
Music and the Cross-Curricular Dimensions

Introduction

The cross-curricular dimensions of the new National Curriculum present some of 
the most exciting opportunities for music. They provide the unifying areas of 
learning that will help pupils make sense of the world and give their music 
education relevance and authenticity. The dimensions should link together 
musical learning with learning in other subjects and across the curriculum as a 
whole. Although the dimensions are not a statutory part of the National 
Curriculum, music teachers will find them helpful and constructive in designing 
and planning a music curriculum that will engage and excite pupils. In the 
following pages, we will examine the seven cross-curricular dimensions. Each 
will be briefly defined and then illustrated with reference to how they underpin 
and facilitate pupils’ musical learning.

1. Identity and Cultural Diversity

People in the United Kingdom have a diverse range of ethnicities, cultures, 
languages, beliefs and religions. Identity and a sense of belonging are 
fundamental to personal wellbeing. Pupils need to develop an ability to reflect on 
who they are and how their own ideas, values, traditions and beliefs relate to 
those around them. 

Music can play an active part in developing cultural awareness and celebrating 
diversity. Music teachers have a rich tapestry of musical opportunities to knit 
together within the music curriculum. The Range and Content statements make 
this clear. Teachers can choose from a ‘range of classical and popular traditions 
and current trends in music that reflect cultural diversity and a global dimension’. 
Teachers will need to actively explore a ‘range of live and recorded music from 
different times and cultures’ with their pupils. The choice of repertoire is rightly 
left to individual teachers, but contextual factors that will need exploring include 
the historical, social, national and political contexts of music making. 

For example, Lincoln has a predominantly white population. There is a growing 



Polish community, but pupils rarely come into contact with pupils from other 
cultures. Music provides a useful channel in which to explore ways in which other 
cultures organize sound. In one school, pupils in Years 10 and 11 made use of 
The Lincoln Firebird Gamelan. They attended a two-hour practical workshop in 
which they learn about the musical conventions of the genre and the context in 
which this music is performed. Two pupils (identified as G&T) demonstrated a 
natural feel for the music and were given a grant to pursue their interest further. 
Subsequently, the school developed a partnership with Sewa Education and 
constructed a unit on African music. After numerous appeals to the parents’ 
association, they recently purchased a class set of djembes/dunduns and 
shakers that enabled them to deliver a unit on African music in Year 8. The 
instruments have been made available for hire to other schools in the area.

2. Healthy Lifestyles

A healthy lifestyle is about both physical and mental wellbeing. Education in this 
area will need to encourage pupils to eat sensibly, stay physically active and 
maintain good levels of personal wellbeing. 

Music can contribute to this in a number of ways. The new importance statement 
for music emphasises that we can influence pupils’ development in and out of 
school by:

 Changing the way they feel;
 Increasing their self-esteem;
 Fostering a sense of self-worth/self-efficacy;
 Developing a sense of personal fulfilment. 

Music teaching can play a significant role in creating an appropriate balance 
between work and play and positively affect pupils’ physical and mental 
wellbeing. Encouraging pupils to feel positive about themselves, their individual 
achievement and their contributions to group work will increase their self-esteem. 
Music learning is fulfilling and enjoyable (and often magical) and these 
experiences will have an impact beyond the music lesson. Immersion in musical 
activity and musical thinking, calling on a unique set of critical and creative 
thinking skills, adds a breadth to the way pupils approach new challenges. If the 
experience teachers can offer encourages wider interest and participation in 
activities beyond the classroom then this will have a greater and longer lasting 
impact on pupils’ future wellbeing.

3. Community Participation

Active participation in the life of the school and the wider community helps pupils 
develop a sense of purpose and belonging. By participating in this way, pupils 



can develop a sense of responsibility and increase their motivation and 
engagement with learning. Many different kinds of musical styles, such as African 
drumming, Samba and Steel Pans, emphasise the processes of communal 
music making rather than the virtuosity of single players.

Within the new music curriculum there are many opportunities for pupils to 
develop these skills through musical participation in the wider life of the school 
and the local community. Many schools take part in music festivals, arrange 
concerts for feeder primary schools or take part in local community events. Whilst 
many teachers have been good at doing this for selected pupils, the emphasis 
within the new documentation is for an inclusive, participatory approach for all.

In a similar way, the new music curriculum promotes the establishment of 
musical networks that will extend beyond the music classroom. Music teachers 
will be central to the organisation and sustainability of these networks. But other 
musicians, such as instrumental teachers, community and amateur musicians, 
will be drawn into the musical lives of schools, both within and beyond the 
classroom, in new ways. Participation in musical communities beyond the 
physical location of the school could also be facilitated through online musical 
participation through websites such as NUMU (www.numu.org.uk). Organisations 
such as Youth Music promote out of school musical opportunities for young 
people through their Music Action Zone programmes.

4. Enterprise

Enterprise education encourages pupils to be innovative, to take and manage 
risks, and to develop determination and drive. It is not so much about a body of 
curriculum content or knowledge, but more to do with developing pupils’ abilities 
to embrace change, show initiative, take responsibility and manage themselves. 

In London, the Tower Hamlets Summer University, Tower Hamlets Music Service 
and the Camden Round House Pathfinder programme have provided young, 
local bands with the support, encouragement and opportunity to perform in local 
venues. Young bands have played at the Under Age festival in Victoria Park and 
at Thames Rocks. One band recorded and developed one of their songs at the 
Camden Round House and had support and technical help to make a video 
which was posted on YouTube.

In another school, an enterprise day was organised to produce an advert to 
advertise milk. The timetable was collapsed and pupils produced a presentation 
that included art work, PowerPoint presentations, acting, singing, dancing, 
composition of jingles, background music and arrangements. Pupils worked 
alone in groups with teachers acting as facilitators only. The pupils performed 
their adverts in front of their peers and a panel of judges. The winning advert was 
judged by staff from HSBC bank.

http://www.numu.org.uk/


Developing a curriculum that supports enterprise will also involve pupils in a 
range of entrepreneurial activities, business or community projects, simulations, 
work/community placements or other enterprise events. This is an exciting new 
dimension to the music curriculum that finds its expression most clearly within the 
Range and Content section. Here, it states that the study of music should include 
‘the role of music and musicians in society, of the music industry and of artistic 
and intellectual property rights’. 

The British Music Rights is an umbrella representative organisation for 
composers, songwriters and music publishers (www.bmr.org). They are 
developing a free online resource for educators and young people wanting to 
know more about song creation, copyright, and the music business. From 
September 2008, teachers will be able to access structured whole class 
sessions, grouped thematically into different categories, with an information bank 
of supporting material and websites, supplemented with a range of modules 
which could also be used as independent learning tools, as homework, or 
extension activities. At points there are suggested links to other subject areas of 
the curriculum, recognising the unique power of music to help engage young 
people in wider learning.

5. Global Dimension and Sustainable Development

A curriculum for the 21st century needs to make pupils aware of global issues. 
Global media and communication, travel and immigration mean that we have a 
much greater awareness of peoples and cultures from many different parts of the 
world. Sustainable development has been described as ‘development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs’. 

Both these themes have rich application in the teaching and learning of music. 
For example, a ‘recycling audio portraits’ project in one school engaged pupils in 
the production of music compositions that drew solely on the sounds of the 
Internet and the various websites that pupils had visited during a particular 
lesson. Linked to supporting studies related to Dada and Surrealist art 
movements in other parts of the curriculum, pupils’ knowledge related to the 
importance of recycling was reinforced through musical and artistic processes.

Another school organised a trip to their link school in South Africa. Pupils used 
video cameras to record an exceptional choir at the South African school. This 
was combined with footage from a previous school concert to produce a DVD 
representing the rich cultural diversity of both schools’ events. Proceeds from the 
sale of the DVD went back to the South African school. 

http://www.bmr.org/


6. Technology and the Media

New technologies are transforming the way in which we work and learn. Pupils 
need to learn the practical skills to use technology confidently, productively and 
purposefully. The opportunities to expand and develop processes of teaching and 
learning within and between each curriculum area are enormous.

Within the music curriculum, the role of technology is well defined. Music 
technologies should be used to ‘create, manipulate and refine sounds’ in musical 
performance and composition; they should also act as a tool by which a pupil’s 
musical ideas can be developed both within and beyond the classroom. 

There are numerous examples of innovative approaches to the use of technology 
in the music curriculum. Many of these involve teachers and pupils working with 
specific pieces of music technology to develop approaches to musical 
performance and composition. Other approaches take generic tools, like a 
standard personal computer, and use them for new musical purposes. As well as 
using technologies to promote musical learning, many teachers are using 
technology and new media to transform the ways in which they teach. Perhaps 
some of the most interesting examples in this area relate to the way in which the 
Internet can be used to share, review and evaluate musical work through sites 
like NUMU (www.numu.org.uk). 

7. Creativity and Critical Thinking

Creativity and critical thinking develop pupils’ capacity for original ideas and 
purposeful action. They allow for activity within subjects that can lead to original, 
expressive and valuable outcomes. Both creativity and critical thinking need to 
permeate through all curriculum subjects and the whole life of a school. 

The inclusion of creativity as a key concept within the new music curriculum is 
noteworthy. Defining creativity is always difficult but many musicians and artists 
would say it is about taking risks. This finds a resonance with other curriculum 
subjects. For example, one part of the definition for creativity in the new Art and 
Design Programme of Study reads that creativity is about ‘taking risks and 
learning from mistakes’. The English Programme of Study encourages creativity 
through ‘using inventive approaches to making meaning, taking risks, playing 
with language and using it to create new effects’. In comparison to these 
statements of creativity, the music statement seems, in some respects, quite 
bland. The development of musical knowledge through the key processes of 
performing, composing, listening, reviewing and evaluating contain many 
elements that could truly inspire pupils’ creativity. 

The Arts, Reasoning and Thinking Skills Project run by Wigan LA developed a 
set of thirty lessons, ten in each of the subject areas of music, art and drama, 

http://www.numu.org.uk/


designed to develop pupils’ critical thinking skills. These were built on the belief 
that the arts deal with many higher-order, critical thinking skills. The lessons 
focussed pupils’ learning beyond the curriculum content of music, art and drama, 
teaching them to learn and think for themselves. In giving pupils an opportunity to 
think through their learning in this way, they were able to relate critical thinking 
skills drawn from their artistic work to other aspects of their work.

Each of these cross-curricula dimensions presents a valuable opportunity for the 
astute music educator. As we have shown, they can be explored, developed and 
interpreted in imaginative ways to help present a music curriculum at Key Stage 
3 that is engaging, stimulating and enjoyable for all pupils.
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