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TOPIC: music, composition, risk taking 
 
Listen! Imagine! Compose! 
 
“If I provide year 8 students with a specific composition toolkit, will this enable students to play 
with possibilities and tolerate uncertainty whilst developing their own compositional voice?” 
 
As a full time Music Teacher at within the Performing Arts Department, I am now in my third year of teaching at Thomas Tallis School. I started 
my employment in September 2012 as an NQT, having gained my QTS from the Institute of Education in that year. My first impression of 
Thomas Tallis School was extremely positive; especially in regards to the enthusiasm Tallis students have towards my subject and the arts in 
general. Having completed my teaching training based in several comprehensive schools in East London, this was the first inner London 
school that I had encountered that had creativity deeply ingrained within the student’s learning and their way of life within the school 
community.  
 
The school itself is based in the Royal Borough of Greenwich, drawing students from areas such as Kidbrooke, Woolwich and Blackheath. 
This is a large, mixed comprehensive school with over 1600 students attending from Years 7 to 13. Music is taught to all year groups and is 
compulsory within Years 7 and 8. The school has fewer female students than male (46.5% girls in 2014) and has a higher than national 
average percentage of children eligible for free school meals (46.5% in 2014). The cohort that I have decided to focus my study on specifically 
is Year 8. Music is taught to Year 8 students within their tutor groups, which are mixed gender and mixed ability. The two tutor groups that I 
have focused this research project on are Class A and Class B. I wanted to try this research on two different groups because I was aware at 
the start of the year that sometimes there are events and trips that fall on certain days in the school calendar and this may potentially impact 
on me being able to carry out the research within a specific time frame.  
 
The classes comprise of the following: 

 
One of the main reasons for choosing to focus this study on Year 8 students stems from an issue that I have encountered in students studying 
music in Year 10 and 11. Within KS4 music lessons, students are required to write their own compositions from start to finish, usually lasting 
between 2-3 minutes long. This can be a very challenging task to some students, but it can also be highly attractive to other students of the 
same age, dependent on whether they have already composed a piece of music or song independently. What I have discovered in the most 
recent classes in KS4 is that they have had little to no training or guidance in how to structure a composition within KS3. I decided that I 
needed to address this lack of understanding within a younger year group and to see how the principals of composition can be taught within 
KS3. Through teaching GCSE Music, I am learning that students need to be less scared of taking risks at a higher level; they need to be 
exposed to this feeling earlier on in their music education. How can I expect the average Year 11 student to produce a composition from 
scratch if I haven’t given them the tools to understand how to do this from an earlier age? How can I expect them to have developed their own 
compositional voice without any guidance? If students are given the toolkit earlier on to enable them to successfully have a go at improvisation 
and composition they will be less scared of the perceived failure in the task and therefore be more able to take risks in developing their own 
voice and individuality at a later stage. This will be an educational benefit across the board, as it will enable students to have the courage to 
take on other independent tasks and learn from their mistakes in all subjects; this fosters resilience.  
 
 
 

Class A – 30 students: 
 
Gender Pupil 

Premium 
SEN EAL More Able 

& Talented 
 
12 Girls 
18 Boys 
 

 
12 

 
 6 

 
8 

 
2 

 

Class B – 30 students: 
 
Gender Pupil 

Premium 
SEN EAL More Able 

& Talented 
 
12 Girls 
18 Boys 
 

 
18 

 
6 

 
11 

 
3 

 



This year I have taken part as a teacher-researcher in a scheme called ‘Teach Through Music’ which is a year-long professional development 
programme for KS3 music teachers in London schools supported by the London Schools Excellence Fund.  
http://www.sound-connections.org.uk/teach-through-music 
 
Within this programme of study, I took part in a short course entitled ‘Listen, Imagine, Compose’ (Appendix 1) which was led by Pam Burnard, 
University of Cambridge. The course drew upon recommendations featured in the first phase of the Listen, Imagine, Compose research led by 
Professor Martin Fautley of Birmingham City University. The summary report of this wider research project can be viewed in Appendix 2. 
 
After attending a couple of the short course sessions, I decided to write a completely new scheme of work (Appendix 3) entitled Listen! 
Imagine! Compose! based on my research and shared experiences within the Teach Through Music composition workshop and through 
conversations with my mentor and fellow teacher, Kate Tidbull. I decided to start the sessions on a completely free improvisation task with 
students being taken to a large space in the Main Hall or the Recital Room, without the need for desks or keyboards. I made sure each student 
had either a tuned or unturned percussion instrument and they were asked to take turns in creating any kind of sound that they wanted from 
that instrument. This is an example of this task: 
 
Class A had to be completely free in their sound creation; no limitation - https://vimeo.com/130774620 
Class B had to create a short rhythmic ostinato over a 4 beat pattern - https://vimeo.com/130773484  
 
As is evidenced, some students were reluctant to carry out this task, perhaps over-thinking the situation or not feeling confident enough to take 
the risk. They may also worry that whatever they play may be perceived as ‘wrong’ by the teacher or the rest of the class.  
 

“There are many issues […], but a common one is that of the origins of pupil thinking concerning composing. A common preconception 
arises from the way this is perceived in popular culture. Many videos of songs give the appearance that what happens is that 
performers go to a studio with a few mates, have a few minutes of party-like singing, and the result is a finished song, which appeared 
to take as long to create and record as it does to listen to. For this reason many feel that their initial ideas, because they do not arise 
fully-formed (in the manner of the video described), are not worthy of consideration. This mind-set requires careful addressing and 
handling. One effect is that pupils reject their initial ideas forthwith, as they do not feel they are finished, therefore ‘not worth anything’, 
as one pupil observed.” (Fautley, p. 25) 

 
Confidence in oneself as a musician or creative individual is key to improvising and through this first lesson I noticed how little confidence a lot 
of my students had at taking musical risks.  
 
 

       
After delivering the first lesson of the new unit of work, I set each student the task of completing an online questionnaire, which focused on 
levels of confidence and enjoyment around the topics of improvisation and composition. As you can see from the graph above, 50% of 
students did not feel confident at composing at the start of this unit. It is worth noting at this point some errors in my collection of quantitative 
data; in order to obtain completely honest opinions from my students, I made sure that the online questionnaires were anonymous but this 
then meant that I could not tell who had or had not completed the questionnaires for homework. Out of 60 students, 27 completed this initial 
questionnaire. If I were to do this again in the future, I would incorporate time within the first session or the beginning of the second lesson for 
students to complete this during lesson time. I also only had 19 responses from my final survey at the end of the unit. However, I would then 
have to extend the unit even more as a significant proportion of music class time is taken up by packing away all the equipment, leaving little 
time for this task within the lesson hour.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The following lessons then took the form of teacher-led workshops focusing on specific musical skills such as creating a rhythmic ostinato, 
melodic ostinato, chord sequence and structure to a short composition. Towards the rehearsal stages of the group composition I gave each 
student a ‘composition toolkit’ worksheet that gave reminders and tips to creating a well-structured composition (Appendix 4). 
Students worked in pairs or small groups on these tasks, demonstrating their development of their skills within each lesson: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It occurred to me around lesson 4 of the unit that I had not planned enough time to teach this entire scheme of work, and so what initially was 
only supposed to be one half term’s worth of teaching, I extended to an entire term. I believe that this was the right decision because students 
needed time to learn the specific technique in one lesson and then put them to practice in the next. This is not something that can be solidified 
in one lesson, which is what I had initially planned. Towards the end of the unit I selected students to go into specific groups based on my 
understanding of the social workings of the class and wanting to spread the musical abilities of the students across different groups. I believe 
this was successful on the whole as there were clear leaders within each groups and the quality of music making and collaboration was far 
improved since their last unit of work, in which students were allowed to choose their own groups. I found this usually resulted in some 
students feeling outcast and arguments occurring within friendship groups.  
 
Through discussions with Pamela Burnard within the Teach Through Music sessions, it was important to me that the students recorded their 
own steps of progress within these group composition rehearsals, rather than me interjecting with my own ideas as a teacher during the 
rehearsal process. I gave each group of 5 or 6 students a flipcam or iPod to record their work in progress. Here are some clips showing that 
work: 
Class A: https://vimeo.com/130871310    https://vimeo.com/130871752    https://vimeo.com/130871858   https://vimeo.com/130873533 
 
Class B: https://vimeo.com/130872214    https://vimeo.com/130872706    https://vimeo.com/130872862  
 
I definitely think that this enabled the students to take more ownership over their work and to take the sessions more seriously as they were 
being asked to evidence each step of the process. They knew that I would watch the footage back and it would be clear to me who had and 
who had not been working whilst they were left to their independent study in different music practice rooms.  
 
FINDINGS: 
 
Full questionnaire responses can be found in Appendix 5; before 
the unit delivery, and Appendix 6; after the unit. 
 
The percentage of students that felt confident at composing in 
music lessons before the unit was at an average of 50%. 35% of 
the respondents said that they would prefer not to. The second 
largest group at 27% said that they did not mind composing. More 
students voted for 3 or less out of 5 for composing, comparative 
to simply performing in music, in which more students voted 3 or 
more out of 5. The notion that students prefer to perform a piece 
of music already composed over creating their own is validated by 
the fact that they prefer to play an instrument in a group rather 
than to compose within a group: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

However, as you can see from the answers above, students mostly enjoy creating their own music on Garageband, which is a medium to 
compose. Although I must point out that composition tasks in KS3 using Garageband feature pre-set musical loops which mean that student’s 
creativity is not limited by their own lack of musical performance technique. 
 
 
 
 
 

Rhythmic Ostinato: 
https://vimeo.com/130774003 
 
 

Call & Response: 
https://vimeo.com/130771269 
 
Ternary Form: 
https://vimeo.com/130771659 
 
 



 
At the beginning of the unit, the students gave an average score of 3.15 out of 5 for confidence levels in relation to improvisation. By the end of 
the unit the levels of confidence had improved to a weighted average of 3.63 out of 5. However, confidence in relation to composing, as 
opposed to improvising, went up from 2.62 out of 5 to 3.58: 
 

 
 
Here are some examples of different pieces of music composed by 
Class A before the unit of work. This was around the idea of taking 
Frere Jacques and creating a Theme & Variation composition: 
https://vimeo.com/130772310 and https://vimeo.com/130772598. You 
can see from these videos that students have worked out how to use 
techniques such as changing from major to minor, diminution and 
creating their own melodic ostinato from the original theme. However, 
these pieces did not extend very far away from the original melodic 
line.  
 
Here is a piece of music composed by the same class after the Listen! 
Imagine! Compose! unit: https://vimeo.com/130873978 
https://vimeo.com/130874083   https://vimeo.com/130874362   
 
In terms of specific techniques that the students have learnt within this 
unit, I am pleased to find out that 88% of students can now identify the 
call and response technique and understanding of the key musical 
feature ‘a drone’ has gone up by 55%: from 4% before the unit, to 59% 
after the unit. Again, this data is not completely reliable due to fewer 
respondents completing the second questionnaire. 
 

Before the 
unit 

After the 
unit 



 
From analysing this data, I have also realised that I made the mistake of allowing students to be able to skip this question, which I can only 
presume means that they perhaps do not understand all of these techniques.  
 
The data and comments from the students at the end of the final survey suggest to me that creating a resource such as the ‘Composition 
Toolkit’ (Appendix 2) does aid independent student progress. Out of 18 responses 14 students said that it was useful to them. Responses 
ranged from “I found it to be average”, “Very useful if we were stuck”, “It made it much more simple”, “It was really fun and good”, to “Quite 
useful, as it reminded me of drone, so we thought about adding that in to make the composition better.” 
 
To this end, I will definitely make sure that I create a reminder worksheet for any unit that I subsequently teach, in order to enable students to 
work more independently and to help them develop their own compositional voice.  
 
The final set of data that I have analysed is telling. Despite the fact that 83% of respondents felt that they had made musical progress through 
this unit of work, only 11% of respondents said that they now felt that they could label themselves as a composer.  
As a teacher, I now feel that they are some social and historical preconceptions around the label of ‘The Composer’ that I need to break down 
in the classroom. This is fundamentally important as it will enable students to view themselves as composers whenever they have created a 
piece of music; no matter how complex or simple. Self-recognition is key to developing student confidence in composition and subsequently 
their own compositional voice.  
 

“Pupil composing ideas can be very fragile green shoots, and it is worthwhile for those involved with them to nurture them by valuing. In 
visual art, from an early age, young people have had their creative utterances valued, the blob with sticks that represents a very young 
child’s hedgehog picture will have been displayed on the fridge at home. In Music the fridge- picture stage is often omitted. So early 
utterances in music can take place at an older age than the stick-pictures, yet still require valorisation. It is the role of the composer and 
teacher to do this.” (Fautley, p.25) 
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Appendix 3 – Listen! Imagine! Compose! Scheme of work 
 
Appendix 4 – Composition Toolkit 
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Password to all videos is: KTomczynska 
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