
Assessing Pupils’ Progress (APP) in secondary music departments
Guidance notes

[Please note: any link in red is an internal link to a point within this document. 
Before you click on it, you are advised to take a note of the page number you are 
leaving: as there are often multiple links to the same point, there are no ‘back’ 
buttons. You will therefore need to scroll back through the pages, and know where 
you are going back to. All links in blue are traditional links to external web sites] 

These notes provide subject-specific guidance for secondary music teachers wishing 
to implement APP in their departments. They set out the principles and ways of 
working that seem most appropriate for APP and music. They should be used in 
conjunction with
 the music assessment guidelines for APP (which describe progression across the 

most important aspects of musical learning)
 the Exemplification of Standards materials (which provide evidence of learning 

that demonstrates national standards across these key aspects of progression). 
In addition, music teachers may wish to explore QCDA’s generic advice on APP. 
They should also consult with colleagues and senior leaders in their own school, since
the implementation of APP is best done by groups of teachers and subjects, rather 
than by individuals.

The notes are set out in three main sections:

The basics explains what APP is about for all subjects. This is a good place to start if 
you know nothing about APP as it includes sections on:
 What ‘APP materials’ consist of
 How APP works in practice
 How APP relates to other aspects of a whole-school AfL Strategy, including day-

to-day, periodic and transitional assessment
 How APP relates to but is different from ‘levelling’
 How APP is more effective when units of work and lessons use ‘expectations of 

learning’ for assessment criteria rather than level-based statements

The music explains the thinking that informed the detailed development of APP for 
music. This is a good place to go if you want to get to grips with:
 What the Assessment Focuses (AFs) really mean in music, and how they inter-

relate
NB this section should be read before starting the APP process with pupils

 Progression across the AFs: 
 AF1 and the national curriculum levels
 AF2 and AF3

The process explains how to use APP within a music department. This is a good place
to start if you already know something about APP from whole-school developments, 
and want to know how it can be applied in music. It includes sections on:
 Starting out: using APP in music for the first time
 Moving on: how APP can be developed over the course of a second year, 

especially in its use to inform the tracking of pupils’ progress and the implications
for planning and teaching

http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/assessment/Assessing-pupils-progress/index.aspx
http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/assessment/exemplification/index.aspx


 Relating APP in music to the whole school context



The basics – what APP is all about

What do the ‘APP materials’ consist of?
For each subject in the core subjects (i.e. english, maths, science), there are three main 
parts:

 A Handbook 
These guidance notes are, in effect, the Handbook for music: if you wish to see the 
handbooks for the core subjects, they are available from the Secondary Strategy 
website

 The Assessment Guidelines  
These are the heart of the APP materials. They identify the subject’s key aspects of 
learning (the Assessment Focuses or AFs as they are commonly known), and for each 
of these, describe what the learning looks like at each of the national curriculum levels
from level 1 to level 8. The guidelines are laid out in table format for ease of use, with
two or three bullets describing the characteristic of each AF at every level. This 
enables clear identification of progression in learning across the levels and within the 
AFs: AF2, for instance, is described at level 5 as one thing, and at level 6 it is 
described as something more sophisticated.  In the template for all subjects below, the
rows of xxxx indicate the text describing the characteristics of the AF at that level:

Assessment Focus 1 Assessment Focus 
2

Assessment Focus 3

Level 6
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx 

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

Level 5
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

In music, the three AFs for music are:

AF1: Understanding the nature of music
AF2: Communicating through creative music-making
AF3: Evaluating and informing practice

The assessment guidelines for level 5 in music therefore look like this:

AF1 Understanding the nature
of music
Through performing, composing 
and listening to their own and 
others’ music, pupils:

AF2 Communicating through creative music 
making 
Demonstrating musicality through performing, 
composing and listening pupils: 

AF3 Evaluating and informing 
practice 
When performing, composing and 
listening to music, pupils:

Level 
5

 identify and explore how 
and why musical devices 
are used in a range of 
music 

 identify and explore how 
venue, occasion and 
purpose affect the way 
music is created, performed
and heard

 make a significant contribution when 
improvising and performing in an ensemble,
including as a class group

 take different roles within performing and 
composing activities demonstrating a range
of individual skills while doing so 

 compose music for a specific purpose 
making use of appropriate musical devices

 justify the musical devices  
selected to convey ideas in their 
own and others’ work

 listen for, identify and explain the 
use of musical devices in context

 refine and improve their work, 
taking account of venue, occasion
and purpose

http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/secondary/assessment/assessingpupilsprogressapp
http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/secondary/assessment/assessingpupilsprogressapp


For more information on the construction of the AFs in music (including an 
explanation of why AF1 is the most significant, and how the AFs are explicitly inter-
related) go to The Music section of this document.  To see the complete assessment 
guidelines for music, go to the last page of this document.



 The Standards files
These provide examples of pupils’ learning which demonstrate the standards for each 
level. They provide the benchmarks against which individual schools’ evidence can 
be moderated, and model what progression looks like in key aspects of learning for 
the subject. For the foundation subjects, the files are available on the QCDA’s 
Exemplification of Standards site. You may also wish to read the additional guidance 
notes about the music Standards files provided by Hampshire Music Service. This 
offers subject-specific information for music which is not provided by QCDA itself.

How does APP work in practice?
Essentially, there are three simple steps:
1. Gather evidence of pupils’ learning over a period of time. 

The evidence should be broad ranging, both in terms of the type of evidence 
gathered and in terms of the projects the work is drawn from. Initially, the 
evidence will be from a small sample of pupils only.

2. Use the assessment guidelines and the standards files to identify (and moderate) 
where the strengths and weaknesses are in pupils’ learning.
Most teachers use a ‘traffic’ light system: by marking on the assessment 
guidelines where they feel confident that the standards have been met, they can 
begin to see a picture emerge. In this example, for instance, it is clear that the 
pupil has particular strengths in AF2, and is weakest in AF3:

Assessment Focus 1 Assessment Focus 
2

Assessment Focus 3

Level 6
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx 

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

Level 5
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx
 xxxxxxxxxxx

3. Use the information gleaned to make adjustments to planned learning and teaching
In the case above, it may be that this pupil needs particular support to improve in 
AF3; or it may be that the department recognises that the units of work or projects 
selected simply did not allow the class to develop learning in this area, or to 
demonstrate it effectively. Either way, adjustments can be made in the next units –
either to provide personalised support for this pupil, or to design the units so that 
all pupils can develop appropriate learning in AF3

How does APP relate to other aspects of the AfL Strategy?
Most teachers will now be familiar with the three forms of assessment described by 
QCDA as ‘day-to-day’, ‘periodic’ and ‘transitional’. APP is primarily focussed on 
supporting ‘periodic’ assessment. This means that it is not about the direct, daily 
interaction between teacher and pupils within lessons (day-to-day assessment, usually 
using individual lesson criteria as the basis for identifying next steps in learning); nor 
is it directly connected to the yearly, formal reporting of progress against national 
standards (transitional assessment, usually using national curriculum levels as the 
prime indicator of progress). 

http://www3.hants.gov.uk/education/hms/hms-schools/hms-secondary/hms-secondary-ks3/hms-ks3-assessment.htm
http://www3.hants.gov.uk/education/hms/hms-schools/hms-secondary/hms-secondary-ks3/hms-ks3-assessment.htm
http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/assessment/exemplification/index.aspx


Instead, APP is most closely connected with periodic assessment (using a range of 
evidence across the whole subject to identify progress and areas of strength / 
weakness which can then be addressed through changes in planned learning and 
teaching). For this reason, it is not primarily designed to generate immediate ‘level’ 
information. Although effective periodic assessment may offer good indications of 
where pupils are in relation to national curriculum levels over time, APP’s prime 
function is not to generate an overall, ‘level’ number. Rather, it offers teachers a 
picture of their pupils’ progress in different areas of the subject, so that they can see 
what needs to be developed or supported next. 

Periodic assessment and APP can therefore be compared to teachers’ use of 
component marks within a GCSE course: while the end-of-exam grades provide the 
overall, public assessment (‘well done, your A* grade means that you will be able to 
tackle AS music with confidence’), the separate marks for composing, performing and
listening in a mock examination provide the focus for improvement (‘your composing
is fine, your performing excellent – but your listening paper really does need to 
improve’). In the same way, this can be applied both to individual pupils, and to the 
class as a whole (‘John is really a stand-out performer, but the rest of the class are 
really struggling in that area – I must do something about it’). 

More detailed explanations of ‘day-to-day’, ‘periodic’ and ‘transitional’ assessment 
can be found in QCDA's description. You may also want to see the section on lesson 
and unit of work assessment criteria in the following paragraphs.

How does APP relate to the national curriculum levels?

To confirm: APP is fundamentally about getting a better understanding of pupils’ 
learning, and what you might be able to do about reinforcing or developing more 
effective learning. While the AFs are categorised in level-based strands, there is no 
suggestion that the consequence of undertaking this process is that you can start 
awarding levels to pupils or setting level-based targets. The process will almost 
certainly refine your understanding of the levels and their standards, and will provide 
some indicators about pupils’ standards in relation to levels as it continues over time. 
However, periodic assessment is not designed to identify overall level outcomes for 
the subject: that is properly left until points of transition, usually at the end of the year
and / or end of the key stage.

For a broader consideration of how this sits within a whole-school context in which 
regular assessment and reporting against levels is expected, please go to the whole-
school context section.

So should I be using national curriculum level descriptors as assessment criteria for 
units of work or individual lessons?

The short answer is no. The levels are designed for transitional assessment – ideally at
the end of the key stage, or the end of a particular Year. While they are very good for 
this sort of assessment, they are a poor tool for assessing learning within lessons or 
across units of work.

http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/assessment/assessment_and_curriculum/day-to-day-periodic-and-transitional-assessment/index.aspx


It is much better for music teachers to determine their own expectations of learning, 
based on what they know of their pupils and the challenges in learning they wish to 
set them as a consequence. Expectations of learning will of course be informed by 
teachers’ awareness of standards as described by the levels, and by the outcomes of 
undertaking periodic assessments through the APP process described above. 
However, lessons and units require far greater precision in the setting of learning 
expectations than the levels can offer: by describing in detail exactly what is expected,
pupils can be much clearer about what it is they need to learn and how to make 
progress in their learning. 

For example, in a unit on film music, the level descriptor ‘compose music for 
different occasions using appropriate musical devices’ will not help pupils much when
they are grappling with how to develop a motivic figure for a key character in a 
particular scene. By contrast, a set of teacher-defined expectations based around 
pupils ‘learning how to create and develop musical motives for characters in different 
scenes’ will both define the exact aspect of learning, and enable pupils to recognise 
what they need to learn in order to achieve expectations, move beyond them, and 
perhaps go well beyond them.

Equally, a single lesson may focus on the quality of singing style and tone required to 
convey the right kind of message within a unit on Gospel music. Here again, a 
teacher-defined set of expectations around vocal production, timbre, and bending the 
melodic line will be far more effective than using level-based statements such as 
‘select and make expressive use of tempo, dynamics, phrasing and timbre.’ Of course,
the pupils can also be directly involved in creating these expectations, either co-
constructing them with the teacher, or defining them for themselves.

It is therefore not appropriate to develop ‘pupil-based’ versions of the APP 
assessment guidelines: these are the broad statements describing learning over periods
of time and across at least two or three units of work. When working within individual
units or lessons, the objectives and criteria will need to be much more sharply 
focused. The language and the learning they describe will eventually contribute to the 
broader learning of the APP statements, and this process can gradually be made 
explicit with the pupils. Teachers who have been through this process have noted 
especially that:

 This makes sure that they are not planning directly to the APP bullets, but are 
planning vibrant and focused learning objectives that relate explicitly to the 
learning ‘of the moment’  

 Pupils do begin to see over time how their lesson and unit learning gradually 
builds into a bigger picture, based around the three main areas of the AFs

For more details on how unit and lesson objectives and criteria can be created, 
teachers can visit the Secondary Strategy site’s advice within Unit 1 on setting 
learning objectives and criteria for units of work; and within Unit 2 for individual 
lessons.

http://www3.hants.gov.uk/music/theunits/unit2/unit2devpractice.htm
http://www3.hants.gov.uk/music/theunits/unit1/unit1-devpractice.htm


The music – getting to grips with the AFs and progression in learning

What are the three Assessment Focuses (AFs) for music – and why were they chosen 
as being the most significant aspects of learning?

The three AFs within the assessment guidelines for music are:
 AF1: Understanding the nature of music
 AF2: Communicating through creative music-making
 AF3: Evaluating and informing practice

These were selected as the main aspects of learning for the subject because:

a) they relate explicitly to the national curriculum’s ‘Importance of Music’ statement 
and its ‘Key Concepts’. Since these describe the essential aspects of learning required 
by the curriculum, it made sense for the APP framework to assess the same aspects of 
learning. 

The Importance of Music statement has three paragraphs: 
 Paragraph 1 is about context, the big picture, the significance of music as an art 

form. This is picked up by AF1: ‘understanding the nature of music’
 Paragraph 2 is about practical engagement, the necessity of pupils performing, 

composing, singing, etc. This is picked up by AF2: ‘communicating through 
creative music-making’

 Paragraph 3 is about critical listening, analysis and appraising. This is picked up 
by AF3: ‘evaluating and informing practice’

The national curriculum’s first three ‘Key Concepts’ also relate directly to the same 
aspects of learning:
 Key Concept 1.2 – Cultural understanding relates to the context of musical 

learning: AF1’s ‘understanding the nature of music’
 Key Concept 1.1 – Integration of practice relates to the practical aspects of 

learning: AF2’s ‘communicating through creative music-making’
 Key Concept 1.3 – Critical understanding relates to analysis and evaluation: 

AF3’s ‘evaluating and informing practice’

As a point of clarity, AF2’s title explicitly also references Key Concepts 1.4 
(Creativity) and 1.5 (Communication). This is to ensure that:
 we know we are looking for quality of music making in practical work, not just 

the development of mechanical skills
 we constantly look for integrated learning: the need to communicate and be 

creative in practical work requires the context to be clear (see AF1) and for 
learning to be informed by analysis and reflection (see AF3).

http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/subjects/key-stage-3/music/programme-of-study/index.aspx


b) they reflect the construction of the national curriculum levels
It has always been the case that the first sentence of the levels describes musicianship 
and musical understanding, and that this first sentence captures the essence of musical
learning:

‘Each level in music begins with an overarching statement, which identifies 
the key characteristic of attainment at that level. The detail that follows 
illustrates how this expectation is demonstrated through integrated performing,
composing and appraising activities.’ QCDA

This is why AF1 is about understanding music – the link to the levels is made 
explicitly. Since reporting against levels is a key requirement of ‘transitional’ 
assessment (the formal reporting of progress against national standards), it means that 
any ‘periodic’ assessments using APP can feed directly into the process of making 
final, end of year judgements about pupils’ standards.

c) they reflect accurately other, existing models of musical learning:
The Secondary Strategy’s model of learning describes musical understanding as the 
main focus for learning at KS3. It then defines this understanding as being the 
outcome of both practical experience and knowledge of musical devices, processes 
and conventions, all of which should be informed by context. 
This is clearly reflected in AF1: it is about musical understanding, and it indicates a 
requirement for practical experience (‘Through performing, composing and listening 
to their own and others’ music, pupils . . . explore’). It also defines quite clearly the 
need both for knowledge of devices, process and conventions (seen in the first bullet 
for each level) and contextual awareness (see in the second bullet for each level).
The Strategy model then describes how this learning is supported by the development of
practical skills – which relates clearly to AF2 – and to the knowledge of musical 
elements – which clearly contributes to the bullets within AF3 which deal with ‘listen to
and identify’.

The OU / Trinity Guildhall module on ‘What is musical learning’ also identifies a 
three-part musical model. Building on the work of Reid, Elliott and Swanwick, it 
describes three aspects of musical knowledge: knowledge ‘of’, knowing ‘how’ and 
knowledge ‘about’. These three areas again relate clearly to the AFs – though there 
are subtle differences in language, knowledge ‘of’ (which is described as being the 
most significant) is closely related to AF1, knowing ‘how’ to AF2, and knowledge 
‘about’ to AF3.

d) by combining areas that might otherwise be thought of as separate (ie combining 
performing and composing into a single AF), it reinforces the principle that musical 
learning should be holistic - it should be about the quality of a musical, creative 
experience rather than being about isolated aspects of technique or theory. This has 
been a recurring theme of Ofsted’s reports on music for some time, as demonstrated in
the following quote from its 2009 publication Making more of music: Improving the 
quality of music teaching in secondary schools:

‘For students of all abilities, teaching and learning in music in secondary 
schools must shift away from a narrow emphasis on technical competence 
towards musical understanding. Not all the schools visited understood the 
difference between progress in separate components of music and musical 
progress, when all aspects come together, that is, integrated practice. The 



fundamental challenge for teachers is how better to develop students’ musical 
understanding.’ (page 3)

All of this means that the three AFs describe best practice in musical learning: they 
reflect the requirements of the national curriculum requirements and its levels, mirror 
other music educators’ models of musical learning, and capture the spirit of musical 
quality and depth of response rightly demanded by Ofsted.

What is the exact relationship between the three AFs?

This is best demonstrated by the diagram on the next page:



There are two key features to recognise, here:

a) AF1 is the most significant – it is ‘The central focus of work in KS3’. This AF 
therefore has the strongest influence on overall judgements about progress in musical 
learning. For instance, pupil A may be a relatively strong performer in a technical 
sense, but may struggle to develop and demonstrate genuine musicianship and 
understanding. Pupil B, on the other hand, may struggle with the technical demand of 
practical work but is able, through various strategies, to demonstrate relatively strong 
understanding. Of these two pupils, Pupil B will be shown to have developed greater 
overall musical learning – because their profile of achievement in AF1 will be 
stronger.

b) the inter-relationship of the AFs is a constant. This is built in to the sub-text of the 
titles for each AF – so although AF1 is ‘about’ musical understanding, it is developed 
through practical work (AF2) and careful listening, refinement and analysis (AF3). 
Equally, there are constant cross-references within the text for each AF. For example, 
at Level 5 pupils don’t just ‘refine and improve their work’ – they ‘refine and improve
their work, taking account of venue, occasion and purpose’. This can only be done by 
referencing AF1 (‘what is the context of the music; what devices would this music 
use’?). Within APP for music, therefore, pupils are not given particular credit just for 
the ability to ‘improve’ or ‘refine’ a piece of practical work – especially if their 
refinement is simply at a technical level (i.e. can now play the tune with a left-hand 
accompaniment, or can compose a counter-melody). What will indicate strong 
learning is the capacity to improve practical work by referencing an understanding of 
the music’s context and purpose (i.e. ‘we need to change this sound because it does 

AF1
Understanding the nature of music
The central focus of work in KS3:  
developing pupils’ awareness of the 

devices, processes and conventions of 
different types of music, informed by 

recognition of the music’s context.
It is developed through practical, 
integrated work in AF2 and AF3 

AF2
Communicating through creative 

music making
The confident creation and recreation of 
fluent performances and compositions 

that demonstrate a depth of 
understanding in AF1 and are improved 

through effective use of AF3

AF3
Evaluating and informing practice

The means by which depth and quality 
of musical responses are achieved. This 

includes exploring different kinds of 
music, refining own work through an 

emphasis on depth and quality and 
making connection to the work of others



not convey the character of the film sequence effectively’): in other words, integrating
practical work within an overall development of musical understanding.



Progression

Progression through the stages or levels is seen in two areas:

a) Overarching musical progression, as indicated through AF1.
b) specific progression in detailed aspects of musical learning, through the individual 
bullets for each AF.

Overarching progression through AF1: the connection with the levels

The most important thing to look for is how evidence of learning indicates pupils’ 
progress in musical understanding. This is defined in the first sentence of each level, 
and has a strong parallel through the bullets in AF1 of the assessment guidelines. So, as 
you listen to practical work, hear the pupils talking, see their work developing: can you 
identify the extent to which their musical thinking is reflecting the statements in the 
table below?

Leve
l

Key phrase determining progression:
how music works

Key phrase determining progression: 
the context

4 ‘the relationship between sounds’ ‘how music reflects different intentions’
5 ‘musical devices’ ‘how music reflects time, place and 

culture
6 ‘different processes’ ‘contexts of selected musical styles, 

genres and traditions’
7 ‘musical conventions’ ‘influences on selected musical styles, 

genres and traditions’

Note that the phrases ‘relationships, devices, processes, conventions’ do not try and 
describe something different – they are simply indicators of progression in the same 
aspect of learning: overall musical understanding. However, since these phrases are 
open to interpretation, the following may be useful, more extensive descriptors (you 
may also wish to listen to and see the work that exemplifies this progression in the 
standard of pupils’ work on the Exemplification of Standards site):

The relationship between sounds describes understanding at a stage when pupils 
start to recognise and use patterns of sound, both vertically (texture) and horizontally 
(structure). They tend to focus on rhythmic and melodic ostinati and can combine 
these effectively, and they start to recognise how phrases work (call and response) and
develop into longer sections (binary, ternary, introductions, codas etc). They may also
begin to develop an understanding of chord structures and how basic melodic patterns 
‘fit’ with simple chord sequences. However, this is nearly always ‘generic’ music, 
without a clear reference to a specific style: it will have a decisive character, but may 
not be immediately identifiable as a specific type of music.

‘Musical devices’ describes understanding at a stage when pupils start to recognise 
and use ‘ingredients’ that are specific to a particular musical style, genre or tradition. 
They might now recognise that a 12-bar blues chord sequence is different from the 
sort of chord sequence used in a reggae song, or a folk dance. However, while they 
recognise why certain styles reflect a specific context, they tend still to focus on the 
‘what’ of the music rather than the ‘how’: so their practical work often seems to have 

http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/assessment/exemplification/index.aspx


all the right things in it, but does not somehow gel into something stylistically secure. 
It is like a cook who has used all the right ingredients, but has not used the method 
carefully enough to make a great plate of food!



‘Musical processes’ by contrast describes understanding at a stage when pupils start 
not only to use the most appropriate ingredients, but also to understand the methods 
by which the ingredients can be brought together to make an effective, high quality 
outcome. To take the cooking analogy further, these pupils understand the ‘method’ – 
the different ways of putting the ingredients together. In musical terms, therefore, the 
pupils know how and why music is created and realised in different ways. They also 
know how to do this in a range of styles, genres and traditions, and recognise, for 
instance, that a shared, aurally developed arrangement of a folk song will be probably 
end up being more ‘authentic’ than if it were written out and performed with a 
computer-based score-writing package. 

‘Musical conventions’ goes a stage further and describes understanding at a stage 
when pupils start to refine types of pieces within a given style. They know and are 
starting to understand how a range of artists use the basic ingredients and methods of 
blues in different ways, and how their music sounds different as a consequence. They 
don’t just understand ‘blues’ music, therefore, but understand and can begin to 
replicate the blues music of different eras or artists. They can also begin to 
experiment, recognising that they can ‘flavour’ the music of one style by 
incorporating the ‘ingredients’ and ‘processes’ of another. They are not always 
capable of doing this successfully (which is more typical of a pupil working at level 
8), but the process is starting out, and they understand connections and influences of 
one style upon another.

Progress through the bullets

Although the process is not exact, there is a reasonably consistent thread through each
bullet in the assessment guidelines for music. The broad area of learning for each 
bullet within the AFs can be summarised as follows:

AF1 AF2 AF3

Bullet 
1

Devices, process and 
conventions

Quality performing: 
style, ability to adjust, 
contribute to ensemble

Evaluate (judge against 
purpose)

Bullet 
2 

Context (time, place, 
purpose, etc)  

Performing and 
composing skills

Identify (musical 
elements, etc) 

Bullet 
3

Music making for a 
purpose / context

Refine (improve work 
in progress)

This means that it is possible to follow a thread through from level to level, in order to
gain a sense of progression: what does the ability to ‘refine’ (bullet 3 in AF3) look 
and sound like at levels 5, 6 and 7 respectively?

Although these threads can be useful in determining progress within specific areas of 
musical learning, it must be remembered that:
 the AFs should not ultimately be seen in isolation: while the separate AFs may 

help to indicate strengths and weaknesses for individual pupils, their prime 
function is to contribute to a final judgement about AF1 – musical understanding

 for this reason, there is no such thing as a pupil being ‘Level 5 in AF2’ or ‘Level 4
in AF3’. They can only be ‘Level x’ overall – and the key judgement is the extent 
to which their understanding (demonstrated and supported by evidence from AF2 
and AF3) is judged to meet the standards described in AF1.

 musical quality has to be seen at every level: it is not just a question of how many 
separate bullets have been ‘met’, but the increasing confidence, independence and 



ownership of overall musical understanding (as described by AF1) that truly 
determines a pupil’s level.



The process – using APP within a music department

How should I start out – what is the process in the first year of developing APP in 
music?

Stage 1
Start by identifying a small number of pupils who you will focus on. If they are all 
from one class, six would be a maximum; if you choose them from three different 
classes, you might focus on just two or three from each class. You may also want to 
choose pupils with a range of prior attainment, but the key thing is that you will need 
to create a bank of evidence for each pupil – so you will need to commit to capturing 
and storing a wide range of evidence from these pupils, using audio, video, computer 
files, paper-based work, etc. For this reason, do not try to identify too many pupils – 
keep it manageable!

Then, over the course of at least two units of work, collect a range of evidence from 
these pupils covering live performances, live or sequenced compositions, notes of 
work in progress (including any planning sheets), evaluations, scores where 
appropriate, discussions with you or with each other, etc. Note especially that this 
should not be restricted to end-of-unit performances: while these may indicate 
achievement in certain areas, they rarely show a wide enough range of learning for 
APP to be truly successful. As a rough guide, you should be looking for at least three 
pieces of evidence from each unit.

Stage 2
You must have evidence from at least two units of work for this stage to be effective, 
since it is only when you see the evidence from a range of styles, genres and traditions
that you can make a secure judgement. In theory, therefore, you might be able to 
undertake stage 2 after one term of collecting evidence – but in truth, it is usually 
more effective after six months. This is because you can then guarantee to have either 
the range of musics covered (from three units of work) or the range of evidence types 
covered (because you have had enough time to collect different sorts of evidence). 

Ideally, you should also:

a) be working with other music teachers – the discussion and moderation is a crucial 
part of this process

b) be allowing yourself plenty of time – the first time you do this for 6 pupils with 
evidence from two units, you should allow at least three hours (so perhaps two 
departmental meetings; or perhaps half of one closure day). The more you work with 
the process, the quicker it becomes, but the first time always takes longer than you 
think!

The first part of the process is to familiarise yourselves with the evidence you have. 
So, as a group, take the evidence from one pupil and one unit of work and just listen 
to it, watch it or look at it. You may want to have a brief discussion about each item as
it appears – what kind of learning might it demonstrate, in terms of the broad AF areas
of the assessment guidelines: is it showing evidence of learning about understanding, 



music-making or evaluating to inform practice? At this stage, do not worry about fine 
detail – you are just getting your mind around what evidence there is.

Now do the same for the evidence from the second unit of work, and if you have it, 
the third unit. When complete, you should have a reasonably clear overview of the 
evidence, covering both the types of evidence you have, and what has immediately 
struck you about the learning it might show. The next step, therefore, is to get into the 
detail: can you relate the evidence to the specific requirements of the assessment 
guidelines in order to build a comprehensive and accurate picture of the pupils’ 
learning? 

To do this, make a starting assumption from your overview about where to start: is the
best match of the evidence likely to be against the statements from level 4 or level 7? 
It does not really matter exactly where you start, since you can quickly re-adjust if 
you find that the evidence does not match your initial thinking – but the overview 
should have given you a rough idea. 

Print off a copy of the assessment guidelines and then, for whatever level you selected,  
look at the statements for AF1: there will be two bullets, one about devices, processes 
and conventions, and one about context. What evidence have you got, from across all 
the units, that demonstrates the pupil is meeting the criteria for each of these bullets? If 
you are not sure, look at the equivalent statements for the level above and the level 
below – is it easier to identify now? Remember too that the evidence for understanding 
can come from a range of sources – it may be two versions of a composition that show 
real progress in understanding the purpose and function of the music; or it might be an 
evaluation; or it might be a really fluent, stylistically-aware performance. Make a 
decision, though: decide which statements about understanding best seem to be met by 
the evidence you have, and highlight the relevant bullet(s) on the guidelines with a 
marker pen.

Now follow the same process for AF2: there will be three or four bullets here, and any 
evidence of music making may contribute to any of these individual bullets. 
Remember that if you are not certain about what the statements mean, you should use 
the examples in the Exemplification of Standards files to identify what each aspect of 
learning sounds like at each level. This will help you to identify, for instance, whether 
the pupil can simply ‘compose music for a specific purpose making use of appropriate 
musical devices’ or can ‘choose and use appropriate ways of creating and realising 
music in different styles, genres and traditions’. When you have decided, highlight the 
relevant bullet(s) across AF2.

In AF3, there are three bullets referring consistently to pupils’ ability to refine, 
identify and evaluate. However, remember that the best evidence for these aspects of 
learning may not be – in fact, almost certainly will not be – in written tests: the best 
evidence will be in their practical work, or in discussions about work in progress. This
is because of the inter-relationship of the AFs: they are not to be seen as isolated 
aspects of learning, but as integrated parts of a holistic experience, with each 
informing the other. 

Finally, remember that that we are not looking to tick off one piece of evidence of 
learning with one bullet: you need to be looking for a range of evidence to 

http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/assessment/exemplification/index.aspx


demonstrate each aspect of learning. For instance, there may be a performance of a 
final ensemble piece, an evaluation of a composition, and a set of comments made 
during a review of work in progress that when taken together make you feel confident 
that a pupil has been able to ‘take different roles within performing and composing 
activities’. If this is the case, you can highlight that statement within the AF, to 
indicate that this learning is secure.

Sometimes, however, you may decide that there is not enough evidence to make a 
judgement – and the question then is whether that is because of the pupil’s inability to
develop and demonstrate their learning, or whether it is because the teaching did not 
allow the pupil to develop the learning in the first place!

As you work through the AF statements, and match the evidence of learning you have
to the various statements, you will start to build a picture of where the pupils’ 
attainment lies. You may decide that, overall, this pupil is demonstrating strengths in 
AF2, satisfactory learning in AF1 but some weaknesses in AF3. The strengths may be
shown either by all of an AF’s bullets within one ‘level’ being highlighted, or perhaps
by some bullets from more than one ‘level’ being highlighted.

Now move on to the next pupil, and repeat the process using a separate copy of the 
guidelines. The process may start to suggest that this pupil is showing stronger 
learning – but does the evidence really demonstrate learning that matches more or 
higher level statements? Remember too that while evidence for AF2 and AF3 is 
important, it is AF1 that is the deal-breaker: so does the evidence for this pupil show 
stronger learning here? Again, comparison with the examples in the Exemplification 
of Standards files will help make the decision.

Continue with as many pupils as time allows, and go through the same process for 
each. At the end of it, you should have a number of guidelines marked up – each with 
a different profile of bullets from the AFs and levels highlighted.

Stage 3
There are three parts to this process, which is essentially about deciding how to 
improve the teaching so that pupils can develop and demonstrate more secure musical 
learning.

a) decide what the process from Stage 2 indicates about the pupils’ likely overall 
standards: you may not be able to make a secure judgement about a level, even with 
evidence from three units of work, but what are the indications about the extent to 
which the pupils are meeting national expectations? Year 7 pupils might be 
somewhere around Levels 4 / 5; Year 8 pupils around Level 5; and Year 9 pupils 
around Level 5 / 6 (remember that ‘Levels 5 and 6 represent achievement at the 
nationally expected standard for most 14-year-olds.’)

b) next decide what the process indicates about the pupils’ overall areas of strength 
and weakness: is there a common issue around one of the bullets in AF3, perhaps, or a
strength in part of AF2. Critically, what is AF1 looking like – this is the one that is 
most significant, since this is the area that will contribute most to future decisions on 
level attainment, and the one that indicates most clearly that all-important 
musicianship and musical understanding



c) in the light of your decisions, what can be done in future units to address possible 
issues? Do you simply need to raise the challenge of the work to meet national 
expectations? Do you need to tweak the planning so that there are greater 
opportunities for all pupils to genuinely refine work – the chance to evaluate work in 
progress, and make specific changes that reflect the evaluation? Do you need a greater
and more explicit focus on the devices, processes and conventions of the music to be 
explored – so that individual pupils can really extend their learning in AF1?

How do I move on – what is the process in the second year of developing APP in 
music?

Continued sampling of musical learning
It is good to continue with the process of sampling evidence from different pupils’ 
learning, and checking their learning against both the assessment guidelines and the 
exemplification of standards materials. This helps to consolidate and moderate 
thinking about the standards of pupils’ work, and the progress it shows. As time goes 
on, it is also worth refining the choice of pupils to sample, so that the focus can fall on
different groups of learners: perhaps focus just on boys, or on those having 
instrumental lessons, or EAL pupils. So twice, or at most three times a year, go 
through the formal process of analysing the evidence of a small group of pupils, and 
use this process both to confirm your awareness of standards, and make decisions 
about how to change planning and teaching in order to improve learning. 

As time goes on, you will have undertaken the process enough times with different 
samples of pupils to be getting a really good feel for the standards across the subject, 
and the sorts of evidence of learning that contribute to a confident decision on where 
pupils are in their musical progress. Within lessons, you will probably have the 
standards ‘in your head’, and will be able to steer individuals or groups of pupils in 
certain directions so that they can develop aspects of learning that you have seen are 
in need of attention. When undertaking a formal APP periodic assessment or review 
of progress, it takes much less time to complete.

Tracking progress of musical learning
You will also have started to adjust your planning and teaching to take account of 
your pupils’ learning, and will therefore be looking not just for evidence of learning, 
but how to track progress in that learning over time. The critical point again is that 
this is not done by arbitrary tracking of ‘best-guess’ levels and sub-levels: but by 
carefully tracked observations of progress against the essential areas of learning 
identified in the APP assessment guidelines.

Two systems for tracking progress against APP indicators have been trialled in 
schools:

a) APP guidelines in the pupils’ books.
In this system, every pupil has a copy of the APP guidelines in their book. When the 
teacher sees evidence of learning that contributes to a specific bullet, this is marked on
the guidelines with a highlighter. Different colours are used for different units of work



so that the source of learning can be identified. If a bullet is highlighted at least twice, 
it is deemed to have been demonstrated; if it has been highlighted three or more times,
it is deemed to be secure or strong.
The advantage of this system is that pupils are directly involved in the process, and 
can see how their learning is developing over time. Teachers can also see and identify 
exactly where each individual pupil is in their learning, and this means that it is much 
harder to ‘lose’ pupils amongst the hundreds that music teachers often teach. It also 
allows a strong focus on specific aspects of learning – not just the overall AFs, but 
specific bullets within them. The disadvantage is that all the information is in the 
pupils’ books – so transferring it onto school IT systems is a time consuming exercise.

b) APP spreadsheet
This system is an extension of a spreadsheet tracker that has been used for many years
to identify progress against expectations of learning. It has two sections: an area for 
noting observations of learning that are particularly interesting within lessons, and a 
second area for noting how well pupils have developed learning over the course of a 
whole unit. This second area always has three ‘marks’: one each for understanding, 
practical work and knowledge of elements. These are marked against the criteria for 
the unit identified in the unit plan, and can contribute directly to a developing picture 
for each of the three AFs.
Over time, the marks can demonstrate progress in each area, and being computer-
based, can be linked to computer files of the actual evidence. A drop-down menu also 
enables a highlighting system against the APP statements to be used if required.
The advantage of this system is that overall progress for individuals, groups of pupils, 
classes and whole year groups can be quickly established. It is also uses the progress 
against expectations of learning to provide evidence-based indicators of likely level 
outcomes. The disadvantage is that it does not directly involve the pupils – unless the 
system is held on the school’s VLE, pupils cannot track for themselves their own 
progress.

An example of a completed pupil sheet for system a) is available here; the spreadsheet
described in system b) can be accessed here.

The implications for planning and teaching

If we are to assess pupils’ progress against the areas of learning described by the AFs, 
it is logical that we should plan for units of work to address the same aspects of 
learning. You can find resources that demonstrate how to do this on the web sites of 
NAME, the Secondary Strategy (Unit 1) or Hampshire Music Service. All three sites 
demonstrate how to develop units of work that will address the key areas of learning 
described by the APP process for music. Teachers report that by using these systems, 
their focus is more clearly on musical understanding, pupils are more engaged and 
higher standards are achieved.

http://www3.hants.gov.uk/hms-ks3-planning.htm
http://www.ks3music.org.uk/
http://www.name.org.uk/projects/KS3
http://www3.hants.gov.uk/education/hms/hms-schools/hms-secondary/hms-secondary-ks3/hms-ks3-assessment.htm


What is the whole-school context?

What is APP, and where did it come from?
APP was originally designed, trialled in schools and published in support of the then 
DCSF’s Assessment for Learning Strategy. It is primarily a process, by which 
teachers can:
 Clarify their understanding of national standards in key aspects of their subject, 

and therefore make more reliable judgements about progress
 Use this understanding to identify strengths and weaknesses in their pupils’ 

learning, across the full breadth of the subject
 Identify how planned learning and teaching can be adapted, in order to address 

weaknesses in learning, and build on existing strengths

Is APP for all subjects?
APP was initially developed in the core subjects. However, it was found to be so 
effective that many schools wanted to implement it across all subjects. In order to 
support this expansion, materials for foundation subjects were also developed and 
trialled by QCDA.  The recent change of national government led to a decision that 
not all of these materials should be centrally published. However, these guidance 
notes have been heavily informed by experience of the trials for the foundation 
subjects.

Do I have to use APP?
APP is optional. There is no legal requirement for teachers to use it, though it is 
becoming an expectation of many school SLTs that APP should be used in every 
subject. These guidance notes and other materials have been produced to offer 
national guidance for those schools and teachers who have decided that they wish to 
use APP in music.

Who is APP for: pupils, teachers, or senior leaders?
APP’s primary function is to help teachers. It does this by improving their 
understanding of what progress looks like in key aspects of their subject. This is 

http://publications.education.gov.uk/default.aspx?PageFunction=productdetails&PageMode=publications&ProductId=DCSF-00341-2008


checked by comparing evidence of pupils’ learning against national examples. As a 
consequence of this process, teachers can effectively adapt planning and teaching to 
improve the progress pupils make. 

Clearly, the information and understanding that teachers develop when undertaking 
periodic assessment can be shared with both pupils and senior leaders – but the 
process is initially designed to support teachers’ own thinking and practice

How should the expectations for written evidence and regular level assessments be 
managed?
Music is best evidenced through sound. This means that practical work – playing, 
singing, improvising and composing – can and should provide the basis for judgements 
about learning. Discussions can offer genuine insights too – provided they are directly 
related to music making and the way that it can be improved to demonstrate higher 
quality and greater musicianship. For this reason, music departments should 
demonstrate to senior leaders how and why evidence of learning in music is best 
captured – and why dedicated writing activities can only do this occasionally and for 
specific points of learning in music.

Where level assessments are required by senior leaders every half term or term, it can 
be useful to explain why such judgements are unhelpful, unlikely to demonstrate 
genuine progress, and will make little musical sense to pupils. However, at least the 
use of APP will allow music teachers to feel that data provided will be based upon 
secure judgements of learning and strong awareness of the standards being met!
Example of highlighted APP tracking guidelines





Music Assessing Pupils' Progress Assessment Guidelines

Level
AF1 Understanding the nature of music
Through performing, composing and listening to 
their own and others’ music, pupils:

AF2 Communicating through creative music making 
Demonstrating musicality through performing, 
composing and listening, pupils: 

AF3 Evaluating and informing practice 
When performing, composing and listening to music, 
pupils:

8
 discriminate between and analyse the characteristics and

expressive potential of a range of musical resources
 make connections and cross-cultural references across a

range of styles genres and traditions

 create performances and compositions that have musical 
direction and shape

 use and challenge musical conventions to achieve original 
outcomes that fulfil desired purposes

 organise and deploy resources confidently within extended 
performances or compositions

 evaluate and justify their own and others’ work in relation to 
musical conventions and expectations

 use their understanding  of a wide range of others’ work to 
develop their own performances and compositions

 review, analyse and assess strengths and potential for 
improvements in their own and others’ work, using a variety of 
critical approaches

7
 compare and explore the different characteristics in a 

range of styles, genres and traditions
 compare and explore how and why specific styles, 

genres and traditions change over time 

 perform stylistically, reflecting the distinctive character of the
music

 draw on internalised sound to manipulate musical ideas and 
make use of relevant notations

 produce coherent, varied compositions that explore musical 
conventions and characteristics in a range of styles

 evaluate the use of musical conventions and how different 
contexts are reflected in their own and others’ music

 make critical judgements when listening to, refining and 
discarding their own ideas

 analyse carefully their own and others’ music and suggest 
appropriate refinements

6  identify and explore how and why music is created and 
realised in different  ways in a range of styles, genres and
traditions 

 Identify and explore how music reflects different cultural 
contexts 

 make subtle adjustments to fit their own, fluently realised 
part within group performances to improve the overall quality

 develop and sustain musical ideas when improvising or 
creating music to achieve intended outcomes

 choose and use appropriate ways of creating and realising 
music in different styles genres and traditions

 evaluate the impacts of different styles genres and traditions in
their own and others’ work

 identify, analyse and assess how the way pieces of music are 
created and realised reflects their contexts and origins

 improve their own and others’ work in relation to its intended 
purposes and functions

5  identify and explore how and why musical devices are 
used in a range of music 

 identify and explore how venue, occasion and purpose 
affect the way music is created, performed and heard

 make a significant contribution when improvising and 
performing in an ensemble, including as a class group

 take different roles within performing and composing 
activities demonstrating a range of individual skills while 
doing so 

 compose music for a specific purpose making use of 
appropriate musical devices

 justify the musical devices  selected to convey ideas in their 
own and others’ work

 listen for, identify and explain the use of musical devices in 
context

 refine and improve their work, taking account of venue, 
occasion and purpose

4  show how musical ideas relate to each other within 
musical structures and how different parts fit together

 show how music reflects intentions

 sing and play music in parts with a sense of ensemble
 create patterns of melodic and rhythmic ideas within musical

structures
 combine different musical elements to achieve intentions
 perform by ear and from simple notations

 identify and explain how different elements have been 
combined to achieve intentions

 evaluate how well their composing and performing intentions 
have been achieved and suggest improvements

3  show how sounds are combined and used expressively
 show how to use sound to create an intended effect

 sing in tune with expression
 perform simple parts with awareness of the combined effect
 structure and layer sounds to create intended effects

 identify the effects achieved when musical elements are 
combined

 improve their work, taking account of intended effects

2  show how sounds can be organised in simple structures
 show how musical elements may be used to create 

different moods and effects

 sing with some sense of the shape of the melody
 perform simple patterns and accompaniments keeping a 

steady pulse
 choose and order sounds carefully 
 use symbols to represent and recall sounds

 recognise and review the effects made by different sounds
 identify good features of their own work

1  show how sounds can be made and changed
 respond to different moods in music

 use the voice in different ways
 copy, choose and create sounds
 repeat and use simple patterns

 recognise obvious changes in sounds
 identify simple rhythmic or melodic patterns


