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Introduction

Critical Understanding is the cognitive, knowledge based aspect of learning music. It is the 
knowledge of, and about, music. Most importantly, it is the ability to express this in a 
musical way. This would include the use of prose, musical notation, musical vocabulary, 
instrumentation, form and structure, and analytical skills. This guide will explain the 
difference between the new National Curriculum for Music and the previous curriculum 
orders. It will give guidance on how best to tackle this important Key Concept. There will 
also be reference to resources which help to explain aspects of Critical Understanding in 
more detail.

The National Curriculum for Music in Focus: What's New?

Although the previous curriculum acknowledged that pupils should be taught music 
through practical activity, the doing of music was always a means to a theoretical end; 
whether it was about pitch, notation, rhythm or music from a particular time or place. The 
new National Curriculum for Music places an emphasis on the pupil engaging in the doing 
of music. The learning about music comes through doing, rather than the doing happening 
because of the teaching. It is also important to point out that teaching in the old curriculum 
is replaced by learning in the new. The emphasis is now on what happens to the pupil in 
lessons rather than on what the teacher does in lessons. Within this context, Critical 
Understanding also becomes more practical in its application. 

The new National Curriculum for Music defines Critical Understanding as:

a. Engaging with and analysing music, developing views and justifying opinions; 
b. Drawing on experience of a wide range of musical contexts and styles to inform 
judgements. 



Whereas the old curriculum focussed on appraising skills, Critical Understanding can be 
seen as appraising to enhance and develop practical music-making.

The New National Curriculum for Music in Action

‘Integration of Practice’ is the first of the Key Concepts in the new National Curriculum. It 
reinforces the importance placed on the ‘doing’ of music. The key principle in the ‘doing’ of 
music is that all elements of taking part in music should be integrated. This integration of 
practice will require careful planning on behalf of teachers to ensure meaningful 
experiences are offered and therefore meaningful learning taking place. 

As well as the integration of practice, the National Curriculum has also integrated the 
knowledge, skills and understanding that we would expect pupils to generate in their 
learning. Critical Understanding can be thought of as the accumulative understanding of 
music developed from the knowledge gained through the development of musical skills in 
these integrated musical activities. 

Critical Understanding can then be used to develop further skills and gain further 
knowledge by applying previous knowledge and understanding to new situations. Critical 
Understanding is crucial as a Key Concept in that it is the outward showing of the 
understanding that develops and leads to further Creative Understanding (the fourth Key 
Concept). It provides a link between learning about, and responding to, music as an 
individual and being able to express that understanding to others or use it in new creative 
ways. The following diagram shows how these important concepts can be linked together:

Teachers will need to consider how to create interesting opportunities for this process to 
occur within. They need to consider how pupils can develop their critical understanding of 
music in a musical way. 
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Some Short Case Studies

Musical Futures encourages pupils to work together and discuss musical issues that arise 
from learning pieces together by using their musical ear and develop an understanding of 
how music fits together. The conversations they have about ensemble playing, overcoming 
technical problems and how they can improve their music making are all examples of 
Critical Understanding.

Recent student evaluation of a Musical Futures scheme in a comprehensive school in 
Devon has shown how pupil understanding has developed on many levels. When asked to 
give advice to someone starting a band, many pupils responded by saying they needed a 
lot of patience. When asked what it felt like to be in a band an overwhelming majority 
concluded that there is a lot of responsibility attached to being a band member. The more 
able articulated this further by expressing this responsibility as being to the music and to 
other band members. They show a highly developed understanding and appreciation of 
the process of being a band member as well as developing an appreciation for the bands 
they tried to emulate through the project. 

A Learning Passport can be a useful tool for pupils to use to take responsibility for their 
learning and develop their critical understanding. These can focus on generic skills that 
are required across the school curriculum and be tailored to the needs of each student in 
the music classroom. Many subjects share Key Concepts in the new national curriculum, 
making the development of a school based Learning Passport more applicable. Curriculum 
based Learning Passports are also available in the Arts e.g. Arts Award and in Music e.g. 
Music Medals.

Summary

Critical understanding is a means by which the pupil can enhance their practical enjoyment 
of music making. It can be thought of as a musical tool for problem solving. The change of 
emphasis here from appraising to Critical Understanding is crucial to understanding the 
overarching pedagogy of the new curriculum. In summary:

 Critical Understanding is the link between Integrated Practice and Creative 
Understanding;

 It is the way in which pupils show their understanding of music and articulate this 
musically;

 It helps pupils solve problems in their practical music making.

Key Questions
 
Is Critical Understanding new to teaching music?  

In terms of the new National Curriculum for Music, yes. It’s closest counterpart would be 
appraising in the previous orders, but this term does not do critical understanding justice.

Should Critical Understanding be taught separately? 

It cannot be taught separately. It is an integral part of the practical aspect of the curriculum, 
and should be gauged by the development of pupil’s musical interaction and problem 



solving.

What is the best way to ensure pupil’s gain Critical Understanding of music? 

Ensure there is time for debate and discussion. Exemplify through feedback given in 
formative assessment. Plan for fun and relevant activities as pupils develop their 
musicianship.

Further Information

 Key Stage 3 National Strategy for Music, especially the guidance on planning: 
http://www3.hants.gov.uk/music 

 Teaching Music: http://www.teachingmusic.org.uk/ 
 Becta Hard to Teach Materials: http://www.name.org.uk/proj/h2t.php 
 Sound Junction: http://www.soundjunction.org/ 
 Musical Futures: http://www.musicalfutures.org
 Arts Award: http://www.artsaward.org.uk
 Music Medals: http://www.abrsm.org./musicmedals
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