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Curriculum music in English schools 
has been heavily influenced over the 
past 30 years by various iterations of 
the National Curriculum (NC). 

This document is the executive summary of a longer 
narrative which explores this influence of the NC on 
music in the classroom. It therefore summarises the 
main themes of that enquiry, which considers: 

∙  whether different versions of the NC 
requirements described a consistent philosophy

∙  if changes to the detailed content always 
matched this philosophy

∙  how the role of musical understanding has been 
described and interpreted across time

This last area is particularly important: musical 
understanding is perhaps the most difficult aspect 
of musical learning to define, but in the decades 
before the NC came into being, it was often assumed 
to be the most significant. Did the NC sustain this 
thinking, and how did teachers and schools interpret 
its requirements? 

Musical understanding:  
an executive summary 
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During the 1960s and 1970s, a new 
approach for classroom music 
emerged that, while building on the 
proud tradition of music education 
in the earlier part of the twentieth 
century, encouraged two new ideas. 

One of these was to describe the fundamental aim 
of classroom music teaching as the development of 
musical understanding in all pupils; and the second 
was to suggest that the processes of musical learning 
which would best enable this understanding 
were practical, creative and entirely rooted in the 
exploration of sounds and different sound worlds.

In 1982, Professor John Paynter, who led the decade-
long Schools Council Project Music in the Secondary 
School Curriculum1, summarised thinking in these 
two areas as:

∙  ‘the content of the ‘music lesson’ should aim to 
develop musical understanding in all pupils’

∙  ‘musical experience is primarily a way of working 
with sounds and of learning to control the medium’

1 Paynter, J. Music in the Secondary School Curriculum (1982) Cambridge University Press 

2  Swanwick, K. and Tillman, J. (1986) The sequence of musical development: a study of children’s compositions  
British Journal of Music Education, 3 (3), 305–339   

Initially, a precise definition of musical understanding 
was hard to find. Music educators regularly 
referred to it, presumed that it was the expected 
outcome of effective classroom music learning, and 
described its qualities in various ways – but without 
defining it consistently and precisely. Consequently, 
various attempts were made to explain musical 
understanding more clearly, most notably by 
showing that it was a form of knowledge that could 
be learned in the classroom. At first, the consensus 
was that it could be defined best as knowledge 
‘of’ music, contrasting this with knowledge ‘about’ 
music (and later, knowledge ‘how to’ make music). 
Professor Keith Swanwick then provided further 
detail, describing a triangular model with three 
key characteristics: sound materials, expressive 
character and structural relationships. His study (with 
June Tillman)2 of progress in pupils’ compositions 
also began to suggest the progression of what 
might be termed musical understanding. Although 
Swanwick and Tillman did not use this term in their 
research, the underpinning theories about progress 
in students’ musical learning strongly influenced the 
NC definitions of understanding (through the music 
Levels) a decade later. 

Curriculum music before the NC: 
determining a philosophy and a 
process for musical learning
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The processes of musical learning were easier to 
define: essentially, music lessons should be practical, 
exploratory, and based in sound. As Paynter 
described it:

 ‘The true rudiments of music are sensitivity to and 
delight in sound and its expressive qualities, and 
the progression we create must be…derived from 
musical experience itself’.3

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate’s (HMI) (in the document 
‘Music from 5 to 16’, published in 1985) managed to 
capture in one statement both the importance of 
musical understanding, and the fact that students 
needed to develop it through practical engagement 
with sounds and practical musical activity:

‘Music is essentially a practical subject. Those 
who, however modestly, actually perform and 
compose music are more likely to respond to it 
with understanding than those who do not’.

So over a period of some 20 years, music educators 
affirmed the importance of musical understanding, 
and began to describe in some detail the knowledge 
that contributed to it, how this knowledge developed 
over time, and the learning processes by which it 
could be acquired. 

3 Paynter, J. Music in the Secondary School Curriculum (1982) Cambridge University Press
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The development of music 
requirements for the first NC in 
England took almost two years. 

The Working Group charged with creating the first 
drafts reflected the thinking of the time in two 
specific ways:

1   They stated that: ‘The main aim of music 
education in schools is to foster pupils’ sensitivity 
to, and their understanding and enjoyment 
of, music, through4 an active involvement in 
listening, composing and performing’. 

    This emphasised both that music should be 
about understanding sound and music, and 
that the processes of learning, while crucially 
practical, should merely lead to that broader 
understanding.

2   Their final Proposals to government laid out 
all of the detailed, practical requirements 
(the ’Programmes of Study’) in one, single 
block – there were no separate sections for 
singing, playing instruments, composing, etc. 
This indicated very clearly the expectation 
that all these different activities (so crucial 
for developing and enabling musical 
understanding) should be seen holistically: 
what mattered was meaningful and aesthetic 
engagement in music, not the separate 
development of specific skills, aspects of theory, 
or knowledge about composers. 

4 Italic added here by author for emphasis

Regrettably, the National Curriculum Council 
(responsible for the final recommendations to 
government) bowed to pressure from the then 
Secretary of State, Kenneth Clarke. It published a 
revised set of proposals which undermined these two 
key principles – firstly by failing to provide any kind of 
overarching aim or purpose, and secondly by laying 
out the detailed requirements in separate blocks. 
This had the twin effect of removing the intended 
outcome of musical understanding, and suggesting 
that separate aspects of skills and knowledge were 
to be acquired.  Although there were statements in 
the introductory section recommending integrated 
musical learning, the reality of the visual lay-out was 
that it was not unreasonable for teachers to think 
differently: that the primary function of the music NC 
was to ensure that pupils should simply be taught to 
sing, to play instruments, to compose, and so forth, 
since this is how the document was laid out.

Although some final concessions were made 
following interventions from notable music 
educators, the reality is that the final version of 
this first NC for music was flawed: while it helpfully 
promoted practical work in the classroom, it did not 
properly reflect current thinking about what made 
that effective.

The National Curriculum, 1992
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The NC for music underwent several 
changes as major revisions were made 
to the requirements for all subjects. 

While each of the revisions were instigated because 
there was a national view that the complete NC 
needed updating, a discernible pattern of changes 
to the music requirements emerges. Fundamentally, 
this resulted in a growing emphasis on musical 
understanding being explicitly re-written into the 
requirements, and constant attempts to promote 
holistic approaches to practical learning.

For example, the 1995 version included this statement 
in a separate box at the head of the requirements for 
each Key Stage as the first musical requirement:

‘Pupils’ understanding and enjoyment of music 
should be developed through activities that bring 
together requirements from both Performing 
and Composing and Listening and Appraising 
wherever possible’.

This ensured that an overarching aim for 
understanding, which the National Curriculum 
Council had removed from the first NC, was now 
restored. It also established the principle that 
this understanding was to be developed through 
practical activities: so music lessons should be 
practical, but the practical skills needed were 
primarily seen as a means to a bigger end, not an 
end in themselves.

The 1999 version went further. The Programmes 
of Study were updated in various ways to reinforce 
the idea of holistic musical learning: summary 
titles were changed (e.g. from ‘Performing’ 
to ‘Controlling sounds’), and requirements for 
separate ‘musical elements’ were relegated to 
guidance notes. However, it was the introduction 
of Levels (which laid out the nature and progress 
of musical learning expected from Year 1 to Year 9) 
that provided the best opportunity yet to reinforce 
the primacy of musical understanding, and the 
need for holistic musical experiences to develop 
this understanding. 

The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), 
which was the government agency responsible 
for designing and writing the Levels, did this in 
two ways: firstly, they created Levels which had 
an initial, single sentence for each ‘standard’, and 
explained that this first sentence was the key to 
the understanding and expectation of learning for 
that stage. 

Later versions of the NC for music:  
1995, 1999, 2008 (KS3 only) and 2013
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Secondly, they wrote single paragraphs for all the 
practical requirements which would both develop 
and enable musical understanding. As QCA’s own 
Music Update publication of 20015 later stated:

‘The one attainment target is not simply an overall 
framework into which are placed the three 
discrete activities of performing, composing and 
appraising. The single target is focused on the 
heart of the music curriculum i.e. the musical 
understanding, which can be developed and 
demonstrated through all activities’.

The 2008 NC revisions, which only applied to Key 
Stage 3 (KS3) pupils, went even further still. In this 
version, the opening ‘Importance of music’ statement 
pointedly omitted any mention of developing specific 
skills or ‘knowledge about’ – emphasising instead 
how understanding music reinforces personal 
development. Furthermore, there were no titles for 
key areas of learning in the detailed requirements 
which even referred to the activities of performing, 
composing and listening; and where they were 
described, a very important and clear rider was placed 
alongside them:

‘These should be seen as interrelated skills  
and processes that enable6 the development  
and demonstration of musicianship and  
musical understanding 7’. 

5 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) Music Update (Spring 2001) (QCA, 2001) 

6  Bold added here by author for emphasis

7  Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) Music Programme of study Key Stage 3 (QCA, 2007) 

So over time, the NC requirements were 
constantly updated to reinforce the message that 
musical understanding was the essential aspect 
of musical learning for classroom music, and that 
holistic musical learning (i.e. integrating practical 
and theoretical experiences into a coherent, 
aesthetic whole) was required to develop this 
understanding. In many ways, this process can 
be seen as a series of incremental efforts to 
restore the intentions of the original Working 
Group, whose reflection of significant national 
research and practice had been overturned by 
the NCC in the very first NC of 1992. By 2008, we 
also had some clarity over the progression in 
understanding through the Levels statements. 
Unfortunately, the reality of schools’ expectations 
regarding the use of Levels (requiring them to 
be used as indicators of standards within single 
lessons, rather than across two years of learning) 
led to this crucial guidance being misinterpreted 
by many teachers.

Given this sweep of development, the most recent 
(2013) version of the NC for music can be seen as a 
clear departure from the increasingly explicit focus 
on musical understanding. There is instead a strong 
focus on skills and awareness of the history of 
classical music (the latter being a throw-back to the 
NCC proposals of 1992), and ‘musical understanding’ 
is not present in any clear way. Understanding is 
written through the document, but it seems to have 
different meanings, which merely causes confusion. 
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Two key national bodies8 have 
consistently provided guidance 
to teachers and schools on the 
planning, teaching and assessment 
of curriculum music within the NC. 

Both have been at arm’s length from the 
governments’ own education departments, but 
their messages seem to have chimed with the 
growing focus on, and more explicit definitions of, 
musical understanding.

National curriculum authority (known in various 
forms as NCC, SCAA9, QCA, QCDA10)

The NCC’s initial guidance from 1992 fitted with its 
own perspectives on music in the classroom, and its 
published tables showing the detailed requirements 
for performing, composing, listening and appraising 
reinforced the perception that these separate areas 
should indeed be a separate focus for planning and 
teaching purposes. However, documentation that 
followed from the successor authority (the SCAA) 
began to suggest that musical understanding 
might, after all, be more important. In its 1996 
‘Exemplifications of Standards’, for instance, there 
is a pictorial model showing how musical learning 
should be integrated: three of the four boxes in 
the ‘learning cycle’ it describes focus on musical 

8 The national curriculum authority and the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted)

9 Schools Curriculum and Assessment Authority

10 Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency

11 Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA Music Update (Spring 2001) (QCA, 2001) 

understanding – even though this is then followed 
by descriptions of learning that reinforced the 
importance of separate, practical strands of the NC.

However, when creating their guidance for the 1999 
Levels, there was a step change in the explicitness 
of the message. In its Music Update of Spring 200111, 
QCA stated that:

‘each level of attainment begins with the 
understanding that should be shown through 
different responses. It is not the intention that 
teachers assess performing, composing and 
appraising and then come to a balanced judgement. 
Instead it is hoped that they will look for the degree 
of understanding shown and then work to help the 
pupil demonstrate this across all activities’.

To confirm this approach in terms of planning, the 
same document also suggested that:

‘There is a need to place the emphasis on musical 
understanding developed and demonstrated 
through integrated activities, as exemplified 
in the QCA/DfEE schemes of work...You will 
recognise...that the changes highlight an 
evolution of the music curriculum from placing 
an emphasis on the three discrete activities of 
performing, composing and appraising to the 
understanding which underpins all activities’.

National guidance on NC requirements 
and expectations
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Taken together, this could not have been more explicit: the 
aim of the 1999 NC was now firmly described as ‘musical 
understanding’, and this was the key focus for both 
planned learning, and assessment of pupils’ standards.

Similar messages continued to be given when the 
National Secondary Strategy created a music-specific 
strand of its support for schools and teachers. This ran 
as an 18-month pilot, followed in 2006 and 2008 by 
the national dissemination of a DVD-based, and then 
web-based, professional development programme.

From the very beginning, this programme was explicit 
that it expected musical learning to focus on musical 
understanding. The introduction to Unit 1 stated:

‘This unit aims to help teachers review and refine 
their practice in structuring learning so that there 
is an explicit focus on musical understanding’.

In addition to this strong reinforcement of existing NC 
requirements and QCA guidance, the programme did 
two new things:

1     It provided a definition of this musical 
understanding, describing it as: ‘the outcome of 
combining two areas of learning: a) knowing about 
musical conventions, processes and procedures;  
b) exploring a range of diverse musical styles, genres 
and traditions through practical music making’.

2     It took the progression of the NC Levels’ first 
sentences, and developed it further to produce 
a progressive sequence of learning for musical 
understanding. This offered six stages of 
progression, including statements defining both 
the ‘objectives for understanding’ (the purpose of 
the learning) and the ‘outcomes of understanding’ 
(what the learning would sound and look like).

These two new developments were important, 
since musical understanding was now formally and 
explicitly defined as a distinct area of learning, and 
with its progression laid out for all to use.

Shortly after the appearance of the Secondary Strategy 
programme, QCDA itself produced two new resources 
which again reinforced the latest thinking on musical 
understanding and its importance to curriculum music. 
Both were connected with assessment:

1    The Exemplification of Standards project, which 
provided web-based examples of student work 
that offered clarity as to what was meant by the 
standards described in each Level.

2   The Assessing Pupil Progress (APP) project, 
which offered detailed guidance on the 
processes of assessment. It also referenced the 
explanations of the Exemplification of Standards 
project – including a chart of progression 
statements for understanding, which built on 
and further refined the Strategy’s definitions.

These two projects maintained the national agencies’ 
development of increasingly explicit clarity over key 
principles for classroom music in the NC:

∙  the aim of curriculum music was clearly expected to 
be musical understanding. The APP handbook went 
so far as to state that understanding was to have 
‘the strongest influence on overall judgements 
about progress in musical learning’ - and described 
two students with different profiles of musical 
expertise, confirming that the student with greater 
understanding should be assessed more positively 
than the one with greater practical skills

∙  musical understanding was now precisely 
defined, as a unique aspect of musical learning; 
and progression through it was now described 
both in words and through musical examples

∙  integrated, practical music making processes 
were expected to be the way by which 
pupils developed and demonstrated their 
understanding – but the skills and knowledge 
involved in these processes were clearly seen as 
means to an end, not as an end in themselves
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Ofsted

It is no surprise to see a similar pattern of development 
in Ofsted’s reports and guidance on music. In the early 
days, there was simply an emphasis on encouraging 
a greater focus on musical quality: the message was 
about how well pupils were learning music, rather 
than what pupils were learning in music. Although 
this did not reference musical understanding as 
such, there was an implied message that there was 
more to musical learning than simply being able to 
demonstrate specific skills or knowledge of theory.

By the time of the triennial subject report of 200912, 
however, it is possible to see an explicit focus on the 
term musical understanding. In criticising the overall 
quality of work at KS3, the report states: 

‘The work tended to focus on developing the 
students’ technical competence without enough 
consideration of the quality of their musical 
response and the depth of musical understanding’.

The report then used its summary section to state that:

‘Musical intelligence [is] the distinctive contribution 
of music to pupils’ education. Musical intelligence 
is engaged through involvement in musical 
experiences and enables the development of 
musical understanding’.

The next triennial report, Wider still, and wider, published 
in 201213, went even further in promoting musical 
understanding as the focus of learning. For instance, at 
the very start of the report, the recommendation is made 
that ‘good musical progression’ can be secured by:

‘providing robust curriculum plans that identify the 
landmarks of musical understanding pupils are 
expected to achieve’.

12  Ofsted Making more of music: an evaluation of music in schools Ofsted (2009)

13  Ofsted Music in schools: wider still, and wider (Ofsted, 2012) 

In the second, advisory part of the document, the 
recommendations also provide some clarity on the 
exact nature of the musical understanding being 
sought, and its progression. This is related very 
closely to the definitions in the first sentences of the 
Level descriptors:

‘Another, simpler, model of effective planning for 
musical progression across phases started with the 

‘big idea’ in each national curriculum attainment 
Level statement. This approach enabled teachers 
to understand very clearly how pupils’ musical 
understanding might develop over time’.

So throughout this Ofsted report, there is a clear 
sense that musical understanding is the essential 
characteristic of effective musical provision. It is 
enabled by a constant focus on and exploration of 
musical sound, and an insistence on musical quality 
informed by wider knowledge regarding context 
and purpose of music making. These ideas were 
also prominent in the Professional development 
materials (intended to support school leaders) that 
were published later that year; and in the guidance 
to Ofsted’s own inspectors, published as recently 
as 2014. The messages they contained are perhaps 
captured in this summary statement:

‘Whatever the pedagogic styles or strategies 
employed, there is one overriding consideration: 
How effectively does musical teaching improve 
the breadth, depth and quality of musical 
understanding and response for all pupils?’

Over a long period of time, therefore, Ofsted’s 
judgements and guidance reflected the work of other 
experts in music education. Musical understanding 
was always understood to be the focus of musical 
learning, and gradually the emphasis became both 
more explicit and well defined.
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Despite all this guidance, Ofsted’s judgements about 
the quality of music education in schools have always 
indicated that significant improvements are needed. 
Although there have been some positive changes, 
the last triennial report indicated that achievement 
by primary pupils in music was only ‘good or better’ 
in one-third of schools, with two-thirds of teaching 
being either in what is now called the ‘Requires 
Improvement’ category, or worse. In secondary, it 
was no better: achievement was below the ‘good 
or better’ benchmark in over 50% of schools, and 
teaching was in the category now called ‘Requires 
Improvement’, or was Inadequate, in nearly 60% of 
judgements made. While due caution should always 
be exercised when studying this kind of data, the 
figures do not seem to paint a wholly positive picture.

Ofsted is clear, too about the reasons for this state of 
affairs: they reference in their judgements an over-
reliance on talking or writing about music; too much 
activity and not enough learning; and too much 
effort based on technical competence rather than 
development of true musical understanding.
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Where, then, is the evidence for positive 
work in classroom music, and where 
it happens, does it have a different 
interpretation of the NC – perhaps more 
closely aligned to its original intentions?

The clearest large-scale attempt to shift music 
teachers’ practice to a way of working that was closely 
aligned with the NC’s intended focus on musical 
understanding was the Secondary Strategy project.  
As we have seen, this explicitly encouraged teachers 
to make musical understanding the focus of their 
work, providing clear definitions of what that 
understanding was, and how it progressed over time.

The pilot stage of the project14 was heavily monitored, 
and showed clear and positive impacts on teacher 
practice and both student engagement and outcomes. 
Ofsted’s view was that:

‘All the work developed through the pilot showed 
a higher quality of teaching and learning than 
other comparable lessons’.15

The pilot’s own final report included data from student 
questionnaires and interviews with leading music 
consultants involved in the project. The data showed 
significant and positive changes: the project had a 

14 The pilot ran for 18 months and was then turned into a full national programme, disseminated with full resources in 2006 and 2008

15 Ofsted KS3 National Strategy: Music Pilot written in 2005, unpublished 

significant impact on the quality of learning across 
60% of participating schools; standards had improved 
significantly in 50% of schools, and student engagement 
improved significantly in 65% of schools. The tracked NC 
Levels showed that teachers involved in the project were 
reporting around one year’s additional progress. The 
pupils also reported that they valued the subject more, 
felt they had learnt more, and had made more progress.

More broadly, the final report described positive 
changes to classroom outcomes:

∙  ‘pupils in pilot classes show higher standards 
of work than their peers in non-pilot classes 
undertaking equivalent work. While the 
standards of the highest-attaining pupils have 
improved, the improvement to the work of lower-
attaining pupils is especially marked

∙  there is a clear improvement in pupils’ overall 
musical understanding. Pupils also learn musical 
knowledge and skills more quickly, and retain 
that learning for longer

∙  the level of pupil engagement has seen a 
significant improvement’

Teachers could also recognise the fundamental 
shift in their practice. As one teacher said: ‘We have 
undergone a fundamental shift in mind set: from 
planning for skills as the focus of learning to planning 
for understanding as the focus of learning’. 

Evidence for positive outcomes  
deriving from learning based around 
musical understanding
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Despite this evidence from a 
national programme that basing 
classroom music on musical 
understanding could be highly 
effective, it seems that instead, 
schools and teachers consistently 
interpreted the aim of the NC as 
being about practical activity - and 
worse still, separate, atomised 
aspects of activity. 

This led to the creation of many schemes of work 
that were structured around ‘performing’ lessons, 
‘composing’ lessons, or ‘the elements of music’ 
lessons. Such an approach ran completely counter to 
the original ideas of the first NC’s Working Group, but 
was understandable given the structure and look of 
the legal requirements finally published in 1992.

For many music teachers, therefore, the ‘orthodoxy’ 
of classroom music has always been this: make 
sure that music lessons are based around practical 
activities, address the separate musical elements in 
turn, and all will be fine – the belief being that such 
an approach would enable the NC requirements to be 
covered. Such an interpretation, however, was never 
going to be wholly successful since it failed to address 
the central principle of musical understanding. As 
a consequence we have seen successive iterations 
of the NC itself, continuing advice from government 
agencies (including Ofsted), national guidance 
(including the Secondary Strategy programme, and 
the Exemplification of Standards resources) all trying 
to re-establish a broader interpretation of the NC. 
Regrettably, however, the early orthodoxy and core 

interpretation had taken hold, and despite continuing 
feedback from Ofsted about problems with this 
sort of practice, it has not been possible to shift the 
thinking on a national basis. This is also despite the 
evidence from alternative approaches that there are 
different and more effective interpretations of the NC. 
These focus on musical understanding as the aim of 
classroom music and can lead to far better outcomes.

So it is time for a concerted effort to create change: 
we need to re-focus on musical understanding as the 
best way to interpret the NC. There has been sufficient 
research, guidance and explicit development of 
what musical understanding is, and how it develops 
progressively over time, for there to be no doubt that 
it can be the proper basis for classroom music. There 
is also sufficient clarity that this understanding must 
be developed through creative, exploratory music 
making to ensure that no-one can possibly imagine 
that we have to return to some kind of passive 
musical appreciation lessons. Unless we make this 
change, we shall continue to have teachers complain 
as this one did, half way through the Secondary 
Strategy programme:

‘I think I’ve short-changed my pupils for the  
past 25 years’.

Better, surely, to follow the path of another teacher 
who transformed their practice to focus on musical 
understanding and said that, as a consequence: 

‘My practice is inspired’.

Moving forward
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The Incorporated Society of Musicians (ISM) is the 
UK’s professional body for musicians and a nationally 
recognised subject association for music. Founded in 
1882, we are dedicated to promoting the importance 
of music, defending the rights of those working in 
the music profession and protecting music education. 

We support almost 10,000 members working in 
all areas of music from classroom music teachers, 
peripatetic instrumental and singing teachers, and 
private music teachers to performers, composers 
and administrators. We are a financially independent 
not-for-profit organisation with no political affiliation.

If you would like to find out more about the ISM or 
join us as a member, please visit ism.org

The Incorporated Society of Musicians Trust (ISM 
Trust), the ISM’s sister charity, was created in 2014 to 
advance education, the arts and to promote health. 
Our primary focus is to deliver high quality professional 
development by leading practitioners from the ISM 
and also in partnership with other organisations.

We are dedicated to creating pioneering resources 
to support music and all those who work in the 
sector including music educators, performers and 
composers. We also deliver work through webinars, 
regional seminars, training events and advice packs.

If you would like to make a donation to support the 
work of the ISM Trust, please visit ismtrust.org
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class teaching in schools, Kevin also supported 
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influence and campaign for music education in 
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