
The Setting up of a Cross-Curricular Project: Exploring tribal identity through 
music, art and literature

Main Emphasis

Encouraging students to explore the art and culture of tribal societies allows them to reflect 
on their own identity and the extent to which it is shaped by their sense of belonging to a 
group or place

School Profile

Total number of learners 790
Age range 11-18
Specialist status Performing Arts with a Rural Dimension
Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007) 71%
Five A*-C at GCSE (2007) 61%
Special educational needs 15.5% (1.5% have statements)

Wolsingham School and Community College is a small comprehensive in rural Weardale, 
County Durham.  Learners travel as much as 25 miles to the school, most arriving by bus. 
Agriculture is still important to many; the growth of tourism has brought both income and 
tension.  The area played an important role at the start of the industrial revolution, when 
tiny villages developed into vibrant if isolated communities, but the decline of metal and 
coal extraction industries left whole generations in these communities unemployed and 
with low aspirations.  Wear Valley is the 32nd most deprived Local Authority in England. 
Standards at the school have risen in recent years, and one factor in this improvement has 
been the impact of the school’s unique specialist status, focussing on learning through 
doing and acknowledging the contribution that location and community identity make to the 
character and development of individuals.  The school has links with similar schools in the 
local area and in British Columbia.  By far the majority of students are of white British 
ethnicity with English as their first language.  They tend to have narrow views and limited 
experience of those from different backgrounds to their own. 

1. What were you trying to achieve?

What were your learners like at the start? 



The target group for this case study is a top-band year 7 class.  Levels of ability, as 
measured by KS2 SATs, are average for the country but relatively high for the school. 
Many learners have higher scores in numeracy than in literacy.  Many come from very 
small feeder primaries, some are the only pupil from their school.  Although some have 
benefited from specialist teaching in music and art before coming to secondary school, 
most have not.  At this stage in their personal development, most are willing to have a go 
at new things, an attitude that tends to decline sharply with age.  Our learners tend to 
identify themselves in terms of geographical origins or cultural preference, but this deep-
seated tribal outlook is often expressed negatively, through insecurity and opposition.  We 
wanted to explore this tribalism, allowing them to feel less insular and more secure in their 
identity by creative study of other communities and their art forms.

What differences did you want to see in your learners?

We wanted our learners: 
To understand the music and art of other cultures and the way they reflect the identity of 
the people who produce them;
 To acquire the skills to design and create masks, to compose and perform music that 

reflected their own identity and relationship to their environment, and to articulate how 
a sense of belonging can be expressed through music, art and literature;

 To become more accepting of the differing backgrounds and experience of others, 
within their teaching group and well beyond, to expand their own cultural horizons and 
to develop empathy with a range of others

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

How did you set about making a change?

Staff from the Music, Art and English departments agreed to act together, delivering a 
short scheme of learning focussed on the exploration of other cultures.  Based on our 
experience and analysis of preferred learning styles within the school we decided to make 
practical activity the primary focus of lessons, but through it to improve visual, aural and 
literary skills.  Learners are encouraged to imagine the lives and experiences of the people 
from other cultures who created the art and artefacts they are studying.  

In Music, learners will study West African drumming, using djembé drums and other 
percussion instruments, modelling their music on the drumming of the Wolof and 
Mandinka tribes of Senegal and Mali; in Art the focus of learning will be West African 
masks, Australian Aboriginal art and the nature-inspired geometric art of the Haida Indians 
of British Columbia.  Music and Art staff will act as Griots, role model artists who pass on 
their skills orally and by example to younger members of the group.  In English lesson 
learners will be encouraged to reflect on travel: why we travel, destinations and what we 
learn from visiting other places.  In Drama, learners will use physical theatre techniques to 
explore the qualities embodied in the Haida Indian animal symbols used for our school 
Houses. Popular cultures such as the TV programme “Tribe” and local football team 
loyalties will be used as points of departure.  

Independent and extended learning will be encouraged through the setting of research 
tasks to enrich understanding; groups will be given the creative freedom to develop and 
express their ideas.  Group work will form the basis of the creative stage of the project; 
groups will be based on learners’ geographical origin.  Groups will present the fruits of 
their creativity to each other and to a wider audience through a performance and 



exhibition.  Although teachers will make frequent formative suggestions and reflections, 
there will be no formal summative assessment: learners will reflect on their experience of 
the project and how it has made them think about the ideas of identity.  Through this case 
study we aim to enrich the learning experience of our students, touching on many of the 
cross-curriculum dimensions, particularly Identify and Cultural Diversity, Community 
Participation, Enterprise (travel, making things), the Global Dimension, and Creativity and 
Critical Thinking.  

3. How well have you achieved your aims?

What differences are evident?  What impact have you made on your learners?

We hope that through their enjoyable experiences in this project learners will express an 
understanding of the role of art and music in the lives of people from other cultures.  We 
will ask the learners about their views at the start and end of the project; the reflections of 
learners from this group will be compared with the answers they gave at the start of the 
project and with the responses given to the same questions by the learners from a parallel 
group who have not participated in the project.  We hope that skills learned in the project, 
including group work and independent learning skills, will enable the students to learn 
more effectively across the curriculum.  We hope that insights and empathy will continue to 
inform their approach to others.  

Questions to ask learners before and after the project:

 What do you think it means to belong to a tribe?
 How do people from one place or tribe behave towards those from another one? 

Why do you think they behave in this way?
 Do you belong to a tribe or group?  If so, what is it?
 How does someone’s tribe or origin show itself in the music, art or literature they 

create?
 Do you think people who come from somewhere else are different from you?  If so, 

what are the differences?
 What are you hoping to learn (have you learned) from this project? 
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