
Creative Thinking in Composing

Main Emphasis

This case study explores how teachers at Plantsbrook School in Birmingham 
took an existing unit of work on 'Understanding the conventions of Egyptian 
Wedding Music' and extended it to include a focus on creative thinking, using a 
wide range of teaching strategies.

School Profile 

Total number of learners 1500
Age range 11-18
Specialist status Technology and Music
Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests 
(2008):  English

79%

Maths  81%
Science 78%
Five A*-C at GCSE (2008) 70%
Special educational needs 9.2%

1. What were you trying to achieve?

The Year 8 class concerned, in common with other groups in the school, had 
been working at the national expectation in terms of technical skill and 
understanding, but lacked experience in generating musical ideas, thinking 
independently, solving problems and exploring imaginative possibilities.



A recent survey of 120 pupils, exploring attitudes to teaching and learning, had 
revealed that many pupils felt their school curriculum in general did not offer 
enough opportunities for creative work.

The teacher therefore designed an intervention to focus on creative thinking, so 
that pupils would be more able to take ownership of their composing, understand 
the creative process more fully, reflect on their work and become more confident 
in generating musical ideas, experimenting and taking risks.

2. How did you organise learning to achieve your aims?

The project was planned for a Year 8 class of 28 pupils whose timetable included 
one hour per week of music.  The class had been studying conventions of 
Egyptian music, including characteristic rhythm cycles and scales, in the social 
context of music to celebrate a wedding.  Activities included listening, performing 
and composition studies to develop understanding of the technical features of the 
style.

In order to explore creative thinking this 6-lesson unit of work was extended by a 
further 4 lessons.  The following account highlights the various teaching and 
learning strategies employed, many of which are derived from the Secondary 
Strategy Music CPD Programme.

Lesson 1

Pupils were told that the object of the lesson was to discuss what we mean by 
'creative thinking'.  They were asked to draw on small whiteboards a design 
using only a single dot and a line.  They shared these with a partner then 
displayed their ideas for the teacher, who chose interesting examples to share 
with the class.  Pupils were then asked, again working in pairs, to reflect on this 
activity and any other experiences they could draw on, and to make a list of the 
characteristics of creative thinking, writing each on a separate Post-It note. 
These were collated on a flip-chart; from them it was possible to draw up a list of 
criteria by which to recognise creative thinking.

Pupils were then reminded of an Egyptian rhythm pattern they had learned (in 
grid notation) earlier in the unit, and asked,working individually and in silence, to 
invent  'What If?' questions by which to develop new musical ideas from it; the 
results to be recorded in diagram form on the whiteboards.  The teacher 
modelled ways in which this task might be carried out.  

Working in pairs they then compared ideas, and selected those they felt were the 
most interesting. Some pupils were asked to play their ideas and/or display their 
diagrams.



Lesson 2

Pupils worked in pairs.  They were given a 'mini-brief': to compose a one-minute 
un-pitched percussion piece that would combine some of their ideas from the 
previous lesson in an interesting way.  As a guide they were given the abstract 
stimulus 'Back to Front'.  They were asked to keep a written log of their 
experiments and decisions as the piece developed.

Some pairs were asked to perform their pieces and explain their thinking.  The 
teacher gave feedback based on the criteria agreed in the previous lesson, and 
also commented on some of the written logs.  He was able to take all the logs 
away for more detailed examination after the lesson.

Lesson 3

Each pair was given five minutes to study the teacher's written feedback on their 
logs from the previous lesson, which was couched in the form of questions 
designed to encourage self-appraisal and reflection.

The teacher then introduced a 'mini composer's notepad' containing three ideas – 
the rhythm pattern already used, an Egyptian scale already familiar to the class, 
and a graphic shape.

Individuals working in silence developed a range of 'What If?' questions about 
these materials.  Pairs shared ideas and identified the most interesting ones, 
then chose instruments to develop a piece – with the same criteria about creative 
thinking processes as before.  They kept a written log of their work.

Lesson 4

Pairs completed their compositions  started the previous lesson.  There was time 
to hear and record most of them, and all were able to give the teacher their logs 
for assessment.

Pupils completed a questionnaire evaluating the four lessons.

3. How well have you achieved your aims?

The evidence base for evaluating the project includes teacher observation of 
work both in progress and in final form, recordings of compositions, written logs 
and the pupil-voice feedback.  



The criteria for the following evaluation are the attributes of creative thinking 
agreed with pupils in Lesson 1.

The discussion on creative thinking in Lesson 1 showed a high level of interest 
and understanding, refined by discussion and teacher questioning.  In that part of 
the lesson which focused on generating musical ideas, over 120 'What If?' 
questions were produced!

In Lesson 2 all pairs succeeded in solving the given problem (i.e. fulfilling the 
brief), and in reflecting on their work, as shown by the written logs.

In Lessons 3 and 4 pupils showed a high level of confidence in exploring their 
ideas, and came up with a wide range of unique solutions.  As a sign of 
ownership, many pupils spontaneously chose to use their own instruments to 
supplement those available to the class.
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