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Introduction 
 
The new National Curriculum for Music presents a series of exciting challenges 
and opportunities for music educators. This article will briefly examine some of 
the major changes between this new set of orders and the previous ones. It will 
then move onto consider how students undergoing initial teacher education 
should learn how to teach the new national curriculum through an analysis and 
exploration of one specific piece of new content. 
 
Before beginning on the first of these two main sections, the new National 
Curriculum for Music needs to be placed in a general context. Developments in 
the music curriculum are part of a much larger piece of curriculum reform at Key 
Stage 3. The QCA website (http://curriculum.qca.org.uk) outlines many of these 
changes. In summary, the wider reform of the Key Stage 3 curriculum is 
designed to give individual schools a greater degree of autonomy and ownership 
over the construction of the Key Stage 3 curriculum. In particular, schools have 
been given greater flexibility about how they organise curriculum time, resources 
and subjects. There is a new focus on the underpinning aims and skills that 
pupils need to develop throughout their Key Stage 3 experience and a 
corresponding focus on a greater degree of personalisation of curriculum content 
and process (e.g. in how teachers might assess pupils). 
 
But outside of these general developments in the Key Stage 3 curriculum, the 
changes in the music Programme of Study should be viewed in relation to other 
current initiatives in music education. Chief amongst these would be the National 
Strategy for Music and Musical Futures. Both of these initiatives, although not 
backed up with a legal framework for their implementation, have shaped the 
thinking of curriculum planners and should be ‘read’ alongside these changes. 
 



 
So What’s Changed?  
 
So what’s changed in the new National Curriculum for Music? The following 
section will make the following assertions that: 
 

1. Some things have not changed at all! 
2. Other things are re-focussed and given fresh (and helpful) emphasis; 
3. There is a variety of exciting and challenging new content. 

 
The first thing that one notices when looking at the new National Curriculum for 
Music is that the structure of the curriculum document has changed. This is 
common across all subjects. We will use the new structure to outline the key 
points in relation to the three assertions. 
 
 
Importance Statement 
 
Each subject has a newly written importance statement. This is prefaced by the 
three-part aim of the Key Stage 3 curriculum for all pupils to become successful 
learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens. The importance 
statement for music is a helpful justification for music’s place in the Key Stage 3 
curriculum. It discusses the intrinsic and extrinsic benefits of a music education 
for all pupils. Many of the points raised here are similar to a paragraph included 
in the previous National Curriculum (thereby backing up assertions 1 and 2 
above), but there are also some exciting new ideas here. 
 
Firstly, there is a useful new focus on music forming ‘part of an individual’s 
identity’ and the associated assumption that  ‘positive interaction with music can 
develop pupils’ competence as learners and increase their self-esteem’. 
Secondly, there is a clear statement about music education being about active 
involvement (compare ‘Music education encourages active involvement in 
different forms of music-making’ against the old statement which read: ‘It 
encourages active involvement in different forms of amateur music making’). 
Thirdly, the links between music inside and outside the school are highlighted 
whilst linking it to a pupil’s individual development (e.g. ‘Music can influence 
pupils’ development in and out of school by fostering personal development and 
maturity, creating a sense of achievement and self-worth’. 
 
 
1. Key Concepts 
 
These five key concepts are a vital new part of the curriculum framework. They 
should underpin all musical learning and teaching throughout the Key Stage. 
 
1.1 Integration of practice 



 
This emphasises the importance of developing musical knowledge, skills and 
understanding through the main key processes of music learning (performing, 
composing, listening, review and evaluating). The benefits of participation, 
collaboration and working with others are highlighted. Much of this is similar to 
before but is helpfully refocused and falls within the second assumption. The 
explanatory notes contain challenging applications of these ideas, e.g. by 
providing opportunities for all pupils to play a full part in the musical life’s of their 
schools or wider community. 
 
1.2 Cultural understanding 
 
Cultural understanding is explored in relation to the development of pupils’ 
individual identities and their relationship musical traditions within national and 
global cultures. What is meant by ‘national’ or ‘global’ culture is unclear and open 
to interpretation.  
 
1.3 Critical understanding 
 
This concept contains similar ideas to the ‘Responding and reviewing appraising 
skills’ (part 3) of the old orders. The phrase ‘critical understanding’ is not found in 
the old orders.  
 
1.4 Creativity 
 
Creativity was mentioned briefly in the old curriculum document, although you will 
struggle to find it! Here, creativity is held up as a key concept. This presents a 
new and exciting challenge for music educators. What is creativity in music 
teaching and learning? The definition here is contestable on many fronts. But at 
least it is here and the challenge is laid down for all music educators to ensure 
that creativity underpins all that we do.  
 
1.5 Communication 
 
Communication here refers to how thoughts, feelings, ideas and emotions can be 
expressed through music. This is different from the previous orders (in the 
section entitled ‘Responding and reviewing appraising skills’) where pupils should 
be taught how to ‘communicate ideas and feelings about music using expressive 
language and musical vocabulary’. There is a different emphasis here that might 
encourage a more active involvement in music making processes. 
 
 
2. Key Processes 
 
Key processes are the essential skills and processes in music that enable pupils 
to make progress in their musical learning. These two sections replace the four 



main sections from the old orders. But it is vital to maintain the ‘integration of 
practice’ philosophy here and not view these processes as individual and isolated 
from each other. 
 
In the old orders, each of the four sections was prefaced by the statement: 
‘Pupils should be taught how to …’. This was a vital prerequisite to the musical 
processes. Here, the essential and interrelated skills and processes in music that 
pupils need to learn in order to make progress are listed with no mention of the 
need for teaching! Each of the two statements below is prefaced by the 
statement: ‘Pupils should be able to …’. This is the same for all subjects.  
 
What should one read into this? This reviewer believes that this does signal an 
important change in what constitutes effective teaching. Teaching under the new 
National Curriculum should become a broader range of pedagogical styles and 
approaches from which the skilful teacher will choose appropriately after careful 
consideration of, and in relationship to, the pupils under their instruction. Didactic 
teaching has a place here; instructional elements in lessons will still remain; 
context-based musical learning will certainly be needed; Musical Futures and 
associated ‘informal’ pedagogies will also be required. The important point is that 
these are ‘weapons’ in the armoury of the skilful music teacher and will all be 
adopted after a careful and considered pedagogical choice.  
 
In terms of the curriculum process of performing, composing, listening, reviewing 
and evaluating there are small changes in wording but most of the content here 
falls within assertions 1 and 2 (i.e. no changes or helpful refocusing/re-
emphasising). 
 
 
3. Range and Content 
 
The content in this section clearly provides evidence for assertion 2 and 3. There 
are several links to the previous breadth of study statements here and some 
exciting new content. Significant changes and opportunities include: 
 

• The requirement for performance activities to take place within and 
beyond the classroom for all pupils (3a); 

• A greater pre-eminence given to staff notation which should be 
understood and be used by all pupils in a range of (previously ‘selected’) 
musical styles (3d);  

• A new statement that talks about the role of music and musicians in 
society, the role of the music industry and artistic and intellectual property 
rights. Whilst no-one is suggesting that pupils undertake lessons in 
copyright law (do not forget the stress on pupils being actively involved in 
musical processes!), this is a welcome addition that should help pupils 
contextualise music in a digital culture of uploads, downloads and online 
social networking (3g). 



 
 
4. Curriculum Opportunities 
 
The majority of this section is new material. Some of it reiterates content from 
above. Key points to note include: 
 

• Along with vocal and instrument performance skills, music technology 
must be used to assist the process of musical performance. This is an 
extension of the use of ICT from the previous orders (4a); 

• The development of listening skills in an integrative way alongside 
performance and composition is not new. The inclusion of ‘aural 
perception skills’ as distinct from listening skills is interesting and 
noteworthy (4b); 

• Creative and compositional skills such as songwriting and arranging are 
new ‘opportunities’ for inclusion here (4c); (improvising was included 
before (see 2a of the old orders); 

• ‘Working with a range of musicians’ is a significant new part of the 
curriculum documentation. The explanatory notes suggest that this will 
include the following: instrumental tutors, community musicians, 
professional artists, amateur musicians and pupils from peer groups and 
other groups in the school. It could also include web-based learning 
opportunities (4d); 

• Allowing pupils to ‘build on their own interests and skills’ is clearly an 
influence from the personalisation agenda. Also in 4f we find ‘Musical 
leadership skills’ highlighted. This is a new phrase and includes giving 
pupils the opportunity to organise musical activities or events or being the 
leader or director of a musical performance.  

• Finally, there is a clear expression of music making links with and relating 
to other curriculum subjects (4g). For many educators, this is long 
overdue. 

 
 
A Quick Note on Assessment 
 
As before, there is only one attainment target for music and this very similar to 
what was included previously. This is because the main processes that underpin 
learning in music have not radically changed. There are a few grammatical 
changes to the level criteria.  
 
However, the way in which assessment in music is undertaken at Key Stage 3 is 
due a radical overhaul. New guidance on this matter will be given by the QCA in 
2009 and a working group has already been established to investigate new 
approaches. But the QCA have already included some very useful materials on 
things like day-to-day assessment, periodic assessment, peer and self 
assessment. These can be found on their website 



(http://curriculum.qca.org.uk/assessment/index.aspx).  
 
 
Summary 
 
In summary, the new National Curriculum for Music presents challenges and 
opportunities for teachers at Key Stage 3. All teachers will need to ensure that: 
 

1. Imaginative approaches to preparing curriculum opportunities are built on 
the basis of an integrated approach to the main processes that underpin 
musical learning; 

2. Key curriculum concepts such as ‘integration of practice’ and ‘creativity’ 
are kept at the forefront of all planning; 

3. They adopt a range of pedagogy, from more informal (perhaps individual, 
pupil-centred) approaches to formal, didactic (whole class) approaches 
when needed; 

4. Individual pupils, their educational and wider developmental needs are 
foremost in planning, differentiating and assessing their musical work in 
the classroom and beyond; 

5. Music is taught in a more explicitly cross-curricula framework with other 
subjects (or cross curricular dimensions) across Key Stage 3. 
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