Learning at Key Stage 3: Informal learning principles, drawn from 
the real-life learning practices and processes of popular musicians, are integrated 
into classroom work – enabling students to learn alongside friends through 
independent, self-directed learning. Teachers take on different roles in this 
environment by acting as facilitators and musical models, rather than directors, and 
spend time standing back, observing and assessing the needs of their students, 
offering help, support and guidance based on objectives that students set for 
themselves. 

 

 The Whole Curriculum Approach: A scheme of work for Year 8 students, aiming 
to provide musical pathways for students who have not previously experienced 
sustained musical engagement. Strategies include providing extra support for the 
teacher, bringing informal learning processes into schools, making tangible 
connections with students‟ musical lives outside school, achieving a balance 
between what students already know that they want to do and new experiences, 
moving school music beyond the classroom confines and involving students in real 
musical activity, in genuine musical situations and environments. 

 

 Personalising Extra-Curricular Music: A guide for personalising extra-curricular 
music projects so that they complement the curricular work in schools and enhance 
students‟ musical progression.  
 

 NUMU (www.numu.org.uk): An interactive web space developed by Synergy.TV 
for creating music, publishing, marketing and promoting, allowing students to 
develop skills in accordance with their strengths and apply them to a real life 
situation with a global audience 
 
 

The primary action-research phase of the project came to an end in July 2006 with the 
publication of summary findings, launched during the State of Play Music Conference in 
January 2007. Results from the pilot work undertaken during these years suggested that 
there had been a rise in motivation, positive attitude, enjoyment and skill acquisition 
among students; improved GCSE music take-up; improvement in Key Stage 3 attainment 
levels; an increase in the number of students wanting instrumental/vocal tuition and to 
participate in extra-curricular activities; and a change in classroom music teachers 
approach to school music to incorporate informal learning and non-formal teaching 
pedagogies.  
 
During the final phase of the action research a „toolkit‟ of teacher resources was 
published11. The resource includes written materials, such as lesson plans and National 
Curriculum mapping, video and audio material, as well as case studies and quotes from 

                                                 
11 The original teacher resource pack was published in 2006 in four sections: Personalising Music Learning (Price), 

Classroom Resources for Informal Music Learning (Green with Walmsley); Whole Curriculum Approach (Burton with 

Jagdev Powell, Davis and Maltby); and A Guide to Personalising Extra-curricular Music Activities for 11-18 Year Olds 

(Kaiserman and Price with Richardson, Pacey and Hannan) 
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participating teachers and students. One of the outcomes of initial fact-finding exercises 
was that more support was needed for teachers implementing some of the radical teaching 
and learning strategies.  
 
A two-year CPD programme was established in response to this, where the Musical 
Futures project team ran a series of events in collaboration with the Specialist Schools and 
Academies Trust, and with MusicLeader (a national network supporting the development 
of music leaders). While successful in content, the CPD programme was unsustainable in 
terms of cost and the limited availability of the training team. Therefore a best practice 
national network of „Champion Schools‟ that adapted and adopted Musical Futures 
independently was established in 2008 to enable school-based CPD to occur on a national 
scale. This CPD programme continues to run, and involves teachers sharing ideas, good 
practice, and information about the Musical Futures approaches.  
 
A second edition of the Musical Futures teacher materials was published in 2009 (Musical 
Futures: An Approach to Teaching and Learning). While the fundamental pedagogies at 
the heart of Musical Futures (especially Lucy Green‟s „informal learning model‟) remained 
the same, by this point Musical Futures had learnt much more about how teachers 
implemented and adapted Musical Futures in practice. Many teachers had been innovative 
and had developed their own resources and ideas (for example around issues such as 
equipment, assessment, dealing with senior leaders etc.) therefore the second edition 
resource pack reflected these and other developments.  
 
Feedback also suggested that while the informal learning model tended to be implemented 
as laid out in the original teacher pack, elements of the Whole Curriculum Approach and 
Personalising Extra Curricular Learning were used as stand-alone projects during 
curriculum time. Therefore the 2nd edition materials provided the opportunity to redefine 
Musical Futures as one initiative, containing two significant pedagogical approaches. The 
re-definition of Musical Futures in 2009 was as follows: 
 
Musical Futures is an approach to teaching and learning. It is a new way of thinking about 
music-making in schools that brings non-formal teaching and informal learning approaches 
into the more formal context of schools. 
 
The teacher resource materials were separated into two distinct sections:  

 Non-formal teaching, which incorporates projects and activities (often whole-class) 
that are led by a facilitator, or which provide a strong element of coaching, but 
where the ideas and the project direction is driven by the students 

 Informal learning: Lucy Green‟s original model, where students enter a process of 
self-directed, independent learning that replicates the ways in which popular 
musicians learn outside the classroom, with teachers acting as musical models, 
guides and facilitators as well as taking instructional roles where professional 
judgement suggests help is needed 

 
Teachers contributed to the development of this publication, which includes practical 
resources, advice and guidance, as well as a bank of supplementary resources (audio, 
video etc) available on the Musical Futures website. The launch of these materials 
coincided with the re-launch of the Musical Futures website (www.musicalfutures.org.uk), 
which has become a one-stop-shop for teachers and practitioners wishing to implement 
Musical Futures. 
 

http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/
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A series of pilots in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland to explore how Musical Futures 
may need to be adapted for a context outside of England, were launched in September 
2011.  
A survey of Musical Futures undertaken in 200812 revealed that at that point about 700 
teachers were either using or planning to use the Musical Futures materials, with interest 
in Musical Futures growing rapidly. The majority of survey respondents reported that they 
made use of the informal music learning model, although about a quarter either used or 
planned to use the Whole Curriculum Approach or NUMU with a smaller number using or 
planning to use the model for Personalising Extra-Curricular Music. The approaches were 
most often used with Year 9 groups least frequently with year 7 and typically over the 
course of an entire academic year. The key expectations of those planning to implement 
Musical Futures were that it would increase motivation, provide a more stimulating 
curriculum, raise standards, enhance musical skills, provide professional development, 
and increase the numbers of students taking GCSE Music.  
 
Teachers reported a wide range of positive benefits associated with Musical Futures, 
including enhanced confidence, enjoyment and creative approaches to teaching music. 
Benefits for students were deemed to include enhanced motivation, behaviour and skills 
as well as widening participation and generally improved attitudes to learning. The 2008 
survey was limited in scope, relying principally on quantitative methods. Thus, the present 
research aimed to explore the issues raised in 2008 through in-depth case study research 
in Musical Futures „Champion Schools‟. 
 
Aim of the proposed research  
 
The principal aim of the research reported here is to provide an in-depth account of the 
processes underpinning the Musical Futures initiative. The research sets out to identify 
how these processes, in practice, may contribute to enhanced learning and teaching 
outcomes for Musical Futures participants. 
 
Research questions 
 
The specific research questions were:  

- What are the perceived strengths and difficulties associated with Musical Futures, 
amongst SMT, staff and students? 

- Does Musical Futures impact positively on student motivation in music? 
- Does Musical Futures impact positively on student well-being and self-esteem? 
- How might the development of musical self-concept amongst Musical Futures 

students be characterised? 
- Does Musical Futures have a whole-school impact? For example, are members of 

staff in other departments aware of Musical Futures? Have other members of staff 
noted any changes in student attitudes to school and approaches to learning? 

- Has there been any change in behaviour or attendance records since 
implementation of Musical Futures? 

- Is there a demonstrable development of transferable skills amongst Musical Futures 
students? (e.g. team-working, confidence, autonomous learning, concentration, 
organisation). 

                                                 
12 Hallam, S., Creech, A., Sandford, C., Rinta, T., & Shave, K. (2008). Survey of Musical 

Futures. London: Institute of Education, University of London, for the Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation. 
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- Are there typical progression routes in music for Musical Futures students?  
- What impact has Musical Futures had on extra-curricular music learning?  
- Has Musical Futures impacted on teachers‟ confidence and professional 

satisfaction?  
- Do contextual factors such as geographic location, ethnicity, socio-economic group, 

ability group, gender and prior musical experience significantly influence responses 
to Musical Futures? 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 
 

This chapter sets out the methodology of the research including its design, the materials 
used and the nature of the samples participating.  

 

Research design 
 
The research was carried out over a three year period. The first Phase of data collection 
took place during the academic year 2008/2009, with subsequent Phases of field work 
undertaken during 2009/2010 and 2010/2011.  
 
During Phase 1, questionnaires were completed by music staff, non-music staff and 
students in each of the eight participating schools. During Phases 2 and 3, the 
questionnaires for students and for non-music staff were repeated. In each of the six case 
study schools, focus group interviews with students were carried out in Phases 1 and 2 
and individual student interviews were undertaken in Phase 3. In-depth individual 
interviews with Heads of Music and members of the music teaching staff in each case 
study school were also carried out during Phases 1, 2 and 3, in order to add insight to the 
issues that had been raised in the initial Phase 1 questionnaire. Members of the senior 
management team in each case study school were interviewed in Phases 1 and 2. 
Observations of music lessons were carried out at all three Phases.  
 
Three questionnaires were designed, the first for teachers using Musical Futures, the 
second for other staff in the school, and the third for students.  
 
The questionnaires addressed issues relating to: 

 how Musical Futures had been implemented; 

 the impact on teaching; 

 the impact on students; 

 the difficulties and constraints relating to the use of Musical Futures; 

 the level of support from Senior Management Teams; 

 the impact on take-up of GCSE music; and 

 the impact on take-up of extra-curricular instrumental and vocal activities; 
 
Three databases were created for use with SPSS to include the data from the music 
teachers, other staff members and students enabling a wide range of analyses of 
quantitative data to be undertaken including descriptive and inferential statistics and a 
range of graphical outputs. The qualitative data were used to provide more in-depth 
insights in relation to the questionnaire responses.  
 
A member of the research team visited the participant schools for the purposes of 
administering and collecting questionnaires, undertaking focus group interviews with 
students and interviews with staff and observing musical activities.  
 
Two additional schools were recruited to complete questionnaires to increase the sample 
size and also to ensure that should one of the case study schools drop out of the study 
replacements would be available. During Phase 1, staff and students from eight schools 
completed at least one type of questionnaire. One school dropped out after Phase 1. 
Phases 2 and 3 included the remaining seven schools. 
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The sample  
 
Questionnaires 
 
Music staff 
 
During Phase 1, 28 music teachers, representing a range of experience of Musical 
Futures, completed a questionnaire. The number of responses from music teachers in 
each school varied from one to six. Six responses were from Heads of Music, eight from 
full- time music teachers, four from part-time teachers, two from trainee teachers on PGCE 
placements, four from technicians and three from those describing their positions in other 
ways. Table 2.1 sets out the instruments played by the music teachers.  
 
Table 2.1: Instruments played by music staff  
 

 First 
instrument 

 Second 
instrument 

 Third 
instrument 

 Fourth 
instrument 

 

Voice 3 11% 2 8% 1 5% 2 20% 

Piano/Keyboard 7 26% 8 32% 5 26% 1 10% 

Brass instrument 3 11%   1 5% 1 10% 

String instrument 3 11% 3 12% 1 5%   

Woodwind 5 18% 3 12% 4 21% 3 30% 

Percussion 3 11% 1 4% 5 26% 1 10% 

Guitar 3 11% 7 28% 2 10% 2 20% 

Organ   1 4%     

  
The grades attained on first and second instruments varied between grade 5 and 8. 
Eighty-five percent had attained grade 8 on their first instrument and 87% on their second 
instrument. Fifty percent had attained grade 8 on their third instrument. Fewer teachers 
played a fourth instrument and the standard here was lower at grade 4 or 5.  
 
Seventy-one percent of the teachers participated in some kind of musical group, 46% in 
two groups and 21% in three groups. Eight played in an orchestra, six sang in a choir, six 
played in a rock/pop band, five in a funk/jazz/disco band, three in a brass band, three in a 
chamber music group and individuals in unspecified ensembles, wind band, show band, 
steel band or Taiko drumming. Two were conductors and one an accompanist.  
 
Ninety-one percent who responded to the question indicated that they had an A level 
music qualification, 31% had a music diploma, 95% had a music degree. Other 
qualifications held included an MA, a PGCE or a Cert Ed.  
 
Eighteen percent of the music teachers indicated that they used Musical Futures with Year 
7, 79% with Year 8, 79% with Year 9, 4% with Year10 and 14% with Year11.  
 
Thirty-nine percent (11) used the Whole Curriculum Approach, 75% (21) informal music 
learning at Key Stage 3, 57% (16) NUMU, 7% (2) Personalising the curriculum. 43% (12) 
used Musical Futures for the whole academic year, 29% (8) for one term, 11% (3) for one 
or more units of work and 4% (1) for an occasional lesson.  
 
The number of years of teaching experience varied from 0 to 28. The most experience of 
working with Musical Futures was 5 years (2 teachers). Some teachers had been involved 
in the pilot work. Table 2.2 sets out the length of time that the music teachers had been 
engaged with Musical Futures work.  
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Table 2.2 Music Teachers’ experience of working with Musical Futures  
 
Length of time Number Percentage 

Involved in pilot 1 4 

5 years 2 9 

3 years 2 9 

2 years  2 9 

1 year 4 17 

2 terms 4 17 

1 term 3 13 

While on teaching practice  1 4 

Some/a little 2 9 

None 2 9 

 
Non-music staff 
 
In total, across the three Phases of data collection, 344 non-music staff completed 
questionnaires.  
 
During Phase 1, 297 non-music staff completed questionnaires. The numbers completing 
the questionnaires in each school ranged from 28 to 67. Four head teachers completed 
the questionnaire, 16 assistant or deputy heads, 16 year heads, and a range of other 
senior management team members. Sixty-three respondents were heads of departments 
other than music. Questionnaires were completed by 139 teachers and 61 with other roles 
including learning and support staff, SENCOs and non-teaching staff, e.g. receptionist.  
 
When the schools were revisited in Phase 2, 88 non-music staff completed the same 
questionnaire again. These responses came from four schools, with numbers from each 
school ranging from 16 to 20. The responses came from a wide range of staff, including 
two deputy head teachers, eight heads of year and eleven subject department heads. The 
others were subject teachers, pastoral staff, library staff and technicians.  
 
Finally, in Phase 3, 54 of the non-music staff from three schools completed the 
questionnaire. The number of responses from each school ranged from six to 27 and 
represented senior management, subject leaders and subject teachers and pastoral staff. 
 
Forty-four non-music staff completed the questionnaire at Phase 1 and Phase 2. Twenty-
three staff members completed the questionnaire at Phase 1 and Phase 3. Changes over 
time are explored in the report using both these samples. 
 
The first non-music staff, longitudinal sample 1 (n = 44): completed Phase 1 and Phase 2 
questionnaires) included responses from four schools. The sample included two deputy 
head teachers, five heads of year, seven subject department heads, 25 subject teachers 
and a number of other library, pastoral and support staff. 
 
The second non-music staff longitudinal sample (n = 23: completed Phase 1 and Phase 3 
questionnaires) included responses from three deputy heads, four heads of year, nine 
subject department heads and seven subject teachers. 
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Students 
 
Overall, across the three Phases of data collection, 733 students completed 
questionnaires. 299 (41%) were girls and 434 (59%) were boys, the proportional difference 
accounted for by one school being single sex. Amongst this overall sample, 75% 
described themselves as „white‟, while 13% were Asian, 7% were black, 5% were mixed 
ethnicity and 1% of students were Hispanic, Arabic or Chinese. 94% were British and a 
wide range of nationalities was represented amongst the remaining 6%. 
 
During Phase 1, a total of 671 students, including 394 boys and 277 girls, completed the 
questionnaire. The students were from 8 schools and the number of student responses 
from each school ranged between 46 and 116. The majority of students were white (445, 
74%). 12% (74) were Asian, 8% (46) were black, 5% (29) were of mixed race, the 
remainder being Hispanic, Arabian or Chinese. Most students were British (93%) although 
28 different nationalities were represented.   
 
Eleven percent (77) of the Phase 1 sample were in Year 7, 49% (328) in Year 8, 34% 
(228) in Year 9, 5% (36) in Year10, and 2 in Year11. Twelve percent of the sample was 
eligible for free school meals.  
 
The students represented a wide range of general attainment ranging from SATs level 3 
up to a high level 6 (6.7%). The greatest proportion (46%) was at level 5.  
 
When the schools were re-visited in Phase 2, 314 students completed the same 
questionnaire. During Phase 3, the questionnaire was completed by 387 students. Of 
these, 154 had completed it at all three Phases. These 154 students who were tracked 
over three years included 53 girls and 101 boys. 85 of these 154 students had dropped out 
of music when they were re-visited in Phase 3. A further 100 students completed the 
questionnaire at Phase 1 and Phase 2, 211 completed it at Phase 1 and Phase 3 and 20 
completed it at Phase 2 and Phase 3 (Table 2.3).  
 
Table 2.3 Student participants at the three Phases of data collection 
 
Which Phase participated in female male Total 

Phase 1 only 91 115 212 

Phase 2 only 18 22 40 

Phase 3 only 1 1 2 

Phases 1 and 2 only 42 58 100 

Phases 1 and 3 only 90 121 211 

Phases 2 and 3 only 4 16 20 

Phases 1 and 2 and 3 53 101 154 

Total 299 434 733 

 

For the purposes of this report two longitudinal analyses were undertaken. The first 
includes all those students who completed the questionnaire during both Phases one and 
two (n=254). The second (n = 128) includes all those students who completed the 
questionnaire during Phases one and three, excluding those who dropped out of music. 
Details of these two samples are as follows. 
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Longitudinal sample 1 (Phase 1 and Phase 2) 
 
Two hundred and fifty-four students completed the questionnaire during Phase 1 and 
again in Phase 2. The students represented year groups 7-11; 37.4% were female and 
62.6% were male (Table 2.4).  
 
Table 2.4: Gender and Year Groups of Longitudinal sample 1 
 

Year group, 
Phase 1 

Year group,  
Phase 2 

gender 

female male Total 

7 8 12 24 36 

8 9 60 107 167 

9 10 4 13 17 

10 11 19 15 34 

Total (37.4%) 95 (62.6%) 159 254 

 

Thirty-five students (13.8%) were eligible for free school meals. Two hundred and twenty-
two (87.4%) of the students described themselves as British; there were 13 other 
nationalities included amongst the remaining 12.6% of students. Sixty-six per cent 
described themselves as „white‟, 14.6% were Asian, 9.8% were Black and 5.1% were 
„mixed‟ ethnicity (Table 2.5). 
 
Table 2.5: Ethnicity of Longitudinal sample 1 
 
 Number of students Percent 

Asian 37 14.6 

Black 25 9.8 

White 168 66.1 

Mixed 13 5.1 

Arabic 1 .4 

Did not say 10 3.9 

Total 254 100 

 

At the time they completed the first questionnaire, 147 (57.9%) of the students said they 
were not yet doing Musical Futures (pre Musical Futures), 17 (6.7%) reported that they 
were doing Musical Futures and 33 (13%) were doing GCSE music. A year later 71 (28%) 
students in this sample were doing GCSE music and 147 (57.9%) were doing Musical 
Futures in their music lessons. The remaining 11 students were doing Creative Media, 
Performance and Music Technology Diplomas (Table 2.6). 
 
Table 2.6: Type of music course taken by students in Longitudinal sample 1 
 

Type of music course Phase 1 Phase 2 

Number of 
students 

Percent Number of 
students 

Percent 

BTEC performance   1 .4 

BTEC music tech   1 .4 

GCSE 33 13.0 71 28.0 

Creative media   9 3.5 

Musical Futures 17 6.7 147 57.9 

Pre Musical Futures 147 57.9   

Did not say 57 22.4 25 9.8 

Total 254 100 254 100 
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Longitudinal sample 2 (Phase 1 and Phase 3) 
 
Three hundred and sixty-five students completed the questionnaire during Phase 1 and 
again in Phase 3. Of these, 128 (35%) were still taking music at school in Phase 3. 
Longitudinal sample 2 includes just these 128 who were still taking school music at the 
time of the Phase 3 data collection. The students represented year groups 8-11. 36.7% 
were female and 63.3% were male (Table 2.7).  
 
Table 2.7: Gender and Year Groups of Longitudinal sample 2 
 

Year group 
Phase 1 

Year group 
Phase 3 

gender 

female male Total 

8 9 24 34 58 

9 10 18 28 46 

10 11 5 19 24 

Total (36.7%) 47 (63.3%) 81 128 

 

Eighteen students (14.1%) were eligible for free school meals. One hundred and eleven 
(6.7%) of the students described themselves as British; there were five other nationalities 
included amongst the remaining 13.3% of students. Sixty-five per cent described 
themselves as „white‟, 14.1% were Asian, 8.6% were Black and 5.5% were „mixed‟ 
ethnicity (Table 2.8). 
 
Table 2.8: Ethnicity of Longitudinal sample 2 
 
 Number of students Percent 

Asian 18 14.1 

Black 11 8.6 

White 83 64.8 

Mixed 7 5.5 

Arabic 1 .8 

Chinese 1 .8 

Did not say 7 5.5 

Total 128 100.0 

 

At the time they completed the first questionnaire, 37 (28.9%) of the students said they 
were not yet doing Musical Futures (pre Musical Futures), 10 (7.8%) reported that they 
were doing Musical Futures and 81 (63.3%) did not say. Two years later (Phase 3) 43 
(33.6%) of students in this sample were doing GCSE music and 57 (44.5%) were doing 
Musical Futures in their music lessons. Twenty-six students (20.3%) were doing Creative 
Media, Performance and Music Technology Diplomas (Table 2.9). 
 

Table 2.9: Type of music course taken by students in Longitudinal sample 2 
Type of music course Phase 1 Phase 2 

Number of 
students 

Percent Number of 
students 

Percent 

BTEC performance   17 13.3 

BTEC music tech   4 3.1 

GCSE   43 33.6 

Creative media   5 3.9 

Musical Futures 10 7.8 57 44.5 

Pre Musical Futures 37 28.9 2 1.6 

Did not say 81 63.3   

Total 128 100 128 100 
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Progression to GCSE and BTEC Diplomas 
 
As noted above, a total of 365 students completed the questionnaire at Phase 1 and again 
at Phase 3. Three hundred and six of these students had reached Years 10 or 11 at Phase 
3, the stage at which music was an optional course at school. Two hundred and thirty-
seven (77.5%) of the students had dropped music. Of the remaining students, 26 (8.5%) 
were enrolled on BTEC performance, music technology and creative media courses and 
43 students (14.1%) were enrolled on GCSE music (Table 2.10). 
 
Table 2.10: Progression to music diplomas and GCSE music  
 

 Course at Phase 3 
Number and percent of students, Years 10 and 11 

Year BTEC 
performance 

BTEC music 
tech 

GCSE Creative 
media 

non-music Total 

10 12 1 28 5 166 212 

3.9% .3% 9.2% 1.6% 54.2% 69.3% 

11 5 3 15 0 71 94 

5.3% 3.2% 16.0% .0% 75.5% 100.0% 

1.6% 1.0% 4.9% .0% 23.2% 30.7% 

Total 17 4 43 5 237 306 

5.6% 1.3% 14.1% 1.6% 77.5% 100.0% 

 
 
Interviews  
 
Phase 1 
Interviews were undertaken with staff and students to gain greater  insight into the nature 
and operation of Musical Futures.  
 
The questionnaire data were analysed using SPSS. Interview data were analysed 
thematically to support the questionnaire data 
 
Interviews were undertaken in the case study schools with the Heads of Music, one music 
teacher and two members of the senior management team. In most cases one of the 
interviews of the senior management team was with the head teacher.  
 
Focus group interviews were undertaken with a wide range of students. The details are set 
out below: 
 
School A: Total interviewed 32 (one asked to have their data removed after the focus 
group), predominantly white British 
Year 9 Musical Futures 

Higher level – 4 males, 4 females 
 Middle level – 4 males, 4 females 
 Lower level – 4 males, 4 females 
Year 8 – not officially Musical Futures -  4 (3) males, 4 females 
 
School B: Total interviewed 18 (all boys‟ school, predominantly black, some Asian) 
Year 9 Musical Futures 
  Higher level - 3 
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 Middle level – 3 
 Lower level – 4 
Year 7 – non-Musical Futures - 8 
 
School C: Total interviewed 29 (white British, Year 9 Musical Futures, Year 8 similar to 
Musical Futures) 
Years 8 and 9 - 11 males, 10 females 

Higher level – 5 males, 7 females 
Middle level – 1 male, 2 females 
Lower level – 5 males, 1 female 

Year10 (GCSE; did Musical Futures in Year 9) - 4 males, 4 females 
 
School D: Total interviewed 28 (predominantly Asian students, more white higher level 
males in this sample) 
Year 8 Musical Futures 
 Higher level – 4 males, 5 females 
 Middle level – 4 males, 5 females 
 Lower level - 2 males (one with poor English skills) 4 females 
Year10 GCSE (non-Musical Futures) -  4 females 
  
School E: Total interviewed 23 (predominantly white British) 
Year 9 Musical Futures 
 Higher level – 3 males, 1 female 
 Middle level – 3 males, 4 females  

Lower level – 3 males, 3 females 
Year 8 Non-Musical Futures - 3 males, 3 females 

 
School F: Total interviewed 41 (predominantly white British) 
 (N.B. options selected in Year 8, a year earlier than the other schools) 
Year 8  Musical Futures 

Higher level – 5 males 
 Middle level – 5 males 
 Higher/middle combined – 9 females 
 Lower level - 4 males, 4 females 
Year 7  non-Musical Futures - 4 males, 5 females 
Year 12 non-Musical Futures - 3 males, 2 females 
  

Phases two and three 
 
During the subsequent Phases the student focus groups were revisited (Phase 2) and 
individual interviews with students (Phase 3) were carried out. In addition, in-depth 
interviews with Heads of Music and other music staff were carried out (Table 2.11). In 
Phase 3, the seventh school that had participated in completing the questionnaires for 
Phases 1and 2 was also visited; four in-depth student interviews and three in-depth staff 
interviews were carried out. 
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Table 2.11 Interviews and focus groups, Phases 2 and 3 
 
School Phase of 

data 
collection 

Number of 
students 

interviewed 
(individually or in 

focus groups) 

Total 
number 
of focus 
groups 

Year 
groups of 
students 

Number of 
Music 

staff/Head of 
Music 

interviews 

Number 
of SMT 

interviews 

A 2 18 6 9, 10 2 2 

3 6   2  

B 2 18 6 7, 8, 10 2 1 

3 6   3  

C 2 18 6 8, 9, 10 2 1 

3 5   3  

D 2 22 6 9 2 1 

3 7   2  

E 2 21 7 8, 9, 10 2  

3 4   3  

F 2 20 4 8, 9 2 2 

3 5   2  

Additional 
school G 

3 4   3  

Total 154 35  30 7 

 
Data analysis 
 
The questionnaire data were analysed using SPSS. Interviews were transcribed in full. 
Interview data were themed to support the questionnaire data. 
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Chapter 3: Musical Futures in the case study schools  
 
This chapter provides a description of each of the case study schools including the way in 
which they were implementing Musical Futures.  

 
The case study schools were selected in consultation with the Musical Futures team to 
represent different types of school and lengths of experience with Musical Futures. Each 
school is described below with information about the implementation of Musical Futures 
and the perceptions of the members of the music teaching team of the school ethos.  

 
School A  

 
School A is a larger than average community secondary school, co-educational, with 1416 
students aged 11-18 on roll. Two hundred and sixty of these comprise the sixth form. 
School A is a Specialist Technology College and a Beacon School. The student population 
represents a lower than average level of socio-economic deprivation, with a lower than 
average proportion eligible for free school meals. The majority of students come from 
White British backgrounds and few students have English as a second language. 
Approximately one eighth of the students are identified as having learning difficulties 
(below the national average). The school was graded overall as „satisfactory‟ (grade 3) in 
the 2011 Ofsted Inspection. The inspectors noted some good and outstanding facets of 
the school that included good pastoral care and support, generally good behaviour and 
respectful relationships amongst the school community.  
 
„Students are courteous and polite to adults and each other. Their good behaviour makes 
a positive contribution to their learning in lessons, although they can be boisterous when 
unsupervised at break times. Exclusions are very rare. Attendance has remained 
stubbornly around average over a number of years, mainly because of a few students who 
are persistently absent. The school has recently introduced a number of strategies to 
tackle this and actions such as alerting parents to absence at an earlier stage are 
beginning to have a positive impact.‟ (School A Ofsted Report http://www.ofsted.gov.uk 
accessed on 9th September 2011) The whole school attendance figures are 7.6% half 
days‟ absence, unauthorised 0.6% and persistent 6.1% 
(http://www.education.gov.uk/performancetables/ accessed 9th September 2011)13. 
 

 
The school adopted the Musical Futures approaches three years ago. It is implemented in 
the school through informal learning, mainly in Year 9, using two large units: one where 
the students produce a cover version of a song, the other where they write a song. Prior to 
Year 9, students develop musical skills in Years 7 and 8 learning to play the guitar, 
keyboard, drums or singing. The school is considering extending Musical Futures by 
starting it earlier although there are some difficulties in terms of the school timetable. The 
Musical Futures approaches are continued in Years 10 and 11 when the students move on 
to take BTEC. Cross-curricular themes have been developed, for instance in Year 8 
students have written lyrics about migration in geography and put them to music in their 
music lessons. In Year 8 there is some preparation for Musical Futures with students being 
given some choice over what they do.  
 
The school was perceived as open to trying out new ideas and described by the 
representatives of the music department as:  
                                                 
13 All attendance data are taken from this site. 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/
http://www.education.gov.uk/performancetables/
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‘a very caring community. Personal development and results are important. Making sure 
kids achieve well, making sure that every kid that comes in has fulfilled their potential by 
the time they leave’ and the work is ‘centred around the students and helping them to 
reach their potential.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Musical Futures was perceived as fitting well into this ethos providing personalised 
learning and developing transferable skills by „helping kids, even if they’re not particularly 
good. They do get a lot of confidence, what I call transferable skills like team-work. 
Responsibility, they’ve got to sort things out, listening to other people’s opinions so skills 
that could be used in any other subject or any other area.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The music department is contained within one area of the school and the layout is 
conducive to small group work although, as is the case in most schools, two Musical 
Futures classes running concurrently puts too much strain on resources (instruments and 
rooms).  
 
School B  
 
School B is a single-sex community comprehensive school with Specialist Arts College 
status. There are 1447 boys aged 11-19 on the school roll with 248 of these comprising 
the sixth form. The student population represents a higher than average incidence of 
socio-economic deprivation, evidenced by a higher than average proportion of students 
eligible for free school meals. Over half of the students come from black and minority 
ethnic backgrounds and there is a high proportion of students for whom English is a 
second language. The proportion of students with learning difficulties or disabilities is 
higher than the national average. School B was graded overall as „good‟ (grade 2) in the 
2011 Ofsted inspection. Some outstanding features were noted. These included a strong 
sense of community, dedicated staff and high expectations of the students. Standards 
were identified as „improving‟. In particular it was noted that many students enter Year 7 
with low levels of attainment but make significant progress; results by Year 9 are generally 
good. The Specialist Performing Arts status attained in 2004 was thought to be a central 
part of the school ethos: 
 
„The good teaching and curriculum have contributed well to students' good achievement. 
The school's specialism pervades the school. It has a very positive impact on attainment 
for students who study dance, drama and music. The specialism provides students with a 
broad range of curriculum and extra-curricular opportunities within school and the 
community. Participation rates are very high and the school monitors participation by 
groups effectively. The school has been described by the local authority as, “influencing 
the community culture...” (from School B Ofsted Report 2011 http://www.ofsted.gov.uk 
accessed 9th September 2011) According to the DfE Performance Tables (ibid.), the 
absence rate is 6.7% half days‟ absence, unauthorised 1.5% and persistent 4.5%. 
 
The Musical Futures approaches are adopted in Year 8 and Year 9. The most significant 
impact has been in Year 9 where students work in groups to copy a CD of a popular song. 
Initially the song is chosen by the teacher. Later, students may bring in their own choices, 
although some of these were reported by staff as being „unsuitable‟. In Year 7 there has 
always been an emphasis on practical work. Project work with the support of a community 
musician has also made an important contribution to the development of musical skills. 
Musical Futures has been important in challenging teaching styles but also legitimising the 
use of practical group music-making where students learn informally by trial and error. For 
example: 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/
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 ‘We get our peripatetic teachers in and they come and teach particular skills, guitar skills 
or bass skills or whatever, then they have a couple of weeks doing that and then they put 
those ideas together in a group and then focus on getting those parts together. So, yes, it’s 
kind of an exploratory approach where they find out what they’re doing and then it’s a 
guided formal method if you like. So in terms of the whole school it’s getting everybody 
involved and giving them the opportunity in their class context. Obviously you’re not 
shutting anybody out stylistically or through genre or anything like that, it’s pretty open. 
With the Year 8, the film stuff we do, which is more of a creative project whereby they’re 
creating their own musical ideas as a class or in small pockets in the group. That works 
really well. There are opportunities for kids to be basically really creative or there’s a 
chance for kids to slot into something that’s already pre-described. For example our Year 9 
project, we give them a choice of 3 songs. In Year 8, we actually choose the song and you 
know 99% of the time everyone’s like, yeah, that’s great because it’s something 
contemporary, something in the charts that they know. It would be pretty useless to 
choose something from the 50s. I guess it fits really nicely into our approach to learning in 
the school.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
An issue for the staff is how this work can complement more formal didactic teaching but 
„maintain the whole process of integrating students‟ aspirations and so on into school.‟ The 
way that Musical Futures „takes students‟ sort of musical ideas and ambitions and says 
that this is an important starting point‟ is seen as crucial to engagement. The staff perceive 
that they have frequently been engaged in assessment for learning principles, peer 
assessment, self assessment, and group work so Musical Futures formalises previous 
practices. The department was already adopting many of the principles of Musical Futures. 
Students do not go on to take GCSE but BTEC, either performance or music technology, 
which is seen as a more practical option. This approach continues in Year 12 where 
students take BTEC level 3.  
 
The school is described by the music team as „a fully inclusive comprehensive school‟ 
which offers equal opportunities to all and values everyone‟s opinions. Across the school 
there is a focus on different styles of teaching and learning and how ICT, the MLE and 
VLE can be used to promote and to facilitate access to learning for all so that whatever 
stage students have reached, from those needing learning support through to the gifted 
and talented, all can access the curriculum at all levels. There are opportunities and 
structures in place for students to get extra help if they need it or to work independently if 
they believe that they can take something further:  
 
‘Obviously it’s all about teaching and learning because it’s a school but putting those 
things in place so kids feel, whatever they want to achieve, the opportunities are there for 
them whether they be curricular or extra-curricular.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Musical Futures runs alongside the focus in the school of listening to the student voice by 
getting more feedback from the students about the aims of lessons and their content. 
There is an intention to set up a student council to discuss how students think the music 
curriculum is working. Some preliminary work included interviews with Year 8 students 
asking about the current curriculum and what they wanted in the future. The music team 
perceives that the school celebrates success and encourages students to work well 
together with an emphasis on the work of the pastoral system. They have presented 
information about Musical Futures and how it works to other staff in the school and how it 
might be adapted for other subjects but their perception is that this has not led to change.  
 
The team propose to develop Musical Futures by restructuring the Year 9 curriculum to 
include a longer band project and implementing Musical Futures for a longer period in 
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Year 8. They use Taiko drumming for all classes and salsa. They are increasing the level 
of support they get from peripatetic teachers and continue to accrue resources to support 
Musical Futures. The Head of Music was able to contribute to the layout of the music 
department when it was built, although not all requirements were met. Even so, it has very 
good facilities for both class and small group work in rooms that are easily accessible by 
all. One room is equipped with computers. There is excellent technical and peripatetic 
support for the department. The website for the department is a well developed resource 
that students can access to support their learning. The department has its own record 
label.  
 
School C  
 
School C is a Community Secondary School with Academy status. There are 1790 
students aged 11-18 on the roll with 485 of these comprising the sixth form. The school is 
co-educational and has Specialist Language and Technology status. The student 
population represents a low level of socio-economic disadvantage. Very few students are 
eligible for free school meals and the proportion of students with learning difficulties or 
disabilities is well below the national average. Nearly all of the students are classified as 
White British and there are very few students with English as a second language.  
 
The school was graded overall by the most recent 2007 Ofsted Inspection as „outstanding‟ 
(grade 1). Ofsted identified high levels of aspiration and attainment, as well as a broad 
scope of interests represented amongst the school population. In addition, Ofsted 
particularly highlighted excellent communication and mutual respect amongst students, 
staff and school leadership team. 
  
„There is a clear expectation and drive from the top that all students will achieve as well as 
they possibly can. ... Students say, “the whole atmosphere is so positive”, and staff say it 
is a, “wonderful place to work”. ... Students enjoy coming to school as demonstrated by 
their incredibly positive attitudes to work and their above average attendance. They 
behave impeccably in lessons and around school. ... Students say that lessons are “really 
interesting” and “not just about passing exams”. This is a school which justifiably prides 
itself on fostering the highest standards of pastoral and academic care. ... Students' 
spiritual, moral, social and cultural development is outstanding and adds immensely to 
their well-being and personal development. ... Performing arts groups give regular 
performances throughout the locality and further afield in places such as Spain and 
Greece... Students develop very positive relationships with each other and the adults they 
come into contact with. This is underpinned by a mutual respect and trust. They develop 
excellent self-confidence and are able to deal with the challenges and life changes they 
face.‟ (From School C Ofsted Report, http://ofsted.gov.uk/, accessed on 3rd December 
2009) 
 
The school mainly adopts Musical Futures in years 8 and 9. Students are supported in 
learning notes on guitars and offered a choice of three or four songs. In Year 9 whole class 
compositions have been introduced using riffs and more instruments, e.g. glockenspiels 
and xylophones. Year 8 has a carousel approach, learning parts of songs chosen for them 
and composing music for a film. They develop skills through this which support being in a 
band in Year 9. There are plans to develop the skill base in Year 7 through learning to play 
ukuleles as a class group. It is hoped that this will enable everyone to think of themselves 
as a musician with more extra-curricular activities so it becomes „a community of 
musicians‟. Developing skills is seen as essential to enable students to create the music 
that they wish to. Keyboard skills are perceived by staff as difficult to learn and as not 
facilitating whole class activity whereas ukuleles make this possible. The aim is to move 

http://ofsted.gov.uk/
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students on to instruments which they want to play, such as guitars and drums. Prior to 
Musical Futures the school did do band work in break-out spaces but not to the same 
extent and only in Year 9. The music department is within the main school although away 
from most teaching rooms. There are three main teaching rooms and additional spaces for 
small group work. There is a recording studio.  
 
The school places a high value on academic achievement. Musical Futures offers an 
alternative experience for students. It also attempts to personalise learning and there are 
huge opportunities. Since the introduction of Musical Futures, after only a term GCSE 
numbers doubled. Staff report that music offers students an opportunity to succeed and 
also have fun. There has been an increase in the number of students engaging with music 
at break and lunchtime. There was some concern that there were fewer students playing 
„classical‟ instruments‟ and that there was a danger of these skills being lost.  
 
School D  
 
School D is a co-educational, community secondary school with a specialism in science. 
There are 1286 students aged 11-16 on the school roll. Three quarters of the students 
come from minority ethnic backgrounds and over half of the students have English as a 
second language. A small percentage of those with English as a second language come 
from refugee or asylum-seeker families and are thus in the early stages of acquiring 
proficiency in English. The number of students identified as having learning difficulties is 
similar to the national average. However, there is a high rate of economic disadvantage 
amongst the student population. 
 
School D was graded as „satisfactory‟ overall (grade 3) in the most recent Ofsted 
inspection (2010). There is strong pastoral support for students. „The head teacher has 
galvanised the staff, students and the community in a common vision of “believing it can 
be done.” Staff are very proud and committed to improvement and know each student 
well.‟ (School D Ofsted Report http://ofsted.gov.uk/ accessed 9th September 2011). Areas 
for improvement include extending the outstanding teaching in some subjects. DfE 
attendance data are 7.9%, 2% unauthorised and 5.9% persistent absence.  
 
At this school, all years (7-9) are involved in Musical Futures. The school initially 
introduced Musical Futures to one class of students who were then in Year 7 and have 
now progressed through to Year 9. The school focuses mainly on „band work‟. The 
students learn a piece of music that they have been given and later perform it tin their 
groups o the class. They then create a composition based on what they have learned, 
extending and elaborating it. The staff select the music that students learn in the band but 
the students have free choice relating to the composition in terms of genre, style and so 
on. Currently the Year 7 students learn „Horse with No Name‟ (Bunnell) because it only 
has two chords and the changes are easy on the guitar. The students also know the tune 
because it is used in a computer game. In Year 8 the piece is „Eleanor Rigby‟ (Lennon-
McCartney) and in Year 9 „Mercy‟ by Duffy. This is difficult as it is in G minor (not good for 
guitar) and staff may change it although the students enjoy the challenge. During the 
Phases of the research there were a number of challenges faced by the department 
including changes in staff and extensive building work, both of which affected the 
experience of students in music lessons.  
 
The Head of Department had always wanted to adopt the Musical Futures informal 
learning model enabling the students to work in small groups as bands but resources were 
an issue and there was anxiety about meeting National Curriculum levels. Within the 
department staff work to their strengths. They were reported to „all have something to offer‟ 

http://ofsted.gov.uk/
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but did not all engage with the Musical Futures programme. Prior to Musical Futures the 
work was mainly focused on keyboard as a preparation for GCSE. There has been a 
change from this to learning other instruments and exploring different styles of music. 
Some staff prefer to adopt a mixture of approaches particularly with years 10 and 11. 
There are plans to offer AS Music Technology for students who do not have the skill set for 
traditional A Level as there is a relatively low level of take-up of instrumental tuition to a 
high level. Most students are beginners.  
 
Issues of teaching and learning are of great importance to the school and new ways of 
teaching are developing. Musical Futures supports and complements many of those but 
across the school there is perceived to be a lack of understanding of what Musical Futures 
can do. In the view of the senior management, if a similar approach were to be developed 
more generally, i.e. „Educational Futures‟14 adopting the same principles as Musical 
Futures, then that would fit with the school ethos. Musical Futures staff are giving a 
presentation to the whole school about Musical Futures to inform other staff about the 
benefits of giving students responsibility for their learning. The music department is being 
relocated to the new building. During most of the research, the department had the use of 
three main music rooms and a number of small rooms for group work if not used by 
peripatetic staff, although these were only easily accessible from one of the rooms.  
 
School E  
 
School E is a community comprehensive school with students aged 11-18. The school is 
co-educational. There are 1223 students on the school roll, in total with 183 of these 
comprising the sixth form. The percentage of students entitled to free school meals is 
below the national average. The proportion of minority ethnic students and students for 
whom English is an additional language is very small. The proportion of students with 
learning difficulties and/or disabilities, including those with a statement of special 
educational needs, is below the national average. The level of socio-economic 
disadvantage is below average. The school has specialist status as a science college. 
There is a partner special school on site for hearing impaired students, many of whom 
attend lessons at School E.  
 
School E was graded overall by the 2009 Ofsted inspection as „satisfactory‟ (grade 3). The 
quality of pastoral care within the school was identified as a particular strength, as was the 
scope of extra-curricular opportunities for students. 
 
School E „provides a satisfactory standard of education overall and a good standard in the 
sixth form. It is an improving school. Since its last inspection, the school has successfully 
raised standards in examination results at GCSE, including the proportion achieving five 
good grades with English and mathematics, so that standards are now above the national 
average ... The school has also been successful in raising the standard of behaviour in the 
school, which is now recognised by the great majority of parents and students to be good. 
The level of attendance, another priority for the school, has also risen and is now also 
good. Overall students' personal development and well-being, including their social, moral, 
spiritual and cultural development, are good. ...Students enjoy a rich variety of extra-
curricular activities. Students are very well looked after at School E and they feel safe and 

                                                 
14 'Learning Futures (www.learningfutures.org) is a change programme for schools, which seeks to 

raise the engagement of students through innovative pedagogies. It is producing tools for teachers to 

diagnose and enhance student (and school) engagement, whilst also improving student outcomes' 
 

 

http://www.learningfutures.org/
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secure from harm... Students' cultural awareness is developed well through a range of art, 
drama and musical experiences.‟ (From School E School Inspection Report, 
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/, accessed on 3rd December 2009) DfE Performance Tables 
indicate an absence rate of 6%, unauthorised 1% and persistent 3%. 
 
Musical Futures is implemented in Year 9 through a project which is run differently each 
year according to available resources. The Musical Futures approaches are adapted to 
meet the needs of the school with some elements omitted and other things added. 
However, the ethos and overall principles are integrated into the whole department as far 
as possible. The Head of Music believes in:  
 
‘Personalised learning for students but also personalised teaching for teachers. Not 
everyone is the same. An NQT would not be able to teach in the same way that I can. I 
would certainly encourage them to stay as formal as possible with their Year 7 and Year 8 
classes and then take on aspects of informal learning as and when appropriate. Our 
outcomes are all the same, about encouraging creativity, and giving students ownership 
over their music.’ (Head of Music) 
  
Musical Futures is seen to improve relationships and boost motivation and give tutors 
more flexibility and freedom on how they deliver things, and what they deliver. However, 
aspects of some of the projects are seen to limit opportunities. Teachers expressed the 
view that copying students‟ own preferred music, if used too often, could be limiting. In 
accordance with the principles outlined in the Musical Futures informal learning model the 
staff would like to move this through to the point where students copy classical or world 
music. The composition projects are seen as the most interesting and challenging. Some 
groups are fast-tracked through Musical Futures but everyone comes together for the 
assessment. Some groups are given GCSE tasks to do. During the Phases of the 
research there were significant changes in staffing.  
 
The school ethos is seen to be changing. A focus on behaviour has now shifted to a focus 
on data where attainment and value-added scores are seen as crucial:  
 
‘Throughout Year11, and a bit in Year10, the kids are spoon-fed. For example, for GCSEs 
the kids are kept in school ‘till half term, not allowed to go home to revise. After half term 
they’ll be invited back for revision, and teachers are doing things like making podcasts for 
them or giving them revision notes. What Musical Futures does is it is 100% independent, 
and it relies on them being organised, making their own decisions and getting themselves 
through tasks. But for the last two years my two Year 11 fast-track groups haven’t 
completed what I’ve needed them to complete and fulfilled the independent learning 
courses that I’ve found for them and I really believe that’s the reason, spoon-feeding and 
it’s going lower and lower down the school.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The music department has been criticised because it is not meeting value-added scores. 
Predictions are based on English, maths and science grades, which music staff suggest 
do not relate to music. So although the „fast-track music group‟ got 100% A to Cs and the 
highest average point score of any subject in the school they were criticised because they 
were minus 0.1 on value-added scores for that group. Music staff reported a change in 
ethos to focus on meeting these targets. The department want to try to meet the value-
added targets while also developing ways of creating more realistic base-line data. Staff 
suggest that Musical Futures gives the teacher the opportunity to get to know students so 
that predictions for Year 10 could be made more accurate.  
 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/
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The music team have presented information to the school about Musical Futures but have 
had to set these sessions up themselves. There is a feeling that the SMT does not support 
this as Musical Futures is viewed as too innovative for where the school is at the moment. 
The music team feel that Musical Futures does not contribute to the ethos of the school 
enough. The team do much more dissemination outside the school. The music team would 
like to develop music technology work, which would need more computers. This would be 
particularly useful for disaffected students or for those who find it difficult to work in a 
group. Staff perceive that ICT work implemented alongside Musical Futures would be 
ideal. The room layout is challenging with most rooms being located outside the main 
building and therefore students need to go outside to reach some break-out rooms. Aside 
from the need for students to cross open ground, sometimes with instruments, it makes 
monitoring students more difficult. There is a small recording studio and a small number of 
computers.  
  
School F 

 
School F is a Church of England non-selective school in a selective area with Specialist 
Visual Arts College Status. There are 956 students aged 11-18 on the roll, 234 of these 
comprising the sixth form. The school is co-educational. The majority of students are White 
British, with English as their first language. A small number of students are eligible for free 
school meals; the proportion is lower than the national average. In 2006, Ofsted identified 
„a growing proportion of students with learning difficulties and disabilities.‟ 
 
The 2006 Ofsted inspection graded School F as „outstanding‟ (grade 1). Key strengths 
identified were leadership, assessment and monitoring of students‟ progress and pastoral 
care. In addition Ofsted identified as a significant strength the flexible curriculum and 
outstanding teaching that supported personalised learning. 
 
„The school aims to nurture and educate students in a Christian environment, in order that 
they may achieve their potential and be valuable members of society... Outstanding 
leadership and management ensure that the school delivers these aims very successfully. 
The outstanding flexible curriculum meets the academic and personal development needs 
of all learners very well, whether they are gifted and talented or requiring a more 
vocational and applied or work related approach.‟ (From School F Ofsted report, 
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/, accessed on 3rd December, 2009) The absence rate is 5.6%, 
unauthorised 0.4 % and persistent 2.3%) (DfE Performance Tables 2010). 
 
Musical Futures has only recently been introduced into the school and it has not been 
adopted in its entirety. Musical Futures is implemented initially with Year 8 using „the 
model where they listen to their own CDs and they have to try and recreate them’ (Head of 
Music). This is designed for Year 9 but as options start in Year 8 it is begun then and 
revisited  in Year 9. Students are encouraged to develop skills: 
 
‘I try and make sure that they broaden their horizons a bit, and make sure that they’re quite 
happy to play, for example like if they’re a non-musician, to have a go at playing a bass 
guitar even if they’ve never done it before. I think bass guitars are actually quite a good 
way for students to access things anyway because there’s only one string they play at a 
time.’ (Head of Music) 
 
In the future the staff would like to broaden the scope of Musical Futures in the school and 
introduce further aspects of the informal learning model, in particular extending the scope 
to include classical music.  

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/
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Within the school a very academic approach to learning is adopted. The school has a good 
reputation, is seen as setting high standards and students are expected to achieve and 
behave well, and are dealt with „quite severely‟ if they do not behave:  
 
‘So it’s a very positive learning atmosphere and learning environment in the school.’ 
(Music Teacher) 
 
There is an ethos where dignity and respect for others is central:  
 
‘It is about sort of treating each other in a very fair way and I think it comes across very 
well. I mean you don’t see teachers shouting at students, well, obviously you do 
occasionally. But I’ve been to some schools and it’s very us and them, but I think the 
whole ethos of the school is very friendly, even if you’ve got a disagreement with a 
student, it’s normally sit down and talk about it, the whole dignity and respect thing comes 
in there.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The ethos contributes to the students‟ attitudes towards work:  
 
‘In some schools, in my experience, you have to really get on top of the students to do the 
work whereas here they’ll actually, because of the whole atmosphere they work just 
naturally. They know they have to work and they get on with it. And to give them 
something like this, to put it in their hands, to use the word again, respecting them, and 
they, that sort of comes as a natural thing and they really, really respond to that as well. 
The fact that you’re not saying right today you’re going to do this, you give them the 
project. You have to trust them. It certainly helps I think the whole atmosphere.’  
(Head of Music) 
 
The ethos supports the ways of working of Musical Futures, although the music team 
suggest that Musical Futures can contribute towards developing this kind of ethos: 
 
‘I think if you had gone into a school and introduced Musical Futures, I think it would help 
to start to build up relationships, trusting relationships because you’re putting them a bit 
more in charge of their own learning. It’s all about sort of independent learning, sort of 
taking that aspect really and giving them choice of what they’re doing in some respects so 
they feel they’re going to get something out of it. It gives them ownership of the music as 
well so I can certainly see how it could contribute to, in lots of other schools, that sort of 
relationship between the students and the teachers.‟ (Head of Music)  
 
Musical Futures has a high profile in the school because of the musical performances in 
assemblies and concerts. This includes classical performances midweek and more 
popular music on Fridays when the 6th Form usually manage the assembly which means it 
is „a bit more fun, not quite so serious.‟ There is also a lunch time Friday concert which 
offers a range of genres. This is „advertised‟ at the Friday assembly. There are also carol 
services, and a thanksgiving service in the autumn. However, despite the high profile of 
music in the school, most non-music staff are perceived as being unaware of Musical 
Futures. The layout of the school might contribute to this as the music rooms are away 
from other classrooms. There are two main classrooms, one equipped with computers, 
and a number of small practice rooms located within one area.  
 



49 

 

School G (participated in questionnaires only for Phases 1 and 2; questionnaires 
and interviews in Phase 3) 
 
School G is a Community High School and Arts College with specialist Visual Arts status. 
There are 806 pupils on the roll aged 11-16. Almost all students are of White British 
background; most come from advantaged backgrounds. The number of students eligible 
for free school meals is much lower than average. The proportion of students with a 
statement of special educational need is slightly higher than that found nationally. The 
school has been a specialist Visual Arts college since 2004. It has achieved Healthy 
School status, the Artsmark Silver award and has been designated as an „Investor in 
People‟. 
 
In its most recent Ofsted inspection (2007) the school was graded as „outstanding‟ (grade 
1). Key strengths highlighted by Ofsted included achievements in developing its specialist 
visual arts status. According to Ofsted, standards are exceptionally high in this area, and 
„management of this aspect of the school‟s work is innovative, inspirational and 
entrepreneurial.‟ Through outstanding leadership and strong management the school has 
improved many aspects of its provision, particularly English, modern foreign languages, 
history and drama.  
 
„Students join the school with standards that are broadly average and relatively few start 
with very high standards. The majority of students make outstanding progress and reach 
above average standards by the end of Year11. The number of students attaining five or 
more good GCSE grades has steadily increased year on year. Because of the 
improvements in English, and because of an outstanding mathematics department, the 
proportion of students who achieve both GCSE mathematics and English is much higher 
than in similar schools. High expectations of literacy, numeracy and information and 
communication technology (ICT) ensure that students are well prepared for employment 
and further study. Students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities achieve particularly 
well; because of the well-targeted support and care they receive they make outstanding 
progress. More generally, boys‟ standards are lower than those for girls.‟ (From School G 
Ofsted Inspection Report, 2007, http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/, accessed 2nd September, 
2011). Attendance data indicate 6.2% absence, unauthorised 0.5% and persistent 3.2%.  
 
Musical Futures has been embraced by a very strong Head of Music. However, additional 
music staff (part-time teachers or trainee teachers) vary in their confidence with Musical 
Futures so the approaches have not been implemented consistently. The music 
department is well resourced, with a main music room equipped with keyboards and a 
second music room equipped with computers. Two breakout rooms are available.  
 
The trainees provide additional staffing so there is often more than one teacher available 
to support a class. The success of the department and its positive influence is evident in 
this response from one of the trainees who experienced Musical Futures at School G. „I 
found that students were a lot more interested in learning an instrument once they had 
learnt a piece in the Musical Futures way. Although I found letting students walk around 
and leave the classroom a little daunting and a little out of my control I soon managed to 
overcome this and found it a thoroughly enjoyable experience and most definitely 
something I will be wanting to use in my own classroom when I get a job.’ (Trainee music 
teacher)   
 
 
 
 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/
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Summary 

 
The case study schools were selected in consultation with the Musical Futures team to 
represent different types of school and differences in experience with Musical Futures. The 
schools have different characteristics (see Table 3.1). They also differ in the way in which 
they are implementing Musical Futures. What they share is a Head of Music who can see 
the value of Musical Futures and is committed to its implementation.  
 
Table 3.1: Case study schools 
 
School Specialist 

status 
Number 
on roll 

Ethnic make 
up 

FSM* EAL* OFSTED 
grade 

Music 
exams 
taken in 
KS4 

School A  Technology  1416 Mainly White 
British 

Low Low Satisfactory BTEC 

School B 
Boys 
school 

Arts   
1447 

Over 50% 
black and 
minority ethnic 
backgrounds 

High High Good BTEC 

School C Language 
and 
technology 

1790 Mainly White 
British 

Low Low Outstanding GCSE 

School D Science  
1286 

Mainly minority 
ethnic 
backgrounds 

High High Satisfactory BTEC 

School E Science 1223 Mainly White 
British 

Low Low Satisfactory GCSE 
Rockschool 

School F Visual arts 956 Mainly White 
British 

Low Low Outstanding GCSE 

School G Visual arts 806 Mainly White 
British 

Low Low Outstanding GCSE 

*FSM = free school meals; EAL = English as an additional language 
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 Chapter 4: The music teachers’ perspective  
 
This chapter reports on the findings related to the music teachers‟ perspective. The findings are 
based on the questionnaire responses of 28 music teachers from seven schools and interviews 
with the Heads of Music and music teachers from each of seven case study schools. The chapter 
explores:  

 the perceived strengths and difficulties associated with Musical Futures; 

 the impact on teachers; 

 the impact on student motivation, well-being, self-esteem, behaviour, attendance and 
transferable skills; and 

 student progression and extra-curricular activities; and 

 issues arising from the implementation of Musical Futures.  

 
Use of the terminology ‘Musical Futures’ 
 
A previous report on the implementation of Musical Futures indicated that there was 
variability in the extent to which the term „Musical Futures‟ was used in the schools where 
the Musical Futures approaches had been adopted. In the interviews staff members were 
asked specifically about the extent to which they used the terminology when working with 
students. Some teachers indicated that they used the term in relation to specific units of 
work; a number indicated that it had become so integrated into the curriculum that it was 
not referred to specifically. This meant that the students were often unaware that they 
were following Musical Futures approaches, they simply knew that they were doing group 
or band work. Some teachers did use the term with students: 
 
‘I probably have mentioned it to students. I think I introduced it when I came here I said 
we’ll be looking at a way of teaching using the Musical Futures model. But it’s not referred 
to really in the lessons, usually we’re doing band work or whole class composition or 
whatever.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘I’d say it was a Musical Futures project and I’d explain how it’s an innovative curriculum 
approach, it’s a special thing, not done in every school. That kind of gets them on board. I 
say we’re trying this out, we’re thinking of integrating it into our curriculum and we want to 
see what you think about it, we want to see if it’s good.’ (Music Teacher) 
  
Overall, the term „Musical Futures‟ was not used consistently with students and many were 
unlikely to be unaware of their participation in Musical Futures activity.  
 
Emphasis on popular music  
 
All of the teachers (100%) in Phase 1 agreed that Musical Futures allowed for greater 
emphasis on popular music. There were no statistically significant differences between 
teachers in different schools (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2), although one Head of Music 
indicated that there had been a broadening of experience:  
 
‘I think some of the students have actually been given the opportunity to listen to other 
music that they wouldn’t necessarily have done. When they work in a friendship group 
sometimes they will listen to something they’ve never heard before. I’ve learnt quite a bit 
about different styles of music as well.’ (Head of Music) 
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There was agreement that Musical Futures had not encouraged exploration of classical 
music. Only 20% agreed that it had, although there were school differences (see Tables 
4.1 and 4.2). The lack of attention to classical music was supported by the interview data: 
 
‘As far as Musical Futures goes we haven’t done much expanding from what they like. 
There are units out there, sort of making arrangements of a classical piece but we haven’t 
tried them. We think the students would find it quite hard to go back. They did classical 
music in Year 7, 8.’ (Head of Music) 
 
As noted previously in this report, a key principle of Musical Futures is the 
recommendation that a range of musical genres, including classical music, should be 
explored. The interviews with Heads of Music suggested that,historically, introducing the 
Musical Futures informal learning model in Year 9 had typically started with popular music 
of the students‟ choice, with time constraints meaning that there had been little opportunity 
to move onto other genres. For those that had introduced Musical Futures with Year 7 
groups some classical music had been used, such as Pachelbel‟s Canon, before moving 
onto pop and rock. Students tended to articulate a stereotypical view of classical music as 
„relaxing‟. 
 
There was complete agreement (100%) that Musical Futures had introduced new ideas 
into the classroom (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2).  
 
Table 4.1: Teaching using Musical Futures (Phase 1) 
 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree  Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Mean SD  

Musical Futures allows for more 
emphasis on popular music 

19% (5) 81% (21)   3.8 .4 

Musical Futures encourages 
exploration of classical music 

 20% (5) 64% (16) 16% (4) 2.0 .6 

Musical Futures has introduced new 
ideas into the classroom 

46% (12) 54% (14)   3.5 .5 

I do not find Musical Futures teaching 
stressful 

16% (4) 32% (8) 40% (10) 12% (3) 2.5 .9 

There are enough practice rooms or 
other spaces for Musical Futures 

11% (3) 46% (12) 35% (9) 8% (2) 2.6 .8 

I have enough resources for Musical 
Futures 

23% (6) 35% (9) 35% (9) 8% (2) 2.7 .9 

Musical Futures works with classes of 
all sizes 

16% (4) 48% (12) 28% (7) 8% (2) 2.7 .8 

Musical Futures works equally well 
with all students 

4% (1) 52% (13) 32% (8) 12% (3) 2.5 .8 

There is enough lesson time for 
Musical Futures to work well 

16% (4) 48% (12) 36% (9)  2.8 .7 

Since doing Musical Futures my 
students demonstrate higher levels of 
attainment 

36% (8) 40% (9) 24% (5)  3.1 .8 
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Table 4.2: Teaching Musical Futures: School differences  
 
 A B C D E F G overall SIG 

Musical Futures allows for 
more emphasis on popular 
music 

4.0 3.7 4.0 3.3 3.7 4.0 4.0 3.8 NS 

Musical Futures encourages 
exploration of classical music 

2.0 2.0 1.5 2.7 2.3 2.3 1.5 2.0 .05 

Musical Futures has 
introduced new ideas into the 
classroom 

3.0 3.8 3.3 3.3 3.5 3.3 3.8 3.5 NS 

I do not find Musical Futures 
teaching stressful 

1.0 2.0 1.8 2.3 2.7 3.0 3.5 2.5 .025 

There are enough practice 
rooms or other spaces for 
Musical Futures 

4.0 3.0 2.0 2.7 2.3 2.8 2.8 2.6 NS 

I have enough resources for 
Musical Futures 

3.0 3.2 1.8 2.7 2.5 2.5 3.8 2.7 .046 

Musical Futures works with 
classes of all sizes 

4.0 3.5 1.5 2.7 2.6 2.8 3.0 2.7 .005 

Musical Futures works equally 
well with all students 

3.0 3.0 1.8 3.0 2.2 2.0 3.2 2.5 .013 

There is enough lesson time 
for Musical Futures to work 
well 

4.0 3.0 2.3 2.7 2.2 3.0 3.5 2.8 .011 

Since doing Musical Futures 
my students demonstrate 
higher levels of attainment 

4.0 3.7 2.3 3.7 2.8 3.0 3.5 3.1 .047 

 
By the time of the 2010 and 2011 interviews there were indications that the teachers had 
progressed to perceiving Musical Futures as a more general approach which underpinned 
much of the curriculum:  
 
‘Musical Futures is that idea of the knowledge of something rather than about something. 
It’s being musical and then if you like exploring what you’ve just done, so it’s tapping into 
the love that all teenagers have of music, and that doesn’t mean that teenagers only love 
popular music, I resent that.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Another teacher described it as ‘not even playing by ear, it’s working by ear.’ Some felt 
that that there were misconceptions about the nature of Musical Futures:  
 
‘People think it’s just small band work. It’s learning by playing, learning by doing. A lot of 
people [sic] are still sat down with worksheets and books.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The changes in conception led to the introduction of different activities in different genres, 
for instance, song writing, film music: 
 
‘I think we’ve embedded Musical Futures more, we’ve introduced the song-writing. We 
started that last year rather than having the classical pieces, which they found quite 
challenging.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘We gave them a choice of what we should do, Chariots of Fire, Star Wars, Pirates of the 
Caribbean, a few more, then reproduced them. I think they quite enjoyed it. It would be 
nice to go down a bit more of the purely classical route this time.’ (Head of Music) 
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The teachers reported that there had been few major changes to the curriculum over the 
period of time of the research but that they reviewed their practice every year:  
 
‘I don’t think there [have been] any significant changes. We constantly review our 
curriculum so it will definitely shift and we’ll try different things out.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘This year we did the Taiko model, trying to do whole class Taiko with 30 kids and it was 
just too much. It was too hard. 15 on 15 off and the ones that are off the drums and not 
doing it were disengaged, they weren’t looking, because the idea was that they would look 
at what their peers were doing and learn and do some peer assessment and see well 
actually he’s got a really good stance, perhaps I’ll aspire to do that. It didn’t happen. The 
reality was they were just fooling around and chatting to each other and not paying 
attention to what was going on. It made the whole session too difficult. So we then decided 
that we’d do two sets of 15 and it was just so much easier, it was remarkable.’ (Music 
Teacher) 
 
In one school a joint curriculum had been developed for the performing arts which meant 
that projects were undertaken jointly with drama:  
 
‘It’s been interesting because we had quite a short space of time to actually get a syllabus 
together, music being the only side that has a National Curriculum to put in and drama 
were very much up for following us wherever we went with that. Some things have worked 
better than others.’ (Music Teacher) 
 

Teachers were asked to describe a music lesson which they felt had gone well. Boxes 4.1 
to 4.8 provide some examples. What is common is that they involved practical music-
making which engaged the students.  
 

Box 4.1: Speed of learning 
 
„Just recently we‟ve been doing a simple song in one lesson. We were doing Use 
Somebody, Kings of Leon, ukuleles, guitars, bass, drums, singers, and in the space of one 
lesson we managed to put that whole song together – Year 7s. They‟ve all learnt those 
chords already. We taught them the skills they need to know to be able to do that. From the 
start of Year 7 we‟ve been working on all these instruments. It wasn‟t learning something 
completely new. They knew where the chord F was on the keyboard, they knew all that 
already so that makes things happen quickly. We used to do mainly keyboards but the last 
three years we‟ve been introducing, teaching bass, a little bit of guitar, ukuleles, drums, 
we‟ve put all the band instruments into Year 7 now. They can see progress if they‟re doing 
that from Year 7 right through to Year 9. We‟re noticing with this year‟s Year 8, they‟re much 
more musically adaptable and able, just having learnt those different instruments last year.‟ 
(Head of Music) 
 

 

Box 4.2: Whole class and small group work 
 
„My most successful Musical Futures lesson was in late November when I started doing 
classroom work-shopping which is something that I‟ve done before with Year 7 but I started 
doing it with all of Key Stage 3. Because we‟re in this new accommodation I couldn‟t think of 
how to do what I used to do before, because we‟ve [temporarily] got no practice rooms ... but 
it was great. We went from standing in a circle saying our name and something about us just 
to increase our personal confidence before we started performing in a group. We did some 
warm-up exercises, we did some clapping games where we soon found out that we weren‟t 
quite so good at clapping and time keeping as we thought we were, and then we moved 
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onto instruments and we had a group of percussionists, a group of bass players, a group of 
guitarists, group of keyboard players, group of steel pans and we started with a rhythm and a 
riff and built that riff on bass guitars which we then built up and we had steel pans playing 
the riff and the guitars were playing chords and the keyboards were playing chords and it 
was really good and it worked really well. That was all the years. And we started where the 
kids were in little groups and they came up with the riff in their section and then we added 
that to the composition in a kind of rondo kind of form I suppose you‟d call it. We had kids 
teaching each other the riff they‟d thought of and sections teaching their riff to the rest of the 
class. That was one series of lessons. The children (sic) were excited to do something 
different. They had some responsibility. They all felt they were in charge of something. They 
felt they could choose what they did, what instrument and what they came up with. I asked 
some kids about choice and who‟s in charge of your learning, just across the school, and 
hardly any of them thought they were in charge of anything to do with their own learning. A 
girl in Year11 wrote down, I have no choice in what I learn. My only choice is how much of 
what the teacher tells me to write down. Which was very sad, I thought. I think Musical 
Futures gives kids that chance and that power to become in charge of their own learning.‟ 
(Head of Music) 
 

Box 4.3: Engagement of all the students 
 
„A good lesson is like the one where kids are in groups and even a little lad who‟s been 
absent a lot and has no group is running around videoing everything, setting up drum kits, 
another lad who‟s been thrown out of his group for being a bit boisterous is now teaching 
himself guitar, he sets everything up, gets an electric guitar, teaches himself. I don‟t worry 
about behaviour or anything [behaviour is not an issue in lessons like this]. One lad in that 
group has loaded up Audacity on his computer at home and each week brings in a memory 
stick with all the stuff on it and was teaching his group music tech. „ 
 
 

Box 4.4: Use of friendship groups and competition 
 
„They‟re actually a group who‟ve got a bad reputation for behaviour. Last term I gave them a 
bit of a warm-up lesson on how to work melodies out and they just loved it from the word go. 
I think they‟ve got a bad reputation round the school because together they can be a bit of a 
handful but because they were in their friendship groups it worked really well. Also some of 
the friendship groups were split up and the boys in competition with each other wanted to do 
better than each other so I really pushed that competition.‟ 
 
 

Box 4.5 Use of technology 
 
„Doing the Undertones with Year 7, showing them a clip of the song on YouTube, because 
we‟d been working on chords, I taught one of them the drum pattern and within half a lesson 
the group were really getting into it and that was really successful. It‟s only this year we‟ve 
been able to use YouTube in our lessons, it used to be blocked but now teachers can use it. 
You can play it but if you show them the video it‟s twice as good.‟ 
 
 

Box 4.6: Minimalism 
 
„The whole class work-shopping that I do with Year 8 on minimalism, the first lesson that I 
did with them, maybe the second, where they were all on instruments, we‟d done our warm-
ups, we‟d created rhythmic riffs using body percussion we then looked at how you can take 
bits out. They then created two and four bar riffs on tuned-percussion and keyboard. Then I 
spotted a kind of rhythm section so we put two on bass guitar, two on guitar and drum kit 
and within a lesson we were structuring a rhythm section bit, a bit with diminution, a bit with 
augmentation, layering up riffs, without anything really being said. I think if you start with 



56 

 

“right we‟re going to look at minimalism”, you‟ve lost about 80% of the class, and then once 
you‟ve got them there [with Musical Futures] it‟s very easy at the end and they did a great 
homework.‟  
 
 

Box 4.7: Giving control to the students 
 
„When we started working together this Year 9 group were quite boisterous and quite noisy, 
there are quite a few characters in there. I was trying to get them to do stuff and I thought 
let‟s try something different here. I said right, you choose your songs, you choose your 
group, you choose your friends, and that was the turning point. It was the best lesson I‟ve 
ever done. Literally within 3 minutes, all that negativity in the room about what I was making 
them do disappeared and they were all focused on something, all doing different songs or a 
different instrument. You‟ve just got to let go. Let them do what they want to do in terms of 
music, not behaviour wise but in terms of music. Let them choose. Let go and let them do it 
and if you do that it will make your life a lot easier.‟  
 
 

Box 4.8: Songwriting 
 

„I had a couple of groups for the songwriting [lessons] last year, one was my form group, 
another was a really good Year 8 group. They were just such great groups, really creative, 
they produced such fantastic songs. I think the fact that they were used to working in groups, 
through Musical Futures work, the fact that they got on well together, they weren‟t falling out 
with each other, the fact that I‟d broken it down so I‟d done a bit of formal teaching 
beforehand so we‟d looked at riffs and then we‟d practised riffs and made up catchy bits of 
songs, we‟d looked at structure and I had a really clear planning sheet for the song-writing 
module. I think all of that made it successful. It was informal and it was the students‟ work 
but there was also a formal side to it. „ 

 

Teacher attitudes, satisfaction and stress in implementing Musical Futures 
 
Teachers were divided as to whether they believed that implementing Musical Futures was 
stressful. 48% did not find it stressful 52% did (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2). The stress was in 
part because of the nature of the work: 
 
‘It’s hard. It’s hard to teach because you’ve got be 100% committed to every lesson that 
you do. If you do it half-heartedly you lose them. So you can’t just turn up and have 
something else to do and think, oh, just get on with it. You know, today I had a cover 
teacher for Year 10 and I came back and they’re not on task, they’re not engaged because 
I wasn’t there to set it up in the first place. It’s not something you can opt in and opt out of. 
It’s exhausting for a teacher. You’ve got to be continually on the go. You’re challenged 
from what you’re asked to do, pick out a bass line, play some chords, help you do this, 
print something off the internet.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Some teachers liked the stimulation but others found it difficult to cope with. Stress was 
also related to the perceived lack of control and the way other people might view the 
situation: 
 
‘It can be really stressful for the teacher. I think you have to go into it with this sort of 
positive attitude. You have to say, well, actually this is going to be chaotic. This is going to 
be up in the air. This is going to be loose and you know you’re going to wonder if actually 
they’re getting anything out of it whatsoever. In the first couple of weeks it seemed utterly 
chaotic, looked like kids were just doing nothing, just fooling around in the room, swapping 
instruments around, swapping choice of song, generally just sitting there. It looked like a 
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youth club environment. I think as a teacher you’re very conscious of what your colleagues 
perceive is going on in your lessons. You’ve got this situation where they’re looking for 
drum sticks and leads and mics and they’re all in a room and they’re shouting and arguing 
with each other because they’ve decided who’s going to play what but he’s not in today 
and da, da, da, and he’s forgotten his CD. It can be utterly chaotic, but you’ve got to have 
faith in the outcome and it’s nothing short of a miracle but the results are outstanding.’ 
(Music Teacher) 
 

There is the possibility that teachers will experience „burn-out‟ because of the demanding 
nature of the work:  
 
‘Energy. I die at the end of the day. I think that’s not acknowledged enough by the powers 
that be. If you are workshopping lesson after lesson after lesson in a six period day, it is 
exhausting so I think optimal conditions are having a lot of energy, and having time off 
between to recharge because you are giving out a lot.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Once teachers had engaged with the Musical Futures approaches they believed that it 
would produce successful outcomes even though at some points they may have doubts: 
 
‘You could think at the low points, this is just a laugh, no one’s doing anything. It would be 
much easier if I just drilled on about something rather than let anyone off doing their work. 
But then you come to near the end of the project and everything seems to step up a gear 
or in some cases two gears. The really nice thing is when you get kids sort of saying can I 
come up and practise at lunchtime or can I come and practise after school or can I do an 
assembly or can I do this or can I do that. Then the actual big bit for me is the Key Stage 3 
showcase. We put on an evening concert which kind of celebrates the Musical Futures 
topics and anything else we think has been really good in the department at Key Stage 3 
and when you get the parents in, and everyone goes wow, and you know, the SLT are 
there and they think this is brilliant.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Some teachers felt that they had always been ‘very practical hands-on sort of teachers’ 
and that this approach suited their style, but there was a view that: 
 
‘Potentially any music teacher could do Musical Futures if they were willing to give it a go 
and willing to come out of their comfort zone a little bit and let it happen.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Others felt that teachers need to be open-minded, be energetic and be prepared to adopt 
the students‟ perspective:  
 
‘I think you’ve got be fairly open-minded, you’ve got to be fairly patient and relaxed, and I 
think the problem teachers will have with this is letting go, the freedom. And also I think a 
lot of teachers don’t actually have the skills, the musical skills. There are people I’ve come 
across who wouldn’t know one end of a guitar from another. You need to be able to play a 
few chords, know where a few notes are to show kids. Same with drums, keyboard. I know 
it’s all personalised learning but still, they do need a bit of guidance.’ (Head of Music) 
 
There was a perception that some teachers would feel ill-prepared because of the way that 
they had been trained and the way that they had taught previously:  
 
‘I think if you’ve got a staff that taught in a different way for a long period of time, it is really 
very difficult. It is like taking all the things - the scaffolding that they hang on to – away and 
just saying now go and do it, and I think this needs to be addressed. That is happening at 
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the CPD days15. Getting teachers in, and then watching me do a class and getting involved 
with it. A lot of them have negative attitudes. But afterwards I’ve had some lovely e-mails 
saying I’m going to so do this and coming back for more CPD days and saying it’s totally 
changed my department. But it is very difficult for staff.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The issue of initial teacher training was raised and how it would need to change to enable 
staff to develop appropriate skills. Some had contributed to initial teacher education 
courses: 
 
‘They came to us because I wanted them to see a class, so we ran a day’s course for 
them and introduced them to the basics of Musical Futures. It was quite an eye-opener for 
some of them. Some of the classically trained musicians are sometimes quite purist but I 
think we’ve persuaded them. I think you have to see it working and to see a class and see 
their excitement and also hear the end result.’ (Head of Music) 
 
NQTs involved with Musical Futures gained confidence as they engaged with it:  
 
‘The NQT this year started off very formal, very controlling over what was happening, very 
teacher-led. But one class that she teaches are incredible and have produced amazing 
results and she buzzes about that. So then she wants to share it with other teachers, so it 
opens up channels of communication that way.’ (Head of Music)  
 
There were some reported benefits to the department as a whole: 
 
‘I think we’ve really enjoyed it as team. I think it’s brought us together as a department. I’ve 
recently done the Salsa project16 as a pilot and we learnt all the parts together and kind of 
worked them out, and tried different instruments and roles, and for me certainly it’s great to 
have a go at the sax and it’s forced me to play the bass more and the guitar now. The staff 
are all amazing. They can play everything it seems, but I think they’ve liked the aspect of 
coming together as a department. There’s so much energy and buzz around the 
department, I think a third of the school applied to do music at GCSE.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Resources 
 
Teachers were asked to indicate if there were sufficient practice rooms to be able to 
implement Musical Futures successfully. 57% indicated that they did have sufficient, the 
remainder did not. There were no statistically significant differences between schools in 
response to this statement (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2). Typically, the accommodation was 
not appropriate for the nature of the activities:  
 
‘We don’t really have enough space. We’ve got this one big room but the other rooms are 
quite small and they’re quite far away from my classroom. I do have to be careful who I 
send. There’s a small room at the back of my classroom but it’s not sound-proofed.‟ (Music 
Teacher)  
 
There were particular issues relating to noise especially during the summer months when 
schools had examinations:  

                                                 
15 Musical Futures runs free CPD on the practicalities of using the approaches, delivered by experienced music 

teachers. See http://www.musicalfutures.org/training 

 
16 The ‘salsa project’ refers to Musical Futures Whole Class Instrumental Work which uses a salsa piece as its musical 

material.  

. 

http://www.musicalfutures.org/training
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‘May, June, we don’t teach like we should do in music because we can’t because it makes 
a noise. It’s a challenge from that point of view. Sometimes finding the physical space 
because again we’ve got quite a lot of peripatetic teachers coming in so sometimes you’ve 
got a class and you’ve got nowhere to send them so you have to use different corridors 
and things.’ (Head of Music)  
 
The other issue related to timetabling and the difficulty of running Musical Futures classes 
simultaneously because of limited numbers of instruments or practice spaces. This meant 
that teachers had to find alternative, sometimes less appealing, activities for a class, giving 
priority to one class over another for practical work.  
 
‘The organisation of it has certainly been a challenge and the whole issue of timetabling 
and how to make it effective and work.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Teachers were also asked if they had sufficient resources to implement Musical Futures. 
58% indicated that they did, the remainder did not. There were statistically significant 
differences between schools in response to this statement (Table 4.1 and 4.2). The 
particular issues which concerned teachers related to dealing with electric equipment:  
 
‘You can be running around looking for jack leads and you know trying to get amps to work 
if you haven’t got that equipment. You know I would love to be in a situation where we had 
every single room totally equipped with a kit and an amplifier and they just walk in and they 
play. Obviously, there are financial constraints there. We do the best we can. That for me 
is the main problem. That’s what drives me mad.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
‘You’ve got 26 kids with guitars, and leads and basses and drum sticks and kits and mics 
and XLRs and jack to jacks that aren’t working. It’s a logistical nightmare, with one teacher 
having to deal with 5 different groups all at the same time.’ (Head of Music) 
 
There was also an issue relating to the normal wear and tear on instruments: 
 
‘We’ve got guitars and basses and things like that. Drum kits do get beaten up and that’s 
not kids treating them badly or vandalising it’s because sometimes they get lugged around 
and stuff like that.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The other resource issue raised by teachers related to staffing. The need for a technician 
was raised by several Heads of Music: 
 
‘You have to have a technician and I have spent my whole first year here petitioning for a 
technician. We are now getting one, but when you’ve got that amount of equipment and if 
you’re lucky enough to have that amount of equipment, you have to have someone who’s 
going to look after it.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Other teachers raised the issue of needing staff to support the group work and provide 
expertise in relation to different instruments:  
 
‘The staffing of it has been quite a challenge, although there’s lot of advice on how to do 
it17. Pretty much it’s just been about using our peripatetic teachers, getting them involved 

                                                 
17 For example, in the free Musical Futures Teacher Resource Pack which is available at 

http://www.musicalfutures.org/c/Teacher+Pack 

 

http://www.musicalfutures.org/c/Teacher+Pack
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for some sessions. Our technician does quite a lot although strictly speaking he’s not 
supposed to support music lessons.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘The only issue for us is the staffing. That’s a common problem I guess for schools doing 
Musical Futures because really if you’re going to do those projects well you need extra 
hands on deck. If you’ve got students who know what’s expected of the band projects, and 
the students work on their own and you dot around and check on them no problem. But 
when you’ve actually got a range of different instruments which require very different skills 
you do need an extra pair of hands to give you a hand with it.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
64% of teachers agreed that there was sufficient time to implement Musical Futures (see 
Table 4.1) but there were statistically significant school differences (see Table 4.2). One 
teacher indicated:  
 
‘Oh, it has its pros and cons definitely. I do like to some degree the freedom that it’s given 
us but it’s difficult to manage in terms of resources and space, and when you’ve only got 
one hour lessons it’s sometimes a bit of a challenge to fit everything in, but overall 
positive.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
The resources needed to run Musical Futures successfully were summarised as: 
 
‘Ideally, I think it’s important that people can do Musical Futures with a lot less, but ideally 
you would have quite a few practice rooms, lots of spaces, things like drum kits set up in 
practice rooms and amps ready to go so students don’t have to lug them round, and a 
technician – that would be absolutely fantastic. Good resources help. I know a lot of the 
resources the kids bring in but things like YouTube, you can show them what they can 
actually do, what they’re capable of. Showing other students work on NUMU really helps 
but resource-wise having things already set up in spaces.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Inclusion  
 
Most of the teachers (64%) believed that Musical Futures could work with classes of all 
sizes but there were highly statistically significant differences between schools in 
responses (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2). 56% of teachers agreed that Musical Futures could 
work equally well with all students but there were school differences (see Tables 4.1 and 
4.2). Teachers gave examples of the ways in which Musical Futures was inclusive: 
 
‘It certainly allows integration and it often benefits students who maybe don’t want to play 
the keyboard, and I think sometimes students that have got learning difficulties. I think 
some students just look at a keyboard and it doesn’t mean anything to them. I think being 
able to sing really, really encourages those students that maybe find other instruments 
more difficult and more of a challenge. Being part of a group of other people helps and 
maybe they might have somebody who’s a really good player and they can work together.’ 
(Music Teacher) 
 
‘I think everybody’s benefited. You could think, loud students will be good at doing it, but 
it’s been everybody. I took photos of my form and my favourite picture is two Muslim girls, 
one singing and the other’s playing the drums.’ (Head of Music)  
 
Some teachers felt that particular groups benefited: 
 
‘I think it’s probably more beneficial to middle end, lower end ability rather than the top 
end, because someone like a classical flute player will be good at music anyway and will 
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be pushing herself in other ways. With something like Musical Futures, I’m sure they find it 
fun but they won’t necessarily extend themselves perhaps as much as they would if they 
were doing other things. I think girls get quite a lot out of it as well but I think it works very 
well for the boys.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The gender imbalance was noted by other teachers:  
 
‘We’re boy heavy. Part of me embraces that because we know boys are failing and we 
know in a sense they’re the ones that need to be supported. But I would hate if Musical 
Futures was something that turned girls off music. I think that’s something that needs to be 
looked at or that may happen.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘The boys are more confident than they used to be. I think the girls would say they like 
singing, they like doing that. They’re usually the ones that are more dominant in a music 
lesson lower down the school, but I think when it comes to Musical Futures it evens out 
and I think if you looked at our GCSE groups and gender, we tend to be sort of fairly equal 
on that, and fairly equal success actually.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Some teachers felt that that there could be barriers for some students in terms of special 
educational needs:  
 
‘I think some students can benefit more than others and some might find it difficult, for 
instance, some with particular needs who need one to one attention or there might be 
students that you cannot leave in a room without a teacher. There might be some that 
don’t have the skills to get on with it.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘There’s been two kids who have found the freedom difficult, one who is actually on the 
autism spectrum, and I think there’s another two children [sic] I teach on the autism 
spectrum who don’t enjoy it.’ (Head of Music) 
 
This was confirmed in the interviews undertaken later in the research:  
 
‘We have a Year 7 student who is quite autistic. He doesn't like loud noises, and often 
doesn't seem to be focused in the lesson. He is really struggling with working with others, 
but seems to get on well by himself. However, it was hard to tell how well he was doing, as 
it takes him quite a delay in time to show what he has done, or answer questions, and 
therefore it is hard to tell whether the knowledge is there. However, in a recent Music 
exam, he got one of the highest results, for a student that has no external music lessons. 
However, I think he is really going to struggle to access Musical Futures. His social skills 
are so poor that he will need to work individually to see any progress.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
Another teacher pointed out that some students found performing difficult:  
 
‘I’ve got one student in Year 7 who almost has a panic attack situation when it comes to 
performing in front of others.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Some students were viewed as too disaffected in general to engage: 
 
‘I think really if they’ve got the correct motivation anyone can benefit from it, they can 
achieve quite a lot. I think it’s quite hard to understand with just a small number of people 
that they just don’t want to learn really, it’s not usually in music either but they are a 
minority.’ (Music Teacher) 
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Those with poor behaviour were identified as particularly problematic later in the research:  
 
‘I think the students that need your support behaviour-wise they cannot cope with the 
freedom at all. You might have two or three in a classroom of 27 who do not cope with that 
freedom. You can’t put them anywhere else, you can’t sit with them and do work with them 
because you’ve got 25 others. That is the only problem with Musical Futures, those 
students who aren’t interested, students who cannot be by themselves in a group cause a 
problem for the entire class because you can’t focus on them, you can’t help them.’ (Head 
of Music) 
 
Towards the end of the research teachers expressed growing concern for those pupils 
who had high level musical skills:  
 
‘The whole school motto is excellence for all and I think that’s something we’re trying to 
push at the moment, actually pushing the students above what they are capable of. It’s not 
about supporting the bottom ones, because we do that, and we do the standard level but 
we’re not, and this is something Ofsted said, we’re not pushing the higher ones even 
further. I think we try very hard to get excellence for all, and we have so many instrumental 
students that are very musical, they can read music, and we can push these students even 
further, not only in the classroom but then pushing them to do all the extra-curricular stuff 
we do.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘I think a lot of it is differentiation by outcome. The really talented students excel by doing 
their own part or by becoming leader of the group and help others. I must admit I think 
probably one weakness of Musical Futures is dealing to the higher end. You need to think 
quite a lot more what the best students can actually do. It depends what piece they 
choose. For example, when they choose their piece and try to recreate it and it’s quite 
simple, that is going to limit a really good student, whereas if they pick something 
challenging, that’s going to challenge them.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Some teachers felt more positive about Musical Futures when the students already played 
instruments: 
 
‘The most successful lessons for me have been the ones where you’re working with 
students who already play, who already have a degree of skill and they’re quite musical 
and so when you give them something to pick out aurally or work from a CD or recording 
or whatever and they put the music together they actually have a sense of what they’re 
doing, they’re not starting from scratch. It doesn’t tend to work so well I’ve found with 
students who haven’t got any background, I think it’s supposed to, here’s a guitar and now 
you’re a guitarist but I haven’t found that really works. The kids get frustrated.’ (Music 
Teacher)  
 
Differentiation was described as a general problem for teachers. However, Musical 
Futures provided the scope for meeting individual needs and allowing students to work at 
their own levels18: 
 
‘It’s a constant battle I think for a music teacher, particularly in a school like this where you 
can have a grade 8 distinction with someone who has no instrumental or even notation or 

                                                 
18 The Musical Futures Teacher Resource Pack (pp 24-25) offers guidance on how teachers might use Musical Futures 

to meet the needs of all students, including gifted and talented and those with special needs. See 

http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/c/Teacher+Pack 
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anything. I don’t think there’s another subject where you’re going to have that amount of 
gap between pupils. I think practical music-making (through Musical Futures) can answer 
some of those problems.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Some suggested that this could be overcome by providing those with considerable 
expertise on one instrument to develop skills on another unrelated instrument in the class 
sessions:  
 
‘Alice, who’s grade 7 piano, she’s on the drums in band lesson and she loves it and I think 
it can be quite liberating for those sort of gifted and talented musicians to branch out in 
different areas. That’s how I tend to think about it. I find it much more suitable to 
differentiate at the lower end and make it a worthwhile experience. I think it’s the top end 
that you have to watch.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘You always find a harder part for your grade 5 pianist. One of the girls came to the school 
with a grade 7 violin grade. However, she hasn’t ever written any music or composed or 
anything or led anything or worked out harmonies or anything like that. She took a liking to 
playing the drums. She was really struggling at first but she wanted to do it. In some ways 
it put her on a par with everybody else in the group and she’s also enjoying it.’ (Head of 
Music) 
 
Teachers in the second Phase of interviews also acknowledged that some cohorts of 
students were more successful than others:  
 
‘Some classes are just more musical. You get some groups that are wow and you get 
some that are nowhere. One Year 9 group is a dream class. They’re very musical and very 
well behaved, weirdly well behaved and very, very proactive and very, very determined 
and resilient. Some were going home and looking at things online, coming with chord 
charts, tabs. The independent learning was incredible, personalised learning, just textbook 
you know. Performances were fantastic, peer assessment was brilliant. From start to finish 
consistently good.’ (Music Teacher) 
 

Assessment  
 
Some teachers raised concerns about assessment procedures in Musical Futures work 
outlining that they had experienced difficulties in relation to the National Curriculum levels 
in music. While some performances were felt to be easy to assess others were more 
problematic: 
 
‘Singing a part, if it’s rapping it sort of is singing. But it’s hard to actually put it with the 
national criteria. If there’s somebody obviously outstanding like a guitarist who’s playing 
the solo bit on a guitar you can obviously see that’s really been top notch but if someone’s 
playing a drum part, and they’ve actually worked it out but they’re not actually doing the 
whole thing, they’re just doing something simple, it’s quite hard to assess because from 
one point of view because they’ve actually worked it out for themselves they’ve done really 
well but then again looking at the performance descriptors it’s actually quite simple. You 
have to adapt the criteria.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Other teachers felt that the Musical Futures approaches simplified assessment: 
 
‘I think it makes assessment quite straightforward really because you can be familiar with 
all the groups because you can spend time with each group, it’s common sense really. 
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You can see who’s got the greatest input who isn’t putting in so much effort, and because 
we like to record things you’ve got things as evidence.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘It’s far easier to assess kids doing Musical Futures kind of work than traditional work. I use 
video a lot so from videoing a class band you can see who can, who is nearly and who 
can’t very, very quickly. There’s no hiding place.‟ (Music Teacher) 
 
One school, during Phase 1 of the research, developed their own criteria based around the 
Musical Futures work to assess the levels: 
 
‘People perceive it to be a one-off rock and pop based curriculum, a have-a- good-time 
project. So initially we wrote our own levels. We gave difficulty levels for instruments and 
we wrote that into our assessment structure so if we saw somebody playing something 
very challenging we would give credit for that. If we see somebody doing peer leadership 
for example, you may not play anything but have actually brought that group together, then 
we would give credit for that too. And that was going really well and being used 
successfully and we did sheets for the students as well so they could see exactly where 
they were. And they saw the difficulty levels and they could see, oh right, we played a tune 
over it, to get to the next difficulty level you need to play longer riffs and to get to the most 
difficult you do this, and I like that, I like that progression.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Some schools had brought together the work of Musical Futures, assessment for learning, 
peer assessment, and the key stage levels: 
 
‘A lot of our focus is assessment for learning and there’s all the feedback when we’re 
going round the groups and then we do a lot of peer assessment when it comes to 
performance time. A group will perform and their peers will basically look at the success 
criteria and say have they done that, have they done that, yes I agree. What do you think 
they can improve upon? All of the work is videoed so teachers can reflect and at the end of 
the term we give them a level, a National Curriculum level for music and that’s basically 
what we feed back to parents and to SLT for data purposes.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
The later Phases of the research showed a greater emphasis on the importance of self 
and peer assessment:  
 
‘We do a huge amount of self-assessment and peer-assessment. Say we’re doing a 
keyboard topic with a Year 8, say we’re doing the blues, you’re teaching them 12 bar 
blues, a scale for improvisation so the first ten minutes you’re modelling at the front, then 
they’ll go off and practise the ingredients and then fifteen twenty minutes before the end 
everybody gets back into the middle. It’s performance time, they’ll showcase what they’ve 
done. They’ll play, the kids will say what they thought was successful about their 
performance and an area for improvement or it could be three stars and a wish, so it could 
be three things they really liked and one improvement. And, they get so used to that, I do 
that every week. The kids get used to talking about their work in a supportive way.’ (Music 
Teacher)  
 
Teachers‟ interviews in Phases 2 and 3 seemed to be aware of the need to demonstrate 
progress using the various assessment measures adopted by schools and to have 
incorporated this into their teaching on a routine basis:  
 
‘This is the first year we’ve been able to give them target grades for Key Stage 3, each 
year, so the Year 7s are given a target after the baseline. Most Year 7s you’re trying to get 
to level 4 by the end of Year 7. Someone might come in with a 3b and you say their target 
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is 4c. We assess it every half term and give them a level. We use National Curriculum 
standards. We give them an a, b or c. It’s to get the kids something to aim for. The targets 
are usually fairly optimistic. I don’t go into too much detail of what the levels mean, I just 
tell them what they need to do to improve.’ (Head of Music) 
 
There was an increasing awareness of the pressure that some teachers are under to work 
to National Curriculum levels: 
 
‘When I’m training teachers, some are in schools in special measures, Ofsted is coming in 
every half term. They say that Ofsted is coming in and they’ve got to prove that the kids 
have learnt, that they’re at this level. We might rile against the government, this isn’t what 
we think education is for but in the end we have to reach these things and it’s how we can 
do these in a way we are comfortable with.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘They like to know their Key Stage 3 level because if you’ve got an Ofsted inspector sitting 
in the corner, they might ask them, and so you know we’ve got to do it and they’ve got to 
know how to make progress so they’ve got to know where they are in order to know how to 
improve. We use assessment sheets to do that.‟ (Head of Music)  
 
Related to assessment procedures is the labelling of students as gifted and talented, or 
able, gifted and talented. There is also the issue of schools that use streaming so that, 
although music is not in itself streamed, classes might be grouped by other subjects. 
Given the inclusive approach of Musical Futures, such overt separation of students needs 
careful thought.  
 
Progression 
 
Teachers spoke of progression in terms of the challenges that students faced and how 
they progressed in meeting them: 
 
‘Take a notation-reading flute player, take away their notation and their flute and give them 
something else to do and it becomes much more challenging. If you have a very able 
musician in the group, taking a lead in organising other people and sharing their skills can 
be challenging as well. It’s encouraging them off their preferred instrument to explore and 
do other things. So you can push the more able kids and we do see them thrive. The least 
able, if the teacher gets in there at the right moment and gives the right support, they can 
achieve something which is just fantastic and that’s great for motivation and great for 
everybody, and they do make progress. But it does depend 100% on the teacher doing 
their job properly.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Staff reported that the group work enabled them to assess progress more easily and spot 
those who were developing considerable musical skills:  
  
‘You quite often find that you discover a real talent that you weren’t quite aware of before. 
A couple of weeks ago there was a girl, in Year 9, I didn’t know she could sing and play at 
the same time and it’s very informal in terms of songwriting. I mean I give them some basic 
skills but it’s up to them to go and do it and they’ve got some amazing skills, really. It’s 
nothing they’ve been spoon fed.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘There’s a classic example of spotting talent. We spotted X through the band project in 
Year 8, unbelievable singer, and he’s such an unassuming character. Anyway we did this 
lesson and I was blown away by this boy’s voice and I thought wow. And we were doing 
the concert that year and we were looking for someone to do the vocal. Incredible, 
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powerful, brilliant voice, so he did that concert and it was as if he came alive. He was 
getting the crowd up on their feet, he was running around, he was dancing on stage, he 
was in Year 8, he was playing with a bunch of sixth-formers, not fazed at all. He had them 
all clapping, just remarkable really. He’s doing music now at key stage 4 and he just took 
the lead role in the musical, the Wizard of Oz, the Whizz King.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
In the later stages of the research, there was evidence of Musical Futures being used 
earlier in Key Stage 3 to enable students to develop their skills prior to Year 9: 
 
‘We’ve revamped the whole Key Stage 3 scheme of work so it’s all Musical Futures-based 
from the start of Year 7 now. We used to just use Year 9, the Deep End project, song 
writing, but now we do it lower down the school almost targeting it towards Year 9 so 
they’ve got more skills to be successful with In at the Deep End and song writing.’ (Head of 
Music)  
 
The independence that students are given and the opportunities that they have for working 
on projects of their own choosing were also seen as important alongside their success: 
 
‘I think that boys that were achieving low grades in music, because they’ve been allowed 
to do what they’ve wanted to do, it’s really sparked their enthusiasm. I can think of a 
couple of students, they’re not good musicians. I’ve given them a bass guitar and they’ve 
realised they can actually do something. I showed them a little brief bit of technique, they 
can actually do something and because they can do that it sparks something and they 
want to do it more. Certainly at the lower end it’s certainly lifted attainment I would say, 
particularly boys.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The emphasis on performance and composition was seen as preparing students well for 
taking examinations at Key Stage 4, although there were sometimes issues about the 
broader musical skills that students would need:  
 
‘When they’re doing their options I make it very clear to them that you are going to have to 
study other sorts of music as well, it’s not just all about playing an instrument and getting 
bands in all the time, there is a listening paper and for the listening paper you have to 
study dance music, you have to study classical music.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Progression to Key Stage 4  
 
Teachers commented favourably on the increase in the number of students continuing with 
music after Key Stage 3 as a result of Musical Futures:  
  
‘We lose fewer students at the end of Year 9 than we used to.’ (Head of Music)  
 
They also provided explanations for how Musical Futures had encouraged take up of 
music at Key Stage 4. One factor was the way that students who were not having 
specialised instrumental lessons had developed instrumental skills through their 
participation in Musical Futures. Also important was the positive feedback that they 
received on their work from sources apart from the music teacher:  
 
‘I think it’s encouraged a lot of people to take GCSE music. The way performance skills 
are developed, Musical Futures has had a massive impact on that. I’m thinking of a couple 
of Year 10 boys at the moment who started singing through Musical Futures. The boys 
don’t seem to hold back, they get on and do it which is fantastic. So it’s had an impact on 
boys’ singing and at GCSE the way they’re more inclined to perform. Also through NUMU, 
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I think, being able to put your music up on NUMU and being able to get comments not only 
from the school but all over the country it’s fantastic.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
The uptake of GCSE and music more generally at Key Stage 4 continued throughout the 
research project:  
 
‘This year [2010], Year 10 we have 44 choosing to do GCSE music, compared with 23 two 
years ago. A-level music, much increased uptake. BTEC, which I’ve introduced at Key 
stage 5, we’ve had 11 this year and we’ve got 14 next year. So at Key stage 5 we’ve got 
over 20 people choosing to do music.’ (Head of Music) 
 
In Phase 1 of the research, some schools were changing their formal examination 
arrangements in response to the increased motivation of the students and take up at Key 
Stage 4 and the requirements of GCSE which they felt that some students may not be able 
to meet:  
 
‘We’ve definitely seen an increase in numbers. When I first came 6 years ago there were 
about 16 people in the GCSE group and now we’re about 40 every year. We’re actually 
changing to a BTEC so that’ll match up quite well. In GCSE they’ve actually only got to 
come up with two performances and two compositions. There’s a tendency for the less 
motivated ones to leave things until the last minute whereas with the BTEC where they’re 
producing stuff all the time I think they’ll produce more, learn more.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘Our best year was 3 years ago when we had 60 kids [doing GCSE]. We’re doing BTEC 
now. Because it’s worth two GCSEs we should have twice the amount of time. That does 
limit the number of kids who want to do it because those who want it as a fourth option 
won’t pick it any more. But it’s more lessons. This year everybody’s doing both [BTEC and 
GCSE] because I think I can get through the BTEC in less than the two options but I’m not 
brave enough to go for four so I thought if we did BTEC and GCSE then they kids would 
get the equivalent of 3 GCSEs in the time of two. I’m not convinced about GCSE anymore. 
The 6th form are either going to do music technology or BTEC recording.’ (Head of Music)  
 
Over the period of the research there was an increase in the number of schools adopting 
BTEC examinations:  
 
‘We have introduced the start of the BTEC certificate in Year10. That seems much better, 
much more appropriate for the kids than the GCSE which is more traditional. Nobody’s 
dropped out of BTEC. Some drop out of GCSE, it’s too much like hard work. Well, BTEC 
we’ve got slightly more this year, 44 I think.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Some of the schools reported that they were unable to offer places to all of the students:  
 
‘In terms of the uptake for key stage 4, we have to turn kids away every year who want to 
study music and do our BTEC level 2. It’s incredible really. We just can’t accommodate 
more than 20 in a class.’ (Head of Department)  
 
This created some issues about selection of students to continue. Decisions tended to be 
made in relation to the perceived level of commitment of the students: 
 
‘The people that generally get turned away, it’s their level of commitment to the subject. 
Some see it as an easy option and they think actually I’ll just go and do music, I’ll go and 
lark about. Some do perceive it like that, because it’s a practical subject and because it’s 
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enjoyable and because music-making is a social activity they kind of think of it as an easy 
ride.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Some schools were also changing the examinations taken in Key Stage 5: 
 
‘We’re replacing the A-level with BTEC which is more about performing but that’s really in 
line with Musical Futures. At the moment we have performances in assembly every Friday, 
I think when I announce who’s playing and things like that I’ll be talking more about the 
BTEC. Students in Year 8 or Year 9 will think there’s more for me to do if I’m a performer. 
There’s always been that barrier with A-level, it turns them off really.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Despite the early enthusiasm, the later interviews showed that offering BTEC in Key Stage 
4 created some problems in some schools: 
 
‘When we offer the BTEC, because of the qualification, it’s a double option. They have to 
choose a subject from each column and if you’re doing a BTEC it takes up two columns. 
So there were people who were put off. If we’d offered GCSE it would have been a single 
column. And I’m worried that the double option is off-putting for some students because 
people who don’t see themselves as brilliant at music but enjoy it and maybe would have 
done it as a fun subject, would either think they’re not good enough or it’s too many 
lessons a week to cope with. My concern is that with BTEC you’re narrowing the choice for 
the students.’ (Head of Music) 
 
In some schools the later interviews revealed that some changes had been made to the 
overall curriculum to adapt to the increasing number of students taking GCSE, some of 
whom were going on to take A level music:  
 
‘Next year there’s been a feeling from other members of the department that we need to 
maybe – step back a little I suppose from what they would call a Musical Futures 
approach. A little bit more history and a little bit more theory I think is how it would be 
described. So we are writing out schemes of work at the moment. I think it’s partly due to 
the big uptake at GCSE which has then gone on to Key stage 5 as well, and people feeling 
that they weren’t prepared from Key Stage 3 to go into Key stage 4.’ (Head of Music) 
 
One teacher in the later stages of the research felt that Musical Futures was not 
necessarily responsible for the increase in uptake to Key Stage 4. What may have 
happened was that different types of students were opting for music: 
 
‘I’ve spoken to heads of music in the same area as us who have said there’s no need for 
us to go down the Musical Futures route to make the subject popular because it’s already 
a popular subject. It does pull some kids away from traditional music-making. I think ... if 
measuring success is how popular is the subject, then it has been successful. If it’s 
measuring the level of understanding of the kids, I’m not absolutely convinced. I think 
they’ve got a different, almost an inside knowledge of some of the things but I don’t think 
they can put it in words, maybe that’s not important.’ (Music Teacher) 
 

The different skills of those taking music at Key Stage 4 impacted on the teaching of 
GCSE:  
 
‘It’s people coming in doing GCSE music who are non-traditional musicians and whereas 
in the past we’ve always had some do that, it’s now coming to the point where maybe half 
the class is like that, and it’s just different teaching GCSE because you’re talking to a 
different group of students whereas before you’d have a class who were grade 6 and 
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upwards, now it’s very different. It’s taken away the elitism which is not a bad thing but it 
certainly does change the dynamic because you’ve got those grade 6 and upwards kids in 
the class next to people who used to like doing Musical Futures and so have chosen 
music. There’s certainly a groan when it comes to doing what they call a GCSE theory 
lesson. There’s much more desire to do practical all the time.’ (Music Teacher) 
 

There was a desire amongst staff in schools where this was an issue to maintain the 
GCSE option and run a BTEC option alongside it:  
 
‘I don’t want to lose GCSE because we have some very traditional learners at school. I’ve 
got grade 8 pianists, grade 7 violinists and I can’t lose that to having a BTEC, because 
they aren’t BTEC students, they’re traditional GCSE students. Although we’ve done it this 
year, and it’s working, we’ve got students with high average points from BTEC, they may 
not gain any other grades, and GCSE students who are thriving on set works and classical 
music. Then I’m being told one might have to be cut, there’s no way I can cut GCSE. We 
are a traditional school and I don’t just think because of average point scores we should 
change everything to BTEC.’ (Head of Music) 
 
One school had introduced „Rockschool‟19, deemed to be an appropriate progression route 
for students with Musical Futures experience. Owing to scheduling difficulties the number 
of students enrolling in Rockschool had dropped, after an initial popular start: 
 
Last year we had a sizeable amount, we had about 32 start it ... This year we’ve had it 
drop quite a lot and we’ve got about 7 or 8 doing Rockschool and we’ve got about 15 
doing GCSE music and I would say one massive reason for that is option blocks.’ (Head of 
Music) 
 
Overall, there were tensions in relation to progression to and through Key Stage 4. While 
BTEC seemed to be a more appropriate succession route following Musical Futures, it 
limited opportunities for those students who played classical instruments and needed 
GCSE for university entrance or the opportunity to take A levels. Music Teachers felt that it 
was unlikely that they would be able to offer both options in the long term so they were 
faced with difficult choices.  
 
The role of performance  
 
Performance is an essential part of Musical Futures and is fully integrated with listening, 
composing and improvising. Some schools already placed great emphasis on performance 
to the wider school and in public concerts. The Musical Futures approaches supported 
this.  
 
‘Musical Futures has increased the number of people wanting to perform. Take a group of 
Year 8s who didn’t really have much musical experience before. They do a project and 
they think actually we’re doing a good job here, and they want to perform. In some 
schools, places where Musical Futures doesn’t exist, students are really shy about 
performing, but Musical Futures gives them the confidence. It’s something they want to do 
first of all because it’s their music. They realise they can make a good job of it so they 
want to perform it and show other people.’ (Head of Music) 
 

                                                 
19 See http://www.rockschool.co.uk/ for details of Rockschool vocational qualifications, which place emphasis on 

practical skills for employment within the music industry. 

http://www.rockschool.co.uk/
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The teachers found that the performances validated the work that they were doing in their 
music departments: 
 
‘You’ve just got to look at the Key Stage 3 showcase, I mean those evenings are 
wonderful. I have tears in my eyes at the end of it. It’s just ‘wow’. It doesn’t get any better 
really for me personally, the performances at the end of the project, talking to the kids 
about the project, getting their feedback is all pretty positive and then the concerts. 
Everybody’s invited to perform at the concert. One group of what seem to be really tricky 
kids went through this process, they got up there on the stage and they performed and it’s 
all been brilliant.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
The performance aspect was particularly successful in focusing the students on their work: 
 
‘I think the performance aspect of it is really important. The students know that at the end 
they have to perform. They’ve got x number of weeks and then they’re going to perform. At 
the back of their mind they’re thinking, well, hang on, in a few weeks time I’m actually 
going to have to stand up in front of my classmates, my peers, and perform, so there’s an 
impetus to really get something done. There’s the motivational aspect of well actually I 
don’t want to look stupid, better sort something out.‟ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘I think the actual performance, the small groups working, pushes them on farther, some 
kids have made tremendous progress in a year, playing drum kit in a concert, playing 
guitars or singing, it captures their interest and they go away and do extra work.’ (Head of 
Music) 
 
The emphasis on the importance of performance was retained over the time-scale of the 
research with it being mentioned by teachers in the later Phases:  
 
‘I think performance and recording, I would always do a performance and a recording at 
the end of a module of work. They don’t want to make fools of themselves publicly, they 
want to do their best. They don’t like performing if they haven’t worked hard.’ (Head of 
Music)  
 
The impact on teachers  
 
Most teachers across all schools (76%) indicated that Musical Futures had helped them to 
become a more effective teacher. Sixty-one percent indicated that Musical Futures had 
helped them become more confident about teaching music and 81% that Musical Futures 
had increased their enjoyment in teaching music. There was much less agreement that 
Musical Futures had increased confidence in facilitating singing. Only 44% agreed with 
this. In contrast 77% indicated increased confidence in teaching instrumental skills. The 
majority (81%) agreed that Musical Futures had increased their awareness of the music 
that their students engage in outside of school, although there were some statistically 
significant differences between schools. There was less agreement that Musical Futures 
had increased confidence in facilitating learning in a range of musical genres (62%). 
Almost all (92%) agreed that they had adapted Musical Futures to fit with their personal 
approach to teaching and learning, that they had adapted Musical Futures to meet the 
individual needs of their students (92%), that their lessons were more student led (92%) 
and that Musical Futures had encouraged more group music-making. The majority agreed 
that lessons were more practical (81%), that teaching was more personalised (88%) and 
that teachers themselves had developed new instrumental skills (65%). There were school 
differences in the extent to which new instrumental skills were developed amongst 
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teachers. There was less agreement (54%) that Musical Futures had helped them to feel 
more relaxed in the classroom.  

 
Table 4.3: Impact on teaching 
 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree  Disagree Strongly 

disagree 
Mean SD  

Musical Futures has helped me to 
become a more effective teacher 

28% (7) 48% (12) 24% (6)  3.0 .7 

Musical Futures has helped me to 
be more confident about teaching 
music 

23% (6) 39% (10) 39% (10)  2.8 .8 

Musical Futures has increased my 
enjoyment of teaching music 

23% (6) 58% (15) 19% (5)  3.0 .7 

Musical Futures has increased my 
confidence in facilitating singing 

4% (1) 40% (10) 48% (12) 8% (2) 2.4 .7 

Musical Futures has increased my 
confidence in teaching instrumental 
skills 

23% (6) 54% (14) 23% (6)  3.0 .7 

Musical Futures has increased my 
awareness of the music that 
students engage in outside of 
school 

27% (7) 54% (14) 19% (5)  3.1 .7 

Musical Futures has increased my 
confidence in facilitating student 
learning in a range of musical 
genres 

4% (1) 58% (15) 38% (10)  2.7 .6 

I have adapted Musical Futures to 
fit with my personal approach to 
teaching and learning  

31% (8) 61% (16) 8% (2)  3.2 .6 

I have adapted Musical Futures to 
meet the individual needs of my 
students 

24% (6) 68% (17) 8% (2)  3.2 .6 

Musical Futures has made my 
lessons more student-led 

44% (11) 48% (12) 8% (2)  3.4 .6 

Musical Futures has made my 
lessons more practical 

54% (14) 27% (7) 19% (5)  3.3 .8 

Musical Futures has made my 
teaching more personalised 

36% (9) 52% (13) 12% (3)  3.2 .7 

Musical Futures has helped me to 
feel more relaxed in the classroom 

19% (5) 35% (9) 46% (12)  2.7 .8 

Musical Futures has helped me to 
develop new instrumental skills 

27% (7) 38% (10) 35% (9)  2.9 .8 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
more group music-making 

38% (10) 54% (14) 8% (2)  3.3 .6 
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Table 4.4: School differences in impact on teaching  
 
 A B C D E F G Overall SIG 

Musical Futures has helped me to 
become a more effective teacher 

4.0 3.3 2.5 3.3 3.0 2.5 3.5 3.0 NS 

Musical Futures has helped me to be 
more confident about teaching music 

3.0 3.0 2.3 2.7 3.0 2.5 3.5 2.8 NS 

Musical Futures has increased my 
enjoyment of teaching music 

3.0 3.5 2.8 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 NS 

Musical Futures has increased my 
confidence in facilitating singing 

3.0 2.5 2.0 2.3 2.0 2.5 3.0 2.4 NS 

Musical Futures has increased my 
confidence in teaching instrumental 
skills 

3.0 3.3 3.0 2.3 3.0 2.5 3.8 3.0 NS 

Musical Futures has increased my 
awareness of the music that students 
engage in outside of school 

3.0 3.5 2.8 2.0 3.3 3.0 3.5 3.1 .031 

Musical Futures has increased my 
confidence in facilitating student 
learning in a range of musical genres 

3.0 3.0 2.3 2.3 2.8 2.5 2.8 2.7 NS 

I have adapted Musical Futures to fit 
with my personal approach to 
teaching and learning  

4.0 3.0 3.0 3.3 3.2 3.5 3.3 3.2 NS 

I have adapted Musical Futures to 
meet the individual needs of my 
students 

3.0 3.7 3.0 3.3 3.0 3.0 3.3 3.2 NS 

Musical Futures has made my 
lessons more student-led 

4.0 3.8 3.3 2.5 3.3 3.0 3.8 3.4 NS 

Musical Futures has made my 
lessons more practical 

4.0 3.8 3.8 2.3 3.5 2.8 3.5 3.3 NS 

Musical Futures has made my 
teaching more personalised 

4.0 3.7 3.0 2.7 3.3 3.3 3.3 3.2 NS 

Musical Futures has helped me to feel 
more relaxed in the classroom 

3.0 2.5 2.0 2.3 3.2 2.5 3.5 2.7 NS 

Musical Futures has helped me to 
develop new instrumental skills 

3.0 3.5 3.0 2.0 2.7 2.5 3.8 2.9 .029 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
more group music-making 

4.0 3.2 3.3 3.3 3.0 3.0 4.0 3.3 NS 

 

 
One teacher who was experienced in using Musical Futures commented, towards the end 
of the research, on the way that teaching had changed: 
 
‘My whole outlook on the way kids should be taught has changed since I started. I used to 
stand over the kids, watch them like a hawk, and these days I’m like a facilitator so I’ll give 
them a task, they’ll have their objectives and they always follow the same three part lesson 
as you’d find in any lesson. They have an introduction, a main part and a plenary. Quite 
often the kids will go off and get on with stuff and I’m facilitating so I might be at the front, 
showing kids how to play guitar parts, printing lyrics or I might be downloading backing 
tracks, but it’s much more on them and I’ve taken that through to other methods of 
teaching so when I’ve got form time and we’re doing work on citizenship, I’ll give them a 
task, facilitate rather than standing over them and screaming at them, they don’t need that, 
and by shifting the onus from the teacher to the pupil, it completely changes your outlook 
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on lessons and on the kids and the kids absolutely love it. They quite often think you’re not 
doing anything. It’s about them learning to get on with stuff and be self-reliant and I think 
the problem with kids these days is that they go to college after Year11 and they have no 
self-reliance, they’ve been spoon-fed from the word go. I now go into primary schools and I 
introduce Musical Futures in Year 6, not introduce it but I introduce facets of it, give them 
guitars, we have four weeks on Chasing Cars possibly, some work on tablature, they then 
come into Year 7 and we do our standard curriculum which is instruments of the orchestra, 
stave notation but again they do it through a Musical Futures kind of way. We don’t call it 
Musical Futures, it’s just a way of teaching ...’ (Head of Music) 
 
However, not all teachers were enthusiastic. In the latter Phases of the research one 
relatively inexperienced teacher expressed reservations about Musical Futures:  
 
‘I’ve only been teaching for two years and all I’ve ever done with Year 9s is Musical 
Futures so it’s difficult to say whether it’s working or not. Even with our Year 8s we still put 
in those informal teaching strategies, even if the schemes of work don’t fit with what 
Musical Futures has given to us, we still use their ideas and I think that informal teaching is 
a good thing for the students because it gives them a bit more confidence that learning, 
rather than being very rigid with exactly what you have to do and it has to be correct, so I 
think what we’ve done is a good way of going about it. But I think it’s important that we do 
need to have classes sat down, actually doing written work and listening work as you do, 
as you walk round the rest of the school, English rooms they’re sat writing, it doesn’t 
happen in music and I think that needs to be changed somewhat and have a bit more of a 
tradition of actually being able to sit down in a classroom, in a classroom setting and being 
able to do that as well.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Teacher satisfaction  
 
Teachers reported that teaching Musical Futures was professionally very satisfying. The 
nature of the process meant that they had to hand over control to the students. This could 
be anxiety provoking but also contributed to the satisfaction felt when the students 
succeeded. The feedback that teachers received indirectly through students‟ enthusiasm 
and motivation was also rewarding:  
 
‘I get a lot of professional satisfaction from it. You go through this sort of, you know, week 
3 or 4, where you wonder what are they doing and then there are suddenly moments, 
amazing moments, those special moments in music education certainly where suddenly 
you hear someone sing for the first time and you think wow isn’t that amazing. And they 
enjoy performing, they’re not frightened to perform mostly. And they’ll be here at 
lunchtimes practising for it when they’ve got to play. To have a whole class on task, 
working and wanting to perform is amazing.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘Professional satisfaction is great because there’s loads of kids wanting to do music. Not 
just in lessons but kids coming lunchtimes, after school. It was their idea to have a concert 
so the buzz around it is great.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Satisfaction is also derived from the high quality of work although there are moments when 
things do not work well: 
 
‘It’s satisfying because you do get really good results. Not always, but I think it’s raised the 
standard from what Year 9s produced before. It can be more difficult because you’ve got 
to be really organised, otherwise you’re running all over the place. So if you’re prepared for 
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that, you don’t mind having to get stuck in and just a bit of chaos sometimes, it’s enjoyable. 
It’s a nice bit of variety too from the more formal types of teaching.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘When it’s going really well it’s really good. You see these bands moving forward in ways 
you haven’t suggested and they’ve taken things in their own directions, it’s really good. 
And you’ve given kids the confidence to do that or you’ve seen them grow in that way. On 
the other hand it can make you feel shockingly bad - someone’s hit a kid over the head 
with a guitar, various things, so in that way it can be very, very de-motivating. It’s got its 
ups and downs definitely.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
Overall, however, the teachers reported enjoying teaching using Musical Futures: 
 
‘I really enjoy teaching Musical Futures and I think that the whole idea of it, because it’s 
completely different from how the students work in other lessons, and there’s much more 
freedom. I think the students really respond well to it and I enjoy it.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
Teacher confidence 
 
Musical Futures had given some teachers opportunities to develop experience in areas 
where they previously had few skills: 
 
„Well I always thought I was a confident teacher but I think definitely through the Musical 
Futures work I‟ve become more confident, especially in group work and band work.‟ (Music 
Teacher) 
 
‘My confidence has improved and it’s developed me, like delivering training to the whole 
staff which I never would have done before and that’s a direct result of Musical Futures. I 
was on Radio 1 because of Musical Futures.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Some teachers were very apprehensive initially about adopting Musical Futures but gained 
in confidence: 
 
‘I know S [teacher] was actually very scared of Musical Futures at first but she’s come 
through it and enjoyed doing it. It’s given me confidence really because normally you’re a 
teacher in charge of a classroom. In this sort of aspect you’re not as in charge but when 
you get the results, when they do the performances, it gives you confidence because 
students have actually done this, they’ve taken on board what you’ve said. So my 
confidence certainly has increased through it.’ (Head of Music) 
 
This apprehension was expressed by another teacher in the later Phases of the research: 
 
‘I think the first few years you can have problems with it because you’re not used to 
needing the skills you need in Musical Futures, and being able to send groups off and just 
trust they’re on task. You’re going to find behaviour problems in Year 9 and quite often a 
cover supervisor or somebody will be covering a lesson, and they’ll come to me, in fact 
one came to me yesterday and said I don’t know how you do it and send them off to 
different rooms. It’s practical all the time. It’s such a difficult thing to do but then once 
you’ve got it you can go into any class to teach because you’ve already given them so 
much freedom you can bring them back much easier. Not too sure, maybe in the long term 
it brings confidence.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The key issue for teachers to address in learning how to facilitate group work was the 
reduction of control: 
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‘The first time I did Musical Futures it was a little bit more stressful because you get less 
control, it’s the whole control freak thing. I think being a teacher you generally are a control 
freak and handing it over to the students is quite frightening at first. When you get used to 
it, you still set the boundaries, the students get used to it, they know what they’re doing a 
bit more.’ (Music Teacher) 
 

Focus on learning and group work 

 
One of the key themes emerging was the way in which Musical Futures encouraged staff 
to concentrate on how students learn rather than on how the teacher „delivers the 
curriculum‟:  
 
‘It’s contributed to making us focus on learning in the department. What is musical 
learning? How do they learn? How do they learn best? We’ve redone all our schemes of 
work in response to that. We’ve looked at assessing work and the fact that it can be 
perfectly adequately assessed. We’ve looked at collating data as evidence that things are 
going well. Attainment is higher.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Group work is key to the implementation of the Musical Futures informal learning model. In 
focusing on learning teachers made a range of observations about group work. They 
acknowledged the importance of group work for the students‟ overall development:  
 
‘I think the group work thing is really important, the way they interact with each other, the 
way they socialise with each other in that context. When they’re discussing things as a 
group they seem to have a bit more of a grasp of what the roles are and who’s leading 
this. The way they sort of discuss ideas, I think it does build them up especially for group 
work.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The teachers also recognised that the group work provided opportunities for developing 
team-working and the consequences if this did not occur:  
 
‘A lot of the work is working in a group often without an adult supervisor so the group skills, 
learning to deal with each other, learning to listen to each other, learning to respect each 
other, are huge. Of course that’s the difficult thing often in the first term. They can’t do that. 
They just don’t listen to each other, they just sit and play. And they start realising after four 
weeks, six weeks, maybe a term, that it’s not getting them anywhere. When they listen to 
each other perform, the band that has been just in their own little world playing while 
someone’s talking, not listening to each other, sound rubbish. They learn from that.’ (Head 
of Music)  
 
Some teachers explained to the students how important working collaboratively was to the 
success of the project at the outset: 
 
‘You say right at the beginning that if you sit there and argue about it for 6 weeks you’re 
going to have nothing. Look, you’ve got to think about the best thing for the band so if you 
know that someone in your group’s been playing drums and does it on a Saturday or plays 
in church or whatever then you should really step down and let them do it and find 
something for yourself to do. There’s a little bit of competition and rivalry through 
instruments but I think it disappears when you say actually you’ve only got 4 weeks left, 
sort it out.’ (Music Teacher) 
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Groups do not always respond and then they do not produce a successful piece of work: 
 
‘If they don’t behave co-operatively then they don’t succeed. I’ve got a group coming up 
next lesson where there is still a hard core, a small group that I just haven’t been able to 
get through to. But there’s over half a class that do it really well. You’re not going to get 
perfect behaviour from everybody, most of them co-operate, learn to share and make do, 
be patient, maybe not have everything they want.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
One issue raised was the relationship between ability grouping in other curriculum areas 
and its impact on the makeup of music classes:  
 
‘I’m not a fan of streaming at all and the lowest set works in Musical Futures but at a 
different level through differentiation by outcome. They do stuff but nowhere near the level 
of other classes. They love it. They definitely want to do the group work. But a lack of 
ability to focus and concentrate, they basically find it hard. In mixed ability they’d feed off 
other kids, they’d see a different pattern of behaviour. But they are making fantastic 
progress. There’s one little group where one of the SEN kids has got himself a guitar and 
he’s put in the lyrics. He’s working with a group but it’s really [working well] personally for 
him. He is much more confident talking to me and playing stuff as well. But I could 
probably name about 10 kids where it’s not worked.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The teachers commented on the way that the students helped each other in the groups:  
 
‘The kids learn from each other. One will come out of one group and goes and says, can 
you help me with the drums, and then that kid comes out of their group and helps them 
with the drums and then goes back into their group. I love that. It’s having the freedom and 
they know they can come out of their rooms to help other people and they know who to 
ask as well.’ (Head of Music) 
  
The teachers generally allowed the students to resolve problems without intervening 
recognising that they needed opportunities to learn how to co-operate:  
 
‘By and large we let them sort it out by themselves. Because it’s a boys’ school, they do 
get quite boisterous and I think you look at them and it looks like they’re going crazy, and 
they’re not necessarily. It’s just the way they work through things. Sometimes you’ve got to 
intervene, calm them all down and sort of say well what’s going on. So you do have a kind 
of baseline, the more sensitive you are to the emotional element the better you are at 
sorting it out.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Where individual students are unable to adapt to the group work situation they were 
usually given alternative creative work often utilising computer software.  
 
Independent learning 
 
Teachers raised issues relating to the extent to which students were able to work 
independently and how important this was. Some provided guidance to their students on 
setting specific targets for each lesson:  
 
‘With Musical Futures it’s totally thrown into their hands really, what they do for it, their 
control. The first couple of lessons often are completely chaotic in the way that no one 
really knows what they’re actually doing. It seems chaotic but by lesson 3 you can see 
they’re actually working really, really well. I stress that they have to have their own learning 
objectives. At the beginning of every lesson they have to set an objective for the lesson, 
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like work out the chords, work out the bass part or something like that. So when it comes 
to about lesson 3 out of 6 you think yeah, it’s really coming together.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Being put in a situation where they need to work independently can support personal 
development, although for some it proves difficult: 
 
‘I think it can make them think more, it can make them more confident. They have to 
decide which instrument they’re going to play and stick to that. Also keep up with the other 
members of the band. If they’re doing the vocals there’s more pressure on them to do it 
well. It’s quite a personal thing. It’s not like playing the keyboard. I think the song writing as 
well, that was pushing themselves to be more creative and then having the motivation to 
see it through over a number of weeks, mainly looking at the same part again and again 
and again. For some of them it’s been difficult to be more independent, if they’re all lined 
up playing keyboards next door, they find it easy to go miss, miss, miss, miss, miss, before 
they’ve thought what they want to ask, so learning to be more independent.’ (Music 
Teacher)  
 
After having implemented Musical Futures over several years some teachers recognised 
that it was helpful to gradually introduce the students to the skills that they would need in 
the group work: 
 
‘The thing about Year 9 work is that’s in groups and they’re their own bosses. Most of the 
stuff in years 7 and 8, I’m still leading it. They have a choice of what song we do but in 
Year 9 it’s much more independent. The idea is that we give them the skills so they can be 
more independent. It makes lessons more interesting. Lots of Year 7 and 8 classes are 
making more progress. It’s only the second year of doing it as a full curriculum.’ (Head of 
Music) 
 
One teacher advocated resisting the temptation to offer support even when the students 
asked for it as a means of encouraging their independence and learning skills:  
 
‘I’ve found that you send the students to the practice room with the objective, you know 
you’re going to perform this song and you’re going to work it out and they pick a piece of 
music and they think fantastic, we’re going to learn to play this and at the end of eight 
weeks there’s just a little bit of disappointment because they’ve only got as far as the intro 
or into the first verse. They don’t actually realise what’s involved in picking it out aurally. I 
try and teach it from the approach that’s set out, that you give them the CD and I do some 
aural stuff with them to start with, trace where the notes are going and they try to hear the 
pitches and what those pitches mean but then send them to the practice room to work on 
whatever song it is and it takes so much time and they can only get so far and I won’t go in 
and go, right it goes like this, and sometimes I have to stop the technicians from doing 
that, because automatically the instinct is to help the student in that way. You would think, 
oh I’ll show you how to do it, this is how you do it so I say to them, right, where’s the first 
note, so you play two seconds of the note, hum the note, find the note, slide down the 
frets, that’s how you work by ear and as you practise it you get quicker, it takes less sliding 
around but that is the skills and so I really encourage it but I know other teachers who just 
go oh it goes like this, and the kids like that because they think that’s helping them but it’s 
not necessarily teaching them anything. For me that’s the whole point.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Listening skills 
 
In the interviews teachers indicated the ways in which students improve their listening 
skills: 
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‘Listening skills improve because they’re trying to fathom things out from here or they’re 
trying to recreate something that somebody else has done so they tend to really listen to 
what parts are. Listening skills and obviously instrumental skills develop slowly throughout 
the course of Key Stage 3.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Perceived impact on students 
 
Seventy six percent of music staff agreed that since doing Musical Futures students 
demonstrated higher levels of attainment, enjoyed their music lessons (93%), wanted to do 
well (93%),worked better when they work with their friends (61%), were able to stay on 
task (63%), were confident (86%), had developed a wider range of musical skills (72%), 
had developed a good understanding of a range of musical genres (45%), created good 
musical performances (89%), demonstrated good listening skills (93%), had positive 
attitudes towards music (89%), were generally well behaved in lessons (89%), could work 
without help from the teacher (77%), worked together effectively in music tasks (91%), 
helped others during the lesson (89%), attended lessons regularly (100%), had mostly 
exceeded expectations when it comes to improving their musical skills (81%), had high 
self-esteem in relation to music (68%), did not need much help from the teacher (61%), 
fulfilled their musical potential (73%) and demonstrated that they loved music (84%) (see 
Table 4.5). It is clear that in most respects Musical Futures is very successful.  

 
There were few statistically significant differences between the responses of teachers in 
different schools. There were differences in relation to students demonstrating higher 
levels of attainment (p = .047), creating good musical performances (p = .0001), 
demonstrating good listening skills, working effectively without help from the teacher (p = 
.043), attending music lessons regularly (p = .018), having mostly exceeded my 
expectations when it comes to improving their musical skills (p = .006), fulfilling their 
musical potential (p = .001) and demonstrating that they love music ( p = .009) (see Table 
4.6). 
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Table 4.5: Perceived impact on students 
 
Since doing Musical Futures 
my students: 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree  Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Mean SD  

Demonstrate higher levels of 
attainment 

36% (8) 41% (9) 23% (5)  3.1 .8 

Enjoy their music lessons 22% (6) 71% (19) 7% (2)  3.1 .5 

Want to do well 19% (5) 74% (20) 7% (2)  3.1 .5 

Work better when they work with 
their friends 

19% (5) 42% (11) 39% (10)  3.2 .7 

Are able to stay on task 4% (1) 59% (7) 26% (7) 4% (1) 2.8 .7 

Are confident 4% (1) 82% (22) 15% (4)  2.9 .4 

Have developed a wider range of 
musical skills 

20% (5) 52% (13) 28% (7)  2.9 .7 

Have developed a good 
understanding of a range of 
musical genres 

4% (1) 41% (11) 44% (12) 11% (3) 2.4 .7 

Create good musical 
performances 

37% (10) 52% (14) 11% (3)  3.3 .7 

Demonstrate good listening skills 35% (9) 58% (15) 8% (2)  2.7 .6 

Have positive attitudes towards 
music 

33% (9) 56% (15) 11% (3)  3.2 .6 

Are generally well-behaved in 
music lessons 

19% (5) 70% (19) 11% (3)  3.1 .5 

Can work well without help from 
me 

31% (8) 46% (12) 23% (6)  3.1 .7 

Work together effectively in music 
tasks 

19% (5) 73% (19) 8% (2)  3.1 .5 

Help others during the lesson 19% (5) 70% (19) 11% (3)  3.1 .5 

Attend music lessons regularly 61% (16) 39% (10)   3.4 .5 

Have mostly exceeded my 
expectations when it comes to 
improving their musical skills 

33% (9) 48% (13) 19% (5)  3.1 .7 

Have high levels of self-esteem in 
relation to music 

28% (7) 40% (10) 32% (8)  3.0 .8 

Don‟t need much help from me  61% (16) 35% (9) 4% (1) 2.6 .6 

Fulfil their musical potential 11% (3) 62% (16) 27% (7)  2.8 .6 

Demonstrate that they love music 15% (4) 69% (18) 15% (4)  3.0 .6 
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Table 4.6: Differences in perceived impact on students between schools  
 
Since doing Musical Futures my 
students: 

A B C D E F G overall SIG 

Demonstrate higher levels of 
attainment 

4.0 3.7 2.3 3.7 2.8 3.0 3.5 3.1 .047 

Enjoy their music lessons 3.0 3.5 2.8 3.7 2.8 3.0 3.4 3.1 NS 

Want to do well 3.0 3.5 2.8 3.3 2.8 3.0 3.4 3.1 NS 

Work better when they work with 
their friends 

4.0 3.8 2.5 3.7 3.0 3.0 3.3 3.2 NS 

Are able to stay on task 3.0 3.0 2.0 3.3 2.5 2.8 3.2 2.8 NS 

Are confident 3.0 3.3 2.5 3.0 2.7 3.0 3.0 2.9 NS 

Have developed a wider range of 
musical skills 

4.0 3.5 2.3 3.3 2.6 2.8 3.0 2.9 NS 

Have developed a good 
understanding of a range of 
musical genres 

3.0 2.8 1.8 2.7 2.2 2.3 2.6 2.4 NS 

Create good musical performances 4.0 4.0 2.3 4.0 3.0 3.0 3.4 3.3 .0001 

Demonstrate good listening skills 3.0 3.3 2.3 3.3 2.2 2.8 2.8 2.7 .023 

Have positive attitudes towards 
music 

3.0 3.5 2.8 4.0 2.8 3.3 3.4 3.2 NS 

Are generally well-behaved in 
music lessons 

3.0 3.3 2.8 3.7 2.7 3.0 3.4 3.1 NS 

Can work well without help from 
me 

4.0 3.0 2.3 3.7 2.8 3.0 3.6 3.1 .043 

Work together effectively in music 
tasks 

3.0 3.3 2.8 3.7 2.8 3.0 3.4 3.1 NS 

Help others during the lesson 3.0 3.0 2.8 3.7 2.8 3.0 3.4 3.1 NS 

Attend music lessons regularly 4.0 3.5 3.3 4.0 3.0 3.0 3.6 3.4 .018 

Have mostly exceeded my 
expectations when it comes to 
improving their musical skills 

4.0 3.5 2.0 3.7 3.3 3.0 3.2 3.1 .006 

Have high levels of self-esteem in 
relation to music 

4.0 3.5 2.0 3.0 3.0 2.8 3.3 3.0 NS 

Don‟t need much help from me 3.0 2.5 2.0 3.0 2.6 3.0 2.4 2.6 NS 

Fulfil their musical potential 4.0 3.5 2.0 3.0 2.6 2.8 3.0 2.8 .001 

Demonstrate that they love music 3.0 3.8 2.8 3.0 2.4 3.0 3.2 3.0 .009 

 
Self-esteem and confidence 
 
Teachers commented on the enhancement of self-esteem and self-confidence in some 
students, particularly those who were normally quiet and shy: 
 
‘I think it certainly helps their self-esteem. Because there are some students who are really 
shy and sort of sit in a corner and haven’t got much musical ability. If they’re doing 
something like Musical Futures, even if it’s playing one note on a piano over and over 
again or a drum part, they’re doing something.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘I think it’s given a lot of confidence to students. There are quite a number of instances of 
very quiet kids who are very good musically who often don’t get a chance to shine in 
normal lessons. There are concerts and performances now where they can excel.’ (Head 
of Music) 
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There were also examples of difficult students developing enhanced confidence and self-
esteem as a result of their successes in music: 
 
‘I had an example this morning of a girl with real attitude. I said I’ve heard you’re a really 
good singer. I spent time with them today and she started singing and I said that’s brilliant. 
You could see this girl just melt and I said you’re going to perform first today because 
you’re the best and they did and they performed and everyone was like, yeah, bigging her 
up, and I thought where else is she going to get that.’ (Head of Music) 
 
The increase in confidence was reiterated by another teacher in relation to performance, 
while also pointing out that performance can have a negative impact on some students:  
 
‘You can destroy self-esteem by sticking somebody who’s not confident on the spot and 
saying ‘perform’. So you need to be a bit delicate and understanding of their wishes. For 
some it can work wonders. There’s a guy in my Year 9 who’s got a very good singing voice 
and he’s obviously a big hit with the girls in his class because they love listening to him 
and he performed in a concert a while ago. From time to time I let them perform their song 
to the rest of the class when it’s come together, so I’m sure he feels very good about what 
he’s doing, and his friend who he writes stuff with and plays classical guitar, and for the 
kids that aren’t perhaps as good at it but have tried, then I think there is real satisfaction 
there. If I set them for homework some lyrics, write some words. Occasionally they’ll come 
in and they’ll say I wrote this over the weekend, so they’re excited, they’re not all like that 
but it does give them an opportunity to realise some potential. It’s good from that point of 
view.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Other staff commented on the general atmosphere in classes: 
 
‘They seem to be happy, they seem to be content in the lesson. Their self-confidence, 
working with their friends there’s a general feeling of well-being because they’re with their 
mates.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Transferable skills 
 
Teachers recognised a range of transferable skills that students developed as a result of 
engagement with Musical Futures. Students being able to organise their activities was 
frequently mentioned: 
 
‘They’ve got to be organised to do this. They’ve got to be responsible for setting up, they 
need to have their recordings every time, their words, they need to have their tabs, bring 
an instrument in from home. They need to get themselves into a room, sort the equipment 
out before they start. When they’re rehearsing they need to be organised rather than 
playing at the same time. Concentration, the lesson seems to go much quicker for the kids 
because they’re into it and concentrating on what they’re doing. It’s hard. It’s not an easy 
skill.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘Organisation, I’m not saying any of them are any good at it but going down into a room 
and actually organising themselves to get everything set up, to pack away, to realise that 
someone’s not going to be there to pack away.‟ (Head of Music) 
 
‘Recently, some of the girls wanted to put a concert on for charity and they organised that 
themselves, so organisation skills and life skills as well.’ (Music Teacher) 
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The students seem to learn organisational skills as they progress through the Musical 
Futures activities: 
 
‘Sometimes you find they waste lots of time, unintentionally or sometimes intentionally. 
They come in here, they’ve left a sheet in the classroom, but they do get better at doing all 
these things. It’s quite an organisational thing. I mean what I could do is I could get here at 
7 every morning and I could set up everything for a practical lesson but I think part of it is 
being able to do it for themselves, they get spoon fed enough.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
Motivation  
 
A key benefit of Musical Futures is that it enhances motivation.  
 
‘My most successful Musical Futures lessons are band work because kids who’ve had no 
interest in music, it’s relevant to them, suddenly they get it.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘I’m thinking of a couple of kids who are a bit of a handful. In Year 8, we started Eleanor 
Rigby, they got really into the idea of working together, did great work together, and now 
they’ve carried on that attitude into the keyboard work and are now probably two of the 
better keyboard players in that class and it feels like it’s come from their enjoyment of one 
particular unit.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
The increased motivation seems to occur because of the degree of choice students have 
to follow their own interests: 
 
‘The learners can make their own choices and follow their own interests so it motivates 
them more. In the past Year 9 were quite disaffected but now it motivates them more.’ 
(Music Teacher) 
 
The fact that the students are able to take ownership of the work, and the teacher merely 
provides support is empowering:  
 
‘It’s been very successful, it’s been a good motivator for the kids. They like the fact that it’s 
their work and I’m just a helper, someone who comes round and helps but they’ve decided 
what they’re going to do. It really motivates them.’ (Head of Music)  
 
The increased motivation leads to more practising and speedier progress: 
 
‘Students progress more quickly because quite a lot of them will practise more in their own 
time because they’re more motivated, more interested, beginning to see it more as a 
hobby, they will do things by themselves.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
More students were spending time practising in break-times: 
 
‘There are more kids coming to the open session at lunchtime. Since we’ve been doing 
Musical Futures we definitely get more people coming along with their own band things to 
do.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘Kids really like it, it’s really popular. Kids stay back all the time and practise. Kids that are 
in bottom sets for English and maths, they can do drumming or they can play the guitar. 
And they come in at dinner-time or they want to sign up for peripatetic lessons or 
something. And that is taking under-achieving kids and improving their performance by 
using peripatetic teaching.’ (Head of Music) 
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However, there was some evidence that the emphasis on popular music20 may have led to 
some students ceasing to engage in other musical activities.  
 
‘The Battle of the Bands is really successful. We’ve got loads of rock bands coming 
through now. We’ve got bands doing gigs in youth clubs and things. When it comes to 
traditional things like the wind band, it hasn’t had any effect. Actually if anything a slightly 
negative one because I suppose there are a couple of people who would be playing in 
wind band but because they’re playing guitar, they’re less keen.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
There were also benefits for behaviour: 
 
‘Because they’re motivated they actually want to work and their behaviour improves and I 
don’t think they realise their behaviour’s improving, they just are more motivated and it just 
comes with that.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
There were examples where increased motivation had contributed towards improved 
attendance:  
 
‘There’s a kid in my form, J, whose attendance is terrible. I am monitoring his attendance 
on those days we have music. I’ve put him in a little band. He’s in Year 8 and I’ve put him 
in a band with everybody else who’s in Year 9. We rehearse that band on days we don’t 
have music. I’ve done that on purpose. I know he’s going to attend even though his 
parents are being taken to court about his attendance. When he has music he’s here, and 
he’s never away when we have band practice and at lunchtimes he’s in here practising 
guitar.’ (Head of Music)  
 
Transition from primary schools 
 
Interviews with the music teachers undertaken in Phases 2 and 3 revealed concerns about 
transition from primary school. All of the teachers raised issues about the lack of skills of 
the students transferring:  
 
‘Sometimes the kids come here and they’ve got no skills. They can sing a bit. If they’re 
lucky they’ve been involved in Wider Opps21 and have done some instrumental playing, 
but quite often they haven’t, so we have to start with absolute basics. So they have to start 
with some keyboard work and then move onto something else.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
‘In my experience, when we get the kids in, in Year 7, their musical knowledge is pretty 
limited. I’ve worked as a primary school teacher and I know that music is kind of shoved 
out. In terms of the curriculum offer it’s not a huge priority. A lot of the kids we get here are 

                                                 
20 The emphasis on popular music was a characteristic of the way Musical Futures was interpreted in the case study 

schools. However, it should be noted that Musical Futures has never advocated this emphasis. Rather, Musical Futures 

advocates that a wide range of musical genres and styles should be explored. 
21 ‘Wider Opps’ refers to the ‘Wider Opportunities’ whole class instrumental tuition programme in primary schools, 

offering every child in Key Stage 2 the opportunity to access tuition. This programme was implemented by the previous 

government, following a pledge in 2001 that all primary school pupils should have the opportunity to learn to play a 

musical instrument. For further details see Hallam, S., & Creech, A. (Eds.). (2010). Music education in the 21st 
century in the United Kingdom: Achievements, analysis and aspirations. London: Institute of Education, 
London. 

 



84 

 

pretty weak when they come in and obviously we’ve got the ones who’ve been learning an 
instrument privately and are pretty good.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Some teachers commented on the wide range of skills of students and the difficulties this 
posed for teaching: 
 
‘The trouble is the differentiation in Year 7 seems to get more extreme. We’ve got 20 or 30 
feeder primary schools and some of them haven’t done music, whereas some of them 
come in and can do almost what they need to do in Year 9.’ (Music Teacher) 
 

Health and safety  
 
The interviews that took place in 2011 asked teachers about issues relating to health and 
safety. Staff set up rules and routines that helped with dealing with the electric equipment: 
 
‘Obviously you’ve got wires all over the floor and amps. I think on the whole most of the 
students are well-informed and they go along with the rules that are put down. I think as I 
say when you get down to the bottom set Year 8 that’s when you’ve got to be monitoring 
all the time. Definitely that is a consideration.’ (Music Teacher)  
 
The other issue was the possibility of damage to hearing:  
 
‘We used to have proper drum kits and kids would smack them and they are incredibly 
loud but we have electric drum kits now which you can turn down, amps that you can turn 
down, you can set them to safe levels. I think schools need to start thinking about music 
teachers’ hearing generally.’ (Music Teacher)  
 

Support from management, other staff and parents 
 
The teachers indicated that they had considerable support from the management and 
other staff in the school.  
 
‘Senior management love it, they’re very supportive, we’re buying some more gear this 
year, they’re giving me a couple of thousand quid, results are up, 100% pass rate every 
year for the past four years. We’ve got numbers, we had 35 in music this year in Year11, 
we’ve got 22 next year and 26 the year after, which is more than we’ve ever had, more 
than probably most schools of our size.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘I think we are very well supported. When we had our annual monitoring evaluation which 
is a bit like an internal Ofsted, the senior management team [would] come in and they 
observe lessons, they will interview in the same way as you’d have an Ofsted [inspection]. 
This year, we had Musical Futures as that focus and I particularly asked for that because I 
felt being a Champion School that the management team didn’t fully understand it. We 
were running a CPD [for outside staff] at the time and some of them came from that, I gave 
them all the packs so they had a look at those, so it was an opportunity we took because 
we thought they didn’t know enough about it and they absolutely loved it. The head 
observed my Year 8 song writing class and he loved it.’ (Head of Music)  
 
Generally, the teachers had less knowledge about the level of support from parents but 
overall felt that they appreciated the involvement of their children in music:  
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‘Senior management absolutely fabulous, pretty much 100% supportive of things. Parents 
generally great. I would say 98% great. I think parents are loving the fact that kids are 
making music.’ (Head of Music) 
 
‘They come to concerts. We get big audiences because they pull everything together for 
concerts but they are well attended and they’re popular so that’s a good sign.’ (Head of 
Music)  
 
Training and CPD 
 
Most of the teachers had attended a training day prior to the introduction of Musical 
Futures. Learning through observing others adopting Musical Futures approaches was 
perceived to be successful, although several felt that training in managing small group 
work would have been useful. Some of the staff were working with ITE programmes to 
introduce Musical Futures.  
 
Those who did not class themselves as „popular‟ musicians indicated that they needed to 
learn new instrumental skills, albeit at a fairly basic level: 
 
‘A training day or just have some training on different instruments. You only need to be 
one step ahead. That’s how I learnt. Some of the lads high up in the school are much 
better than me. Kids like teaching you something, that’s great.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
Barriers to the introduction of Musical Futures in schools 
 
The greatest barrier to adopting Musical Futures was reluctance on the part of teachers 
and fear of losing control: 
 
‘I think any teacher can do it, but a lot of teachers won’t. And by that I mean they find the 
lack of control difficult. They find teaching something they’re not secure with difficult. They 
have come from a particular way of learning music and it feels like a betrayal to their 
music-making rather than seeing that music is music, whether that’s baroque or heavy 
metal.’ (Head of Music) 
 
Teachers need to learn to trust their students:  
 
‘The biggest thing with my staff, which I’ve trained, and this includes the 6 or 8 students 
I’ve trained to do this, they don’t know how to let go. They’re scared kids are going to 
abuse the trust. Once you trust the kids a bit it becomes a lot easier to get on with.’ (Head 
of Music) 
 
Adopting Musical Futures requires the development of mutual trust: 
 
‘Relationships with your kids, massive, trusting them, and them trusting you, because 
you’re trying things out, you’re both trying different things out, you’re putting them in 
situations they haven’t been in and you’re putting yourself in situations you haven’t been 
in, you’ve got to have that relationship with them.’ (Music Teacher) 
 
One Head of Music stressed that the principles underpinning Musical Futures exemplified 
good teaching: 
 
‘To me Musical Futures is good music teaching. What I mean by that is it’s engaging the 
students by acknowledging their interests, it’s practical based, it’s music-making from 
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within rather than from without, this is good music teaching. Are there a lot of bad music 
teachers around? Yes. Is Musical Futures highlighting that there are music teachers who, 
for instance I had a teacher come to watch me teach who’d been sent by his Head 
Teacher, who said to me at the end, I can’t do this, I’ve managed to refine my music 
teaching down so there’s never any noise. We’re Mac’d up, and we use the headphones 
and all the work can be done on that. He clearly found that people making music creatively 
who were certainly making a noise, who were working independently with strict theory of 
what they were doing, and he found it intolerable. Is that Musical Futures that’s intolerable 
or is it his teaching?’ (Head of Music) 
 
Teachers believed that in the long term the outcomes were impressive: 
 
‘It’s really student-centred and to be able to work with these pupils and see some of them 
get on is fabulous and they do endlessly astound with what they’re capable of coming up 
with and to see the end result of that, the 6th form, which I guess is Musical Futures later 
on, and the standard of our year 13 at the moment is superb to see.’ (Music Teacher)  
 

 
Summary 
 
Generally, the term „Musical Futures‟ was used relatively rarely in interactions with 
students. All of the teachers agreed that Musical Futures allows for greater emphasis on 
popular music and that it had introduced new ideas into the classroom. There was little 
reported development into work with or understanding of other musical genres.  
 
Teachers were divided as to whether implementing Musical Futures was stressful. The 
nature of the teaching required total commitment. This was exhausting but also 
exhilarating. The lack of control was anxiety provoking for some teachers but this tended 
to reduce after teachers had implemented Musical Futures over time and realised that the 
quality of the work produced by the students was high.  
 
Issues relating to resources included those relating to space and its appropriateness for 
Musical Futures activities, time to enable students to work productively, access to 
instruments, and staffing to provide the levels of support needed by the students. The 
location of the music department could also be an issue in relation to noise particularly 
during examination periods.  
 
Most of the teachers believed that Musical Futures could work with classes of all sizes and 
with all students although there were differences between schools. Examples of inclusion 
included those relating to students who found the keyboard difficult, those lacking 
confidence in working on their own, lower and middle ability students, and those with 
particular special educational needs. Some concern was expressed that Musical Futures 
might be more suited to boys than girls and that students who were afraid of performing 
might find the informal learning model problematic. The most recent interviews showed 
some concern for students who had high level skills on traditional instruments and how to 
maintain their motivation. 
 
Initial concerns about assessment of Musical Futures outcomes in relation to the National 
Curriculum levels were overcome with some schools developing detailed protocols for use 
with teachers and students. There were perceived advantages of the group work in being 
able to assess the work of individuals more easily, and of implementing formative and peer 
assessment procedures.  
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Teachers spoke of progression in terms of the challenges that students faced and how 
they met them. Teachers commented favourably on the increase in the number of students 
continuing with music after Key Stage 3. This was attributed to the opportunities students 
had to develop instrumental skills, and their enjoyment in working independently. Some 
schools had moved from the GCSE curriculum to BTEC seeing it as a more logical 
progression from the Musical Futures work. In some cases courses were over-subscribed 
and selection procedures had been introduced. The later interviews revealed concerns in 
some schools about whether it was sustainable to offer GCSE and BTEC programmes.  
 
Performance was viewed as an essential element of Musical Futures and was crucial in 
maintaining student focus in class. Increased opportunities for performance were 
beneficial to many students in terms of student confidence and self-esteem. 
 
Musical Futures increased reported teacher effectiveness, confidence, and enjoyment. It 
had increased confidence in teaching instruments but this was less so for singing and 
teaching other musical genres. Teachers were more aware of the music that students 
engaged in outside school and most had adapted Musical Futures to fit with their personal 
approach to teaching and learning and with the needs of their students. Lessons were 
more practical, more student-led and there was a focus on group work. Teachers did not 
feel more relaxed in the classroom. Teaching Musical Futures was perceived as relatively 
stressful although staff gained considerable personal satisfaction from adopting the 
Musical Futures principles because of the motivation, enthusiasm, and success of their 
students.  
 
Musical Futures encouraged staff to concentrate on how students learn rather than on how 
the teacher „delivers the curriculum‟. Group work was central to the students‟ learning. 
Students needed to understand how important it was that they collaborated effectively. 
Teachers commented on how students helped each other and they indicated that they 
interfered with groups only when absolutely necessary. Independent learning was 
identified as central to the programme. Getting students to set targets for each lesson was 
a useful way of focusing students on their work. Listening skills were developed, self-
esteem and confidence enhanced and other transferable skills including organisational 
skills improved. Musical Futures increased student motivation by allowing them to take 
control of their learning and have choice. The increased motivation led to more practice 
and enhanced learning outcomes.  
  
Students were perceived to have demonstrated higher levels of attainment, enjoyed their 
lessons more, wanted to do well, and were more confident as a result of engagement with 
Musical Futures. They generated good musical performances, demonstrated good 
listening skills, had positive attitudes towards music, were well behaved in lessons, worked 
together effectively on musical tasks, helped others and attended lessons regularly. 
Working with their friends and staying on task were not always optimum and Musical 
Futures did not always develop understanding of a wide range of musical genres. Despite 
this it was clear that in most respects Musical Futures was very successful. There were 
relatively few school differences in responses.  

 
Teachers felt that they were supported by the senior management in their schools and that 
parents appreciated the performances given by their students.  
 
A key barrier to the implementation of Musical Futures was teachers‟ fears of losing control 
of classes. There was a need for teachers to receive training in engagement with Musical 
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Futures, managing small groups and developing some basic skills on the instruments used 
in „popular‟ music. 
 
Overall, Musical Futures was perceived as exemplifying „good‟ teaching with its focus on 
making music.  
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Chapter 5: Students’ experiences of Musical Futures 

 
 

This chapter describes the impact of Musical Futures on students who were involved in 
Musical Futures initiatives in their schools. It is based on questionnaire responses from 
students who had experienced Musical Futures and on both group and individual 
interviews with representative groups of young people across all of the secondary Year 
groups. It addresses issues relating to: 

- student motivation, well-being, self-esteem, behaviour and attendance; 
- transferable skills (team-working, confidence, autonomous learning, concentration, 

and organisation); 
- progression;  
- extra-curricular music learning. 

 

Details of the Phases 1, 2 and 3 samples are set out. In each section this will be followed 
by analyses of change over time for those who repeated the questionnaire in Phases 1 
and 2 (longitudinal sample 1) and for those who repeated the questionnaire in Phases 1 
and 3 (longitudinal sample 2). Finally, the responses from those who had dropped music in 
Phase 3 are presented. 

 

Students’ musical background 
 
Musical Futures: Six hundred and seventy-one young people completed the Phase 1 
questionnaire. Of these 249 (38%) indicated that they currently were engaged in Musical 
Futures work, 92 said that they had engaged in Musical Futures work in the past (14%), 
2% indicated that they were not involved in Musical Futures work and 46% indicated that 
they didn‟t know (305 students). In the Phase 2 sample (n = 314), 110 (35%) were 
currently engaged in Musical Futures, 79 (25%) had been so in the past, 12 (3.8%) said 
they had never done Musical Futures and 89 (92.4%) did not know. The Phase 3 sample 
was not asked this question. 
 
Instruments: 72% (475) of the Phase 1 sample indicated that they could play one or more 
musical instruments or could sing. Only seven students reported playing more than three 
instruments. Amongst the Phase 2 sample, six students played more than three 
instruments, while amongst the Phase 3 sample eight students did so. Guitar, 
Piano/Keyboard and Drums were the most popular first instruments in all three Phases of 
data collection (Table 5.1). 
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Table 5.1: Instruments played by the student participants 
 

 

Comparisons were made between the responses from the 254 students who completed 
questionnaires at Phase 1 and Phase 2 (longitudinal sample 1). As indicated above in 
Table 5.1, guitar, piano/keyboards and drums were the most popular instruments. These 
instruments increased in popularity over the course of the year (Table 5.2). The numbers 
of students learning brass and string instruments decreased, while woodwind and „other‟ 
instruments increased slightly. 
 
The comparison between Phase 1 and Phase 3 (longitudinal sample 2) revealed an overall 
increase in engagement with instrumental playing. In particular, these increases were 
again evident with regard to guitar, piano/keyboards and drums (Table 5.2). There was 
also a slight increase in players of „other‟ instruments that included a range of world music 
instruments. As with longitudinal sample 1, there was a slight decrease in brass 
instruments, but an increase in woodwind. 
 
 

  Instrument 1 
(%) 

Instrument 2 
(%) 

Instrument 3 
(%) 

Phase 1 (n = 
671) 

Guitar 23.2 16.7 28.2 

Piano or keyboard 26.8 36.7 15.4 

Drums 15.1 14.0 10.3 

Brass instrument 2.9 4.0 5.1 

Woodwind instrument 6.4 6.7 7.7 

String instrument 2.0 2.7 7.7 

Other percussion .4 1.3 2.6 

Classical guitar .2  28.2 

Recorder 1.3 5.3 15.4 

Rapper/MC .9   

Steel pans .2   

Kazoo  .7  

Harmonica  
.7 

 

Phase 2 (n = 
314) 

Guitar 27.2 1.2 26.1 

Piano or keyboard 36.6 28.8 30.4 

Drums 20.3 36.2 17.4 

Brass instrument 5.4 16.2  

Woodwind instrument 5.4 2.5 8.7 

String instrument 2.0 7.5  

Recorder 1.0 1.2 4.3 

Steel pans .5 1.2  

Dhol drum .5  4.3 

Ukulele   4.3 

Other  1.2 4.3 

Phase 3 (n = 
365) 

Guitar 33.3 12.7 3.7 

Piano or keyboard 40.3 35.2 22.2 

Drums 12.4 23.9 22.2 

Brass instrument 2.3 4.2 3.7 

Woodwind instrument 3.9 5.6 11.1 

String instrument 1.6 2.8 7.4 

Dhol drum 1.6   

Ukulele 1.6 2.8 11.1 

Other 1.6 7.0 3.7 

Recorder  2.8 11.1 
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Table 5.2: Instruments played – longitudinal samples 
 
 Instrument Phase 1 Phase 2 

Longitudinal sample 
1: Phase 1 and 2 (n 
= 254) 

Guitar 68 (27%) 73 (29%) 

Piano/keyboards 76 (30%) 89 (35%) 

Drums 46 (18%) 48 (19%) 

Brass 15 (6%) 11 (4%) 

Woodwind 12 (5 %) 14 (6%) 

Strings 7 (3%) 4 (2%) 

Other (ocarina, ukulele, 
dhol, steel pans) 

10 (4%) 15 (6%) 

 

Longitudinal sample 
2: Phase 1 and 3 (n 
= 128) 

Guitar 33 (25.8%) 47 (36.7%) 

Piano/keyboards 42 (32.8%) 73 (57%) 

Drums 25 (19.5%) 33 (25.8%) 

Brass 9 (7%) 6 (4.7%) 

Woodwind 9 (7%) 18 (14%) 

Strings 4 (3.7%) 6 (4.7%) 

Other (ocarina, ukulele, 
dhol, rap, other world 
percussion) 

2 (1.6%) 19 (14.8%) 

 
 
Group participation: One hundred and four students in the Phase 1 sample reported 
participating in a musical group. Twenty three students reported participating in choir 
(3.4% of the whole sample), 83 in a band (12%), 10 in an orchestra (1.5%) and 8 in 
another kind of ensemble (1%). Most students only participated in one musical group. Only 
18 students participated in more than one group. Taking account of all of the questionnaire 
responses in each Phase, the highest percentage of group participation was amongst the 
Phase 2 sample (Table 5.2). The most popular type of group was „band‟, while the least 
popular was „orchestra‟ or other types of group music-making such as musical theatre or 
brass ensembles. 
 
Analyses of the longitudinal samples demonstrated a similar trend, with bands being most 
popular, followed by choir. A slight increase in participation was evident between Phase 1 
and Phase 2, with choir increasing from 4.3% to 5.1% and band increasing from 19.7% to 
20.9%. Between Phases 1 and 3 there was a very slight increase in band participation, 
rising from 18.7% to 20.3%. However, the four students who had participated in orchestra 
at the time of Phase 1 had dropped this by Phase 3. There was no evidence that these 
changes over time were related to participation in Musical Futures, although it could be the 
case that students were motivated to participate in bands outside of school after having 
their interest sparked and self-confidence in music enhanced in the context of Musical 
Futures (Table 5.3).  
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Table 5.3: Group participation 
 
 Phase 1 (n = 671) Phase 2 (n = 314) Phase 3 (n = 387) 

Choir 23 (3.4%) 17 (5.4%) 7 (1.8%) 

Band 83 (12%) 64 (20.3%) 32 (8.3%) 

Orchestra 10 (1.5%) 8 (2.5%)  

Other ensemble 
(musical theatre, brass 
ensemble) 

8 (1%) 4 (1.3%) 8 (2.1%) 

 Longitudinal sample 1 (n = 254) N/A 

Phase 1 Phase 2 

Choir 11 (4.3%) 13 (5.1%) 

Band 50 (19.7%) 53 (20.9%) 

Orchestra 5 (2%) 5 (2%) 

Other ensemble 1 (0.4%) 2(0.8%) 

 Longitudinal sample 2 (n = 128) 

Phase 1 N/A Phase 3 

Choir 5 (3.9%) 5 (3.9%) 

Band 24 (18.7%) 26 (20.3%) 

Orchestra 4 (3.1%) 0 

Other ensemble (brass 
ensemble, flute choir) 

2 (1.6%) 2 (1.6%) 

 
Level of attainment: In each Phase of data collection the students were asked to indicate 
what level they had attained on their first instrument. Table 5.4 indicates the Phase 2 
sample rated themselves most positively, with 73 (34%) students reporting their level as 
„above average‟ and 37 (17.2%) rating themselves as „very good‟. The increase in „don‟t 
know‟ and the less positive self-ratings amongst the Phase 3 sample may be explained 
partially by the fact that this sample included 237 students who had by that time dropped 
music as a subject at school. 
 
Comparisons were made between Phase 1 and Phase 2 (longitudinal sample 1) and 
between Phase 1 and Phase 3 (longitudinal sample 2). Over time students generally 
perceived themselves as having progressed. For example, the analysis of longitudinal 
sample 1 demonstrates that in Phase 1, 11.8% of students rated themselves as „beginner‟ 
and just 11% rated themselves as „very good‟. This compared with Phase 2, when 7.9% of 
students rated themselves as beginner and 13.8% rated themselves as very good. The 
longitudinal sample 2 demonstrates a similar trend. In addition, few students at Phase 3 
indicated that they did not know how to rate their level of achievement, suggesting that 
they felt more confident in assessing their level and that they had developed some self-
assessment strategies. This is particularly significant when considered in the context of the 
wider literature on self-efficacy and self-esteem amongst young people, which would 
suggest that generally adolescents become increasingly self-critical, leading to a trend for 
self-efficacy and self-esteem to drop. 
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Table 5.4: Students’ self rating of their level on their first instruments 
 
  A beginner Average Above 

average 
Very good Don’t know 

Entire sample Phase 1 
(n=671) 

80 11.9% 236 35.2% 105 15.6% 46 6.9% 204 30.4% 

Phase 2 
(n=314) 

24 7.6% 88 28% 83 26.4% 40 12.7% 79 25.2% 

Phase 3 
(n=365) 

17 4.4% 48 12.4% 47 12.1% 17 4.4% 258 66.7% 

 

Longitudinal 
sample 1 
(n = 254) 

Phase 1  30 11.8% 88 34.6% 57 22.4% 28 11% 51 20.1% 

Phase 2 20 7.9% 77 30.3% 63 24.8% 35 13.8% 59 23.2% 

 

Longitudinal 
sample 2 
(n = 128) 

Phase 1 17 13.3% 51 39.8% 27 21.1% 13 10.2% 20 15.6% 

Phase 3 16 12.5% 45 35.2% 38 29.7% 14 10.9% 15 11.7% 

 

Singing: The students were asked if they could sing. Analysis of longitudinal sample 1 (n 
= 254) revealed that in Phase 1, 47 students (18.1%) indicated that they sang. This 
increased to 85 students (33.3%) in Phase 2 who said that they could sing. Analysis of 
longitudinal sample 2 (n = 128) supported this trend; in Phase 1, 29 students indicated that 
they could sing, rising to 42 (33% in Phase 3. Significantly more girls than boys said they 
could sing in Phases 2 and 3 (p = .0001).  
 
Attitudes towards instrumental playing 
 
Issues relating to past experiences of learning instruments were raised during interviews 
and focus groups with students. Some students who had progressed to GCSE or BTEC 
spoke of the importance of having instrumental skills; others said that music technology 
software had made instrumental skills less important. A degree of frustration was 
expressed in relation to experiences of not having the instrumental skills that others in the 
class had or not having the skills to be able to achieve desired musical outcomes. Several 
students described experiences of learning instruments that had been „boring‟, „repetitive‟ 
or „hard‟ (Table 5.5). 
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Table 5.5: Attitudes to learning instruments 
 
 Student interviews and focus groups (Phases 2 and 3) 

Doing Musical Futures  Doing music as an option  

Playing 
instruments: 
importance for 
progression 

„Mainly it‟s people who don‟t play 
instruments that messed about.‟ 
 
„If you‟re really good at playing 
instruments, it helps.‟ 
 
„It helps a lot.‟ 
 
„It helps being able to read music.‟ 
 
„Yeah, doing piano it helps you 
read music and say something‟s 
out of tune you can go oh that‟s 
out of tune because you know 
because you‟ve been playing the 
piano.‟ 
 
„I think learning an instrument as 
well is helpful, knowing your way 
round it.‟  
 
 
 
 
 
 

„I wanted to play an instrument so I could 
go into performance.‟  
 
„When I chose options, I put music tech 
because I didn‟t know how to play any 
instruments and they said if you can play 
an instrument then you can do musical 
performance but I didn‟t play an 
instrument until the summer.‟  
 
„I do want to get a good grade but getting 
better at instruments ties in with this.‟  
 
„I think if you showed them how to use 
Cubase or Reason or whatever where you 
make your own music through the 
computer without having to play an 
instrument, then I think a lot more people 
would enjoy it because you don‟t actually 
need the skills of playing an instrument 
but you can make music. Whether it 
sounds good or not depends on whether 
you‟re musically minded or not.‟ 
 
„Every time we used to have music I just 
wanted to go home and I wanted to 
change my options because I really, really 
hated music ... I think it was because like 
everyone in my classroom could play the 
piano and I was the only who couldn‟t 
play. So I just used to sit there and hate it. 
Because now I‟m getting music lessons, 
I‟ll be able to play the keyboard and we‟ve 
got the Macs to use now to make beats...‟  
 
„I chose the wrong options for my GCSEs 
and I want it to be music but I can‟t do 
music because I can‟t play an instrument.‟ 
 
„I think it‟s quite hard to develop skills in a 
lesson, if you only get an hour of it a 
week, which I remember having a real 
problem with when I was in Key Stage 3. I 
always thought they should have a lot 
more. You can‟t really develop your skills 
because by the time you go back next 
week a lot of it‟s forgotten. ... You don‟t 
get that much time to practise, unless 
you‟re going to do it outside of school. I 
mean stuff in school and then carry it on 
outside.‟ 
 
„It‟s down to my guitar lessons; my guitar 
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teacher has helped me to work out songs 
myself instead of getting tabs.‟ 

Playing 
instruments: 
Positive 

„Well when I come to this school I 
didn‟t know nothing about drums, I 
didn‟t even know where to put my 
feet or anything but they showed 
me and I‟m better at it.‟ 
 
„Well the best thing is actually like 
playing the guitar and drums and 
stuff because in our primary 
school we didn‟t get to play them.‟  
 
„You get to experiment with the 
instruments ... Just the keyboard 
or something like that.‟  
 

„Learning to play keyboard a bit because I 
never did that before high school and I 
would like to try another instrument, just to 
see what it‟s like, just to see if I like it or 
not, guitar probably.‟  
 
 
„I do like playing the piano but it is fun 
when you get to know how to play it „ 
 
„People have different experiences in 
music. If you know how to do something 
(playing instruments) you‟ll like doing it 
and if you don‟t know how to do it you 
won‟t like doing it.‟ 
 

Playing 
instruments: 
negative 

„Harmonica. At school. I didn‟t 
mind it, but I just did it to get me 
out of lessons. I‟m not really 
bothered now.‟  
 
„Well I did used to play the 
recorder but I got bored of it after 
a while.‟  
 
„I played drums in the primary 
school, after my concert thing he 
said you have to let someone else 
have a go and you have to play 
with these beaters on these 
things, and all I wanted to do was 
play drums so I quit and I haven‟t 
played anything since.‟ 
 
„I haven‟t enjoyed, I‟m getting a bit 
bored, we had to go on the 
keyboards quite a lot and I‟m 
getting a bit bored of it now.‟  
 
„African drumming. It was a bit 
boring. All the noises are the 
same. If you could choose a drum 
that made a different sound but 
they all sound the same.‟ 
 
„I just think sometimes we do a bit 
too much of keyboards and things. 
 
„Yeah, yeah. Put them in the room 
because they think it‟s fun but it‟s 
not.‟‟ 
 
„There‟s some bits of it fun, but it 
just gets boring. ... We learnt how 
to play some tunes. Eastenders.‟ 
 

„But if you don‟t know how to play it, it‟s 
annoying, watching other people knowing 
how to do it and you don‟t.„ 
 
„When I‟m playing drums by myself in a 
room it‟s more boring.‟  
 
„I had lessons and then I sort of, don‟t 
know, I played for a bit and then I got 
bored but my mum played piano a bit so I 
mess around on the piano but then I kind 
of gave up, it got really boring.‟  
 
„ think the drumming was a really exciting 
thing at first but once I started to get into 
it, it got a bit more boring, the progressing 
stage where you‟re learning the more 
repetitive stuff to get better...‟  
 
„I think it was when I first started high 
school. I just loved listening to music. My 
favourite kind of music is r‟n‟b and when I 
was in Year 7 (the teacher) asked me and 
my friends if we wanted to learn to play 
the trumpet and we started doing it and at 
the end of Year 9 I quit because it was 
getting hard and I didn‟t like it.‟  
 
„I used to hate music in Year 9. We used 
to just play the keyboards and the songs 
we used to play I didn‟t used to like them 
and I used to get so bored.‟  
 
„They‟ll say do you want to play drums, do 
you want to play bass. All the others got to 
play was keyboard and they got bored of 
that.‟  
 
„Because it was so noisy and you couldn‟t 
hear the teacher so it was just hard to get 
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„This year guitar and drums. It‟s 
quite hard.‟ 
 
 

his attention. When I did get his attention 
he helped me and I started picking it up 
but because what we were playing was so 
boring I hated it. We was playing Elvis 
Presley and I wasn‟t even born when he 
died.‟  
 
„If you‟re not improving it just becomes a 
chore to play the instrument that you used 
to like.‟  
 
„Year 7 we were just doing keyboard. I 
hated that, it was just boring.‟  
 
„In Year 7 and 8 I didn‟t really like music in 
school. ... With the band work I didn‟t 
really know how to use the instruments 
apart from drums.‟ 
 
 

 

Preferred music 
 
Students were asked what type of music they preferred, in Phases 1 and 2 (this question 
was not repeated in Phase 3). Tables 5.6 and 5.7 set out the details from the overall 
samples in each of these two Phases of data collection. Most preferred pop or rock music 
(41%), followed by rhythm and blues, rap or hip hop (37%). Only 3% indicated a 
preference for classical music. A similar trend was found amongst the Phase 2 sample. 
Although jazz was slightly more popular, the least popular genres were world music, folk, 
musical theatre, classical and acoustic (Table 5.7). 
  
Table 5.6: Preferred music – Phase 1 
 
What kind of music do you like?  Number of 

responses 
Percentage 

Pop and rock 276 41% 

R&B, rap, hip hop 254 37% 

Dance/house, trance, rave, techno, D&B, garage, 
baseline, electro 

115 17% 

Rock, Indie, goth, emo, punk, heavy metal, scream, 
grunge 

108 16% 

All 86 13% 

Jazz, blues, soul, reggae 50 7% 

Classical 19 3% 

World 16 2% 

Folk, country 3 .4% 
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Table 5.7: Preferred music – Phase 2  
 
What kind of music do you like? Number of 

responses 
Percentage 

R‟n‟b 184 58.6% 

Rap and Hip Hop 170 54.1% 

Pop 128 40.8% 

Rock 105 33.4% 

Dance/house, trance, rave, techno, D&B, garage, baseline, electro 105 33.4% 

Classic pop and rock 65 20.7% 

Soul  55 17.5% 

Jazz 40 12.7% 

Acoustic 37 11.8% 

Classical 36 11.5% 

Musical Theatre 23 7.3% 

Folk 19 6.1% 

World 5 1.6% 

 
 
Changes over time were explored, by analysing the longitudinal sample 1, which included 
only those students who had responded to the questionnaire in both Phases 1 and 2. 
Table 5.8 demonstrates a marked increase in preference for several genres of music. This 
could be because the students were familiar, after one year, with a wider range of genres 
that they were able to name. It is particularly notable that there was an increase in the 
number of students who said they preferred the genres that, overall, were amongst the 
least favoured (e.g. classical, jazz, acoustic). 
 
Table 5.8: Preferred music – changes over time (longitudinal sample 1)  
 
 Phase 1 Phase 2 

Number of 
students 

Percentage 
(n = 254) 

Number of 
students 

Percentage 
(n = 254) 

Acoustic 1 0.4 31 12.2 

Classical 9 3.5 24 9.4 

Dance/house, trance, rave, techno, 
D&B, garage, baseline, electro 

37 14.6 86 33.9 

R‟n‟b  76 29.9 148 58.3 

Rap and Hip Hop 66 26 140 55.1 

Rock 83 32.7 87 34.2 

Soul 17 6.7 47 18.5 

Pop 58 22.8 105 41.3 

Jazz 12 4.7 34 13.4 

World 10 3.9 5 2 

 
Phase 3 musical preferences 
 
Individual interviews with students in Phase 3 revealed an eclectic range of musical 
preferences. This was a particularly prominent theme amongst the students who had 
progressed from Musical Futures into GCSE or BTEC music courses. There was little 
qualitative difference between the reflections of boys and girls, although girls mentioned 
current trends more than boys, while one boy spoke of how the school culture had 
influenced his musical taste (Table 5.9).  
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Table 5.9: GCSE and BTEC students’ reflections on their musical preferences 
 

GCSE and BTEC students 

Boys Girls 

 
„I listen to quite a broad – I listen to quite a lot of 
metal ... I‟ve got a lot more interest in drum and 
bass and more sort of lesser known stuff, ... it‟s 
quite random actually.„ 
 
„There‟s no music that I don‟t really like. I would 
listen to any music. There would be nothing that 
I wouldn‟t want to listen to.‟  
 
„Until I started playing the guitar I just sort of 
listened to it and didn‟t think much of it but when 
I listened to it more and when I took it as an 
option I‟m just listening all the time now. I used 
to hate r‟n‟b and stuff but now it‟s one of my 
favourites.‟  
 
„I like a bit of all sorts. Mainstream. It‟s 
changed.‟  
 
„I do listen to a lot of metal but I could switch 
from something acoustic to something really 
heavy.‟ 
 
„I don‟t really have a specific genre, I just listen 
to whatever I like but for a radio station I‟d prefer 
r‟n‟b.‟  
 
„The culture in this school. It‟s not heavily rap 
orientated but it‟s quite, there‟s certainly a 
culture of that in our school, particularly in Year 
7 when you‟re finding your identity and stuff. I 
don‟t like rap but a softer version of it I guess, I 
reckon that‟s influenced me.‟ 
 
„I listen to everything, I don‟t have a particular 
style, no favourites, I just listen to it and if I like 
it, I like it. I listen to all kinds.‟ 
 
„Indie but I do go through phases of listening to 
rock or new age piano music or music in 
musicals or kind of classic pop like Billy Joel. I 
always like certain bands, I always like Arctic 
Monkeys, Razorlight, Kings of Leon, but I did 
used to listen to a lot of jazz and I still do listen 
to a lot of jazz.‟  
 
„There‟s some kind of different music I like, 
Indian and African, but I‟m not into classical. 
Some of it‟s good, learning new music styles, 
which I enjoyed.‟ 
 
„The bands that I go to, I like that side of it, that 
it‟s unknown and it‟s not put in the media. It 

 
„Just all round different types of music, just 
generally. Right now I only listen to things like 
rock and things like that but if you get into music 
it‟s easier to listen to things if you listen to more 
different types. 
 
„I obviously like the stuff that‟s in trend at the 
moment. For piano I like classical pieces. 
Romantic pieces are quite nice as well. I like 
something with variation in it; I don‟t like pieces 
that are all in one place or the same volume or 
everything. When I‟m listening it‟s usually more 
what‟s in at the moment.‟  
 
„I‟m pretty open-minded when it comes to music. 
I like different drummers, I listen to jazz or I 
listen to rock or I listen to pop.‟ 
 
„Being able to play different types of music, not 
just sticking to one thing.‟  
 
„I‟ve liked the same kind of music forever. Sort 
of rockish, Nirvana, stuff like that... I quite like 
folky stuff and Indie stuff, not much on the pop 
side of things.‟  
 
„I don‟t particularly like a style of music best. I 
really like listening to classical music, then I like 
all the pop music that‟s in the charts at the 
moment, I also like blues. I just like everything.‟ 
 
„I don‟t know. I don‟t like the newest songs, I like 
old songs. I like I‟ll Be by Edwin McCain [1998] 
but then I also like Ellie Goulding and Justin 
Bieber and stuff.‟  
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means more, there‟s more meaning behind a 
song like that. Nothing like Lady Gaga or 
anything.‟  
 
 
 
 

 
Classical music 
 
As noted above, at the time the data were collected during Phase 1, very few students 
indicated that they liked classical music (3%). This was supported in the interviews (Box 
5.1). 
 
Box 5.1: Phase 1 student reflections on classical music 
 
„I actually hate classical music and the only time I listen to it is when the radio‟s on and I can‟t be 
bothered to switch it off. I find it a bit boring because it hasn‟t got the edge, it‟s just like calm and 
the same tune and it‟s not really exciting.‟ (Year 8, boy, low ability) 
 
„It‟s sort of irritating because sometimes it can be like really slow and then can get really fast and 
it‟s quite a long piece to sit through.‟ (Year 7, girl) 
 
„It‟s completely rubbish because the music I like‟s got a rhythm to it but classical doesn‟t really get 
a rhythm‟. (Year 7, girl) 
 
While they did not appreciate classical music themselves they recognised why adults might enjoy 
it: 
 
„Some adults might like it, because they like to relax and have less energy than young people like 
us, whereas they want relaxing music. Sometimes I like classical music because it kind of calms 
you down a bit.‟ (Year 7, girl) 
 
The students were able to identify some classical music that they knew and did like: 
 
„I don‟t listen to it really. Like that song in the First Choice advert, that‟s OK but that‟s the only one I 
would listen to.‟ (hums it) (Year 8, boy, low ability) 
 
„We did this Pachelbel‟s canon thing and that was really good.‟ (Year 8, boy, non-Musical Futures 
student) 
 
Even where students reported that they liked classical music they often did not listen to it: 
 
„It can be alright. I kind of like violin to be honest, it‟s cool. That‟s what I like about classical music 
but I never listen to it.‟ (Year 8, low ability, boy) 
 

 
The increasingly positive attitudes towards classical music, noted in the quantitative 
results, were elucidated amongst the students who took part in focus groups and 
interviews during Phases 2 and 3. While there were some negative attitudes expressed, it 
was notable that when they did refer to classical music it was often in a positive way. It 
was also notable that many of these positive responses were from the focus groups with 
students who were still in compulsory music lessons, doing Musical Futures (Table 5.10). 
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Table 5.10: Student reflections on classical music, Phases 2 and 3 
 
Doing Musical Futures Doing music as an option 

 
„I like the sound, classical sometimes, not really 
sure.‟  
 
„I like anything really apart from rap and 
classical probably.‟ 
 
„To help people, for people to enjoy, stuff, I don‟t 
know. There‟s different types. Classical music 
could help you relax and stuff ...‟ 
 
„Not really because I don‟t think I have a type of 
music. Because I play guitar I learnt to play pop 
songs and on piano I like classical songs so it‟s 
quite a wide range.‟ 
 
„I want to learn the classical kind of music to 
bring up the confidence ... The person who 
helped me, my friend, he‟s a very exceptional 
guitarist and he knows how to play a lot of 
classical music. I‟ve watched some classical 
music on YouTube, it sounds very beautiful.‟  
 
„Well I don‟t particularly like a style of music 
best. I really like listening to classical music ... 
classical because of dancing and everything.‟  
 
„Music? Some people see it as a getaway don‟t 
they, so they can just, some people that listen to 
classical or jazz would see it as a tranquil 
experience and can just relax and listen to.‟ 
 

 
„There‟s some kind of different music I like, 
Indian and African, but I‟m not into classical.„ 
 
For piano I like classical pieces. Romantic 
pieces are quite nice as well.‟  
 
„I know I listen to classical music more ... I 
probably could listen to it in a very analytical 
way if I wanted to but that would take something 
away from it.‟  
 

 
The perception of classical music might be influenced by how it is introduced or 
incorporated. One teacher was mentioned by several students at one school in relation to 
classical music illustrated by this extract from a focus group of Year 9 students (each line 
indicates a new student speaking). 
 

I appreciate it a lot more. 
 

I really do not like it but now, a [trainee] teacher who’s just left now, showed us how 
classical music affected future music.  

 
He chose a classical piece and he’d play all different [pop / rock] songs  

 
On guitar 

 
It was so good. 

 
He was saying how the classical influenced that. 
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I still don’t like it but I appreciate it. 
 
 
Different preferences were found between schools in terms of preferred genres, 
suggesting that repertoire that works in one school might not work in another. In Phase 2, 
for example, in school D 46% put r‟n‟b as their first preference compared with 12.5% in 
school F. In school G the most popular genre was dance/house/techno (17%) compared 
with school B (13%) where the most popular style was r‟n‟b (37%). Preferences reflect the 
geographical context of the schools including whether they are more urban or rural.  

 
The perceived benefits of Musical Futures lessons 
 
Amongst the Phase 1 sample, 84% of students believed that they worked better in music 
lessons when they worked with their friends. Although only 46% believed that they 
concentrated better in music lessons than other lessons, 71% indicated that music lessons 
seemed to go more quickly than other lessons. Despite being involved in Musical Futures 
only 43% agreed that their teacher valued the music that they were interested in. The 
activities engaged with in music lessons were perceived to support the development of 
musicianship by the great majority (72%) and 82% agreed that they had learnt how to work 
in a group in music lessons, although only 59% indicated that they helped others in music 
lessons. 79% indicated that they attended music lessons regularly (see Table 5.11).  
 
Table 5.11: Benefits of Musical Futures lessons (Phase 1) 
 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree  Don’t 

know 
Disagree Strongly 

disagree 
Mean SD 

I think I work better in music 
when I work with my friends 

48% 
(332) 

36% 
(241) 

5% 
(37) 

8% (54) 2% (16) 4.3 1.0 

I concentrate better in 
music lessons than in other 
lessons 

16% 
(104) 

28% 
(186) 

15% 
(98) 

35% (229) 7% (45) 3.1 1.2 

Music lessons seem to go 
more quickly than other 
lessons 

33% 
(219) 

38% 
(250) 

8% 
(51) 

16% (108) 5% (36) 3.8 1.2 

My teacher values the 
music I am interested in  

14% (97) 29% 
(194) 

34% 
(229) 

18% (120) 4% (27) 3.3 1.1 

The activities we do in 
music have helped me to 
become a better musician 

23% 
(151) 

49% 
(327) 

12% 
(80) 

13% (86) 3% (23) 3.7 1.1 

Music lessons have helped 
me to listen to music 
differently 

18% 
(121) 

34% 
(224) 

12% 
(80) 

30% (197) 7% (44) 3.3 1.2 

I attend music lessons in 
school regularly 

42% 
(274) 

37% 
(242) 

5% 
(35) 

10% (64) 7% (44) 4.0 1.2 

I have learnt how to work in 
a group in music lessons 

31% 
(209) 

51% 
(340) 

4% 
(26) 

9% (59) 5% (31) 4.0 1.1 

I often help others in music 
lessons 

13% (86) 46% 
(303) 

13% 
(83) 

22% (145) 6% (41) 3.4 1.1 

 
 
Differences in perceived benefits of Musical Futures between students grouped by 
gender, ethnicity, socio-economic class and ability: The responses to the statements 
shown in Table 5.11 were examined for differences relating to gender, ethnicity, socio-
economic class (measured by eligibility for free school meals) and ability group (measure 
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by SATS scores). Some statistically significant differences for individual statements were 
found (Table 5.12). Gender differences were found with regard to the perception that they 
worked better when they worked in friendship groups (girls agreed more strongly that this 
was the case). Students in the highest SATS group agreed more strongly than those in the 
lowest SATS group that they worked better with their friends and helped others in music 
lessons. Students who were eligible for free school meals agreed less strongly that they 
worked better in music when with their friends. Finally, there was a statistically significant 
difference between white and Asian students with regard to the perception that they 
worked better with friends (white students agreed with this more strongly). 
 
The scores for the statements relating to the benefits of Musical Futures, shown above in 
Table 5.11, were added together to create an overall score for progression and extra-
curricular participation. The Phase 1 student responses were explored for differences on 
this scale that might have been accounted for by ethnicity, socio-economic status 
(measured by free school meal status) or SATs scores (measured as „high (above 5), 
„middle‟ (4 – 4.9) or „low‟ (below 4)). No statistically significant differences were found for 
the overall scale. 
 
Table 5.12: Benefits of Musical Futures Lessons: Gender, ability group, socio-
economic group and ethnicity differences at Phase 1 
 
Gender differences Gender N Mean* Std. 

Deviation 
Sig. 

I think I work better in music when I work with my 
friends 

female 276 4.3 1.0 0.01 

male 394 4.1 1.0 

Ability group differences 
 

SATS score 
    

I think I work better in music when I work with my 
friends 

Low (less than 4) 60 3.9 1.2 .04 

Middle (4 - 4.9) 51 4.2 1.0 

High (5 and 

above) 

107 4.3 1.0 

I often help others in music lessons Low (less than 4) 58 3.0 1.2 .03 

Middle (4 - 4.9) 49 3.3 1.1 

High (5 and 

above) 

108 3.5 1.0 

Socio-economic status differences 
 

Free school 

meals 

    

I think I work better in music when I work with my 
friends 

yes 73 3.8 1.2 .01 

no 540 4.2 1.0 

Ethnicity differences Ethnicity     

I think I work better in music when I work with my 
friends 

Asian 75 3.9 1.2 .05 

Black 46 4.1 1.0 

White 446 4.3 1.0 

Mixed 30 4.1 1.2 

 

Differences between schools: There were statistically significant differences in response 
to all of the statements concerned with the benefits of Musical Futures between students 
from different schools with the exception of helping others in music lessons (see Table 
5.13). The differences between schools persisted throughout the research, for many of the 
statements. However, at Phase 3 there were no differences between schools with regard 
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to attitudes towards working with friends, concentration in music lessons and music 
lessons going more quickly than other lessons, while there was a difference with regard to 
helping others. Some of the fluctuations in differences between schools could have been 
accounted for by changes in music staff during the period of the research. The fluctuations 
can also be explained partly because the overall student sample in each of the three 
Phases fluctuated in relation to the individuals who participated. 
 
Table 5.13: Benefits of Musical Futures Lessons: Differences between schools 
 
 Phase Mean score:  

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = 
agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 

A B C D E F G Y Overall SIG 

I think I work better in 
music when I work 
with my friends 

1 4.2 4.0 4.4 3.8 4.4 4.2 4.3 4.3 4.3 .001 

2 3.9 4.3 4.1 3.9 3.8 4.4 4.3  4.1 .08 

3 3.9 4.3 4.0 4.1 3.9 4.0 3.0  4.0 .NS 

I concentrate better in 
music lessons than in 
other lessons 

1 3.0 3.1 3.7 3.0 2.8 3.0 2.8 3.6 3.1 .0001 

2 3.2 3.1 3.4 2.9 3.4 3.6 3.4  3.2 .02 

3 3.2 3.5 3.2 3.0 3.6 3.2 3.5  3.2 NS 

Music lessons seem to 
go more quickly than 
other lessons 

1 3.6 3.7 4.3 3.6 4.0 3.7 3.1 4.1 3.8 .0001 

2 3.5 4.0 4.1 3.4 4.0 3.9 4.3  3.9 .0001 

3 3.9 4.1 3.8 3.8 4.0 3.6 3.5  3.8 NS 

My teacher values the 
music I am interested 
in  

1 3.2 3.4 3.8 3.1 3.1 3.4 3.2 3.4 3.3 .0001 

2 4.1 3.8 3.4 3.1 3.5 3.6 3.7  3.5 .0001 

3 3.1 4.1 3.5 3.0 4.1 3.5 4.0  3.4 .0001 

The activities we do in 
music have helped me 
to become a better 
musician 

1 3.7 3.5 4.1 3.8 3.5 3.7 4.0 3.8 3.7 .007 

2 4.2 3.8 3.9 3.6 4.1 4.0 3.8  3.8 NS 

3 3.6 4.3 4.0 3.3 3.9 3.7 5.0  3.7 .0001 

Music lessons have 
helped me to listen 
differently 

1 3.1 3.2 3.7 4.2 3.3 3.1 3.1 3.4 3.3 .02 

2 4.1 3.0 3.8 3.8 3.7 3.3 3.5  3.4 ..0001 

3 N/A 

I attend music lessons 
in school regularly 

1 4.3 4.0 4.0 3.9 3.9 3.8 4.0 3.4 4.0 .0001 

2 4.2 4.0 4.2 4.4 4.4 4.1 3.6  3.9 .02 

3 N/A 

I have learnt how to 
work in a group in 
music lessons 

1 3.7 3.7 4.4 3.9 3.9 4.0 4.2 4.0 4.0 .001 

2 4.1 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.3 4.2 3.9  3.9 NS 

3 3.9 4.4 3.5 4.1 3.7 3.7 4.5  3.9 .04 

I often help others in 
music lessons 

1 3.2 3.3 3.7 3.9 3.3 3.5 3.3 3.4 3.4 NS 

2 3.4 3.7 3.1 3.4 2.9 3.6 3.4  3.4 NS 

3 3.1 4.0 3.3 3.5 3.0 3.1 4.0  3.3 .03 

 
 
Changes over time: The students‟ attitudes towards the benefits of Musical Futures 
lessons were explored, with regard to changes over time. Between Phase 1 and Phase 2 
there was just one statistically significant difference. This was concentration in music 
lessons as compared with other lessons, where lower agreement was found in Phase 2. 
This could be interpreted as a perceived general improvement in concentration overall 
after a year of Musical Futures, although there might be other explanations, for instance, 
students might feel as if they are concentrating less because they are in control of their 
learning (Table 5.13). As one of the music teachers expressed it: 
 
‘If you think of a child’s experience going through secondary school and obviously I can 
only talk about this school, sit behind a desk, sit in a seat, sit in front of a powerpoint, get 
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out your books, do some writing, you’ve got to listen, you’ve got to focus, come to sport, 
music, drama and it’s a completely different way of doing it. Now if I was a student doing 
that first model, I would probably think I’m concentrating because I’m talking or I’m doing 
something so I wonder if children’s (sic) perceptions of what concentration is in this context 
is different. They wouldn’t achieve their outcomes if they didn’t concentrate.’ (Music 
Teacher) 
 
Between Phase 1 and Phase 3 there was, similarly, just one statistically significant 
change. This change was with regard to the variable concerned with helping others in 
class; a decrease in agreement was found between the two Phases of data collection. This 
could reflect an increase in autonomous, independent work amongst the students, as they 
progressed into the higher year groups (Table 5.14). 
 
Table 5.14: Benefits of Musical Futures Lessons: Changes over time 
 

Longitudinal Sample 1 (n = 254) 

 *Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 2 

Sig. 

I think I work better in music when I work with 
my friends 

4.23 4.21 NS 

I concentrate better in music lessons than in 
other lessons 

3.46 3.27 .018 

Music lessons seem to go more quickly than 
other lessons 

3.95 3.92 NS 

My teacher values the music I am interested in 3.43 3.53 NS 

The activities we do in music have helped me 
to become a better musician 

3.83 3.86 NS 

I have learnt how to work in a group in music 
lessons 

3.98 3.95 NS 

I often help others in music lessons 3.49 3.48 NS 

Music lessons have helped me to listen to 
music differently 

3.44 3.40 NS 

I attend music lessons in school regularly 3.98 3.96 NS 

Longitudinal Sample 2 (n = 128) 

 Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 3 

Sig. 

I think I work better in music when I work with 
my friends 

4.17 4.39 NS 

I concentrate better in music lessons than in 
other lessons 

3.39 3.50 NS 

Music lessons seem to go more quickly than 
other lessons 

3.79 3.79 NS 

My teacher values the music I am interested in 3.38 4.24 NS 

The activities we do in music have helped me 
to become a better musician 

3.96 3.65 NS 

I have learnt how to work in a group in music 
lessons 

3.93 4.24 NS 

I often help others in music lessons 3.60 3.29 .018 

Music lessons have helped me to listen to 
music differently 

N/A: These questions were not repeated on the 
Phase 3 questionnaire 

I attend music lessons in school regularly 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 
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Issues relating to students’ experiences of Musical Futures 
 
Several key issues were central to making Musical Futures a positive experience for 
students. First, the teacher played a crucial role. Teachers needed to be expert facilitators, 
able to support and provide constructive feedback but also able to provide students with 
the space to develop as independent learners. Other key elements of Musical Futures, 
from the student perspective, were autonomy and practical music-making (including group 
work, peer learning and performance). Students also valued the opportunities to engage in 
creative tasks and to develop listening skills. 
 
 
Teachers and teaching  
 
Students volunteered information about teaching and their teachers. They were aware that 
teachers had very different ways of teaching. Overall, the students‟ responses indicated 
strongly that the teacher‟s role in making Musical Futures a success was crucial. As one 
student remarked: 
 

‘I learnt stuff unlike some other teachers. It made me want to play music more ... just 
inspired me.’ (Year 9, boy) 
 
In all three Phases of data collection, individual interviews and focus groups revealed that 
some students were critical when they weren‟t helped to learn: 
 
‘He just gives us tests and we don’t learn nothing. He doesn’t tell us how to revise it all; he 
just tells us what to revise.’ (Year 10, boy) 
 
‘I don’t know, he just doesn’t, it’s really hard to explain, he comes round and sees how 
we’re doing but he doesn’t tell us, if I play the piano to him he’ll say it’s good but he won’t 
explain how I can improve it so I don’t know what I can do to get a higher mark.’ (Year 10, 
girl) 
 
‘In Year 8 I was not too keen on playing the guitar, paying attention to playing the guitar so 
when I was in Year 9 I was thinking I was just playing the guitar, the riffs of some classic 
rock songs, and they helped me but I needed more help.’ (Year 10, boy)  
 
‘When you have no ideas and you’re just sitting there and you ask teachers what you 
should do with that and they just say anything and it’s too difficult sometimes to know what 
to write about’ (Year 9, boy) 
 

‘... help from a teacher, he did help but it was just little, not like he would now. Now he’d 
come in and say show me what you’ve done and it’s out of time or something.’ (Year 10, 

boy)  
 

They were critical when the teacher spent more time on behaviour issues than teaching:  
 
‘The teacher’s mean. He’s always like shouting at people and we never get to learn 
anything. You can’t play anything he just talks all the time. He goes through rules. We 
always start with rules at the beginning of the lesson because everyone comes in messing 
about. Don’t talk when the teacher’s talking. Always put your hand up.’ (Year 8, girl) 
 
There was frustration from students who perceived that the teacher favoured the strongest 
students, but equally there was some frustration from those who perceived the teacher as 
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being monopolised by the weakest students. One student recognised that with limited 
resources it was difficult for teachers to provide the level of support that individuals 
wanted: 
 

‘Some people can take advantage of our teacher.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
‘Lower down the years, they involve you but they’ve always favoured the kids who’ve been 
good at music.’ (Year 11, boy) 
 

‘People who obviously didn’t have the music lessons and don’t understand much need 
help, like reading music.’ (Year 10, boy) 
 
‘Would have liked more focus because the good people they were already ahead and they 
already knew what time signatures and key signatures were and I didn’t know what any of 
that stuff was.’ (Year 10, boy)  
 

‘The only person who could help is the teacher but the music department doesn’t have the 
staff to help to that extent.’ (Year 10, boy) 
 

When teachers focused on what students felt they needed in order to learn the students 
were appreciative: 
 
‘The teacher now is like kind and that, we can walk back and forth and see what other 
groups are doing and get ideas off them, but if you’ve got a strict teacher she’ll just say 
stay in that room, don’t move around, get your stuff when you need it.’ (Year 8, boy, middle 
ability) 

 
They liked receiving help but when they needed it: 
 
‘They help us. But like if we need the help. We go off in our groups and then the teacher 
will come in and say how are you doing and if we’re struggling she’ll come and help us.’ 
(Year 8, girl, high ability) 
 
‘He was a really good teacher. If you were on Garageband and you didn’t know what to do 
he’d move over to you and help you and build your confidence up. I was practising with 
another boy and he just started playing the guitar with us and really helped us.’ (Year 9, 
girl) 
 
They also appreciated comments that helped them improve and get better marks:  
 
‘Each lesson the teacher tries to come round and listen to what you’ve got so far and like 
at the moment we’ve come to the kind of end of ours and she’s said well add in like an 
extra bit that’s completely different, a different section so that it would then raise your 
level.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 

‘I get feedback about how it’s good and then how I can improve. It’s more helpful than just 
saying it’s good. Teachers quite often go yes, that’s OK and then just carry on.’ (Year 10, 
boy) 
 
‘When we do performance he would video it so we got to watch it back and he would sort 
of annotate it, telling us what we’re good at and what needs a little more improvement so 
that’s how you learn. It was keyboard sometimes that I played and I’m not brilliant at 
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keyboard so he criticised that a few times, and he criticised my singing but that’s how you 
improve.’ (Year 10, boy) 
 
‘We played it at a different time [i.e. individually] and were told what was good and what 
we needed to improve on. I think I done mine right. He said it was excellent. I changed the 
chords and kept in time.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
Some students wanted more support and formative feedback: 
 
‘More feedback and also structure from the teachers as well, like, because at the end of 
the unit you get told your target and level. You don’t get told what you’ve done well and 
what you haven’t done well. You don’t really get any personal feedback while you’re doing 
it. We could improve, if we got feedback nearly half way through so we could always 
improve it and like raise our level.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
Students were clearly unhappy about frequent changes of teacher, having supply teachers 
and teachers who couldn‟t control the class:  
 
‘I’d like a teacher who is always here and pays attention to us.’ (Year 8, girl, middle ability)  
 
‘We used to have Miss Z and she couldn’t control the boys so we didn’t get anything done. 
But now we have Miss Y and she’s good because we have all the others that work with 
her, the assistant plus student helpers, but now she’s gone because she’s having a baby 
we’ve got Miss W.’ (Year 8, girl, low ability) 
 
Students wanted more teachers and some complained about the length of time they had to 
wait to get support:  
 
‘I think we should have more teachers, spread about, instead of one teacher rushing 
round.’ (Year 8, girl, middle ability) 
 
‘The teachers constantly go round all the different groups and usually they’re in different 
places so you can’t hear each other. So when the teacher’s not there for say 20 minutes 
you can get nothing happening at all and that can get really, really frustrating. To probably 
have another assistant teacher or something would be good because a lot of the time you 
just don’t get enough help. There may be other groups that may not be as good as you, 
not as into it as you are so they get more attention from the teacher. When you really need 
help with something it can get really irritating.’ (Year 9, boy, high ability) 
 
‘Sometimes you have to wait ages until you can get on with your work.’ (Year 8, girl, 
middle ability) 
 
They were appreciative when help came quickly: 

 
‘The teacher we’ve got now she’s really nice and like she helps us with everything like 
really quickly.’ (Year 9.  boy, middle ability) 
 
One school had recruited Year 12 students to provide additional support: 
 
‘Well since we’ve been in Year 9 we’ve had these 6th formers who help us out. Since 
they’ve came we’ve actually got on with a piece of work because normally we’ll just have 
nothing at the end but now we have something at the end of it ‘cos there’s only like one 
teacher and loads of groups. Now there’s like 5 teachers.’ (Year 9, boy, low ability)  
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Some students were less reliant on the teacher and valued the opportunity to be 
independent learners: 
 
‘I suppose it depends really on who you are. If you are quite a musical person and you 
enjoy it then you put the effort in, you don’t really need any help from the teacher. But if 
you’re not so confident, you don’t put the effort in, then you will you need more help from 
the teacher.’ (Year 9, boy, high ability) 
 
‘It felt like in Year 8 I probably learnt a little bit more than this year but this year I felt it was 
a bit better because in Year 8 you constantly had the teacher with you and you wouldn’t 
really pick up – I don’t know how to say it really. You learnt more in Year 8 but you didn’t 
do it yourself.’ (Year 9, boy) 
 
‘[The most memorable thing] it’s probably when we made up our own song. The teacher 
didn’t give us something to do; we could just make up our own.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
Most appreciated teachers‟ enthusiasm: 
 
‘I think teachers who are enthusiastic about teaching make their students enthusiastic ‘cos 
if you can see your teacher’s really into it and like dancing about and singing really loudly 
then you think oh this is really fun, and she’s not afraid to make a fool out of herself so we 
shouldn’t sit back and look on and not do anything, we should go out there and do what we 
want to do.’ (Years 8 and 9, boy) 
 
‘Last year we had one that stuck to the books a lot and Miss is a bit more charismatic. You 
enjoy it because she seems like she’s enjoying it.’ (Year 8 and 9, girl) 
 
Not everyone felt that the teacher needed to be enthusiastic:  
 
‘Most of the thing with Musical Futures is it is independent learning so most of the time you 
are on your own and the only thing you really need the teacher for is tuning up and 
possibly a bit of advice every now and then on which direction to go before you do it. So if 
you have a teacher that’s really enthusiastic I suppose, that would help but to be honest I 
don’t think it really matters much.’ (Year 9, boy, high ability) 
 
They reported enjoying music more when they were not being shouted at: 
 
‘It definitely makes a difference to doing music if you have a teacher that’s always 
shouting. If you have a teacher you like it makes the lesson more fun. Then you start to 
enjoy it more.’ (Year 8 boy, high ability) 
 
They appreciated teachers with a sense of humour:  
 
‘Sometimes during form time he’ll make funny jokes. Just makes it more exciting.’ (Year 8, 
boy, middle ability) 
 
They appreciated teachers allowing them to practise: 
 
‘I actually think Mr Z is quite a good teacher because when we wanted to practise after 
school we went to the drum cupboard and as long as he was at school he let us use this 
room to practise in.’ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
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Students were able to distinguish between teachers who were unable to control the class 
and those who provided opportunities for them to work independently: 
 
‘Miss just gives you the task and lets you do whatever you want. But she’s not, it doesn’t 
make her a bad teacher she lets you do whatever you want, she’s just like, yeah she’s 
really laid back. And then she’ll watch you and then she’ll go right this is what you’re doing 
wrong and this is what you’re doing really good. She’ll point out the bits that are wrong.’ 
(Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
Being able to control the class was important: 
 
‘She explains it at the beginning and then we go and do what we’re going to do but if 
people are like mucking around at the beginning it takes longer for her to explain it and we 
have less time to do the practical.’ (Year 9, boy) 
 
They liked having variety in lessons: 
 
‘Miss Z has variety and she does different stuff like one term making a band and the next 
term on the computers. She’s a really good teacher. She’s sort of young-minded.’ (Year 8 
and 9, boy, high ability)  
 
Contrasts with non-Musical Futures teaching 
 
Prior to engaging with Musical Futures, students experienced a range of different activities. 
One common approach involved the use of keyboards:  
 
‘I think in Year 7 they tried to teach you the keyboard. We had sort of running projects so if 
you did the work in the lesson you could go on the keyboard and practise the thing in the 
book and then everyone learnt how to play at least something. I hated those books, they 
were really bad. If you moved on, if you played well you could move on then you’d turn 
back to the page like you’d done a couple of weeks ago and you couldn’t quite remember 
it. But everyone learnt how to play the keyboard in some way. They know where to find C 
or something.’ (Year 8, boy) 
 
Some students‟ lessons had focused on singing: 
 
‘In Year 7 and 8 we did whole class work. We’d sing and some people would play the 
shaker and all that. You’d probably just do shakers and then people who are good at doing 
music would get better stuff.’ (Year 9, low ability)  
 
Some liked singing but had also spent time playing keyboards and the piano, occasionally 
working on guitar. They had not had the opportunity to choose their activity or instrument 
but they had enjoyed some of the activities: 
  
‘I thought ukuleles at the start of the year were fun as well. There was some that were fun 
but the one that was probably the most boring was when you play keyboard for everything 
because that’s what you do at the start. But there was one lesson in Year 7 when you had 
these sticks and you hit them on ground and they make a noise, like a note, and you hit 
them on a floor and if it says G on it you hit them on the floor and it makes G, that was 
quite fun.’ (Year 9, boy, high ability) 

 
Autonomy 
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GCSE and BTEC students, interviewed during Phase 3, indicated that the independence 
they had experienced in Musical Futures had been highly valued and had contributed 
significantly to their motivation to choose music as an option (Box 5.2). 
 
 
Box 5.2: GCSE and BTEC student reflections on independent working in Musical 
Futures 
 
„Just working in groups with other people, independence, work at your own speed and have fun.„ 
 
„It‟s not as formal as other lessons and it‟s more independent.‟  
 
„In Year 9 we seemed to get more involved with pop songs and working on a song on your own 
rather than being in a classroom.‟  
 
„It was more us developing our own style and giving us a taste of what we‟d do in GCSE music. 
When working on your own, changing the other songs helps you with your own compositions.‟ 
 
„This new Musical Futures thing is so much better for Year 7s and Year 8s, and Year 9s. They‟re 
doing the band stuff, writing their own songs and stuff.‟ 
 

 
These views reinforced the views that had been expressed during Phase 1 of the 
research: 
 
‘I really like being able to play and not having the teacher saying that’s what you’re going 
to play but go out and find your own music and then go in groups and play it and have an 
accompaniment with it, playing the instrument you want. I don’t like doing ICT music. I 
don’t like computers.’ (Year 8, girl, low ability)  
 
‘I didn’t like chords very much when we had to play them on the keyboard because I could 
never find which one was which. It always sounded really out of tune. I like what we’re 
doing at the moment in music which is making our own songs, writing our own lyrics. It’s 
really fun because you get to have the freedom to write what you want.’ (Year 7, mixed 
group) 
 
Allowing this level of independence requires considerable trust on the part of the teacher: 
 
„I think the students are given a lot of trust from the teachers. We have quite a lot of 
freedom to do what we want. Because we’re given that trust, the majority of us do well, 
and we do behave but there’s always going to be some that don’t because there always 
is.‟ (Year 9, boy)  
 
‘Independence, because when we’re doing practical the teacher will just set us something 
to do and then will go off, and that sort of makes us a bit more mature. You could just have 
a laugh and muck about but most of us don’t do that.’ (Year 8, boy, middle ability)  
 
 
 
Practical music-making 
 
The quantitative data, noted above, strongly support the view that students valued the 
opportunities for practical music-making. In their interviews students reinforced this, 
intimating that it was practical, active music-making that they found to be inspiring and fun. 
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Although it was not always easy (see Box 5.3, below), practical work in groups was at the 
core of the student experience of Musical Futures. The nature of the music itself was also 
central to high motivation, although as noted above, as students progressed, their 
openness to unfamiliar musical genres seemed to increase: 
 
‘I liked it when we were in the computer room and we were in Garageband as well and we 
had to try and put a song together and we recorded our voices and everything and 
because you could put your own twist on it, the different sounds you could put in the 
music. And the bit I didn’t like was probably when we had to listen to different pieces of 
music and try and learn it but like it wasn’t the style of music that everyone listens to, it 
was a bit kind of music that we didn’t really like and it was a bit hard to force yourself to try 
and learn it when you really didn’t want to.’ (Year 8, girl, middle/high ability)  
 
‘In Year 9 I had [a teacher doing Musical Futures] who’s a lot more practical and let us play 
music and stuff like that so pretty much every lesson we were listening to music or playing 
it or playing out own music or writing lyrics, which I prefer because I prefer practical. I got 
to do whatever I wanted.’ (Year 10, boy) 
 
‘In Musical Futures, in Year 9, I just learnt to interact more in a group. We worked in 
groups in a lot of subjects. In music you’re doing something that you like instead of 
something that you have to do.’ (Year 11, boy) 
 
‘Everyone in our group wants to do music and likes music so we’re more focused.’ (Year 9, 
girl) 
 
Performing the music was also important. Students recognised the impact that 
performance had on enhancing their self confidence in particular: 
 
‘I liked making our own song because we had to totally think of new lyrics and think of it 
just ourselves and then perform it in front of people who came from different schools.’ 
(Year 9, boy) 
 
‘When you get into a band it’s nice and fun, and then you come to show your classmates 
and then you go into the next lesson and the classmates are saying oh nice song and 
stuff, and then even when you do a solo and stuff, when you perform, it’s a good 
atmosphere. That’s why I’m not afraid to show my work in school.’ (Year 8, boy) 
 

‘Because miss didn’t help us much so when we performed it we were really proud.’ (Year 
8, girl) 
 

‘Performing to the class. I can do that now without thinking about it, I just do it straight. 
Working with others, more confident about that.’ (Year 9, boy) 
 
‘Keyboard skills have gone up. Last year I used to be, not confident to perform in front of 
the class, but this year because I think I’m getting better at the keyboards, my confidence 
is building up. I’m still shy in front of the class but I can play.‟ (Year 9, girl) 
 

 
Peer learning 
 
The students spoke extensively of how they helped each other, suggesting that Musical 
Futures provided many opportunities for peer learning. In some cases, students indicated 
that their peers would know better than teachers what would sound best. Several students 
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noted in particular that they asked their friends for help with instrumental skills; conversely, 
those with more developed instrumental skills gained some status in class as the „experts‟ 
who could provide help. 
 
‘Working in a group because if we do something that ain’t that good we can improve on it. 
We’ll probably ask somebody else in the class what needs improving and they’ll tell us. 
The [other students] know what sounds best.’ (Year 9, boy) 
 
‘There have been people in groups who’ll help me with chords.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
‘I got help from people in my class who knew how to play instruments but I wanted to learn 
for myself but if I really got stuck I’d ask for a little bit of help.’ (Year 11, boy) 
 
‘There were people who didn’t really know anything and a few of us who knew quite a lot 
so we told them what chords and stuff.’ (Year 10, boy) 
 
Issues in group work 

 
The students raised a great many issues about the group work in Musical Futures. 
Working with friends could be supportive but also lead to time wasting and was not always 
dispute free. Some students commented that there were advantages to sometimes being 
made to work with others as it developed a wider range of influences. Disagreeing with 
other members of the group was a major issue for students. There were sometimes 
difficulties when people had different levels of expertise, when they were all inexperienced, 
when key people were absent from school, and when there were clashes over group 
leadership. Students did develop strategies for dealing with problems in groups; 
arguments were resolved through compromise or if necessary the teacher mediated. 
Occasionally a breakdown in group work led to a complete lack of a musical output. 
Students reported being able to learn from each other and also how important it was to set 
up quickly at the beginning of the lesson so that no time was wasted. Examples from the 
student interviews are set out in Box 5.3. 
 
Box 5.3: Issues in group work 
 
„I liked that I could work with my friends because we work well together because we knew each 
other‟s strengths and weaknesses.‟ (Year 8 and 9, girl) 
 
„I think I‟ve improved my confidence with playing the instruments partly because the group I was 
working in, they were really supportive.‟ (Year 8, girl, middle/high ability) 
 
„I‟ve had some teachers where they always put you in groups and it makes it a lot harder. 
Especially when you‟re performing with your friends they‟re always there to back you up when 
you‟re nervous but if you‟re with somebody else that you‟re not such good friends with, you feel 
more nervous knowing someone‟s not there to back you up.‟ (Year 9, girl)  
 
„I think the best thing is you get to work with your friends but the worst thing is you‟re probably 
going to have a bit of a laugh and waste your time and you don‟t practise much. You get there in 
the end.‟ (Year 8, boy, middle ability)  
 
„I think the good thing is you can be with your mates and if you mess up you can just carry on and 
get it right next time. The bad thing is you can argue.‟ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
„Sometimes Miss chooses our groups, a mixture of boys and girls and we go with people and like 
they don‟t mind going partners with us in other lessons so then you get bonded which is good.‟ 
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(Year 8, girl, low ability) 
 
„You might compromise. In our band there were two people who wanted to play bass so Mss said 
we should just have two basses.‟ (Year 8,  boy, high ability) 
 
„The bad thing is when some people are less advanced than others and you have to wait for them. 
I wanted to play a different drum beat from the simple one but because of the less advanced 
people in our group we had to keep everything simple.‟ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
 „Some of the people who are in the group don‟t want to be there and it just gets really irritating. It‟s 
more obvious in music lessons if they don‟t want to take part they just muck around and it ruins it 
for everyone else.‟ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
„All the lads with special needs are in one group, the lads who want to do music are in one group, 
the ones who mess around are in one group, and it just doesn‟t work. Like T, once he tries he can 
do it, but he loses his attention because he thinks it‟s boring.‟ (Year 9, boy low ability) 
 
„I think you learn how to deal with a group situation, like if someone isn‟t necessarily participating 
as much as someone else, you learn how to deal with that and how to engage them in what you‟re 
doing. Then you can take that into other lessons and if you‟re in groups then that‟ll help as well. It‟s 
also like sorting out problems as well in groups because like last music lesson we tried to work out 
the ending of our piece and we had four different ideas and none of us could decide which one, 
then we worked on it altogether to try and find a way that worked that suited all of us and then we 
did it in the end because we actually work together well as a group.‟ (Year 9, girl) 
 
„Sometimes the people in our group are a bit ill, they don‟t come into school. It‟s good when 
everyone‟s there but when you‟re kind of missing key members of the group it kind of falls apart 
and you can‟t really do much because you‟re missing them.‟ (Year 8, boy) 
 
„We‟ve been in groups with these other girls and we ain‟t friends with them now but we were. We 
had like a massive fall out and at the end of the project they took the song and all the music so we 
were stuck with nothing. We were like told off so didn‟t get our work or level.‟ (Year 8, girl, low 
ability) 
 
„The best thing is being able to work with a group and know that you can work with a group well, 
but the worst thing is that most of them think that they‟re the boss or they‟re really good so they 
should be the best, leader or something like that.‟ (Year 8, boy, middle ability) 
 
„I think unless they‟re a really annoying person like a control freak or something it doesn‟t really 
matter. Everyone‟s perfectly capable of doing what we‟re asked in this year because we all chose it 
for a reason.‟ (GCSE group, boy) 
 
„You mainly sort it out between you but if it gets out of hand someone goes and gets the teacher to 
sort it out.‟ (Year 8, boy, middle ability) 
 
„The problem with the Musical Futures project in Year 9, looking back at it, was you‟ve got a bunch 
of people who don‟t really have any self-discipline at all, even the best projects that people 
produced didn‟t really work out that well so I‟d say maybe if you put it in a more controlled 
environment, the number of songs they could cover... Get people with similar musical taste in the 
same band or you‟re going to spend half the time arguing.‟ (Year 10, boy) 
 
„My group we didn‟t really know what we were doing so we just messed around.‟ (Year 10, girl) 
 
„Sometimes I do work with my friends because I know them, don‟t I, but, saying that, I wouldn‟t 
really want to work with a friend who can‟t do well in music‟ (Year 10, boy) 
 
„Nobody was interested and they were just messing about all the time. When I started playing I 
thought I need to do something in lessons so I moved to different mates.‟ (Year 10, boy) 
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„Some of the people who don‟t like music would say they‟d ruin it for everybody else. They‟d just sit 
there and wouldn‟t co-operate whatsoever. They‟d make things really difficult.‟ (Year 9, girl) 

 
 

Creativity 
 
Students, whether actively involved in Musical Futures or not enjoyed being creative:  
  
‘I enjoyed the film music, that was quite good because we had to put our own music to 
films that we brought in. That was really good fun because I could use lots of instruments 
and stuff and make sure the atmosphere was correct and everything.’ (Year 8, boy, non-
Musical Futures) 
 
‘Well in our music lessons we’ve all got into groups and we just got our instruments, 
drums, guitar, keyboard, any instrument we wanted. We just had to think of a song and we 
just rehearsed it and played it to the class. I thought it was excellent. I liked the way you 
were in a team and got to sing your own song or sing someone else’s song, and it just felt 
really good, really laid back.’ (Year 8, boy, high ability)  
 
Tasks which did not involve creative practical activities were generally perceived as boring:  
 
‘I think probably the worst part that we’ve done is writing, doing work like, like copying out 
the pieces and answering questions.’ (Year 8, boy, non-Musical Futures) 
 
Music technology offered opportunities for creative activity but there were mixed views on 
how enjoyable it was: 
 
‘I like the technical bit because I’m doing music technology for GCSE here, I don’t mind 
playing in bands but I prefer using music tech.’ (Year 9, boy, high ability)  
 
‘I don’t really like working on computers but I like just when we do bands and stuff, get into 
groups and play something. I don’t like the computers because the software’s already 
there, you don’t play anything, I like to be active.’ (Year 8, boy, middle ability)  
 
Listening 
 
The students developed their listening skills through the Musical Futures activities. This 
was a prominent theme across all of the Year groups.  
 
‘My skills have developed. At the beginning of the year, when I listened to a track, when I 
listened to the piano bit or something, I couldn’t just pick up the notes but in this one I’m 
doing at the moment, they played the track and I sat there and I worked out the beginning 
of the piece. So it’s like really developed my skills for listening. I think you kind of listen 
more musically. Before you’d just think it’s a piece of music and I like that or I don’t like 
that whereas now it’s like, ooh, I can hear piano and stuff like that. Because you have to 
analyse a lot, you understand how and why they do things, like all the different tempos and 
effects and stuff.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
‘We were told to listen to certain aspects of the song that we hadn’t really noticed before 
like the 4 chord trick. She told us if you listen closely you can hear it really well.’ (Year 8, 
boy) 
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‘I just used to listen to it, sing along but now I like listen for all the drum parts, piano parts if 
there is stuff like that. It makes me realise what’s actually in the song rather than just the 
song.’ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
Work in developing instrumental skills supported critical listening:  
 
‘Now I’ve started drumming, I can actually hear the drum beats a lot more in the actual 
music than before I started so I can pick up on all the different sounds because before it 
sounded like just one instrument but now I can hear the separate parts because of my 
drumming.’ (Year 8, boy)  
 
‘I used to only listen to the lyrics of songs but now I kind of listen to the instruments and 
like to see how it works out and I also see like the tone of the singing as well as the tone of 
the guitar.’ (Year 8, boy, low ability)  
  
Sometimes, in the Musical Futures work, students were disappointed in their performance 
of the music they were attempting to copy: 
 
‘I enjoy it when people bring their CDs, listening to their music and playing music because 
I like listening to people’s taste in music. I didn’t enjoy recording it because sometimes 
when we recorded it, it was out of tune and stuff like that.’ (Year 7, mixed group)  
 
A few students indicated that they had widened their musical listening habits: 
 
‘Well from year 6 and below I used to always listen to the same music but when I came to 
secondary school I started to listen to different varieties of it.’ (Year 7, boy low ability) 
 
Qualitative responses from Musical Futures students in years 8 and 9 and those from 
students who had progressed from Musical Futures into music options show that students 
were aware of developing their listening strategies while engaged in Musical Futures. The 
reflections of the GCSE and BTEC students reinforce this point, indicating that the 
students had acquired highly developed listening skills (Table 5.15).  
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Table 5.15: Students’ perceptions of their listening skills 
 

Students doing Musical Futures  Post Musical Futures (GCSE/BTEC) 
 
„If you want to listen to how many beats are in 
the song, then you have to listen to every song 
because - every time the rhythm comes and 
goes. Playing the instrument makes you listen 
to the song so you‟re in time.‟  
 
„I also like to listen to the instruments that are in 
it, pick out instruments, say violins, that‟s in 
classical music.‟ 
 
„Lessons have helped me to hear other things in 
music as well, recently in Year 10. As well as 
the basic instruments you‟d normally hear, the 
background stuff that you wouldn‟t normally 
hear, little things like, back up instruments, all 
the little details rather than just the main song.‟  
 
„I listen to the lyrics and what they talk about. I 
think that‟s what makes me want to listen to it 
more. I‟m not like other people who just listen to 
the song, they like the beat of it, if I‟m stuck to 
write a song I just go on my iPod and just listen 
and listen.‟ 
 
„When it comes to French, listening for the 
different meaning for the words is a lot easier 
when you‟ve done music. When we were doing 
a band we kept on listening, and we realized 
there was something wrong and we couldn‟t 
make it out until we listened harder. I think 
somebody was out of tune ...‟  
 
 
 

 
 „I never used to be a big fan of listening to 
music, I play it but then in years 7 and 8 we‟d be 
listening to different types of music. When we 
started the GCSE stuff, it really made me listen 
to it more at home. Working in a group used to 
make we want to listen to bands more.‟ 
 
„Before I didn‟t know there‟s bass guitar but now 
I always hear it because I know it‟s on there.‟ 
 
„For some reason when you listen to a song you 
can hear the bass a lot better. You develop a 
more musical ear.‟  
 
„If you learnt an instrument and you want to play 
that song you have to listen to that instrument, 
what that person‟s playing, so you have to listen 
to it carefully. „ 
 
„If I was doing drums, I mainly listen to the 
drums, but if I was listening to music in general, 
I listen in general.‟  
 
„Listening more than anything because you can‟t 
improve without listening.‟  
 
„We listened to quite a lot. The more songs that 
you copy, the more chords you sort of 
remember and then you know what sounds right 
together so when you come to compose it‟s 
easy.‟ 
 
„It‟s like, trying to pick out the little bits. You can 
pick out guitar, bass. It‟s quite good when you 
hear a song and play along to it. Some people 
can do that easily. I had to get better at it. If it‟s 
fairly simple. If you find one note, I just work 
from that. I never used to be able to do it at all.‟  

 
 
Musical literacy 
 
A small number of students doing GCSE music mentioned issues relating to being able to 
read music: 
 
‘It’s not that easy because some people don’t play instruments, some people don’t read 
music. I think they should teach us how to read music properly. If you don’t, what’s the 
point of doing music?’ (Year 10, girl, post Musical Futures) 
 
‘We don’t know how to write music. She gives us some music paper. And some of us don’t 
know the chords. Play a chord of A, we don’t know how, obviously some people know just 
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by her telling us this, and that doesn’t mean you’ll remember it.’ (Year 10, no Musical 
Futures) 
 
‘I’m learning on my own I don’t really know how to read notations and they didn’t teach that 
here at the time, when I first came here, so I think I could have achieved a little more if I’d 
learned that.’ (Year 11, post-Musical Futures) 
 

Concentration 
 
The time constraints relating to composing a piece of music required considerable focus: 
 
‘We’ve learnt how to do things quickly because you don’t get many lessons to make those 
pieces of music. You can’t just keep mucking about and starting again. You have to stick 
with something and keep doing it until it goes right, quite quickly.’ (Year 8, boy, middle 
ability)  
 
Some students reported improvement in concentration which transferred to other subjects: 
 
‘I’ve got better at being able to concentrate which helps me in other subjects like science.’ 
(Year 8, girl, middle ability)  
 
‘When I do music I have so much concentration because I have a very big passion about 
music. Say I do music and I go to another lesson, I will have that concentration because it 
helps doesn’t it.’ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
 

Enjoyment and musical self-concept  
 

Amongst the Phase 1 sample, 89% of students indicated that they enjoyed music at school 
and 90% that they wanted to do well in music lessons. Seventy-three percent said that 
they felt good about themselves most of the time in music lessons while 67% said that 
they could usually do things as well as most other people in music lessons. Seventy-three 
percent said that they felt confident in music lessons. Fifty-six percent agreed that they 
had good musical skills, 61% that they had achieved a lot in music lessons, and 55% that 
they believed that they were a musical person. Only 29% indicated that they needed more 
help from their teacher in music lessons (see Table 5.16).  
 
Table 5.16: Enjoyment and musical self-concept (Phase 1) 

 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree  Don’t 

know 
Disagree Strongly 

disagree 
Mean SD 

I enjoy music lessons at 
school 

30% 
(202) 

59% 
(393) 

2% (13) 7% (47) 2% (15) 4.1 .9 

I want to do well in music 
lessons 

41% 
(271) 

49% 
(329) 

5% (37) 4% (24) 1% (6) 4.3 .8 

I feel good about myself 
most of the time in music 
lessons 

23% 
(151) 

50% 
(332) 

11% 
(71) 

13% (88) 4% (27) 3.7 1.1 

I need more help from my 
teacher in music lessons 

7% (50) 22% 
(146) 

10% 
(64) 

46% (309) 15% (97) 2.6 1.2 

I can usually do things as 
well as most other people in 
music lessons 

19% 
(128) 

48% 
(316) 

12% 
(82) 

16% (104) 5% (34) 3.6 1.1 
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I feel confident in music 
lessons 

25% 
(168) 

48% 
(322) 

7% (46) 15% (102) 4% (29) 3.7 1.1 

I have good musical skills 16% 
(110) 

40% 
(265) 

16% 
(108) 

20% (134) 7% (49) 3.4 1.2 

I have achieved a lot in 
music lessons 

18% 
(122) 

43% 
(287) 

17% 
(115) 

16% (109) 5% (33) 3.5 1.1 

I think I‟m a musical person 24% 
(159) 

31% 
(202) 

12% 
(81) 

24% (156) 9% (62) 3.4 1.3 

 
Gender, ethnicity, socio-economic and ability group differences: Gender, ethnicity, 
socio-economic (measured by eligibility for free school meals) and ability group (measured 
by SATS scores) differences with regard to the students‟ enjoyment of music and musical 
self-concept were explored. Statistically significant differences were found with regard to 
some individual statements. Boys were found to be more confident (Table 5.17). Students 
eligible for free school meals were found to agree more strongly than those who were not 
that they felt good about themselves most of the time in music lessons. Statistically 
significant differences were revealed between ethnic groups with regard to the perceptions 
that they had good musical skills and that they were musical (white and black students 
agreed more strongly than Asian students), as well as with regard to needing more help 
from the teacher (Asian students agreed more strongly than white students that this was 
the case). No differences were found when students were grouped by ability. 
 
The scores for the statements relating to enjoyment and positive musical self-concept 
shown above in Table 5.16 were added together to create an overall score for positive 
musical self-concept. The Phase 1 student responses were explored for differences in 
positive musical self-concept that might have been accounted for by ethnicity, socio-
economic status (measured by free school meal status) or SATs scores (measured as 
„high (above 5), „middle‟ (4 – 4.9) or „low‟ (below 4). No statistically significant differences 
were found for the overall scale. 
 
Table 5.17: Enjoyment and musical self-concept: Gender, socio-economic and 
ethnicity differences at Phase 1 
 
Gender differences Gender N Mean* Std. 

Deviation 
Sig. 

I feel confident in music lessons female 276 3.6 1.1 .01 

male 391 3.8 1.1 

Socio-economic differences Free school 
meals 

    

I feel good about myself most of the time in 
music lessons 

yes 72 4.0 .9 .02 

no 540 3.7 1.1 

Ethnicity differences Ethnicity     

I have good musical skills Asian 75 3.5 1.1 .02 

Black 46 3.9 1.1 

White 443 3.4 1.2 

Mixed 30 3.6 1.1 

I think I'm a musical person Asian 75 2.9 1.2 .01 

Black 43 3.6 1.3 

White 441 3.5 1.3 

Mixed 30 3.4 1.2 

I need more help from my teacher in music 
lessons 

Asian 75 3.0 1.3 .01 
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 Black 44 2.7 1.2 

 White 444 2.5 1.2 

 Mixed    

 
Differences between schools: There were statistically significant differences in 
responses from students from different schools to almost all of the statements (see Table 
5.18). Some of these differences were persistent, but by Phase 3 there were no 
statistically significant differences between schools with regard to enjoyment of music, 
needing more help from the teacher or confidence in music. 
 
Table 5.18: School differences in enjoyment and musical self-concept  
 
 Phase Mean score:  

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 
= agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 

A B C D E F G Y Overall SIG 

I enjoy music lessons in 
school 

1 3.9 4.0 4.5 4.0 4.0 4.1 3.9 4.2 4.1 .0001 

2 4.2 4.1 4.2 3.8 4.5 4.2 4.2  4.1 .02 

3 3.9 4.5 4.2 3.9 4.1 3.6 4.5  3.9 NS 

I want to do well in music 
lessons 

1 4.2 4.4 4.4 4.3 4.0 4.2 3.8 4.4 4.3 .0001 

2 4.8 4.4 4.2 4.1 4.8 4.5 4.4  4.3 .04 

3 3.7 4.5 4.4 3.9 4.6 4.2 5.0  4.1 .01 

I feel good about myself 
most of the time in music 
lessons 

1 3.6 3.8 4.0 3.9 3.8 3.6 3.4 3.8 3.7 .016 

2 3.9 4.0 3.7 3.8 4.0 3.6 3.7  3.8 NS 

3 3.7 4.2 3.7 3.6 4.1 3.5 4.5  3.7 NS 

I need more help from my 
teacher in music lessons 

1 2.5 2.6 2.2 3.0 2.9 2.4 2.8 2.4 2.6 .0001 

2 2.7 2.9 3.0 3.1 3.1 2.4 2.6  2.8 .06 

3 3.0 3.1 3.5 2.8 3.2 2.9 2.5  3.0 NS 

I can usually do things as 
well as most other people 
in music lessons 

1 3.5 3.7 3.9 3.7 3.5 3.6 3.2 3.6 3.6 NS 

2 3.9 3.8 3.4 3.7 3.0 3.7 3.7  3.7 NS 

3 3.5 3.4 3.7 3.5 3.8 3.3 4.0  3.5 NS 

I feel confident in music 
lessons 

1 3.7 3.8 4.0 3.7 3.8 3.7 3.3 3.7 3.7 .047 

2 3.5 4.0 3.7 3.7 3.8 4.2 3.6  3.6 NS 

3 3.8 4.1 3.8 3.8 4.1 3.4 5.0  3.8 NS 

I have good musical skills 1 3.3 3.7 3.5 3.5 3.0 3.3 2.8 3.7 3.4 .0001 

2 4.0 3.6 3.4 3.4 3.9 3.7 3.4  3.5 NS 

3 3.3 3.9 3.7 3.3 3.9 3.3 5.0  3.5 .03 

I have achieved a lot in 
music lessons 

1 3.4 3.6 3.9 3.5 3.2 3.6 3.3 3.8 3.5 .002 

2 3.9 3.8 3.4 3.5 3.7 3.7 3.7  3.6 NS 

3 3.3 4.1 3.8 3.7 3.8 3.5 5.0  3.6 .04 

I think I‟m a musical 
person 

1 3.4 3.4 3.4 3.0 3.3 3.4 3.2 3.8 3.4 .013 

2 4.3 3.4 3.6 3.1 4.4 4.0 3.7  3.6 .0001 

3 3.2 4.5 3.8 3.0 4.2 3.5 5.0  3.5 .0001 

 
Changes over time: Changes over time were explored with regard to the students‟ 
attitudes towards enjoyment of music and musical self-concept. Table 5.19 demonstrates 
that between Phase 1 and Phase 2 there were two statistically significant changes. The 
first was with regard to wanting to do well in music lessons, where lower agreement was 
found in Phase 2. The second was with regard to needing more help from the teacher, 
where higher agreement was found in Phase 2. 
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Table 5.19: Changes over time in enjoyment and musical self-concept  
 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 
 

Interest in music 
 
Despite the perception amongst some of the student interviewees that some of their peers 
were not interested in music (see Box 3: issues in group work), the enthusiasm and 
interest in music expressed in the focus groups and interviews was consistent and 
remarkable. Amongst these students many saw music as a means of relaxation, 
enjoyment and personal expression. Not surprisingly, this was most prominent amongst 
those who had chosen music as an option (Table 5.20).  

Longitudinal sample 1 (n = 254) 

 *Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean:  
Phase 2 

Sig 

I enjoy music lessons in school 4.27 4.14 NS 

I want to do well in music lessons 4.52 4.40 .016 

I feel confident in music lessons 3.98 3.83 NS 

I have good musical skills 3.76 3.63 NS 

I have achieved a lot in music lessons 3.82 3.73 NS 

I think I'm a musical person 3.71 3.67 NS 

I can usually do things as well as most other 
people in music lessons 

3.76 3.73 NS 

I feel good about myself most of the time in music 
lessons 

3.95 3.83 NS 

I need more help from my teacher in music lessons 2.45 2.75 .001 

Longitudinal sample 2 (n = 128) 

 Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 3 

Sig 

I enjoy music lessons in school 4.20 4.27 NS 

I want to do well in music lessons 4.60 4.06 .0001 

I feel confident in music lessons 4.12 3.99 NS 

I have good musical skills 3.96 3.45 .0001 

I have achieved a lot in music lessons 3.85 3.57 .016 

I think I'm a musical person 3.94 3.68 NS 

I can usually do things as well as most other 
people in music lessons 

3.95 3.49 .0001 

I feel good about myself most of the time in music 
lessons 

4.12 3.68 .0001 

I need more help from my teacher in music lessons 2.34 3.19 .0001 
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Table 5.20: Interest in Music 
 
Students doing Musical Futures Students progressed from Musical Futures 

to GCSE or BTEC 

„Year 9 I started doing a bit more bass and I got 
into singing properly. I‟ve been more and more 
interested in all the time since Year 8. I do more 
singing now than I did before.‟  
 
„I got into music in Year 8 and I absolutely loved 
it. It was my favourite lesson. Year 9 it was [part 
of] my favourite day.‟ 
 
„Entertainment, and pleasure, stuff like that. I 
like listening to music when I‟m angry or upset 
and stuff like that because usually some nice 
music cheers me up.‟  
 
„I think musical can mean creativity, imagination. 
Would I say I‟m musical? Yeah, probably.‟ 
 
 „Music can describe stuff, if you‟re sad, music 
can describe if you‟re sad, if you‟re happy, 
music can describe if you‟re happy. It can 
explain how your life is all happy and sad, you 
know.‟  
 
„I‟d like to maybe try something new, make my 
own music basically on instruments. Even if it‟s 
funky or doesn‟t sound right.‟  
 
 
 

„I think it‟s one of the few ways that you can truly 
express yourself ... It‟s a bit mind-blowing 
actually, it‟s a huge thing.‟  
 
„Music, you sort of need music.‟  
 
„I think it‟s for enjoyment, if I get home I can go 
on my piano and just play a bit of piano or sing. 
I wouldn‟t take it majorly serious in the future, I‟d 
just, because I enjoy it and I enjoy listening to it.‟ 
 
„Just a way of expressing yourself really, to 
show emotion or things you‟re going through. 
It‟s just a more subtle way of letting it all go.‟  
 
„With music you enjoy it... I enjoy just picking up 
the guitar and playing.‟  
 
„I think it‟s a way to express yourself, get away 
from everyday life ...it‟s a way of making friends 
as well.‟ 
 
„It‟s therapeutic really. I like listening to it, it 
passes time. If you‟re walking by yourself 
somewhere you can just listen to it and you 
don‟t get bored. You‟re always thinking about it.‟  
 
„Year 8. It sort of came quickly. I think, oh it 
might have been Year 9 because we started 
doing performance and composition instead of 
rhythm and stuff in Year 8. I did prefer 
performing more but now I‟ve got into this year, 
composition I quite like it actually.‟  
 
„It can sort of be like an escape. It changes your 
mood. I‟ve got 3 different MP3 players for 
different moods. I‟ve got awful cheesy music, 
and then good music and on my „phone my 
favourite songs. It‟s fun. I‟ve never met anybody 
who doesn‟t like music, even if it‟s just the 
charts.‟  
 
„When you listen to music it‟s very inspirational 
and it just makes me want to play.‟  
 
„It sort of gives me a lesson to look forward to in 
the week. Most other things are a bit sort of 
samey, repetitive, they get a bit boring.‟ 
 
„Enjoyment. Playing it is enjoyable. I don‟t know 
one person that doesn‟t like a style of music so I 
think it‟s quite influential in people‟s lives. The 
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music you listen to sort of shows up your 
personality a bit as well.‟  
 
„Sometimes if you put on music it makes you 
happy because it brings back memories 
sometimes.‟ 
 
„I don‟t know anyone who doesn‟t like music. 
You can‟t not like it.‟  
 
„I‟ve never thought of doing anything else except 
music.‟ 

 
The purpose of music and departmental ethos 
 
In Phase 3 both staff and students were asked what music is for in life. It was notable that 
the time taken for students to respond was very short unlike most teachers, some of whom 
appeared to be taken aback by the question initially. One Head of Music (school A) was 
„quite brutal‟ about the limited career opportunities in music. Other influences are likely to 
be more subliminal. The most common response by students was the role of music in 
changing or enhancing mood (see Table 5.21).  
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Table 5.21: The purpose of music 
  
 STUDENTS STAFF 

School A Mood altering (including alleviation of 
boredom) 
Self-expression 
Social benefits 

Mood altering 
 
Self-expression 
Communication 
Enjoyment 

School B Mood altering 
Self-expression 
Communication 
Connection with others 
Creativity 
Enjoyment 
Helps with life 
Hobby 

 
 
 
Connection with others 
 
Enjoyment 
Helps with personal development 

School C Mood altering 
Gives different perspective on things 
Essential to life  
„a backing track‟ 

Physical and emotional release 
 
 
 
Self-expression 
Communication 

School D Mood altering 
Memory  
Helps with rhythm 
Helps other subjects 
Self-expression 
Social benefits 
Hobby 
Entertainment 

Mood altering 
 
 
 
Self-expression 

School E Self-expression 
Emotional release 
Enjoyment 
Entertainment 

 
Emotional support 
 
Communication 
Memory 

School F Mood altering 
For productive relaxation 
Enjoyment 

 
Relaxation 
 
Self-expression 
Social benefits 

School G Mood altering 
Emotional release 
Enjoyment 
Self-expression 
Entertainment 

 
Emotional release 
 
Self-expression 
 
Life-enhancing 
Memory 

 
One student expanded on music‟s power to alter her mood and evoke memories.  
 
‘I wouldn’t listen to slow music if I was sad because it would just make me more sad. But if 
I wanted to remember my granddad I would put on music that was played at his funeral.’ 
 
What is notable about the response to the question is the ease with which students 
responded to a „deep‟ question about music and the range of responses they produced. 
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Understanding of what ‘musical’ means 
 
The students were asked to comment on what they thought being „musical‟ meant. Their 
responses were coded into four broad themes: enjoyment, effort, talent and playing an 
instrument. Although some students subscribed to the idea of innate talent, others spoke 
about effort and indicated that they recognised that with effort they could achieve more 
sophisticated musical results. Most of the students spoke about enjoyment, passion, deep 
interest and enthusiasm as being a core element of „musicality‟. Very few referred to 
musical knowledge, but several students equated being musical with being able to play an 
instrument or sing (Table 5.22). 
 
Table 5.22: Student perceptions of being musical 
 
Being musical is: Examples from students across all Year groups 

Enjoyment „Someone who enjoys music, someone who enjoys playing music, just music 
in general, people who like listening to it all the time.‟  
 
„They enjoy listening to music and they understand and are passionate about 
it. You have to have an interest in music and to just enjoy the subject.‟  
 
„When they have a passion for music.‟ 
 
„If they have a passion for music.‟  
 
„I‟d define it as someone who enjoys listening to music... Not just sticking to 
one genre.‟  
 
„The word musical means passion and just bringing happiness and it‟s 
something you love to do and you just do it without a care in the world. If 
someone‟s really enjoyed playing their music, that I would call musical.‟ 
 
„It‟s someone who has a great passion for it.‟ 
 
„If you enjoy it.‟ 
 
„Someone who likes to listen to music, they like to explore new music and to 
listen to bands that they like. They don‟t have to play an instrument to be 
musical. To have an interest.‟ 
 

Talent „They don‟t have to enjoy it, they‟ve got some sort of musical talent „ 
 
„Nobody wanted me so Miss had to force me to put me in a band and now 
most people want me because they see my talent.‟  
 
„I think you‟ve got to be naturally musical. Obviously you can learn to play 
drums but say like my dad; I would say could never learn to play the drums 
because he‟s really shocking. He might be able to learn to play the drums but 
he‟ll never be a good drummer because his rhythm is rubbish so I think you‟ve 
got to naturally have something.‟ 
 
„Definitely some people are more musically talented than others.‟ 
 
„I‟m gifted and talented at music; I thought I‟d do well at it.‟ 
 
„Musical people can write music as well. It‟s a bit like a talent or something. 
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Just amazing talent at guitar or something. It‟s what they‟ve got a talent for.‟ 
 
„Being able to pick things up easily, natural at it rather than forcing themselves 
to be good at it.‟ 

Effort  
„If you learn how to play an instrument, yes, you are musical.‟ 
 
„I think if they want to learn something they should just go for it and not be 
scared what other people think. If you have your own instrument and you 
know how to play it really well, that‟s a musical person.‟  
 
„If they wanted to, some people would have to try harder than others if they 
didn‟t start with as many skills or if they started instruments later in life. You 
learn more when you‟re younger.‟  
 
„Some people aren‟t as musical as others but I don‟t think it‟s impossible. 
[Some have to] push themselves and if it didn‟t work out they‟re not musical I 
guess.‟ 
 
„Yes, everyone can. Try something new, try a new instrument, try to play 
something like guitar, it‟s not that hard you just need to put effort into it.‟  
 
„If someone‟s put effort into something and really enjoyed playing their music, 
that I would call musical.‟ 
 
„I wouldn‟t say it‟s a talent. The more you practise the better you get. I do play 
for an hour every night at least. It‟s a bit boring so I have patches when I go 
off it. There‟s one lad in our group who just sits on his drums for two hours, 
constantly. I don‟t have that dedication.‟  
 
„Some people think I can‟t be bothered with music but actually could really 
play well.‟ 
 

Musical 
understanding 

„Someone who understands music, someone who understands what goes on 
in a song, what instruments are being played, has rhythm, those kinds of 
things.‟ 
 
 

Play an 
instrument/sing 

 „[Good at] playing instruments, maybe reading music or theory.‟  
 
„If you learn how to play an instrument, yes.‟  
  
„Expressing your feelings through an instrument really, through your voice.‟  
 
„They can play an instrument, got good rhythm and stuff.‟ 
  
„If you have your own instrument and you know how to play it really well, 
that‟s a musical person... Like singing, learning the drums or guitar or 
anything, I think that‟s musical.‟  
 
„It‟s just like another skill really. Play an instrument. I‟d say I‟m quite 
musical...if you don‟t play an instrument and you do music, if I didn‟t play 
drums I don‟t think I‟d enjoy it. I think it‟s good to learn an instrument.‟ 
 
„If they wanted to, some people would have to try harder than others if they 
didn‟t start with as many skills or if they started instruments later in life. You 
learn more when you‟re younger.‟  
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„I do play instruments so in that sense I‟m musical but I also listen to a wide 
range of music.‟ 
 
„I think it‟s quite easy to be musical because it just means really, yes if you 
play an instrument you‟re musical, but if you just listen to music, if you have a 
wide range of music that you like, I suppose you‟re musical.‟ 
 
„I don‟t know really. It has a lot of different meanings. It could mean 
someone‟s absolutely amazing at one instrument or it could mean someone‟s 
an all round musician ... Also it could mean someone who‟s got perfect pitch 
and is really good at singing.‟  
 
„Have a good rhythm, possibly play an instrument.‟  
 
„Have a skill. When you‟re creating sound and things, and you are, I don‟t 
know, play an instrument.‟ 
 
„You don‟t have to play a musical instrument.‟ 
 

 
 
Enhancing motivation  

 
The interviews with the students provided some insights into the ways in which Musical 
Futures influenced motivation. For some students it provided a break from more academic 
classes:  
 
„Well, if you look at the timetable at the start of the day it’s like German, French and then 
music, it just lightens your entire day, so it gives you something to look forward to. (Years 
8 and 9, boys, high ability) 
 
‘When you have a music lesson it like uplifts you because you know everybody’s always  
there, it just makes you happy.’ (Year 8 and 9, boys, high ability) 
 
Students described how music was „fun‟ and made them „feel good‟. They also indicated 
that if they were stressed, playing an instrument would make them feel fine again. Being 
good at music also made it more enjoyable. 
 
‘I think it’s just because it’s a fun subject and you like stuff more when you’re good at it. 
And because it’s a fun subject to do, you want to do well in it because you like it.’ (Year 9)  
 
Music may enhance attendance because students look forward to it: 
 
‘If I’ve got music that day, I’ll go in and do it because it’s nearly one of my favourite 
lessons.’ (Years 8 and 9, boys, high ability) 
 
Music also gave students the opportunity to express themselves and enabled them to take 
their minds off problems. 
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Confidence 
 
One student spoke of having to overcome a lack of confidence in order to contribute 
effectively during group work: 
 
‘That’s a thing in our class a lot of people don’t have. I think they’re just scared. If they 
have ideas they’re too scared to say it out. ... They’re scared what other people think of 
them or what if they laugh at me or something like that. I think they shouldn’t do that, they 
should just write the music about whatever they want. I think it’s the boys. There’s a few 
boys in our class who act like they’re all it, and the other boys are scared, if I write this will 
they still be friends with me or what will they think of it.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
However, several students indicated that Musical Futures had provided a safe context in 
which they had developed more confidence: 
 
‘I think I’ve got loads more confidence, I wasn’t like a really nervous person when I came 
to [School B], but I don’t worry about performing as much. I think I’ve picked up more 
confidence and now I can do presentations in other lessons and not be as worried about 
them.’ (Year 9, girl, middle ability) 
 
‘I used to be really shy in music lessons but now I’ve got more confidence in myself.’ (Year 
8, boy) 
 
‘It gives you a lot of confidence performing, like when you’ve created something that you’re 
proud of. You think wow, I did that.’ (Year 9, girl) 
 
Progress 
 
Students were able to identify areas where they had made progress and also where they 
needed to improve. This included a wide range of transferable and musical skills (see Box 
5.4).  
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Box 5.4: Examples of students’ perceptions of progress and need for improvement 
 
„I‟ve probably developed working with other people well but I‟m still working on co-ordination and 
being able to play a range of instruments.‟ (Year 8 and 9, girl) 
 
„I‟ve got better at working as a group, not just two people, and listening to other people‟s 
comments. I‟m developing on that.‟ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
„The thing I‟d like to improve is social skills. I think to cut back with the sarcasm and stuff like that, 
maybe just a tad.‟ (Year 8, boy, high ability)  
 
„I‟ve got better at organisation. I‟d like to get better at playing the guitar because I forget the chords. 
I need more practice.‟ (Year 8, boy, middle ability)  
 
„I used to enjoy music but I never understood the keyboard. I could see people playing the chords 
and the tune but I‟ve improved on that. I‟d like to get better on the keyboard, to get more work done 
quicker. I‟ve got a few more songs to record and if I do them that will help me push myself later.‟ 
(Year 10, girl, no Musical Futures) 
 
„I understand different rhythms and beats and stuff now, and there‟s a lot more musical words I 
understand now which I didn‟t, but I‟d like to be able to read notes really quickly.‟ (Year 8, girl)  
 
„Well, my best improvement would be sight reading because I‟m awful at it. But I can read music a 
lot faster now and play it as I go along a lot better. I used to be terrible at it, and I don‟t think my 
aural is very good, hearing things are in tune or sound good or not.‟ (GCSE group, boy) 
 
„I think my ear‟s got better, I can play music by ear quite easily and work it out quite fast. I think I 
could improve on the notation, not where the notes are but rhythms and things.‟ (GCSE group, 
boys)  
 
„I‟ve improved on the steel pan because I‟ve played it for four years but what I could improve is 
violin because I‟ve only just basically started.‟ (Year 8, girl, high ability) 
 
„Now I can pick up other instruments pretty easily but I‟d like to improve being able to compose 
pieces.‟ (Year 8, girl) 

 
Students were motivated to get better grades and positive critical appraisal from teachers 
and to not look foolish in front of their peers: 
 
Because if you do well you get a higher level and you get much more praise so it’s really 
good to do like your best and get the grades you want. (Year 8, girl, low ability) 
 
‘Like when we do it at the end, they record it and then they play it back a week later so we 
want to do good ‘cos if it’s not good then it’s just complete rubbish and everyone’ll laugh 
and that.’ (Year 8, girl, low ability)  
 
Students compared themselves with peers and tried to emulate them: 
 
„I’ve got good rhythm. I like making different beats with the drums. It depends on which 
part you hit, the high sounds, the low sounds, that’s what I’m not very good at. There’s 
some kid who’s in my class who’s a very good drummer. I tried to learn from him but he’s 
just got so much rhythm so he can play it, because he’s in our group with the drums and 
his drumming made it sound better and I was trying to be like him.‟ (Year 7, boy)  
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Music at Key Stage 4 and relationships with extra-curricular activity 

 
Thirty-two percent of respondents to the Phase 1 questionnaire indicated that they had 
chosen or would choose music as an option in Year10. Thirty-four percent indicated that 
they would carry on with music but not for a school exam. Thirty-eight percent indicated 
that music lessons in school had inspired them to continue with music. 34% reported 
taking part in music activities outside lessons and that the music activities outside school 
helped with music lessons in school (see Table 5.23).  

 
Table 5.23: Music at Key Stage 4 and relationships with extra-curricular activity 
(Phase 1) 

  
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree  Don’t 

know 
Disagree Strongly 

disagree 
Mean SD 

I will choose/have chosen 
music as one of my options 
in Year10 

22% 
(150) 

10% 
(67) 

16% 
(110) 

28% 
(185) 

23% 
(154) 

2.8 1.5 

I will carry on doing music but 
not for a school exam 

12% (79) 22% 
(143) 

23% 
(154) 

26% 
(174) 

17% 
(112) 

2.9 1.3 

Music lessons in school have 
inspired me to continue with 
music outside school 

14% (96) 24% 
(159) 

8% 
(56) 

40% 
(263) 

14% (92) 2.9 1.3 

I take part in music activities 
outside lessons 

19% 
(127) 

15% 
(102) 

4% 
(26) 

37% 
(248) 

24% 
(158) 

2.7 1.5 

The music activities I do 
outside of school help me 
with music lessons in school 

17% 
(111) 

17% 
(115) 

10% 
(67) 

32% 
(212) 

23% 
(151) 

2.7 1.4 

 
 
Gender, socio-economic, ethnicity and ability group differences: Gender, socio-
economic (measured by eligibility for free school meals), ethnicity and ability group 
(measure by SATS scores) differences with regard to progression and the students‟ 
relationships with extra-curricular musical activities were explored. Statistically significant 
differences were found with regard to some individual statements (Table 5.24). Boys were 
more likely to have made the decision to choose music as an option. White students 
agreed more strongly than Asian students that they would choose music as an option and 
that they took part in musical activities outside of school. No statistically significant 
differences were found with regard to ability or socio-economic groups. 
 
The scores for the statements relating to progression to music at Key Stage 4 and 
relationships with extra-curricular music, shown above in Table 5.23, were added together 
to create an overall score for progression and extra-curricular participation. The Phase 1 
student responses were explored for differences on this scale that might have been 
accounted for by ethnicity, socio-economic status (measured by free school meal status) 
or SATs scores (measured as „high (above 5), „middle‟ (4 – 4.9) or „low‟ (below 4). No 
statistically significant differences were found for the overall scale. 
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Table 5.24: Gender and ethnicity differences for Music at Key Stage 4 and 
relationships with extra-curricular activity (Phase 1) 
 
Gender differences Gender N Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Sig. 

I will choose/have chosen music as one of my options in 
year 10 

Female 273 2.7 1.4 .05 

Male 393 2.9 1.5 

Ethnicity differences Ethnicity     

I take part in music activities outside lessons Asian 75 2.2 1.2 .02 
 Black 45 2.7 1.5 

White 440 2.8 1.5 

Mixed 30 2.7 1.6 

Total 590 2.7 1.5 

I will choose/have chosen music as one of my options in 
year 10 

Asian 75 2.3 1.2 .001 
 Black 45 3.5 1.3 

White 443 2.9 1.5 

Mixed 30 2.7 1.4 

Total 593 2.9 1.5 

 
 
Differences between schools: There were statistically significant differences between 
the schools in relation to all of the statements (Table 5.25) during Phase 1 and most of 
these were persistent across the three Phases of data collection. 
 
Table 5.25: School differences in music at Key Stage 4 and relationships with extra-
curricular activity 
 
 Phase Mean score:  

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = 
agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 

A B C D E F G Y overall SIG 

I will choose/have 
chosen music as one of 
my options in Year10 

1 3.0 3.3 2.9 2.5 2.3 2.6 2.1 3.7 2.8 .0001 

2 4.1 2.8 3.7 2.7 4.8 4.5 3.9  3.3 .0001 

3 2.5 4.5 4.2 2.5 4.7 4.3 4.0  3.5 .0001 

I will carry on doing 
music but not for a 
school exam 

1 3.1 3.0 2.8 3.1 2.4 2.8 2.5 2.8 2.9 .006 

2 3.7 2.9 2.9 3.0 2.8 3.2 2.7  3.0 NS 

3 2.8 4.0 3.3 2.9 4.1 3.1 1.5  3.2 .0001 

Music lessons in school 
have inspired me to 
continue with music 
outside of school  

1 2.9 2.7 2.9 2.9 2.6 2.9 2.4 3.3 2.9 .004 

2 3.3 2.9 3.0 2.8 3.9 3.7 2.9  3.1 .0001 

3 N/A 

I take part in music 
activities outside 
lessons 

1 2.9 2.7 2.7 2.3 2.6 2.8 2.4 3.0 2.7 .011 

2 3.2 2.4 2.5 2.2 4.3 3.3 2.5  2.6 .0001 

3 N/A 

The music activities I do 
outside of school help 
me with music lessons 
in school 

1 3.0 2.7 2.8 2.5 2.7 2.7 2.3 3.1 2.7 .043 

2 4.2 2.7 3.2 3.0 3.8 4.1 3.3  3.3 .0001 

3 N/A 
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Changes over time: Changes over time were explored by analysing the differences from 
Phase 1 to Phase 2 (longitudinal sample 1) and Phase 1 to Phase 3 (longitudinal sample 
2). Table 5.26 demonstrates that the only statistically significant differences were found 
between Phase 1 and Phase 2, with regard to the statements concerned with choosing 
music as an option in Year 10 (there was an increase in agreement) and taking part in 
musical activities outside of school lessons (there was a decrease in agreement). This 
could be interpreted as suggesting that students were less likely to look outside of school 
for extra-curricular activities after a year of participating in Musical Futures. 
 
Table 5.26: Changes over time - music at Key Stage 4 and relationships with extra-
curricular activity 
 

Longitudinal sample 1 (n = 254) 

 *Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 2 

Sig. 

I will choose/have chosen music as one of my 
options in Year10 

3.60 3.28 .001 

I will carry on doing music but not for a school 
exam 

2.95 3.04  

Music lessons in school have inspired me to 
continue with music outside of school 

3.24 3.00 .008 

I take part in music activities outside lessons 2.98 2.54 .0001 

The music activities I do outside of school help 
me with music lessons in school 

3.46 3.34 NS 

Longitudinal sample 2 (n = 128) 

 Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 3 

Sig. 

I will choose/have chosen music as one of my 
options in Year10 

3.62 3.69 NS 

I will carry on doing music but not for a school 
exam 

2.92 3.09 NS 

Music lessons in school have inspired me to 
continue with music outside of school 

NA: These questions were not asked on the 
Phase 3 questionnaire 

I take part in music activities outside lessons 

The music activities I do outside of school help 
me with music lessons in school 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 
 

 
Gender differences over time 
 
Gender differences with regard to potential changes in the students‟ attitudes towards 
Musical Futures over time were explored (Table 5.27). Amongst the girls in longitudinal 
sample 1 (those who completed the questionnaire in Phases 1 and 2), there were 
statistically significant differences in their responses to statements concerned with feeling 
inspired to continue with music outside of school, taking part in musical activities outside of 
school, the perception that music lessons helped them in other subjects and the 
perception that music lessons helped them to be more positive about school. In each case 
there was a lower mean score in Phase 2. Amongst the girls in longitudinal sample 2 
(those who completed the questionnaire in Phases 1 and 3) there were statistically 
significant changes over time with regard to wanting to do well, the perception that they 
had good musical skills, that they had achieved „a lot‟ in music, that they were „musical‟, 
that they could usually do things as well as others during music lessons, that they needed 
more help from the teacher and that the activities they did in music lessons had helped 
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them to become better musicians. In each case apart from the statement concerned with 
needing more help there was a decrease in the mean score.  
 
Similarly, amongst the boys more changes were found between Phase 1 and Phase 3 
than were revealed between Phases 1 and 2. Amongst the boys in longitudinal sample 2 
(those who completed the questionnaire in Phases 1 and 2) there were changes over time 
with regard to wanting to do well, taking part in music outside of lessons, needing help 
from the teacher and choosing music as an option. In each case a lower mean score was 
found in the Phase 2 responses. Amongst the boys in longitudinal sample 2 (completed 
the questionnaire in Phase 1 and Phase 3) several changes over time were found, 
including perceptions of enjoyment of music, wanting to do well, concentration, confidence, 
musical skills, several statements concerned with musical self-concept and self efficacy 
and needing help from the teacher. As with the girls, in every instance apart from needing 
help from the teacher (where there was higher agreement in Phase 3) lower mean scores 
were found in Phase 3, indicating less agreement with the statements. 
 
These results are consistent with the wider literature concerned with student confidence, 
self efficacy and self esteem and attitudes towards school22. They may also be explained 
by the fact that at Phase 3 many of the students were doing music as an option in GCSE 
or BTEC courses, where they would have been meeting new challenges and preparing for 
formal examinations in music.  
 
Table 5.27: Attitudes towards Musical Futures Lessons: Changes over time, 
comparing girls and boys 
 Phase Female Male 

N Mean** Std. 
Deviation 

Sig.* N Mean** Std. 
Deviation 

Sig. 

I enjoy music lessons in 
school 

1 93 4.3 0.7  157 4.3 0.8  

2 93 4.1 1.0 NS 157 4.2 0.9 NS 

3 45 3.9 0.9 NS 78 4.0 1.0 .01 

I want to do well in music 
lessons 

1 93 4.5 0.7  155 4.5 0.6  

2 93 4.4 0.8 NS 155 4.4 0.8 .03 

3 44 3.8 1.0 .001 78 4.2 0.9 .001 

I think I work better in 
music when I work with my 
friends 

1 93 4.3 1.0  157 4.2 1.0  

2 93 4.3 0.9 NS 157 4.2 1.1 NS 

3 45 4.1 0.8 NS 77 3.9 1.1 NS 

I concentrate better in 
music lessons than in 
other lessons 

1 92 3.5 1.2  157 3.5 1.2  

2 92 3.3 1.3 NS 157 3.3 1.2 NS 

3 45 3.1 1.2 NS 77 3.2 0.9 .04 

Music lessons seem to go 
more quickly than other 
lessons 

1 90 4.0 1.1  154 3.9 1.3  

2 90 4.0 1.2 NS 154 3.9 1.2 NS 

3 45 3.9 1.0 NS 77 3.7 1.1 NS 

My teacher values the 
music I am interested in 

1 91 3.4 1.0  155 3.4 1.1  

2 91 3.4 1.1 NS 155 3.6 1.1 NS 

3 45 3.2 1.0 NS 78 3.4 1.0 NS 

I feel confident in music 
lessons 

1 92 3.8 1.1  157 4.1 1.0  

2 92 3.6 1.2 NS 157 4.0 1.0 NS 

3 45 3.2 1.0 NS 76 3.8 0.9 .01 

I have good musical skills 1 93 3.7 1.0  156 3.8 1.1  

2 93 3.6 1.1 NS 156 3.7 1.1 NS 

3 45 3.3 1.1 .03 77 3.6 0.9 .001 

                                                 
22 Adams, H., & Johnson, M. (2004) London Challenge: Surveys of Pupils and Teachers. DfES Research Report 

RR643. London:dfES.  
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I have achieved a lot in 
music lessons 

1 91 3.8 1.0  155 3.8 1.1  

2 91 3.8 0.9 NS 155 3.7 1.1 NS 

3 45 3.3 0.9 .03 77 3.7 0.8 NS 

I think I'm a musical 
person 

1 91 3.8 1.3  151 3.7 1.3  

2 91 3.8 1.2 NS 151 3.6 1.2 NS 

3 45 3.4 1.1 .02 78 3.5 1.2 .001 

The activities we do in 
music have helped me to 
become a better musician 

1 93 3.9 1.0  157 3.8 1.2  

2 93 3.9 0.9 NS 157 3.9 1.0 NS 

3 45 3.4 0.9 .05 77 3.8 0.9 .05 

Music lessons have 
helped me to listen to 
music differently 

1 93 3.5 1.2  155 3.4 1.3  

2 93 3.4 1.1 NS 155 3.4 1.3 NS 

3 N/A 

I attend music lessons in 
school regularly 

1 92 4.0 1.2  156 4.0 1.2  

2 92 3.9 1.1 NS 156 4.0 1.0 NS 

 N/A 

Music lessons in school 
have inspired me to 
continue with music 
outside of school 

1 91 3.3 1.3  154 3.2 1.3  

2 91 3.0 1.3 .01 154 3.0 1.4 NS 

3 N/A 

I take part in music 
activities outside lessons 

1 91 3.1 1.6  150 2.9 1.5  

2 91 2.6 1.5 .01 150 2.5 1.5 .001 

3 N/A    NS 

The music activities I do 
outside of school help me 
with music lessons in 
school 

1 51 3.7 1.4  98 3.3 1.4  

2 51 3.8 1.3 NS 98 3.1 1.4 NS 

3 N/A 

I can usually do things as 
well as most other people 
in music lessons 

1 91 3.9 1.0  154 3.7 1.1  

2 91 3.8 1.0 NS 154 3.7 1.1 NS 

3 45 3.3 1.1 .001 78 3.6 0.9 .02 

I feel good about myself 
most of the time in music 
lessons 

1 93 3.9 1.1  155 4.0 1.0  

2 93 3.7 1.0 NS 155 3.9 1.1 NS 

3 45 3.6 0.9 NS 77 3.8 0.9 .001 

I need more help from my 
teacher in music lessons 

1 91 2.5 1.2  157 2.5 1.2  

2 91 2.7 1.3 NS 157 2.8 1.2 .01 

3 45 2.8 0.7 .01 77 3.1 1.1 .001 

I have learnt how to work 
in a group in music 
lessons 

1 92 4.1 1.0  153 3.9 1.1  

2 92 4.2 0.8 NS 153 3.8 1.1 NS 

3 44 4.0 0.6 NS 77 3.8 0.9 NS 

I often help others in music 
lessons 

1 92 3.5 1.1  152 3.5 1.1  

2 92 3.6 1.0 NS 152 3.4 1.2 NS 

3 45 3.4 0.8 NS 76 3.3 1.1 .02 

I will choose/have chosen 
music as one of my 
options in year 10 

1 93 3.5 1.5  157 3.6 1.3  

2 93 3.2 1.5 NS 157 3.3 1.5 .01 

3 44 3.1 1.6 NS 75 3.5 1.6 .04 

I will carry on doing music 
but not for a school exam 

1 87 3.0 1.2  152 2.9 1.3  

2 87 3.2 1.1 NS 152 3.0 1.3 NS 

3 44 3.0 1.3 NS 73 3.2 1.3 NS 

Doing music lessons has 
helped me in other school 
subjects as well 

1 91 3.0 1.2  155 2.7 1.3  

2 91 2.7 1.2 .02 155 2.9 1.2 NS 

3 44 3.1 1.1 NS 77 3.0 1.2 NS 

Doing music lessons has 
helped me to feel more 
positive about school 
  

1 92 3.5 1.3  158 3.4 1.3  

2 92 3.2 1.3 .02 158 3.3 1.3 NS 

3 45 3.3 1.0 NS 77 3.3 1.1 NS 

*Significance level refers to change over time from Phase 1-2 (longitudinal sample 1) and from Phase 
1-3 (longitudinal sample 2) 
**Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 
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Reasons for selecting music as an option  

 
Those who selected music as an option had often been playing instruments or involved in 
music for many years. Love of music, the fun involved, being good at music or engaged in 
musical activities in school were all motivating factors. Teachers across all subjects made 
attempts to recruit students to their subjects in a rather general way but teachers also 
targeted individual students. For some students the offer of a fast track route was 
attractive. Some students opted not to do music because they disliked the teacher, while 
some teachers actively discouraged some students from taking music. Some students‟ 
interests were more academic and in some cases the family tried to exert pressure for the 
student to either take music or not. The expense of instrumental lessons was a factor in 
some cases as was the fact that music was not viewed as sufficiently useful in relation to 
employment. For some, the determining factor was the desire to pursue a career in music. 
Sometimes students regretted the decision not to take music. (See Box 5.5 for examples 
from the interviews).  
 
Box 5.5: Reasons for opting for GCSE music 

 
„Well, my mum she used to play guitar and she taught me piano and I got my first keyboard when I 
was 5 for my birthday and I‟ve played the piano since then.‟ (GCSE group, girl) 
 
„I got my first drum kit when I was 3 and I had music lessons in my first school on drums. Then I 
carried on and played a bit of guitar as well and I used to be in choir. I used to play recorder and 
stuff like that.‟ (GCSE group, boy)  
 
„I enjoy music, my family are quite musical and my brother‟s done it for GCSE and if I do it he can 
help me with it a bit.‟ (Year 9, boy, middle ability) 
 
„I‟ve chosen it because I am quite musical because I come from a musical family and I think it‟s an 
easy GCSE for me to do and a fun one as well. Because of our band we‟ve got our composition 
solo out of the way already with full marks if you‟re good.‟ (Year 9, boy) 
 
„I‟ve kind of always been involved in music. I used to play the recorder and stuff like that, a horrible 
squeaky noise! I‟ve always kind of liked music and in primary school when we used to do music I 
used to kind of get really involved with it and everybody was kind of like what are you doing it‟s not 
that exciting and I was like it‟s music. It‟s awesome, and I kind of always knew I was going to 
choose music for GCSE. People have tried to put me off and said it‟s really difficult but I was like 
that‟s why I want to do it so I‟m going to do it.‟ (GCSE group, boy) 
 
„I find it fun, and I try hard and want to be good at it.‟ (Year 8, boy) 
 
„I chose it because I enjoy it and it‟s fun. I learn guitar out of school as well.‟ (Year 9, boy, middle 
ability) 
 
„I get good marks in it so I feel like if I get good marks I kind of need to do it. I want to do it. Music is 
like a breather from doing science and maths and all the other hard subjects.‟ (Year 9, girl, middle 
ability) 
 
„If you don‟t take it you‟re going to be cut off and you want to carry on doing what you‟re doing. I 
wouldn‟t want to be not part of the music in school.‟ (Year 9, girl, 9 middle ability) 
 
„I‟m taking music GCSE and she said I should because I‟m pretty good at guitar.‟ (Year 8, boy, 
middle ability)  
 
„My music teacher told me that he thinks I‟d be quite good at music in future. I‟m going to do 
GCSE.‟ (Year 8, boy, middle ability)  
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„You can be fast-tracked and do music, you just skip a year.‟ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
„I‟ve chosen my subjects, I‟m fast-tracking.‟ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
„I was put off choosing music because it depends so much on the teacher. I really, really enjoyed 
music this year because I really like the teacher, but last year I didn‟t enjoy music because of the 
teacher.‟ (Year 9 student, girl) 
 
„Well, every teacher‟s telling you to do their subject. Most of the music teachers are always saying 
in their lessons you should do it, you should do it, but they say that to the whole class not just 
individuals.‟ (Year 8, boy, middle ability)  
 
 „I really actually did want to do music but if I had 5 I would have been able to put it down but I had 
my 4 favourites, and I don‟t play any instrument but I do sing and you can only join if you sing or 
play an instrument.‟ (Year 8, boy, low ability)  
 
„They said I could do it if I wouldn‟t get shy at singing. She said I was good but because it‟s 70% of 
my final grade, if I got shy it would really put my grade down.‟ (Year 8, boy, low ability)  
 
„I‟m not doing it because I‟m better on the academic side. I never really thought about it. I‟m better 
at other subjects.‟ (Year 9, girl)  
 
„I feel like I‟ve been pushed too hard to involve myself within music, to surround myself with 
instruments and things like that. I want to be different in the family.‟ (Year10, no Musical Futures) 
 
„My parents didn‟t help at all. I think my mum‟s exact words were it‟s not a proper subject.‟ (Year 8, 
boy, low ability)  
 
„The only thing I don‟t like about music is it‟s so expensive to do lessons, and sometimes the 
teacher doesn‟t even turn up. My dad ain‟t working at the moment, my mum ain‟t. There‟s no 
money coming in. How am I supposed to find money for the guitar lessons, it‟s 80 quid a year. My 
mum won‟t be able to pay for that.‟ (Year 9, boy, low ability)  
 
„I just thought it was a bit of a waste of a subject. It‟s just music and you‟re not going to use it as a 
job.‟ (Year 9, boy, middle ability) 
 
„I didn‟t choose music because in the end I didn‟t think I would get a career out of the music 
industry. People have said to me that I‟m good at what I do and I might be able to go far but in the 
end I wanted to do something that would help me and would suit my interests more.‟ (Year 9, boy, 
high ability)  
 
„I just knew I‟d want to take it because I love music. It‟s my favourite subject and I want my career 
to be something in music, I know there‟s a low of chance of being in a band and becoming famous 
but I just wanted to do music because I love it that much.‟ (Year 9, boy, high ability) 
 
„I didn‟t take it, I haven‟t taken it and I‟m regretting it now. I‟m not musical, I wouldn‟t get an A or 
anything, but I‟m regretting it now. Well I stopped playing guitar in year 5, I can‟t afford it. Miss S 
wanted me to take it but I chose something else which I‟m kind of regretting now.‟ (Year 9, boy) 
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Benefits to other areas of schooling 

 
Amongst the Phase 1 sample, only 30% of students agreed that doing music lessons had 
helped in other school subjects. There were no statistically significant school differences. 
Forty-one percent agreed that doing music lessons had helped in feeling more positive 
about school. This was statistically significantly different in schools during Phase 1 and 
Phase 3 (see Tables 5.28 and 5.29).  
 
No differences for gender, socio-economic group, ethnicity or ability group were found for 
the individual statements concerned with the wider benefits of music. The scores for the 
statements relating to the wider benefits of music, shown in Table 5.28, were added 
together to create an overall score for wider benefits of music. The Phase 1 student 
responses were explored for differences on this scale that might have been accounted for 
by ethnicity, socio-economic status (measured by free school meal status) or SATs scores 
(measured as „high (above 5), „middle‟ (4 – 4.9) or „low‟ (below 4). No statistically 
significant differences were found. 

 
Table 5.28: Benefits to other areas of schooling (Phase 1) 

 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree  Don’t 

know 
Disagree Strongly 

disagree 
Mean SD 

Doing music lessons has 
helped me in other school 
subjects as well 

9% (60) 21% 
(139) 

18% 
(123) 

35% 
(236) 

16% 
(108) 

2.7 1.2 

Doing music lessons has 
helped me to feel more 
positive about school 

19% 
(128) 

32% 
(215) 

14% 
(95) 

22% 
(151) 

12% (81) 3.2 1.3 

 
Table 5.29: School differences in benefits to other areas of schooling 
 
 Phase Mean score:  

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = 
agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 

A B C D E F G Y Overall SIG 

Doing music lessons 
has helped me in 
other school subjects 
as well 

1 2.6 2.4 3.0 2.8 2.7 2.7 2.5 2.9 2.7 NS 

2 2.6 2.9 2.9 2.7 2.6 2.9 2.9  2.8 NS 

3 3.1 3.8 3.1 2.8 2.8 3.0 3.5  3.0 NS 

Doing music lessons 
has helped me to feel 
more positive about 
school 

1 3.1 3.1 3.9 3.2 3.1 3.1 2.9 3.5 3.2 .0001 

2 3.1 3.3 3.4 3.0 2.9 3.5 3.3  3.2 NS 

3 3.2 4.5 3.5 3.1 3.5 3.2 4.0  3.3 .01 

 
 
Changes over time were explored with regard to statements concerned with transferable 
benefits to other areas of schooling. No statistically significant changes were found (Table 
5.30). 
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Table 5.30: Changes over time in perceived benefits to other areas of schooling 
 

Longitudinal sample 1 (n = 254) 

 *Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 2 

Sig 

Doing music lessons has helped me in other school subjects as well 2.96 2.99 NS 

Doing music lessons has helped me to feel more positive about school 3.66 3.31 NS 

Longitudinal sample 2 (n = 128) 

 Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 3 

Sig 

Doing music lessons has helped me in other school subjects as well 2.87 2.99 NS 

Doing music lessons has helped me to feel more positive about school 3.48 3.30 NS 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 
Very few students were able to give examples of how the skills they had developed in 
music transferred to other areas of school work. Group work was the most common 
example:  
 
‘Group work especially, collaborating with one another, it helps in other lessons, PE, 
science even, getting into groups making charts of your own experiments. It’s all about 
communication to each other and once you learn that it makes the world seem easier and 
it makes talking to everyone easier.’ (Year 8, boy middle ability) 
 
„Well, something that helped me in other lessons would be team-work. We’ve had to work 
in groups quite a lot and I’m not actually that good at team-work because I like having my 
own way quite a lot.’ (Year 8, boy) 
 
Related to this was placing less reliance on teachers: 
 
‘It’s quite a big thing I’ve learnt from music. I was always quite dependent on what the 
teacher thought because they knew more about it than I did, I didn’t have a clue what I 
was doing! So it was always is that OK, is that right, is that OK? But now I’ve kind of gone 
away from that a bit which has really helped and that’s helped in other lessons as well.’ 
(Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
Another example related to the use of computers in more than one subject: 
 
‘When we’re using the MACs that helps us in art because we use MACs in art as well.’ 
(Year 7, boy, mixed group) 
 
One student described how she used rhythm and songs to help to solve problems in 
maths: 
 
‘It’s to help your rhythm. Just that really. It’s good for other subjects, maths or English and 
you have to work out the, in maths if you have to work out something you can do it in a 
song you can remember it easier.’ (Year 8, girl) 
 
Liked and disliked activities 
 
Students were asked what they liked and disliked about music lessons. Table 5.29 sets 
out the responses from the Phase 1 sample and Table 5.30 provides the responses from 
the Phase 2 sample. This question was not repeated in the Phase 3 questionnaire. This 
was an open question and students volunteered answers. Students were invited to 
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contribute as many reasons as they wished; their qualitative responses were coded into 
the broad categories set out in Tables 5.31 and 5.32. 
 
Table 5.31: What students reported that they most liked about music lessons  
(Phase 1) 
 
What I really like about music lessons is Number of 

responses 
Percentage  
(n = 671) 

Instruments/ playing or learning them 145 23% 

Practical work 134 20% 

Group/band work 81 12% 

They‟re fun/enjoyable 54 9% 

Nothing or very little  15 2% 

Composing 14 2% 

Using computers 12 2% 

Friends/people working with 11 2%  

Self expression 11 2% 

Creativity 9 1% 

Little or no writing 9 1% 

Learning famous songs 7 1% 

Other 119 19% 

Percentages do not add to 100%, as students volunteered as many reasons as they wished. 
 

Table 5.32: What students reported that they most liked about music lessons  
(Phase 2) 
 

What I really like about music lessons is Number of 
responses 

Percentage 
(n = 314) 

Social 
Playing with good musicians in my year 
Working with new people 
Friends/people work with 

9 3% 

Practical 
Instruments/playing or learning them 
Group/band work 
Practising 

183 58% 

Creative work 
Composing / writing songs 
Creativity 
Composing / writing songs 

15 5% 

ICT 
Using computers 

8 3% 

Nothing or very little 
 

7 2% 

Autonomous learning 
Freedom 
Independent work 
Can choose own music 

27 9% 

Fun 
They're fun/enjoyable 
Feel comfortable or relaxed 
Lessons are exciting 

17 5% 

Performing 
Performing / performing to class 

9 3% 
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New ideas 
Always learning new things 
Learning theory and history of music 
Learning about different musical styles 

19 6% 

Everything 
 

1 .1% 

Teacher/Teaching 
Teacher 
Get all the help you want 
Free instrumental / vocal tuition 

14 5% 

 
Changes over time were explored. Using the longitudinal sample 1 (n = 254), comparisons 
were made between the responses of students in Phase 1 and the same students again in 
Phase 2 with regard to what they liked in music lessons. Again, the practical work was a 
predominant theme. In Phase 2, after one year of Musical Futures lessons, there was an 
increase in the number of students who said that they liked the opportunity to be 
autonomous in their learning and to engage with new ideas. There was also an increase in 
the number who said they liked the social element of music-making with their peers (Table 
5.33). 
 
Table 5.33: What students reported that they most liked about music lessons  
(longitudinal sample 1) 
 

Longitudinal sample 1 (n = 254) 

What I liked about music lessons: Phase 1 Phase 2 

Number % Number % 

Practical 197 78 150 59 

Fun 29 11 14 6 

Autonomy 17 7 22 9 

Creativity 17 7 10 4 

Teacher 11 4 7 3 

ICT 9 4 8 3 

New Ideas 8 3 15 6 

Social 5 2 9 4 

Nothing 4 2 6 2 

Everything 3 1 1 0 

Performing  3 1 9 4 

Variety 3 1 4 2 

 
 
Overwhelmingly, students reported enjoying practical work with instruments. This was 
often in preference to composing on computers: 
 
„I prefer the practical stuff we do than the computer stuff because you can do whatever you 
want and on the computer you’ve only got a selection of riffs and stuff.‟ (Year 8, boy, high 
ability) 
 
They liked the group work: 
 
‘I enjoyed when we were performing as groups ‘cos we all had a part to play and if 
someone wasn’t here it like let the group down. I didn’t really like it when we were just sat 
with the keyboards just like learning a small piece.’ (Year 8, girl, middle/high ability)  
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‘I enjoy when we got to choose a song and re-sing it so we chose something from the 
charts and were allowed to sing and play background music to it, drums, basically like 
recreating a band. It’s just like teamwork when it all comes together and you play it in front 
of the class and it actually sounds good. I don’t really like music technology when we go in 
a room and do it on the computers. I feel that music’s a bit more about actually playing, 
singing.’ (Year 8, boy, low ability) 
 
Students had particular likes and dislikes in relation to the musical content of lessons. 
Some referred to liking or disliking minimalist music, gamelan work, classical music and 
other genres. Overall, students reported liking the practical aspects of music-making 
(53%), the autonomy that they had in group work (33%), the social aspects of music-
making (17%), the positive feelings which accompanied music-making (11%), the content 
of what they were learning, the skills, knowledge and variety of it (6%), and the fact that 
music was different to other lessons, less boring and frequently with no homework (2%).  
 
Students reported disliking a range of things but there was not always agreement. A 
number of students did not like working on the computer. This was frequently compared 
with practical music-making in Musical Futures lessons:  
 
‘Going on the computers was quite boring, just sitting at a computer every lesson. Also it 
was in pairs, not as a whole class. But I did enjoy the lessons where we chose a song and 
then we listened to it and played it on instruments.’ (Year 8, girl)  
 
‘Something I pretty much really hated is well just not really actually doing proper musical 
stuff. So like on the computers in the other room, you have to select the sound, the 
musicky thingy, and it’s just not good. It doesn’t seem like real music.’ (Year 7, girl,)  
 
‘I enjoy working in bands mostly, but on my own is pretty good. I really dislike playing the 
keyboard, it’s just so boring.’ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
Students did not enjoy having to write in music lessons: 
 
‘Writing music down, say you just have to write the notes and everything and it’s just really 
boring.’ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
‘I like stuff on the computer but I don’t like handwriting out like all the notes and everything 
and just talking about composers like Beethoven was a really good classical player, I find 
that really boring. I like it in music if we’re actually playing it.’ (Year 8, boy, high ability) 
 
There was some reference to not liking singing: 
 
‘I don’t like doing like choir songs or anything. We did have some music last year, and we 
didn’t have a very good song. We did the Beatles but this year it was songs like, they’re 
quite modern songs, the Killers, I don’t mind doing songs like that but if we do slow songs 
it’s just no good. My voice goes weird!’ (Year 8, boy, non Musical Futures)  
 
I like to go in the practice rooms and like not sing all the time. Sometimes we just sing all 
lesson.‟ (Year 7, non Musical Futures) 
 
Some students found performing difficult: 
 
‘Playing it in front of the class.’ (Year 8, girl) 
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‘Competitions and concerts, performing on your own, if we’re forced to do it in front of the 
class. I don’t think we should have been made to do it because when you go for a grade 
exam it’s just you and the examiner there’s no one else there. All the teachers, that was 
scary. You had to face them; you weren’t allowed not to face them.’ (GCSE group, girl)  
 
Students were asked what they would like to change about their music lessons. Table 5.34 
sets out the main categories. The most common response was more practical work (21% 
followed by nothing (20%). Students suggested a range of changes for different types of 
instruments, resources or musical genres. Some wanted less teacher-led activity and 
some wanted more. Different groups, better rooms and less performing were also 
mentioned.  
 
Table 5.34: What I would like to change about music lessons (Phase 1) 
 
 Number Percentage 

More practical work 141 21% 

Nothing 127 20% 

Content- types of instruments and resources 103 15% 

Less structure less teacher led activity 55 8% 

Types of musical genres 36 5% 

More structure, more teacher led activity 34 5% 

Length of lesson 28 4% 

Different groups 16 2% 

Better rooms 9 1% 

Less performing 5 .7% 

 
Issues about resources included having sufficient band equipment which was in working 
order, a range of instruments, enough computers so that students did not have to share, 
wireless headphones, sound-proofed rooms, a recording studio, more microphones and 
more practice rooms appropriate for band work. There was reference to the cost of 
instrumental music lessons and that they should be free of charge so that everyone had 
the opportunity to continue developing their instrumental skills outside of Musical Futures 
lessons. Cost was the most common reason given by those in Phase 3 as a barrier to 
continue learning an instrument, equal with no particular reason (both 26%). This issue 
was relevant for teachers and their students engaged in Musical Futures because some 
students whose interest and motivation was sparked within the context of Musical Futures 
wished to continue learning their instruments with more specialist support. Those who 
could not fund this were potentially disadvantaged. 
 
Some students wanted more variety in their lessons so that they played different 
instruments over a period of time and had some choice. Behaviour was an issue for some 
students. When some students misbehaved it affected the work of the other students. 
Those who misbehaved were not preferred members of groups and were often directed to 
be in a particular group by the teacher. Students understandably did not like this. 
 
The students were asked again, in Phase 2, what they would like to change about their 
music lessons. The responses, set out below in Table 5.35, are broadly similar to the 
responses collected during Phase 1. 
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Table 5.35: What I would like to change about music lessons (Phase 2) 
 

 
 

What I would like to change Number of responses Percent 

More practical work 
Do more group/band work 
More practical/less theory 
More practice time 
More solo practical work 
Use or learn to play more instruments 
Would like more singing 

58 18.47 

Nothing 49 15.61 

Content 
Do different songs/music 
Include more revision in lesson time 
less composing 
Would like to learn more about individual musicians 
More listening 

46 14.65 

Better resources 
Better or newer equipment 
More equipment or instruments 
Use different / wider range of instruments 

20 6.37 

Less structure 
Less or no writing 
More freedom 
More of own music preference/more choice 
More own choice of music/activity 

18 5.73 

Length of lesson 
Have more music lessons 
Lesson too short 
Stay in music rooms to practice at lunchtime 

11 3.50 

Different groups 
Everyone in the group getting a say 
Group's decisions 
Have music sets 
Some people in the class 
Who work with 
Work with same ability / good people playing with good people 

10 3.18 

Types of musical genre 
Do more musicals 
Listen to/do more modern music 
More musical genres 
Not blues 

10 3.18 

Better behaviour 
My behaviour 
Not getting on with lesson/time wasted 
Talking too much/behaviour of others/interruptions 

7 2.23 

More structure 
More advice on how to improve 
More help or guidance from teacher 
More organisation or structure 

9 2.87 

Better rooms 
More/bigger/better practice rooms 
Work space away from instruments 

2 0.64 
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Changes over time were explored by comparing the responses amongst the students in 
longitudinal sample 1 (those who had completed the questionnaire at Phase 1 and Phase 
2). These responses are set out in Table 5.36. Overall, there were fewer responses to this 
question in Phase 2, suggesting that generally students were more satisfied with their 
music lessons at that stage, compared with Phase 1 when many of them were not yet 
involved in Musical Futures (127 (50%) students in this sample were „pre Musical Futures‟ 
at Phase 1). 
 
Table 5.36: What I would like to change about music lessons (changes over time) 
 
 Longitudinal sample 1 (n = 254) 

What I do not like: Phase 1 Phase 2 

number of students percent number of students percent 

More practical activities 91 35.83 50 19.69 

Nothing 55 21.65 44 17.32 

Different content 20 7.87 27 10.63 

Less structure 14 5.51 20 7.87 

More variety 12 4.72 9 3.54 

Length of lesson 11 4.33 7 2.76 

More structure 9 3.54 10 3.94 

Types of musical genre 9 3.54 20 7.87 

Different groups 8 3.15 7 2.76 

Better behaviour 7 2.76 3 1.18 

Better resources 7 2.76 8 3.15 

Better rooms 5 1.97 1 0.39 

More performance 2 0.79 0 0.00 

Total number of responses 250  206  

 

 
Students who did not choose music as an option 
 
Two hundred and forty-four students who had not continued with music filled in a short 
questionnaire that sought to find out reasons for dropping music in school, as well as what 
kinds of music they participated in outside of school. Ninety-six girls (39%) and 148 boys 
(61%) filled in the questionnaire. Thirty-three of these students indicated that they 
participated in music outside of school. The out-of-school activities are set out in Table 
5.37. 
 
Table 5.37: Type of musical activity out of school, amongst students who 
discontinued school music lessons 
 
Type of musical activity out of school Number 

Religious music lesson 2 

Listening to music 2 

Playing in bands 1 

Singing lessons 6 

Orchestra / ensemble 3 

Instrumental lessons 14 

Play instrument/s at home 10 

Singing or choir 1 

Studio work 1 
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The students were provided with a list of reasons for discontinuing school music lessons, 
set out below in Table 5.38, and asked to select as many as applied. The most common 
reason (70.5% of students) was that there were other subjects they wanted to do more. 
Just over 50% of students indicated that they did not play an instrument or sing and this 
was a reason they did not choose music, presumably with hindsight given the percentage 
agreement in Phase 1 or 2 that they played an instrument or sang. It suggests that playing 
an instrument in class does not lead to some believing they are able to play an instrument 
later. Alternatively, some may perceive their skill level to be insufficient to qualify as being 
able to play. Fifty percent also indicated that they did not see how music related to future 
job prospects. Thirty-eight percent indicated that they had not enjoyed music at school and 
this was a reason for discontinuing. Approximately 20% said that they would continue as a 
hobby but did not wish to study music. Smaller numbers indicated that they had been 
advised against studying music or they did not want to do music as their friends were not 
doing so. 

 
Table 5.38: Reasons for discontinuing school music lessons 
 
Reason Number  Percent 

There were other subjects I wanted to do more 172 70.5 

I don't play an instrument or sing 126 51.6 

I can't see how it would be useful in the future/for jobs 121 49.6 

I did not enjoy school music lessons 93 38.1 

I like music as a hobby but didn't want to study it 52 21.3 

I was advised against it by my family 31 12.7 

None of my friends was doing it 19 7.8 

I was advised against it by my friends 16 6.6 

I am involved in music activities outside of school 15 6.1 

I was advised against it by a teacher/teachers 8 3.3 

 
 
Students’ background and music 
 
Student interviews revealed that families and friends were influential in developing musical 
interest although for some there was no history of music in the family. The following lists of 
students who were taking GCSE or BTEC music show who, if anyone, had an influence on 
them musically. Table 5.39 sets out the details. 



145 

 

 
Table 5.39: Musical influences on students 
 
Girls 
Mum was a dancer 
Brother DJ, guitar in the house 
Mum played when younger 
Mum, gran and aunt played piano 
Older sister 
Mum and brother had dance lessons 
Brother runs singing group and was in a band 
Granddad in pop group that played on Top of 
the Pops 
Brother did A-level music a year early 
Mum‟s a singer 
 
No one x 1 
 

Boys 
Mum plays guitar 
Uncle bought guitars for him 
Older brother 
Played in dad‟s band, mum a dance teacher 
Dad went to music college 
Dad plays guitar 
Godparent was in a band 
Influenced by dad‟s interest in music 
Dad plays guitar, mum piano 
Dad is a singer, runs karaoke, keen to learn 
guitar 
Uncle plays ukulele 
Childminder playing the same song repeatedly 
in the car on the way to school 
Uncles are DJs 
Dad plays saxophone 
Dad has been having lessons, gave him some 
drum lessons 
Dad‟s a music teacher 
Uncle taught him the piano, mum flautist, dad 
pop musician 
Dad was in a band and still gigs, brother a 
rapper 
Mum played piano, dad is in a choir. 
 
No one x 4 
 

 
 
It is encouraging that five of the interviewees were the first in their family to take an interest 
in music in this sample. The importance of others in developing an interest, however, adds 
weight to the importance of primary schools in providing musical opportunities to all so that 
students in secondary school can build on those opportunities regardless of family 
background.  
 
Summary 
 
Less than half of the students reported being involved in Musical Futures but this may 
have been because they were unaware of their involvement. In Phases 2 and 3 many of 
the students had experienced Musical Futures in the past.  
 
Almost three quarters could play an instrument or sing, with the most popular instruments 
being guitar, keyboards and drums. Overall engagement with instrumental playing 
increased over three years, although engagement with traditional western classical 
instruments was minimal. Similarly, while group participation in bands increased, 
participation in more traditional groups such as choir or orchestra was very rare. Some 
students reported negative experiences of learning musical instruments, describing it as 
boring, repetitive or hard. However, many students recognised that learning instruments, 
while requiring effort, helped them to engage with Musical Futures more effectively. 
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The students‟ most preferred music was that widely available in the popular media, and 
very few listened to classical music. Over the course of the research there was a notable 
broadening in the musical genres that students reported being interested in. 
 
In relation to the Musical Futures initiative, students believed they worked better with their 
friends, and felt that the activities they were involved in supported the development of their 
skills, that they helped each other and that the time went quickly in lessons. However, 
most students tended to believe that they did not concentrate better in music lessons. In 
Phase 1 there were differences in the responses from students in different schools to most 
of these issues; most of these differences were persistent across the three Phases of the 
research. Fluctuations in the school differences, across the three Phases, may have been 
accounted for by staff turnover and also by the fluctuating composition of the student 
sample in each year of data collection. The key point is that there were fairly persistent 
and stable differences between schools, suggesting that the role of individual teachers, 
senior management teams, school ethos and student background may have been crucial 
in contributing to the effectiveness of Musical Futures. 
 
There were some gender differences with regard to student attitudes towards Musical 
Futures. In Phase 1 differences were revealed in relation to attitudes towards working in 
friendship groups (girls were more positive that they worked better in friendship groups), 
confidence in music (boys were more confident) and choosing music as an option (boys 
were more likely to indicate that they intended to choose music as an option). Over time, 
there were some changes in attitudes towards music lessons, amongst both boys and 
girls. The changes were most notable between Phase 1 and Phase 3 (when many 
students had moved on to GCSE or BTEC music); statistically significant changes were 
found for 11 questionnaire items amongst the boys and for seven questionnaire items 
amongst the girls. In every instance more negative responses were found in Phase 3, 
apart from needing more help (where the mean score increased). These changes over 
time were consistent with the wider literature concerned with student learning and 
development. 
 
Students were aware that teachers had very different ways of teaching and were critical 
when teachers focused on behaviour rather than learning. There was also some frustration 
when students perceived their teachers to be monopolised by particular students – either 
those who were the neediest or those who were thought to be the most favoured. Students 
valued the opportunity to work independently, but wanted to be supported in their learning 
with constructive feedback and guidance. Some indicated that they needed more support 
in group work. Teachers‟ enthusiasm for music was seen as contributing to increased 
motivation.  
 
Prior to working with Musical Futures, students experienced a range of different activities 
including keyboard and computer work, singing, listening activities, and written work. The 
key elements of Musical Futures from the student perspective were student autonomy, 
practical music-making and creativity. Facilitating this required considerable trust on the 
part of the teacher. The students developed their listening skills through the Musical 
Futures activities particularly as they learned to play instruments. The focus required to 
learn and perform a piece within a specified time was reported to improve concentration.  
 
Key elements that contributed to the success of Musical Futures for students were 
opportunities for autonomous learning, practical music-making (including performance), 
working in groups and learning from each other, engaging in creative tasks and developing 
listening skills through working with music they had chosen. Generally, students who had 
experienced Musical Futures placed a high value on music. When asked what being 
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musical meant, some indicated that it involved some element of talent but many believed 
that with effort and application anyone could become musical. Many students emphasised 
the importance of having instrumental skills, particularly in terms of being able to engage 
effectively with music classes. 
 
The students raised a great many issues about the group work in Musical Futures 
including the advantages and disadvantages of working with friends, the types and nature 
of the difficulties experienced in working in groups and how they overcame them and, if 
they could not, how the teacher intervened.  
 
The great majority of students indicated that they enjoyed music at school, wanted to do 
well in music lessons, felt confident in music, had good musical skills and had achieved a 
lot. Overall, they were positive about their musical skills. Almost a third felt that they 
needed more help. Musical Futures was described as motivating because it provided a 
break from more academic classes, was fun, made them feel good and reduced stress. 
Students were able to identify areas where they had made progress and also where they 
needed to improve. This included transferable and musical skills such as social and 
organisational skills. Performance was an important element of the programme as 
students were motivated to get better grades and praise from teachers and not to look 
foolish in front of their peers: 
 
A third of students had chosen or were interested in taking music at Key Stage 4. A further 
third indicated that they would carry on with music as an extra-curricular activity. Those 
who selected music as an option often had been playing instruments or had been involved 
in music for many years. For some it was love of music which was the motivator, others 
perceived music as fun. Being good at music and involved in music at school was also 
important. Teachers encouraged some students to take music at Key Stage 4 but 
discouraged others. Whether the student liked the music teacher was a factor in making a 
decision about continuing with music. Amongst those students who had dropped music by 
the time data were collected in Phase 3, the most commonly cited reasons for doing so 
were: 1) having to choose between music and other subjects, 2) did not play an instrument 
or sing and 3) could not see the relevance for career prospects. Few students said their 
decision had been influenced by advice from teachers, family or friends. 
 
Almost a third of students agreed that doing music lessons had helped in other school 
subjects while two fifths indicated that music made them feel more positive about school. 
Very few students were able to give examples of how the skills they had developed in 
music transferred to other areas of school work. Group work was the most common 
example. Related to this was less reliance on teachers. 
 
Overall, students reported liking the practical aspects of music-making, the autonomy that 
they had in group work, the social aspects of music-making, the positive feelings which 
accompanied music-making, the content of what they were learning and the skills, 
knowledge and variety, and the fact that music was different to other lessons, less boring 
and frequently with no homework. Asked what they would like to change about music 
lessons the most common response was more practical work, followed by nothing. 
Students suggested a range of changes in relation to instruments, resources or musical 
genres. Some wanted less teacher-led activity and some wanted more. Different groups, 
better rooms and less performing were also mentioned.  
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Chapter 6: The perceived impact of Musical Futures in the 
wider school community  

 

This chapter focuses on how Musical Futures is perceived in the school more 
generally. The specific areas considered are:  

- the perceived strengths and difficulties associated with Musical Futures amongst 
the senior managers in the school;  

- the impact on the whole-school; 
- the development of transferable skills amongst Musical Futures students. 

 

 
In total, across the three Phases of data collection, 344 non-music staff completed 
questionnaires. During Phase 1, 297 non-music staff completed questionnaires. When the 
schools were revisited in Phase 2, 88 non-music staff completed the same questionnaire. 
Finally, in Phase 3, 54 of the non-music staff from three schools completed the 
questionnaire.  
 
Forty-four non-music staff completed the questionnaire at Phase 1 and Phase 2. Twenty-
three staff members completed the questionnaire at Phase 1 and Phase 3. Changes over 
time are explored in the report, using both these samples. 
 
Knowledge of Musical Futures 
 
At Phase 1, of those responding to the questionnaire, 149 non music staff (50%) reported 
knowing nothing about Musical Futures, 53 (18%) reported not knowing much about it, 78 
(26%) reported knowing something about it and 5% a lot about it. There were highly 
statistically significant differences in the responses between different schools (p = .0001) 
(Figure 6.1).  
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Figure 6.1: Knowledge of Musical Futures amongst non-music staff (Phase 1)  
(lower scores indicate less knowledge) 
 

 
 
The data collected from the non-music staff during Phases 2 and 3 indicated that general 
awareness of Musical Futures within the schools had increased. Table 6.1 shows, for 
example, that at Phase 1 just 5.3% of non-music staff reported that they know „a lot‟ about 
Musical Futures. This increased to 11.4% at Phase 2 and 9.3% at Phase 3. No statistically 
significant differences between schools were found at Phase 2 or at Phase 3. 
 
Table 6.1: Awareness of Musical Futures amongst non-music staff 
 
 Number and percentage of responses 

Nothing about it Not much about it Something about it A lot about it 

Phase 1 149 50.0% 53 18.0% 78 26.0% 14 5.3% 

Phase 2  33 37.5% 20 22.7% 25 28.4% 10 11.4% 

Phase 3 21 38.9% 11 20.4% 17 31.5% 5 9.3% 

 

Impact on the school 
 
Overall, in the first Phase of data collection 78% of respondents indicated that Musical 
Futures had had a positive impact on the school. 73% indicated that it had had a positive 
impact on student motivation, 59% on student well-being, 74% on student self-esteem, 
77% on encouraging students to work together, 72% on student confidence, and 57% on 
encouraging students to work without help. Thirty nine percent agreed that Musical 
Futures had improved student concentration, 41% that it had encouraged students to be 
organised, 39% that it had improved students‟ attitudes towards learning in general, and 
45% that it had had a positive impact on student progression (see Table 6.2). There were 
statistically significant differences between schools in responses to each of these 
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statements with the exception of the general statement about the positive impact on school 
(see Table 6.3) 
 
Table 6.2: Perceived impact of Musical Futures across the school (Phase 1) 
 
 Number and percentage of responses *Mean SD 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree Unsure Disagree 

Overall Musical Futures has had a 
positive impact on this school 

25% (37) 53% (79) 21% (32) .7% (1) 4.0 .7 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student motivation 

18% (26) 55% (81) 26% (38) .7% (2) 3.9 .7 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student well-being 

14% (20) 45% (66) 41% (60) .7 (1) 3.7 .7 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student self-esteem 

19% (28) 55% (81) 24% (36) 1.4 (2) 3.9 .7 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work tougher 

28% (41) 49% (72) 23% (34) .7 (1) 4.0 .7 

Musical Futures has increased 
students‟ confidence  

24% (35) 48% (70) 29% (42)  3.9 .7 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work without help 

19% (28) 38% (57) 41% (61) 1.4 (2) 3.8 .8 

Musical Futures has improved 
students concentration 

8% (12) 31% (46) 59% (87) 2% (3) 3.4 .7 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to be organised 

6% (9) 35% (51) 55% (82) 4% (6) 3.4 .7 

Musical Futures has improved 
students‟ attitudes to learning in 
general 

7% (10) 32% (48) 59% (87) 2% (3) 3.4 .6 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student progression 

8% (12) 37% (55) 54% (80) .7% (1) 3.5 .7 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 
 

Table 6.3: School differences in perceptions of impact on students (Phase 1) 
 
 Mean score:  

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 
= agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 

A B C D E F G Y overall SIG 

Overall Musical Futures has had a 
positive impact on this school 

4.3 4.1 4.0 4.1 3.8 4.1 4.7 3.8 4.0 NS 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student motivation 

4.4 3.8 3.5 4.0 3.8 4.0 4.7 3.7 3.9 .001 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student well-being 

4.2 3.8 3.3 3.8 3.6 3.9 3.7 3.4 3.7 .01 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student self-esteem 

4.4 3.9 3.6 4.0 3.8 4.1 4.3 3.7 3.9 .004 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work tougher 

4.6 4.0 3.8 3.8 4.0 4.1 4.3 3.8 4.0 .009 

Musical Futures has increased 
students‟ confidence  

4.4 4.0 3.7 4.0 3.8 4.0 4.7 3.6 3.9 .006 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work without help 

4.3 3.7 3.6 3.6 3.8 3.6 4.0 3.4 3.8 .05 

Musical Futures has improved 
students concentration 

3.8 3.6 3.2 3.5 3.4 3.5 3.3 3.1 3.4 .04 

Musical Futures has encouraged 3.8 3.7 3.1 3.5 3.3 3.5 3.7 3.1 3.4 .002 



151 

 

students to be organised 

Musical Futures has improved 
students‟ attitudes to learning in 
general 

3.7 3.6 3.2 3.6 3.2 3.8 3.0 3.2 3.4 .002 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student progression 

3.9 3.6 3.3 3.5 3.4 3.7 3.3 3.2 3.5 .017 

 
When the schools were revisited in Phase 2, 88 non-music staff filled in the same 
questionnaire. Some respondents did not answer all of the questions. Overall, the 
responses from the Phase 2 sample of non-music staff were more positive than the Phase 
1 responses, with higher mean scores for each of the statements (Table 6.4). Only one 
teacher disagreed with any of the statements, indicating disagreement with the statement 
that Musical Futures improved students‟ attitudes to learning in general. The highest mean 
scores were in relation to the statements that Musical Futures had helped students to learn 
to work together (M = 4.3), had a positive impact on student self-confidence (M = 4.2) and 
self-esteem (M = 4.1) and had a positive impact on the school, generally (M = 4.2). No 
statistically significant differences between schools were found, with regard to the non-
music staff responses in Phase 2. 
 
Table 6.4: Perceived impact of Musical Futures across the school (Phase 2) 
 
 Number and percentage of 

responses 
*Mean SD 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree Unsure Disagree 

Overall Musical Futures has had a 
positive impact on this school 

19 
37.3% 

21 
41.2% 

11 
21.6% 

0 4.2 0.8 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student motivation 

11 
21.2% 

32 
61.5% 

9 
17.3% 

0 4.0 0.6 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student well-being 

13 
25.0% 

24 
46.2% 

15 
28.8% 

0 4.0 0.7 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student self-esteem 

15 
30.0% 

26 
52.0% 

9 
18.0% 

0 4.1 0.7 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work together 

23 
45.1% 

21 
41.2% 

7 
13.7% 

0 4.3 0.7 

Musical Futures has increased students' 
confidence 

19 
37.3% 

23 
45.1% 

9 
17.6% 

0 4.2 0.7 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work without help 

14 
27.5% 

21 
41.2% 

16 
31.4% 

0 4.0 0.8 

Musical Futures has improved students' 
concentration 

5 
10.0% 

22 
44.0% 

23 
46.0% 

0 3.6 0.7 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to be organised 

3 
5.9% 

27 
52.9% 

21 
41.2% 

0 3.6 0.6 

Musical Futures has improved students' 
attitudes to learning in general 

4 
7.8% 

18 
35.3% 

28 
54.9% 

1 
2.0% 

3.5 0.7 

Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on student progression 

7 
13.7% 

23 
45.1% 

21 
41.2% 

0 3.7 0.7 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 
When the schools were revisited again in Phase 3, there were no negative responses to 
any of the items on the questionnaire. No statistically significant differences between 
schools were found with regard to the non-music staff responses in Phase 2. The most 
positive responses were with regard to Musical Futures helping students to work together 
and enhancing student motivation. The most ambivalence was with regard to whether 
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Musical Futures had supported students in their learning more generally or with 
transferable skills such as concentration and organisation (Table 6.5). 
 
Table 6.5: Perceived impact of Musical Futures across the school (Phase 3) 
 
 Number and percentage of 

responses 
*Mean SD 

Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Unsure 

Overall Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on this school 

7 
21.2% 

16 
48.5% 

10 30.3% 3.9 0.7 

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
student motivation 

8 
24.2% 

16 
48.5% 

9 27.3% 4.0 0.7 

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
student well-being 

4 
12.1% 

13 
39.4% 

16 48.5% 3.6 0.7 

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
student self-esteem 

7 
21.2% 

14 
42.4% 

12 36.4% 3.8 0.8 

Musical Futures has encouraged students to 
work together 

9 
27.3% 

17 
51.5% 

7 21.2% 4.1 0.7 

Musical Futures has increased students' 
confidence 

7 
21.9% 

13 
40.6% 

12 37.5% 3.8 0.8 

Musical Futures has encouraged students to 
work without help 

7 
21.2% 

9 
27.3% 

17 51.5% 3.7 0.8 

Musical Futures has improved students' 
concentration 

2 
6.1% 

7 
21.2% 

24 72.7% 3.3 0.6 

Musical Futures has encouraged students to 
be organised 

3 
9.4% 

11 
34.4% 

18 56.2% 3.5 0.7 

Musical Futures has improved students' 
attitudes to learning in general 

4 
12.1% 

7 
21.2% 

21 63.6% 3.4 0.8 

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
student progression 

3 
9.1% 

11 
33.3% 

19 57.6% 3.9 0.7 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 

 
Changes over time were explored (Table 6.6). The only statistically significant change was 
with regard to the statement suggesting that Musical Futures had improved students‟ 
attitudes to learning in general. There was less agreement in Phase 2 than Phase 1 (p = 
.02).  
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Table 6.6: Perceived impact of Musical Futures across the school (changes over 
time) 
 
 Longitudinal non-music staff 

sample 1:  
n = 44 

Longitudinal non-music 
staff sample 2: n = 23 

*Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 2 

Mean: 
Phase 1 

Mean: 
Phase 3 

Overall Musical Futures has had 
a positive impact on this school 

N/A: not enough responses in 
Phase 2 to carry out a 

comparison 

3.6 3.9 

Musical Futures has had a 
positive impact on student 
motivation 

4.1 4.2 3.9 4.1 

Musical Futures has had a 
positive impact on student well-
being 

3.9 4.1 3.9 3.6 

Musical Futures has had a 
positive impact on student self-
esteem 

4.2 4.2 4.0 3.9 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work together 

4.2 4.4 4.3 4.3 

Musical Futures has increased 
students' confidence 
 

4.1 4.2 4.1 4.1 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to work without help 

3.9 4.0 4.0 3.9 

Musical Futures has improved 
students' concentration 

3.7 3.6 3.6 3.4 

Musical Futures has encouraged 
students to be organised 

3.7 3.6 3.5 3.5 

Musical Futures has improved 
students' attitudes to learning in 
general 

3.8 **3.4 3.6 3.5 

Musical Futures has had a 
positive impact on student 
progression 

3.9 3.7 3.6 3.4 

*Mean score: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree 
** Change over time was statistically significant (p = .02) 

 

Perceptions of Musical Futures in the case study schools (Phase 1) 
 
School A 
 
Musical Futures work was well known in the school. The head teacher articulated the 
broad principles of Musical Futures as: 
 
‘An approach which fully involves all the children (sic) participating. An approach to 
teaching which gives a lot of independence, puts a huge amount into the cross-curricular 
skills that we really need to develop, team-work, creativity, resilience, higher level thinking 
skills, and an approach that is just great fun.’ (Head teacher) 
  
The interviews with senior staff indicated that the school ethos was changing to encourage 
self-belief in the possibility of high levels of attainment in students. As the school moved 
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towards the personalisation of learning, Musical Futures provided an illustration of how this 
could work. The school was described as inclusive, valuing diversity and the individual and 
providing the kind of learning environment where everyone could succeed. The fast pace 
of change meant that students needed to learn to be adaptive, creative and resilient. The 
work in Musical Futures was seen to be: 
 
‘a microcosm of that because they just keep going, they interrelate with the staff, suggest 
how work could be improved, have another go at it, and the resilience and the stamina to 
keep going has become an integral part of the teaching approach and so – the whole issue 
of transferability, resilience, creativity, team-work, judging when to be independent and 
when to be a member of the team is developing very nicely. I want to link across the 
school the problem-solving approach, and again the approach that the music team are 
using encapsulates that completely. So it’s got everything we want as a teaching 
approach.’ (Head teacher) 
 
The Musical Futures experience was perceived to exemplify student-centric teaching that 
involves:  
 
„Genuine activity around genuine problems around genuine challenges. There is no 
pretence about any of the work at all, it is not an artificial situation for problems to be 
solved; this is real work with a real purpose. I see active involvement of all of the children 
[sic], different talents, different levels of expertise but full involvement of all the children 
[sic], with a teacher who is being used by the children [sic] as a resource rather than as a 
dictator of content.’ (Head teacher) 
 
Success across the school was celebrated in a variety of ways including students 
showcasing their work at staff briefings:  
 
‘In one meeting a group of 30 Year 9 musicians came in and played Teenage Kicks. It was 
just fantastic because the departments within the school are very isolationist and these 
meetings provide an awareness of all the good work that’s happening. There is also a spin 
off in terms of student self-esteem. I think Musical Futures has played a real part in that 
because it’s helping exactly the kind of ethos I want to develop in the school. Can do, will 
do, and will have fun doing it.’ (Head teacher) 
 
There were some issues relating to resources particularly in terms of staffing and concerns 
about how to maintain the momentum that had built up. The change to BTEC instead of A 
levels had led to a huge take up and the music department was seen as a „vibrant 
department‟ which was encouraging students to be creative and consider progression into 
careers in the creative industries.  
 
There were some tensions when difficult students were rewarded for good work in non-
academic subjects. However, the head believed that this was the way forward „building on 
what they‟re good at, to give them opportunities to succeed. If we take five steps forward 
and four steps back, we‟re still heading in the right direction.‟  
 
Overall, Musical Futures was seen as being greatly enjoyed by the students and 
associated with increased motivation, self-worth and autonomy. It enabled students to 
reach very high standards and increased take up at Key Stage 4 and engagement in extra-
curricular activities. The department was viewed as setting „a very good example in terms 
of school development‟. The BTEC results show significant improvement in 2011 with a 
pass rate of 89% compared with 60% in 2010. The majority gained distinctions with 25% 
achieving a Distinction*. 
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School B  
  
School B is an all boys‟ school which reflects the needs and interests of the local 
community. Musical Futures is seen to fit with the school ethos of valuing the individual 
while promoting achievement and providing the broadest possible educational experience. 
Musical Futures is perceived as successful in terms of „take-up, interest, enthusiasm, and 
engagement of students in their learning.‟ The emphasis on team-work, autonomy, focus 
and concentration and the outcomes in terms of confidence and enhanced self-esteem is 
viewed as a model for other subjects in the school. The school is moving towards 
assessing the whole student through a portfolio approach including academic skills, 
attendance, behaviour, clubs, extra-curricular responsibilities, team-work, and independent 
work. Musical Futures fits well with this. The average BTEC pass rate over four years has 
been 95%.  
 
The Deputy Head pointed out that Musical Futures practice leads to:  
 
‘Autonomous and genuinely collaborative work. I mean sometimes people say they’re 
doing group work but that means the boys are sitting round the same table, but this is 
really collaborative stuff. It hits the Personal Learning and Thinking Skills agenda which is 
very important. It also supports very general things like development of concentration, 
attention, sense of taking responsibility for their own learning, all of those things. We’ve 
done a lot of work in looking at the performing arts in general and indeed music in 
particular for good practice in effective feedback, because there’s a lot of very, very 
effective oral feedback, not just from the teacher but in terms of self-assessment and peer-
assessment so that all supports a whole huge tranche of the stuff we do as a whole 
school. When you look at a typical lesson, the people who are doing the hardest work are 
the students, whereas in some lessons the person working the hardest is the teacher. I 
think that’s the difference between a good lesson and an outstanding lesson so I think 
there’s great potential for us learning from that. It’s also about taking risks. You know, the 
children [sic] are in break-out groups a lot of the time and they are expected and relied 
upon and given the responsibility to do the work and they do do it.’ (Deputy Head) 
 
Musical Futures is also enhancing the role of the school in the 6th form federation: 
 
‘In the 6th form within the federation we are increasingly strong, even outside of 
qualifications, in the extra-curricular work, beyond and outside the classroom. The range of 
opportunities of different types of groups and bands is vast, from heavy rock bands to 
someone playing the violin. We had our first music production, there was a band playing, 
boys singing, dancing, we had some girls doing some collaborative work, and actually 
seeing how well they, you know 11-18s, how they gelled together it was quite a good 
buzz.’ (Head teacher) 
 
One issue for the school concerned capacity as there are not finite resources. During the 
course of the research the school took action to involve peripatetic teachers:  
 
‘It’s about prioritising maybe, looking at the most efficient ways of allowing this to deliver. 
There’s some work going on with some peripatetic teachers who have traditionally worked 
on a one to one basis and produced very good results but the department is encouraging 
them to come out of their comfort zone to allow students to work in small groups.’ (Head 
teacher) 
 
Some issues were reported relating to noise during exam periods. 
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School C  
 
The school is a high achieving school with up to 95% of students getting 5 A-C grades at 
GCSE and 83% with English and Maths. In music, the pass rate has been higher with an 
average pass rate of 98% A*-C over four years. According to the head teacher there are 
also some students who do not engage well with school or learning despite, or perhaps 
because of, the emphasis on high standards, and high attainment. There is a musical 
culture within school and outside it with many opportunities for extra-curricular music and 
peripatetic lessons and many students develop musical expertise outside school. The 
head teacher regards music as „one of the litmus tests of a school’s health, the quality of 
musical provision. If music’s very strong, and kids are engaged and there are things going 
on, you’ve probably got some good things going on to support that because it requires a 
lot of commitment from the students and the staff to make it work.’ 
 
Musical Futures is perceived to have made a substantial contribution to the school ethos: 
 
‘Through music we’ve gone from a situation where we had elite very capable musicians 
working together, the school orchestra, wind band, working well together, but other kids 
not really feeling part of music, music events being rather poorly supported by the general 
student body, it not being really seen as cool and not really relevant to their everyday life 
to a situation where we’ve still got tremendous musicianship, in terms of our classical 
musicians, jazz musicians but also the engagement of others. Musical Futures has allowed 
a sort of liberation away from what was a very prescribed and rather dull delivery and has 
made a difference to the students’ perception of music. Not all staff have found that easy, 
particularly not being in control. This is very much a student empowering thing, right, off 
you go and do it, and the kind of organisation to bring that back together is really quite 
challenging.’ (Head teacher) 
 
Experience of Musical Futures had led to the numbers of students taking music at Key 
Stage 4 doubling and there had also been very positive feedback from parents. It is seen 
as „inspiring‟. It also makes a major contribution to the development of transferable skills in 
the students: 
 
‘There’s no doubt if you see students working in a Musical Futures environment where 
they’re having to collaborate, compromise, seek agreement, put up with other people, 
organise themselves to get something done, to deliver something by a certain time, all 
these things are incredibly useful life skills, so it would be impossible for me to say you 
know inevitably with those kind of soft skills how many have improved their skills in those 
areas but there’s no doubt that the skills that they’re practising and rehearsing are very 
applicable elsewhere in both school and life, and it’s good to see students working that 
way.’ (Head teacher) 
 
There are issues relating to space, in particular a lack of practice rooms. A technician is 
being recruited to support the work during and after school.  
 
School D  
 
School D serves a very deprived area with many students from minority ethnic groups and 
many with literacy and numeracy difficulties. The school has a supportive ethos and tries 
to support all students to achieve their best. Music is seen to transcend some of the 
cultural barriers and the presence of bhangra music has been important. Musical Futures 
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is seen to support the development of creativity, collaborative learning, and communication 
skills in students thus meeting the personalised learning agenda:  
 
‘One of the skills that we particularly want our youngsters to develop are the skills of 
working collaboratively together and we’ve got a focus at the moment on trying to change 
methods of learning so that students are engaged more in learning by working with others. 
Music is an ideal opportunity for them to do that. So that’s a key area. The other area is 
language development. A lot of our students are hindered by language development. 
We’ve got some evidence to suggest that language develops very rapidly but obviously in 
areas like music where they’re engaged, where they have to think more creatively, they 
have to talk to each other, actively participate, that’s obviously going to improve their 
language skills. And speaking and listening is particularly an area we’re trying to 
encourage in other areas of the curriculum. So that’s something where music can make 
quite a contribution.’ (Deputy Head) 
 
Musical Futures is also seen to offer opportunities for students to succeed when they may 
be experiencing difficulties academically:  
 
‘I can think of two students in particular, one of whom had massive learning problems 
through dyslexia who was highly talented in music and another student who had to grapple 
with quite a lot of emotional problems because of personal difficulties away from school 
and dealt with many of those problems through music [experiencing music through Musical 
Futures].’ (Deputy Head) 
 
The head, new to the school in Phase 2 of the research, was keen to foster a more 
positive attitude towards music amongst some parents by explaining the benefits to 
learning more generally. This year the department achieved 100% pass rate in BTEC 
music with 33% achieving Distinction*.  
 
School E  
 
School E is attempting to meet the Every Child Matters agenda and Excellence for All by 
recognising that every student is unique and tailoring teaching to meet their needs. This 
involves putting student well-being first and enabling students to reach their potential.  
 
‘Not a single child should be put in a position where they’re not able to fulfil something that 
they actually want to do.’ (Line manager music) 
 
The school is currently open to trying new approaches to teaching and learning and 
exploring what works. Musical Futures is perceived to have contributed by presenting 
different ways of conceptualising learning and teaching. Musical Futures has been 
presented at staff conferences so that staff understand how it operates, the nature of 
independent learning, and how the groups function. Although Musical Futures is seen to 
have merit in relation to students taking responsibility for their work and supporting each 
other, some staff view the approach as too innovative. This resistance is exacerbated 
when staff  
 
‘walk through the school and see students banging on things and just what basically 
appears to be causing riots and rackets in the sense that they’re not in a controlled 
environment. Staff wonder whether or not you can class that as learning. Then because 
they don’t see the entire process, just a snapshot of it which doesn’t reflect what is really 
going on, staff struggle to understand what it’s all about. The other challenge is that people 
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see it and say OK that’s very interesting, but it wouldn’t apply to my subject area.’ (Head of 
teaching and learning) 
 
There is recognition that the students ‘absolutely love it, really, really enjoy it. The students 
have got their head around what they’re actually trying to do, although a teacher or 
outsider looking in might wonder what on earth is going on. What I’m seeing is students 
taking a piece of music and just totally reinventing it and rejuvenating it in whichever way 
they prefer. They seem much more inspired by doing it than the traditional music lesson of 
this is the violin, learn to play it. So the engagement levels are definitely higher than in 
traditional music lessons that go on. The students have increased self-esteem, are able to 
celebrate their success, and can monitor their own progression’ (Line manager music).  
 
The school has seen an increase in uptake of music at Key Stage 4. There are now two 
Year 9 groups, about 40 students. About a fifth of the year takes music as an option, 
although there is a problem (with uptake) at Key Stage 5. Some of the young musicians 
have taken Grade 8 on their instrument by KS5 which acts as an equivalent so they do not 
continue school music. The results have improved this year from a GCSE pass rate of 
64% A-C grades to a rate of 86% A*-C. 24% achieved an A or A*. 
 
Staff reported that the school had plenty of space but not the kind of space which was 
conducive to small group work. Students have to work in the hall and dining areas. The 
equipment is also seen as expensive, although purchasing it is supported by parents, 
concerts and so on. There were also some issues relating to student behaviour as it was 
difficult for staff to monitor students when they were scattered about the school.  
 
The other issue of concern for the school was that the students were not achieving as 
highly in music at GCSE as they should. The value added scores were negative. This led 
to questions as to whether the skills the students were acquiring through Musical Futures 
were appropriate for GCSE.  
 
School F  
 
School F serves a local catchment area where students come from a range of different 
backgrounds and different faiths. The ethos is one of dignity and respect, to value every 
student, to ensure they feel safe and can achieve and attain highly according to their 
unique talents and abilities. Musical Futures is seen to contribute to that because it helps 
to identify talent and provide encouragement and opportunity.  
 
There is an emphasis in the school on performance and Musical Futures has increased 
the confidence of students in relation to this. They are more willing to come forward and, 
when they perform, are perceived to do so with great skill. The programme is also seen to 
encourage independent learning, team-work, creativity, concentration and enhance self-
esteem. It has also contributed to an increase in take up of music at Key Stage 4 and 
higher attainment levels.  
 
‘ ... in relation to Musical Futures, there’s something about the aspirational feeling in the 
school which is that you can achieve, you can do well ... it’s about taking a child who 
perhaps hasn’t had experience of music in their home life or their family background 
saying you could do this, so it contributes to the am I capable, and am I lovable ... it’s 
about investing in them, and it’s about saying this equipment is designed for you to have 
these experiences, so there are students who without MF wouldn’t have performed in 
assembly for example previously.’ (Deputy Head) 
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Musical Futures appears on the agenda at leadership meetings; the music department is 
viewed as outgoing and engaging in activities across the school. There is speculation 
about the extent to which Musical Futures impacts on the other creative activities in the 
school but no examples were offered. The average GCSE music pass rate over four years 
is 78.5%.  
 

Overview of perceptions of Musical Futures in case study schools 
(Phase 2) 
 
Seven interviews were carried out with members of senior management teams in the case 
study schools during Phase 2 of the research. Many of the same issues that had been 
raised in Phase 1 were re-visited. Overall, the interviewees emphasised that awareness of 
Musical Futures had increased and that Musical Futures was perceived as being highly 
successful. The general perception was that this approach was one that aligned well with 
the principle of inclusion. There were some tensions reported with regard to ensuring that 
provision for more „traditional‟ orchestral instruments and ensembles did not suffer. Some 
of the interviewees spoke of the importance of staff who were charismatic, innovative, 
prepared to take risks and highly committed to the approach. Resourcing issues were 
again raised, including questions about the resourcing implications for transferring the 
Musical Futures „model‟ to other subject areas. All of the interviewees reported a 
noticeable increase in interest in music in their schools. Generally, the demand for music 
as an option in Year10 had increased. Results at both GCSE and BTEC were notably 
higher. One school had introduced the BTEC award, as this was perceived as a 
progression route aligned with Musical Futures. It was noted that Musical Futures 
supported students in developing as independent learners, although this was perceived as 
potentially problematic for some young people who may require more structure. Team-
building skills were also highlighted, as well as the positive impact that engagement with 
music had on some young people in terms of raising their self esteem. 
 
Seven overarching themes emerged from these interviews. These are set out in box 6.1. 
Senior managers offered a range of possible impacts on the whole school including 
influencing changes in teaching practices and motivating students. The music teachers 
who were implementing Musical Futures were seen as crucial to its success. Resources 
were seen to be an issue as instruments were costly. Progression rates were reported as 
being highly successful and the approach was viewed as generating interest and 
enthusiasm, promoting inclusion and supporting individual students.  
 
Box 6.1: Themes emerging in interviews with Senior Managers  
 
Impact on whole school 
 
„It [Musical Futures] goes from strength to strength. The popularity increases from year to year.‟  
 
„The whole subject area has a very positive atmosphere, and is viewed positively by staff in other 
subject areas.‟ 
 
„[Our school ethos] is about high achievement, inclusion, it‟s a happy place to come. If anything 
that‟s improved over the last year.‟ 
 
„Trying to engage colleagues to have a more active approach to their teaching, overwhelmed by 
how engaged they [music students] are ... We‟re hoping to use that as a springboard for other 
subjects. It‟s a model.‟  
 
„The gain is the fact that music is part of performing arts. It‟s about engaging students and enjoying 
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being at school and the knock-on effect on other subjects. Some of it‟s not very easily measurable.‟ 
 
„We are beginning to experiment with a more flexible way of learning ... A recent Monitoring and 
Review of Music at the school allowed a greater number of SMT to understand what Musical 
Futures is and how it contributes to our students‟ successes.‟ 

„I think there is a greater school-wide understanding of what Musical Futures is since your last 
visit.‟  

„Highly successful as a result of the enthusiastic commitment of the staff to the spirit of Musical 
Futures and the ethos and culture of the school which encourages creativity, performance and 
imagination within an environment which is calm and well-ordered.‟ 

„Our internal monitoring and evaluation procedures have indicated an increase in creativity and 
enjoyment amongst students in the formal curriculum and in the extra-curricular programme.‟  

„Musical Futures fits in very well. We prize individual creativity across the curriculum ... We also 
encourage students to believe that they are capable of anything, given the right level of 
encouragement and support (we are a non-selective school in a selective authority). Learning by 
doing and experimenting is at the heart of all good learning.‟  

„The principles could be identified and applied across the curriculum, but we must not forget that 
additional funding has enabled us to introduce Musical Futures here and that there are particular 
features which make it more likely to be successful with music as opposed to some other subjects.‟ 

Importance of the teacher 
 
„It‟s also difficult to disassociate Musical Futures from personalities. We‟ve got [Head of Music] who 
is just incredible as a charismatic teacher.‟  
 
„Very successful: strong leadership by music teachers and desire to make it work; appeal to 
students – practical and interest based.‟ 

„The great thing about the music department is it does take risks. The school is being paid back 
many, many times over.‟ 
 
„We are also, of course, exceptionally grateful to [teachers and Head of Music] for the excellent 
work that they do.‟ 

Resource issues 
 
„It‟s always a challenge. The nature of the delivery means that the more staffing you have, the 
more instruments you have. We‟re always trying to enhance that.‟  
 
„I can see that model would work well in other subject areas but clearly resourcing around that, 
things come back to money in the end.‟  
 
„We‟ve employed a music technician who has a wider role but also supports music, but because 
it‟s so practical there‟s a lot of wear and tear on the instruments. It is a big resource implication. We 
are coping with that but it is an expensive thing to do well.‟ 

Progression routes 
 
„The actual structure of the opportunities that the children [sic] have is such that is builds 
progression in a number of sensible ways for the children [sic].‟ 
 
„The uptake for next year has increased, we‟ve got stable staffing and I think the potential for 
continued improvement is very strong.‟ 
 
„It‟s very popular, one of the most popular. It‟s one of two options where we have to get students in 
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and say actually we have more candidates than we have places.‟ 
 
„Last year 100 per cent success rate and this year they‟re expecting a very high, there are stories 
around one or two students, this year they‟re expecting mid nineties. The results have improved 
since we moved to BTEC, and they‟re higher than they were at GCSE although they were in the 
mid seventies for GCSE.‟ 
 
„The numbers taking music at key stage 4 doesn‟t reflect the interest in music per se, because in a 
highly academic school, sometimes music is squeezed out but they‟ll continue to participate in 
music, extra-curricular.‟ 
 
„Introduction of BTEC award and certificate at A Level. We have looked closely at how we can 
continue the spirit and successes of Musical Futures to the benefit of our students.‟ 

„Results at GCSE are high.‟ 

Interest in music 
 
„What we have noticed is much, much greater involvement with kids in music around the school 
and a much greater desire to be involved in musical events around the school ... What we‟re 
seeing is music itself, as a subject, is a catalyst for kids wanting to be involved in musical activity.‟  
 
„It‟s been very successful in engaging more young people in the school in music positively, 
particularly in Year 8, 9 where Musical Futures is, we can see kids really enjoying their music 
lessons and ... It‟s a very significant improvement on where we were.‟  
 
„There‟s a much greater buzz about music in the school since Musical Futures came along.‟ 
 
„Walking through and seeing kids involved in the Key Stage 3 gig or the bands and taking part, I 
know as a head teacher that does add to the enjoyment of coming to school. I have two kids (of my 
own) in the school and they really enjoy music and that was not the case before.‟ 

Inclusion 
 
„We‟ve gone from a department that really was very high performing for those few who were 
involved. And ... in terms of the orchestra and the wind band, they performed very well, but it was 
the same students all the time. Now we‟ve got many more students involved and the majority are 
involved in rock, pop music rather than traditional instruments. Maybe it‟s gone a bit too far so [the 
music department] are trying to rebalance that a little bit. .... When I look around there are all types 
engaged. ... we do get kids who play a classical instrument, we‟ve got someone who plays French 
horn but plays bass guitar for a rock band, and they do lots and lots of crossover, but there are 
parents who, a parent said to me why are the strings deliberately marginalised at your school? ... 
getting the balance right is what we‟re trying to do at the moment.‟  
 
„The ethos of the school is one of participation, being involved, inclusion and certainly Musical 
Futures and the music department play a big role in that.‟ 
 
„We consider ourselves to be an inclusive comprehensive where all students are individually known 
and valued; every student is given the opportunity to develop their talent in whatever area that may 
be.‟ 

Impact on individual students: independence, self-esteem, team-working 
 
„The independence of the children [sic] is also very, very marked and as last year and again this 
year, a number of children [sic] who are involved in music in the school have organised charitable 
events themselves and have raised a considerable amount of money.‟  
 
„I know with the Musical Futures and the programme that some of the children [sic] are able to 
work more independently and that‟s really good, but sometimes some of the less able children [sic] 
are not able to organise themselves and prefer more structured work so again it could be a 
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teaching style that‟s a hindrance to their learning.‟ 
 
„We are noticing that with some children [sic] the independence they‟re gaining in music, and the 
responsibility not just the independence to take charge of their learning is beginning to spill across 
into other subject areas but the evidence for that is anecdotal. So that is very much an impression 
but a strong impression.‟  
 
„I had a review last week for a Year 7 student, a looked-after child... His carer came into school ... 
and it just came across during the course of conversation that he‟s really enjoyed the music class. 
He seems to have a desire to get on the keyboard... he started his lessons three days later, it was 
that quick, and he was absolutely over the moon, and his face was just beaming... it‟s an example 
of a child in care succeeding, through opportunities being made available in an area where he 
didn‟t realise he had a gift or a talent, and in a low ability class as well.‟ 
 
„They enjoy the working in groups, the collaborative work that they do and that‟s obviously a 
learning skill we‟re trying to develop in music…So, an opportunity to develop the social and 
emotional aspects of learning.‟ 

 
Summary 
 
At the time of the Phase 1 data collection, many staff in the case study schools knew little 
or nothing about Musical Futures. This changed over the course of the subsequent two 
years, with a notable increase in awareness of Musical Futures between Phase 1 and 
Phase 2, in particular. While there were considerable differences between schools at 
Phase 1, no significant differences between schools were found in the subsequent 
Phases. 
 
Many staff felt that Musical Futures had had a positive impact on the school and had 
enhanced student motivation, well-being, self-esteem, confidence, and collaborative and 
independent working. There was felt to be some positive impact on transferable skills 
including concentration and organisation, and students‟ attitudes towards school and their 
progress.  
 
The extent to which senior managers in the schools were familiar with Musical Futures 
differed. Generally Musical Futures was valued for the way it had generated enthusiasm 
for music, had increased uptake at Key Stage 4 and was providing opportunities for 
developing transferable skills and meeting the personalised learning agenda. There was 
variability in the extent to which it was perceived as having had an impact on teaching in 
other subjects. In some schools it was seen as leading the way in developing more 
student-centred teaching. It was perceived as having a positive impact on students in 
terms of team-working, autonomy, persistence, creativity, enhanced confidence and self-
esteem and also provided opportunities for students to perform which was seen as 
beneficial to the individuals concerned but also brought rewards in terms of school climate. 
Some schools had changed their music examinations from GCSE to BTEC as they 
perceived that this was a better way of validating the kinds of skills that had been 
developed. 
 
Musical Futures was perceived as aligning well with the principle of inclusion. In general, 
the senior managers reported a notable increase in interest in music and engagement with 
music in their schools over the period of the research. However, there were some 
concerns about managing the tension between offering a music programme with wide 
appeal and maintaining a high quality provision for young people interested in more 
traditional musical routes (i.e. orchestral instruments and ensembles). 
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Issues raised related to resources in terms of space, having appropriate accommodation, 
finance for instruments, and staffing. The noise at examination times was also problematic 
in some schools. There were some issues relating to „difficult‟ students being rewarded for 
good work in music when they were poorly behaved elsewhere, and general behaviour 
issues in relation to group work. Teachers in other subjects often found it difficult to relate 
to the Musical Futures work because the students seemed not to be learning and the 
process appeared „chaotic‟; it also required teachers to hand control over to students 
which was difficult for many teachers.  
 
There were almost no statistically significant changes in non-music staff perceptions, over 
time. Just one significant difference was found in relation to the statement concerned with 
Musical Futures enhancing students‟ general attitudes to learning; the responses to this 
were less positive in Phase 2 than in Phase 1.
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Chapter 7: Issues for Musical Futures  
 

This chapter considers the issues arising from the report for Musical Futures.  

 
Issues for Musical Futures  
 
Musical Futures has been well supported by senior managers in those schools which have 
adopted it. Musical Futures has been credited with raising the profile of music, providing 
students with opportunities to engage with active music-making and performance, leading 
to enhanced confidence, motivation and self-esteem. Musical Futures has also been 
viewed as offering a way to meet the needs for personalised learning and for developing a 
range of transferable skills in students. Because of this, Musical Futures is viewed as 
having the potential to influence teaching across the whole curriculum. However, barriers 
to further implementation relate to the perception by other school staff that the process is 
„chaotic‟ could lead to a loss of control and subsequent poor behaviour, and also that it is 
not applicable to their subject. The fear of losing control is a key barrier to further 
implementation of Musical Futures by music teachers.  
 
Key issues that contributed to successful engagement with Musical Futures, from the 
students‟ perspective, were: an emphasis on practical music-making; performance 
opportunities; support for peer learning; teachers as facilitators who offered constructive 
feedback and guidance in a fair and equitable manner; opportunities for students to 
exercise choice and develop as autonomous learners; creative tasks; an emphasis on the 
development of listening skills; and using music chosen by students.  
 
The engagement of students with a wider range of prior musical skills in active music-
making is perceived to be beneficial in enhancing their confidence and self-esteem but can 
lead to problems in group work through a lack of focus. While many students were able to 
resolve group work issues, this was not always the case. Teachers may need to address 
issues of team-working and provide guidance on appropriate behaviour in groups as the 
Musical Futures approaches are introduced.  
 
Musical Futures has implications for teacher training and CPD. It is clear that teachers 
need to see the outcomes of the process as well as its implementation to be persuaded 
that it is effective. The classical training of many music teachers means that many feel ill-
equipped to engage in this type of teaching. Teachers with practical musical experience 
but without a traditional training in a classical instrument or music education have been 
employed successfully in some Musical Futures schools. The high levels of energy and 
enthusiasm required of teachers in adopting a workshop approach throughout the day is a 
further barrier to Musical Futures being adopted more widely. It could also lead to burn-
out. The senior managers in the schools perceived that for Musical Futures to be 
successful there was a need for highly committed and enthusiastic music teachers.  
 
A further CPD issue relates to the persistent focus on rock and pop band work in the case 
study schools. The reason for this focus is clear; teachers begin the informal learning 
model with a focus on music that has relevance for the students themselves and in most 
cases this appears to be rock and pop music. However, teachers need to be encouraged 
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to extend the boundaries and to facilitate their students in exploring and experimenting 
with a wide range of musical genres and styles, as advocated by Musical Futures.23 
 
Students frequently report that they need more help from the teacher. Some teachers 
resist providing high levels of support as they view this as undermining the autonomy and 
learning experiences of the students. Achieving an appropriate balance between 
facilitating and directive teaching is important. Monitoring of progress of group work could 
be supported by the addition of older student mentors as well as teachers. More specific 
„leadership training‟ could be developed for students from high ability groups or those 
identified as „gifted and talented‟ with a view to these students taking on leadership roles 
within group work. This would support those students who reported needing more help.  
 
Schools were increasingly recognising the need to develop instrumental skills earlier. This 
has implications for teaching in the primary school and the early years of secondary 
school. Students need access to instruments for practising. Many needed support in 
developing practising strategies that would help to alleviate the negative associations with 
instrumental learning that arose from their reported repetitive, boring and difficult prior 
experiences of learning instruments. Ways to ensure that students can develop technically 
on instruments, should they wish to do so, need to be considered. Peripatetic instrumental 
teachers might hold workshops to support this.  
 
While Musical Futures is broadly inclusive, some students with specific needs, particularly 
those on the autistic spectrum, find group work particularly difficult. Some students 
experience performance anxiety and find the performing situation very stressful. 
Alternative arrangements need to be made to cater for these students. Musical Futures 
could develop specific guidance for supporting students who find group work particularly 
challenging. 
 
Initially, there were some concerns that the focus on „popular‟ music was leading to a lack 
of engagement with other genres and that once students had experienced band work it 
would be difficult for them to return to other types of learning activities. As Musical Futures 
became more embedded in school practice, the range of genres with which students 
engaged increased.  
 
Although overall engagement with guitar, singing, keyboards and drums increased as a 
result of engagement with Musical Futures, the numbers of students who played more 
traditional instruments or participated in more traditional ensembles (e.g. choir, orchestra) 
was negligible. To be truly inclusive, care should be taken that students who are engaged 
with more traditional musical activities are not „disenfranchised‟. Furthermore, care should 
be taken that music teachers understand that Musical Futures is not an approach that is 
restricted to „band work‟. Indeed, Heads of Music need to ensure that their students and 
staff understand that a focus on rock or pop bands has never been advocated by Musical 
Futures. In this vein, students should be encouraged to develop opportunities to apply 
Musical Futures approaches in a wide range of musical activities. 
 
Students‟ likes and dislikes relating to non-Musical Futures areas of music teaching varied 
enormously. This would suggest that attempting to cater for individual tastes in other areas 
of the music curriculum is not possible. 
 
 

                                                 
23 See http://www.musicalfutures.org/resource/27389 

 

http://www.musicalfutures.org/resource/27389
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Early concerns as to how National Curriculum assessment levels could be incorporated 
into the Musical Futures approaches were overcome and the assessments required by 
management in schools had become embedded. Some teachers indicated that adopting 
Musical Futures made assessment easier as the practical music-making made visible the 
skills and ways of working that the students had achieved.  
 
Some schools had changed from entering students for GCSE music examinations to 
BTEC. This was perceived as a more appropriate progression route and in some cases 
was being continued at Key Stage 5. However, there were tensions in some schools 
between meeting the needs of those who had well-developed „classical‟ music skills and 
needed to take GCSE music in order to progress to A level music and those who had 
experienced Musical Futures for whom BTEC was deemed to be more appropriate. With 
pressure on school budgets there was concern that schools would not be able to continue 
to offer both.  
 
The use of streaming and setting in some schools can make music lessons more 
challenging for staff and students alike. Classes consisting of low achievers with a higher 
proportion of behavioural problems can make small group work difficult or impossible in 
some cases and lead to dissatisfying outcomes for all. 
 
The increase in students continuing with music in Key Stage 4 has implications for 
capacity. If students wish to take music it would be detrimental to motivation if there were 
insufficient places for them. This will continue to be a challenge for schools adopting 
Musical Futures.  
 
Implementing Musical Futures has implications for resources. Accommodation is 
important. Where facilities are appropriate and students are working in practice rooms 
there is less potential for the widespread perception of off-task or disruptive behaviour. 
Maintenance of equipment is also a key issue. Ideally, technical support needs to be 
available if schools are to engage in Musical Futures approaches with most students.  
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Please return to: Andrea Creech, Institute Of Education, 20 Bedford Way, London WC1H 0AL 

 

Musical Futures - Questionnaire for teachers who are using Musical Futures 
 

The Institute of Education, University of London has been commissioned by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation to undertake an 
evaluation of the Musical Futures initiative. As part of this research we would be grateful if you would complete this 
questionnaire. All responses will be treated in confidence. Thank you for your help. If you have any queries regarding this 
questionnaire please contact the research team on 0207 612 6468 or e-mail a.creech@ioe.ac.uk 

Please note that your name is for our records only. Information you provide will be anonymous. 

 

Name:       Position: 

 

School:                   

 

Preferred email:  

 

Telephone:   

 

Your musical qualification/s  

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Briefly outline musical teaching experience 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

I use Musical Futures with the following year group/s (please circle those that apply) 

 

Year   7  8  9  10  11  

 

Which of the following models have you drawn on? (please tick those that apply) 

 

The Whole Curriculum Approach   Informal Music Learning at Key Stage 3   
     

NUMU       Personalising Extra-Curricular Music   

 

Over what period of time did you/do you implement Musical Futures?  

 

For an entire academic year    For one term    

For one unit of work     For an occasional lesson  
 

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS (optional) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please continue to the next section.

mailto:a.creech@ioe.ac.uk
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5. Please complete the following grid indicating the extent of your agreement or disagreement with the 

statements about your Musical Futures (Musical Futures) lessons.  

 

MY STUDENTS... 

 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Don’t 

know  

Disagree  Strongly 

Disagree 

enjoy their music lessons. 

 
     

want to do well. 

 
     

work better when they work with their friends. 

 
     

are better able to stay on task. 

 
     

are confident. 

 
     

have developed a greater range of musical skills. 

 
     

demonstrate higher levels of musical attainment 

than they did previously. 
     

have developed a better understanding of a range of 

musical genres 
     

create better musical performances. 

 
     

demonstrate improved listening skills. 

 
     

have more positive attitudes towards music. 

 
     

are generally well behaved in music lessons. 

 
     

can work well without help from me. 

 
     

work together more effectively in music tasks. 

 
     

help others during the lesson. 

 
     

attend music lessons more regularly. 

 
     

have improved their musical skills more than I 

would have expected. 
     

have improved levels of self-esteem in relation to 

music. 
     

don’t need much help from me. 

 
     

fulfil their musical potential. 

 
     

demonstrate that they love music. 
     

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS (optional) 

 

 

 

 

 

Please continue to the next section. 
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MUSICAL FUTURES & TEACHING 

 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

Musical Futures has helped me to become a more 

effective teacher. 
    

Musical Futures has helped to be more confident about 

teaching music. 
    

Musical Futures has increased my enjoyment of teaching 

music. 
    

Musical Futures has increased my confidence in 

facilitating singing. 
    

Musical Futures has increased my confidence in 

teaching instrumental skills. 
    

Musical Futures has increased my awareness of the 

music that students engage in outside of school. 
    

Musical Futures has increased my confidence in 

facilitating student learning in a range of musical genres. 
    

I have adapted Musical Futures to fit with my personal 

approach to teaching and learning. 
    

I have adapted Musical Futures to meet the individual 

needs of my students. 
    

Musical Futures has made my lessons more student-led. 

 
    

Musical Futures has made my lessons more practical. 

 
    

Musical Futures has made my teaching more 

personalised. 
    

Musical Futures has helped me to feel more relaxed in 

the classroom. 
    

Musical Futures has helped me develop new 

instrumental skills. 
    

Musical Futures has encouraged more group music-

making. 
    

Musical Futures allows for more emphasis on popular 

music. 
    

Musical Futures has introduced new ideas into the 

classroom. 
    

I do not find Musical Futures teaching stressful. 

  
    

There are enough practice rooms or other spaces for 

Musical Futures. 
    

I have enough resources for Musical Futures e.g. 

instruments. 
    

Musical Futures works with classes of all sizes. 

 
    

Musical Futures works equally well with all students.  

 
    

There is enough lesson time for Musical Futures to work 

well.  
    

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS (optional)  
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Questionnaire for non-music staff in schools that have used Musical Futures 
 

The Institute of Education, University of London has been commissioned by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation to 
undertake an evaluation of uptake of the Musical Futures initiative. As part of this research we would be grateful if 
you would complete this questionnaire. All responses will be treated in confidence. Thank you for your help. If you 
have any queries regarding this questionnaire please contact the research team on 0207 612 6468 or e-mail 
a.creech@ioe.ac.uk 

Please note that your name is for our records only. Information you provide will be anonymous. 

Name:        
 

School:                   
 

Position: 
 

With regard to Musical Futures in this school, I know... (please circle one option)  
 

a lot about it something about 
it 

not much about it nothing about it 

 
 Please complete the following grids unless you know nothing about Musical Futures. 
 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
Unsure 

Overall Musical Futures has had a positive 
impact on this school. 

     

 
In your opinion and thinking about the pupils 
that you know... 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Unsure 

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
pupil motivation 

     

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
pupil well-being 

     

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
pupil self-esteem 

     

Musical Futures has encouraged pupils to work 
together 

     

Musical Futures has increased pupils’ 
confidence 

     

Musical Futures has encouraged pupils to work 
without help 
 

     

Musical Futures has improved pupils’ 
concentration 

     

Musical Futures has encouraged pupils to be 
organised 

     

Musical Futures has improved pupils’ attitudes 
to learning in general 

     

Musical Futures has had a positive impact on 
pupil progression 

     

If you would like to add any comments, please use the other side of this questionnaire. 
 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR ASSISTANCE.  

mailto:a.creech@ioe.ac.uk
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MUSIC LESSONS: your opinion 

 

The Institute of Education, University of London, has been asked to 
undertake some research about music lessons in your school.  
 
We would be grateful if you would complete this questionnaire.  
 
All responses will be treated in confidence.  
 
Thank you. 

 

 

 

Full Name_____________________________________________________ 
 
Your name will help us match up the information you give us but will not be made 
public. 
 

 
 All questions are about your class music lessons (rather than e.g. instrumental lessons). 

 

 In my music lessons we do Musical Futures (tick one box) 
 

 YES (now)  YES (in the past)  NO (never)  I DON’T KNOW 

 

 

 

 I am  female   male   

 

 

 

(Circle one) I am  

Asian  Black  White Hispanic  Mixed   Other (please write in)  
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I am British  OR  I am (please write in) . 

 
 

(Circle one) I am in year  7 8 9 10 11  

 

 

 

I can get free school meals  YES  NO 

 

 

My Key Stage 2 SATS scores were ................................................ 

 

 

OR  I don’t know or don’t have any 

 

 
I can play one or more musical instruments / can sing  NO    

 

 OR 

  YES (which?) ....................................................... 

 

 

For the one I am best at, I am (circle one)  

 

 A BEGINNER    AVERAGE    ABOVE AVERAGE   VERY GOOD 

 

  

 

(Circle any that apply) I am in a  CHOIR  BAND  ORCHESTRA  

OTHER (please write 

in).................................................... 

 
Computers (PCs or laptops) at my home  NONE  OR write how many here  

 
 

Newspaper/s read at home by me or my family    NONE   

OR write name of paper/s here ....................................... 

OR yes but I don’t know which 

 
What kind of music do you like? ........................................................................................... 

 

How important is music to your family? (circle one)  

 VERY   QUITE  NOT AT ALL  

 

Which of these do you use the most to listen to music? (You can circle more than one) 
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MP3 players (e.g. Ipod) CD player Radio  Other (please 

write).................................... 

 

What I really like about music lessons is 

 

.....................................................................................................................................................

................................ 
 What I would like to change about music lessons is 

 

 ....................................................................................................................................................

................. 
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Tick one box for each 

statement 
 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

Don’t 

know 

I enjoy music lessons in school.      

I want to do well in music lessons.      

I think I work better in music when I 
work with my friends. 

     

I concentrate better in music lessons 
than in other lessons. 

     

Music lessons seem to go more quickly 
than other lessons. 

     

My teacher values the music I am 
interested in. 

     

I feel confident in music lessons.      

I have good musical skills.      

I have achieved a lot in music lessons.      

I think I am a musical person.      

The activities we do in music have 
helped me to become a better 
musician. 

     

Music lessons have helped me to listen 
to music differently.  

     

I attend music lessons in school 
regularly. 

     

Music lessons in school have inspired 
me to continue with music outside of 
school. 

     

I take part in music activities outside 
lessons.  

     

The music activities I do outside of 
school help me with music lessons in 
school. 

     

I can usually do things as well as most 
other people in music lessons.  

     

I feel good about myself most of the 
time in music lessons. 

     

I need more help from my teacher in 
music lessons. 

     

I have learnt how to work in a group in 
music lessons. 
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I often help others in music lessons.      

I will choose / have chosen music as 
one of my options in Year10  

     

I will carry on doing music but not for 
a school exam. 

     

Doing music lessons has helped me in 
other school subjects as well. 

     

Doing music lessons has helped me to 
feel more positive about school. 
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Music Staff Interview Schedule 

 

1. Do you use the term Musical Futures? If not, which term do you use and how was that 

chosen? 

2. Could you talk about your general impressions of Musical Futures as a teaching and learning 

approach? 

3. Has Musical Futures contributed to whole school ethos? If so, in what ways? (follow up) 

Could you provide some examples?  

4. (if not) What other contributions might it have made? 

5. Has Musical Futures created any particular challenges? 

6. Could you comment on the impact of Musical Futures on progression in music or in other 

subjects? 

7. Would you say that there have been any specific benefits for students involved in Musical 

Futures? If so, examples; (Probe: any unexpected benefits?) 

Next 2 questions to be asked if they have not already been covered under Q.7: 

8. Would you say that Musical Futures has had a positive impact on transferable skills amongst 

the students? (follow up) which in particular? (e.g. concentration, group work, autonomous 

learning, organisation); 

9. Would you say that Musical Futures has had a positive impact on students, behaviourally 

and emotionally? (e.g. attitudes to school/learning, attendance, well-being, self-concept) 

10. Could you comment on Musical Futures in terms of assessment: a) your own and b) the 

school inspection process? 

11. Could you talk about the confidence and professional satisfaction of teachers in this 

department, in relation to Musical Futures? 

12. In your experience, does Musical Futures have equal benefit for all students? If not, provide 

examples and reasons for differences. 

13. Have you any thoughts or ideas about how Musical Futures might be developed further in 

this school? 

14. Any other issues or comments. 

 

Phase 3 schedule 
 

1. Any new developments or changes in music / Musical Futures 

2. How is Musical Futures work different from other approaches to teaching and learning 

music? 

3. Sum up how adapted Musical Futures for the context of their school and students, any 

innovations that have been successful 

4. How have difficulties been resolved over the time they have been doing Musical Futures 

(staff or student)  

5. Are there any conflicting goals in Musical Futures work and how could these be resolved? 

6. Health and safety issues? 

7. Inclusive practice – how achieved? Adaptations for behavioural / learning difficulties 

8. Students report concentrating less than in other lessons, how important do they think that is? 

9. What music genre is chosen, why, how, and how does it fit with inclusivity, motivating 

students? 

10. Ideal number in a Musical Futures group 

11. What helps students to progress in music? 

12. Most successful Musical Futures lesson 

13. One that didn’t work so well and why 

14. Assessment – practical /effective way they have developed  

15. Impact of Musical Futures on extra-curricular in and out of school – local opportunities 

16. Musical Futures in relation to ‘mass’ music-making rather than small groups / solo 

17. How well supported by SMT and music / non-music staff? 
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18. If and how parents are engaged in the music at the school 

19. Thinking about their own teacher training, what helped prepare them for Musical Futures, or 

what would have? 

20. Summary of optimum conditions for successful Musical Futures 

21. What is music for in life? 
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SMT Interview Schedule 

 

1. Have you come across the term ‘Musical Futures’ (clarify); 

2. Could you talk about your general impressions of Musical Futures as a teaching and learning 

approach in this school? 

3. Has Musical Futures contributed to whole school ethos? If so, in what ways? (follow up) 

Could you provide some examples?  

4. (if not) What other contributions might it have made? 

5. Has Musical Futures created any particular challenges for the school? (probe – resources; 

organisation) 

6. Could you comment on the impact of Musical Futures on progression in music or in other 

subjects? 

7. Would you say that there have been any specific benefits for students involved in Musical 

Futures? If so, examples;  

Next 2 questions to be asked if they have not already been covered under Q.7: 

8. Would you say that Musical Futures has had a positive impact on transferable skills amongst 

the students? (follow up) which in particular? (e.g. concentration, group work, autonomous 

learning, organisation); 

9. Would you say that Musical Futures has had a positive impact on students, behaviourally 

and emotionally? (e.g. attitudes to school/learning, attendance, well-being, self-concept) 

10. Could you comment on Musical Futures in terms of a) the school inspection process; b) 

other internal assessment processes? 

11. Any other issues or comments 
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Student Focus Group Interview Schedule (areas to be covered in discussion) 

 

1. Musical background – in school e.g. primary music; 

2. General description of types of activities done in secondary music lessons; 

3. Things that students have enjoyed doing; 

4. Things that students have not enjoyed doing; 

5. Things that students would like to change or do differently; 

6. Things in music lessons that have been helpful to students (e.g. for skills, making friends, 

other subjects);  

7. (If applicable) How different teachers deliver music lessons and effects of different 

approaches; 

8. Good and bad things about working with other students; 

9. Skills – what kinds of skills developed in music lessons that can be used in other subjects; 

10. Skills – musical skills that have developed most, or have been found to be difficult; 

11. Future plans/aspirations in music; advice or guidance received. 

Additional exploration points 

What makes somebody a musical person? 

Reasons for wanting to do well in music? 

Why work better with friends? 

Talk about how listen to music (compare music/home) 

Why do or do not need extra help from teacher? 

What is that has helped with group work? 

How help one another? 

Why / why not help other subjects? 

How positive about school and music’s influence? 
 

Individual interview schedule 

 

 How engaged with music over the last few years – perhaps could sketch it out as a time 
line and use during the interview [has worked in previous research] 

 

 [go through interview questions and discuss – what the questions mean, why they 
responded as they did] 

 

Additional and follow-ups: 

 How involved are their parents / have they been or siblings, peers, teachers 

 

 Talk about progression in music – gradual, sudden, what helped that 

 

 How do they judge their skills, who involved in that process? 

 

 What do they think about the formative assessments they get? How does they help them if 
they do? 

 

 What do they need to know to progress? 

 

 What makes them feel good or bad about themselves in music? 

 

 What do they think music teachers value in music, in students 

 

 Who do they like to work with in music lessons and why? Who not? 

 

 What kind of help do they give – would they like to receive or have they received? 
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 Ideal number in a group and why 

 

 What /who influences the style of music they like? 

 

 Listening – when, how, and in what way? What other ways of listening could there be? 

 

 Anything heard of or seen that they would like to do in music but haven‟t had the chance?, 

 

 What is music for in life? 

 


