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INTRODUCTION AND EXPECTATIONS

The new GCSE music specifications have ensured that all four boards now expect students to be confident 

listening to and appraising unfamiliar music. With three of the boards providing students with set works to study, 

this new expectation runs the risk of being perceived as the more challenging element of the examination.

Despite the lack of certainty that comes from having studied pieces in depth, candidates should still be 

confident when approaching unfamiliar listening. Across all exam boards, the goal of the unfamiliar listening is 

always to assess pupils’ understanding of core musical vocabulary and the areas of study.

While all four boards expect students to enter the listening and appraising examination prepared to analyse 

unfamiliar music, there are subtle differences between their specific methods of assessment:

 � AQA dedicates the first section of the exam to unfamiliar music.

 � Edexcel emphasises students’ ability to compare unfamiliar music to the set works.

 � Eduqas asks six questions relating to unfamiliar music.

 � OCR reserves the entire listening exam for previously unheard extracts.

A more comprehensive overview can be found below.

AQA

 � Assessed as part of Component One: Understanding Music.

 � This is part of the 1 hour and 30 minute examination. Specifically, unfamiliar music is the focus of Section A 

‘Listening’, which awards 68 marks.

Edexcel

 � Assessed as part of Component Three: Appraising.

 � This is part of the 1 hour and 45 minute examination. Explicitly assessed as part of Section A ‘Areas of study, 

dictation, and unfamiliar pieces’, which is worth 68 marks.

 � Unfamiliar music, however, only accounts for one of the eight questions in this section of the examination.

 � It is also assessed in Section B ‘Extended response comparison between a set work and one unfamiliar 

piece’, which is worth 12 marks.

Eduqas

 � Assessed as part of Component Three: Appraising.

 � This is part of the 1 hour and 15 minute examination. Six of the eight questions in the examination will look 

at unfamiliar music.

OCR

 � Assessed as part of Component Three: Listening and appraising.

 � Since there are no set works in the OCR specification, all examination questions are, effectively, based on 

unfamiliar extracts. The examination lasts 1 hour and 30 minutes, and is worth 80 marks.
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NARROWING THE FOCUS

The term ‘unfamiliar music’ conjures up images of children arriving at an exam hall to hear a piece of music 

composed especially for the examination, ensuring that pupils have no chance of ever having heard the 

extract before.

Of course, this is far from the truth. No one expects the students to be confident analysing every type of music 

ever composed. The GCSE specifications, therefore, filter possible questions through their areas of study. 

Candidates should be familiar with the vocabulary, forms, features and contexts of each area of study. As long 

as pupils know the area of study they are being asked about, they can make sensible judgements about the 

possible answers to each question.

If asked about form and structure, for example, then ‘sonata form’ is unlikely to be the correct answer for a 

question in a popular music area of study. ‘Multi-tracking’ is certainly not going to be an appropriate answer for 

an area of study that covers 1700 to 1820.

As a first step to preparing candidates for the examination, make sure that they understand how areas of study 

impact the range of answers that they can reasonably expect to be given.

The areas of study

The areas of study for each specification are:

 � AQA

 � Western classical tradition 1650-1910

 � Popular music

 � Traditional music

 � Western classical tradition since 1910

 � Edexcel

 � Instrumental music 1700-1820

 � Vocal music

 � Music for stage and screen

 � Fusions

 � Eduqas

 � Musical forms and devices

 � Music for ensemble

 � Film music

 � Popular music

 � OCR

 � My music (not assessed in the examination)

 � The concerto through time

 � Rhythms of the world

 � Film music

 � Conventions of pop

NON-STYLE FOCUSED AREAS OF STUDY

At first glance, it might seem easier to prepare students for questions in the areas of study that focus on a 

specific style or genre of music. ‘Musical forms and devices’ might seem like such a wide area of study that a 

huge range of styles need to be taken into account.

Fortunately, the specifications provide clarification in this regard. There is either a focus on specific elements 

of music, or there is an emphasis on particular styles or genres.
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With the Eduqas specification, for example, ‘Musical forms and devices’ expects students to explore ‘music of 

the Baroque, Classical and Romantic eras’ and ‘provides the context for a study of binary, ternary, minuet and 

trio, rondo, variation and strophic forms’.

Similarly, the ‘Music for ensemble’ area of study from the same specification looks specifically at two elements 

of music – texture and sonority. The specification also clarifies that the area of study is focused on music 

‘composed for small groups of instruments and voices’ and references jazz and blues, musical theatre and 

chamber music.

OCR’s ‘Rhythms of the world’ area of study narrows the focus to:

 � Indian classical music and traditional Punjabi bhangra

 � Traditional eastern Mediterranean and Arabic folk rhythms

 � Traditional African drumming

 � Traditional calypso and samba

Interestingly, despite the name of the area of study implying a rigid focus on rhythm, it still expects students to 

be familiar with a range of elements and contexts.

RELEVANT VOCABULARY

Using the areas of study as a series of lenses for the specification, you can prepare your students for the 

unfamiliar music questions by starting with a list of relevant vocabulary.

To do so effectively, it helps to break this list down into the elements of music. Not only does this make it easier to 

plan your teaching, but it also allows candidates to instantly narrow their range of responses for each question.

Questions in the examination paper will usually indicate the range of possible answers by providing students 

with the relevant element of music that they should be drawing on. Taking three questions from the sample 

assessment materials (SAMs) makes this clear:

 � ‘What is the tonality of this excerpt?’ (AQA)

 � ‘Name the melodic device used in bar 7 to bar 9, beat 1.’ (Edexcel)

 � ‘Write a suitable tempo for this extract.’ (OCR)

Even when the question does not specify a particular element of music for students to draw their responses 

from, this approach still works. If asked to compare two different extracts, candidates should do so through 

the elements of music. Get students into the habit of moving through a checklist of elements through which to 

compare the pieces and there will be a noticeable improvement in their responses.

Teachers have found many mnemonics useful for this. One of my preferred tricks is still Dr Pat Stims:

 � Dynamics

 � Rhythm

 � Pitch

 � Articulation

 � Tempo

 � Style

 � Timbre

 � Instrumentation

 � Metre

 � Structure

With this framework to hand, pupils can systematically identify the elements where they have something to 

say about the piece of music. This can also provide a simple approach to revision – pupils can use the list of 

elements to form one-page sheets that concentrate their knowledge into an elements-focused schema.

The AQA specification is notable for doing some of this work for you. Each area of study has a vocabulary 
list, broken down into elements of music. Teachers and pupils could work together to break this down 
further into the styles and genres that comprise the wider areas of study.
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FAMILIARISING THE UNFAMILIAR

It’s understandable if pupils feel daunted by answering questions about music they’ve never heard before – 

especially when studying a specification that mixes both set works and unheard music. An anxious student 

could latch onto the familiarity of the set works and panic about the other questions.

This is not, however, an experience entirely unique in their educational experiences. They will be routinely 

presented with previously unseen texts in English, unfamiliar sources in history, and new translations in MFL. 

Don’t be afraid to remind students about this continuity across subject disciplines.

Routines around the unfamiliar

The next step is to turn unfamiliar listening into a routine task. One option is to make an exam-style question 

a part of your weekly routine – although, despite the advantage of giving you plenty of data for your school’s 

assessment policy, that can quickly eat into your teaching time.

Instead, you can identify opportunities in your existing routines where incorporating unfamiliar music makes 

sense. Do you routinely make use of classroom workshopping with the set works? Why not try the same with 

additional pieces? Why not routinely compare/contrast a set work with a previously unheard piece? This will 

consolidate knowledge of the set work while also familiarising pupils with the best approach to the unfamiliar 

music.

UNFAMILIAR MUSIC AS HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES

When speaking to music teachers or browsing the KS4 music Facebook groups, it’s not unusual to hear 

questions about the relevance of homework for music teachers. Setting rehearsals as homework can be tricky, 

and composing at home can become tricky when looking at the non-examined assessment requirements.

Why not take advantage of your school’s expectation that all subjects will set and mark homework by using it 

as a vehicle for unfamiliar listening? It’s a relatively straightforward tasks to use a tool such as Google Forms 

(or Excel Forms) to create multiple-choice listening questions with an embedded example recording. A library 

of these activities will allow you to get students tackling unheard music as often as you like.

REDUCING THE WORKLOAD

Although preparing this sort of question is certainly straightforward, there’s no denying that there’s 
a workload implication here. There is, however, the option to kill two birds with one stone – get your 
students to create the questions!

Provide each student with an extract and ask them to write questions that they might expect to see in 
the examination. This will quickly give you a bank of questions to use with the rest of the class – and 
each student has only heard one of the extracts.

If killing two birds isn’t enough for you, then you can use this particular stone to take on a whole 
aviary. Don’t just set this activity in order to get the bank of questions, but also use it to assess pupils’ 
understanding of what they exam questions will be like.

Where the questions that the students write are entirely relevant, they’ve shown a good understanding 
of both the examination and the topic at hand. Where they’ve demonstrated good knowledge of the 
topic but not the question style, then they have shown that they have learnt the materials well but 
may struggle under exam conditions.

Tackle the misconceptions and then have them create a new set of questions. You get more resources 
to use in your homework activities, and you can also have increased confidence that your class will 
perform well in the examination.

This approach applies mastery learning to both the questions and the exam preparation, and should 
go down particularly well with leadership teams in PiXL schools.
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UNFAMILIAR MUSIC AS ‘DO NOW’ ACTIVITIES

‘Do now’ activities are an increasingly common sight in classrooms throughout the world. The idea is to reduce 

the amount of learning time lost as students arrive in the classroom, the register is taken and the lesson 

genuinely gets going.

A ‘Do now’ activity can be written on the board as pupils enter the room or handed to them on a piece of paper 

as they come through the door. Either way, they should get started without any need for the teacher to explain 

what’s happening.

For unfamiliar music, an effective approach would be to have an extract playing on a loop as students enter 

the room (be sure to include a couple of seconds silence before the loop repeats). The questions could be on 

the board or, better still, on a handout that is formatted in a similar manner to the final exam paper.

Students are expected to answer the questions before you’ve finished taking the register (a ‘visual register’ 

might be the best approach here), at which point you put the answers on the board and students mark their 

own responses. You can then start your lesson and collect the worksheets in as the class starts on your main 

learning activity.

Taking this approach for the majority of your lessons will turn unfamiliar listening into a part of your lesson 

routines. It has the added bonus of giving you huge amounts of summative data that you can use to inform the 

planning of future lessons.

One final benefit: students will arrive at your lesson knowing that they’ll have to get straight down to work, 

which should have a positive impact on punctuality – they’re not ‘just missing the register’, they’re missing a 

key assessment activity. The earlier they arrive in your lesson, the more time they get to answer the questions. 

For any students who don’t find this particularly motivating, you could always add the incentive of compulsory 

attendance at intervention classes for students routinely performing poorly in the ‘Do now’ activities!

ELEMENT EXPERTS

You won’t always want your unfamiliar listening lessons to focus on individual work. Group work can help 

students to benefit from the knowledge of others during the ‘thinking stage’ of answering a given question.

One approach to group work for unheard extracts is the ‘Elements experts’ approach. Divide the class into 

a number of groups and play an extract of unfamiliar music from an area of study that you’ve taught recently. 

Each group is responsible for identifying and describing all the features that they can hear with respect to the 

elements of music that you’ve assigned to them.

One group, for example, might be responsible for rhythm and metre, another for melody and sonority, while 

another tackles style and structure.

When you have finished listening to the extracts, put an exam-style question on the board and have the 

students work together to answer the questions as a class. The ‘experts’ for each element should be able to 

provide their answers in double-quick time. If not, then the rest of the class has the chance to ‘beat the expert’.

THE SET WORKS AS UNFAMILIAR MUSIC

By the time your students are taking the exam, you would hope that they are very familiar with the set works. 

But of course, they’re much less likely to have a thorough knowledge of the pieces at the start of the course.

Take advantage of that fact by introducing set works in the same manner as any piece of unfamiliar music. The 

first lesson dedicated to a new set work could make use of any of the other activities in this resource – ‘Do now’, 

‘Element experts’ or homework activities make absolute sense when introducing a new piece of music. Doing 

so will also give you a handy baseline from which to measure pupil progress.

Not only can this increase pupils’ confidence for the unfamiliar music elements of the examination, but it can 

also have a positive impact on their attitude to the set works. Encourage them to approach these questions 

as ‘pieces of music that I know lots about’ rather than ‘a bunch of pieces where I have to memorise a huge 

number of facts’.

It’s also possible to 
use this approach 
as an ‘Exit activity’, 
where students 
answer the 
questions at the end 
of the lesson and 
have to get a certain 
number of questions 
right in order to 
leave. In practice, 
this can often 
be less effective 
because the sense 
of urgency created 
by ‘you can’t leave 
until…’ is clearly 
false. At some point, 
you will need them 
to leave so that 
you can teach your 
next class!

This strategy works 
best when you rotate 
the expertise. Don’t 
always have group 
one as the rhythm 
experts, otherwise 
they might stress out 
when it comes to the 
actual exam. To lend 
legitimacy to the 
mantle of ‘expert’, 
you could have 
each group take on 
a specific element 
for half a term. This 
gives them the 
chance to build 
their knowledge 
and familiarity with 
that element before 
moving onto the 
next.
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SOURCES OF UNFAMILIAR MUSIC

One of the biggest challenges with unfamiliar music is finding and selecting appropriate repertoire for students 

to work with. Not every piece of music within the broad framework of the areas of study will be suitable for study 

at GCSE, so teachers need to apply their professional judgement as to the demands of analysing each piece.

Anything that can help teachers to streamline this process and collect a wide range of additional pieces will be 

a blessing to teachers already facing the workload demands of the modern teaching world.

Fortunately, some sensible use of existing resources should help teachers to gain the most repertoire for a 

relatively small time investment.

Set works from the other boards

Broadly speaking, the areas of study fall into four categories:

 � Western classical tradition 1650-1910

 � Music and the moving image

 � Popular music

 � World music

Using these broad distinctions, teachers can make use of set works (and other board-suggested resources) 

to inform the wider-listening elements of their own course.

A broad outline of how this works can be found in the table below:

Western classical 
tradition 1650-1910

Music and the moving 
image

Popular music World music

AQA AoS1 Edexcel AoS3 AQA AoS2 AQA AoS3

Edexcel AoS1 Edexcel AoS2 Edexcel AoS4

Edexcel AoS2 OCR AoS4 Eduqas AoS2 OCR AoS3

Eduqas AoS1 Eduqas AoS3 Eduqas AoS4

Eduqas AoS2 OCR AoS5

OCR AoS2

Naturally, not all of the repertoire will perfectly align with your board’s needs, but this should give you a starting 

point for finding repertoire that aligns with the expectations of GCSE-standard study.

The added bonus here is that there will be plenty of assessment materials available for all of the set works. 

While you should never lift these assessments directly (each board approaches the listening exams with 

a slightly different flavour), the SAMs and other published resources will certainly give you a head start in 

analysing the pieces and finding appropriate questions to ask.

Previous specifications

There’s no shortage of resources available for previous GCSE music specifications. A quick scan of the TES 

will reveal listening activities for much more than just the outgoing courses.

One obvious opportunity is to make use of the 12 set works from the outgoing Edexcel specification. A great 

many resources are available for these, and they align quite nicely with a number of the areas of study in the 

new specifications – so much so that Edexcel has even made use of the repertoire in the SAMs for their new 

specification.

Beyond the Edexcel set works, it’s well worth exploring your classroom cupboards for any listening textbooks 

that you’ve made use of in the past. Start by looking at the areas of study and see if any of them broadly match 
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the AoS of your new specification. Then look at the specific extracts to see if they are suitable for the specific 

details of your chosen board. Finally, adapt and adjust the questions as necessary to bring them in line with 

the new specifications.

In particular, you will want to ensure that you are covering Assessment Objective 4 appropriately. The outgoing 

specifications had three Assessment Objectives, but the new specifications divided AO3 into two. As a result, 

questions for the listening paper are now looking to assess one or both of the following:

 � Assessment Objective 3: Demonstrate and apply musical knowledge

 � Assessment Objective 4: Use appraising skills to make evaluative and critical judgements about music

Essentially, you want to balance the use of musical vocabulary and knowledge with appraising skills informed 

by the context of the piece.

The music teaching community

If there has been one positive for music teachers in the social media age, it’s the ease with which resources 

can be shared. Access to recordings used to be a hindrance when it came to sharing listening resources, but 

the likes of Spotify, iTunes and Amazon Music (not to mention YouTube) have simplified this dramatically.

As a result, the music teaching community has demonstrated its generosity countless times on various social 

media channels. We’ve already mentioned the resources on TES but it’s certainly worth getting familiar with 

the Facebook groups. These are closed groups but anyone can ask to join. You can request access using the 

following links:

 � AQA GCSE music teachers working group

 � Edexcel GCSE music teachers working group

 � Eduqas GCSE music teachers group

 � OCR GCSE music teachers

These groups are very active communities, with most posts getting a reply within minutes. Representatives from 

the exam boards have even been known to contribute answers (in a strictly personal rather than professional 

capacity).

Don’t just limit yourself to the posts left by others. Feel free to ask your own questions. Better still, many 

teachers upload resources to the ‘Files’ tab, which means that there are literally hundreds of resources there 

for you to browse. Of course, the nature of our subject means that the vast majority of these downloadable files 

relate to the listening examination, so you will find plenty of tests with repertoire that you can use straightaway.

As with using materials from other boards and previous specifications, a hefty word of caution applies. Just 

because these resources are right for other teachers, in other schools with other candidates, that doesn’t 

mean that they are right for you, in your school with your candidates. Any resource sharing should come with 

the expectation that you will be adapting and adjusting the materials to suit the needs of your own teaching 

context.

At the very least, before using a listening test created by another teacher, you should listen to the recording, 

check that the questions are appropriate for the exam board, and ensure that the mark scheme is accurate. 

The first time that you use the resource should not be the first time that you encounter it.

THE AREAS OF STUDY AS EXPLANATIONS OF 
MUSICAL FEATURES
The introduction of Assessment Objective 4 serves as a reminder that music is informed by the context in which 

it is composed, performed and heard. It can be very tempting to forget this when teaching a GCSE course.

The nature of teaching musical features is that we want to ensure that pupils understand, for example, that 

blues music makes use of blue notes and slides. In order to help students make the link between features 

For more information 
about the division 
of assessment 
objectives in the 
new specifications, 
see two previous 
Music Teacher 
resources: Listening 
in the new GCSEs 
(May 2016) and 
Context in the new 
GCSEs (July 2016).

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1424606627797313
https://www.facebook.com/groups/104109522961998
https://www.facebook.com/groups/737295326381612
https://www.facebook.com/groups/343534625844765
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and context, however, we need to look at why those musical features are there. Was it the introduction of a 

new technology? Was it to do with the climate in which the music was performed? Or, as in the case of this 

example, was it a result of European and African musical traditions becoming integrated in a way that enabled 

performers to express their feelings about the hardships of slavery?

Ensuring that musical features are explained in context doesn’t just meet the needs of AO4 assessment. It 

also has a mnemonic role to play. If a student understands that the introduction of multi-tracking made it 

possible to layer up elaborate vocal performances, then it becomes much easier to identify this feature in 

recordings of late 1960s popular music. An awareness that orchestras grew in size as they transitioned from 

single ownership in a royal court to public entertainment in concert halls will help students to identify the 

instrumentation of a small orchestra as belonging to earlier periods in music.

Approach context as a vehicle for understanding the musical features of a specific area of study and you can 

give students much more confidence when approaching unfamiliar listening activities.

Composing as unfamiliar listening

The composing elements of the GCSE specifications are intended to mirror the contextual elements of the 

listening examination. Pupils investigate an area of study to find its core musical features and understand the 

context in which they were composed. They then compose music using those elements in order to demonstrate 

that understanding.

With this approach in mind, students’ own compositions become a great source of material for unfamiliar 

listening. In fact, the music is so unfamiliar that you haven’t even heard it yet!

Make it a routine for students to listen to each other’s compositions and analyse them in the same way as 

they do any other piece of unfamiliar music. How have the elements of music been used? What are the most 

prevalent musical devices? What do the musical features suggest about the brief of the composition?

Perhaps the student has been writing a composition that they intend to be a rondo, but another candidate 

notices that there are only two distinct sections. The piece is, essentially, in ternary form until a third distinct 

section can be added. This adds a ‘verification test’ to pupils’ understanding of the elements of music. They 

are testing whether or not a piece of music includes the relevant features that are implied by the context of 

the brief.

The understanding of how the elements of music can verify or falsify the success of a composition in comparison 

to its brief is certainly a confidence boost for students. That confidence carries over into the listening element 

of the examination – they can use their ‘verification test’ to confirm or deny whether their answers are sensible. 

Just make sure that they know there are always exceptions to rules within musical contexts!

INTEGRATING UNFAMILIAR LISTENING

As the above composing activity shows, it is important to remember that the components of the GCSE in music 

are not intended to be studied in a bell jar. Performing, composing, listening and appraising should be seen 

as synoptic elements of a larger whole.

Every component of the course presents students with the opportunity to explore their analytical skills for 

unfamiliar listening. When performing as a soloist, they can attempt to categorise their music’s style within 

the framework of the areas of study. When performing in an ensemble, they can evaluate the success of 

the performance by listening to whether or not they controlled the elements of music in the same way as an 

‘authentic’ performer would have done.

In short, the entire GCSE course is full of opportunities to study unfamiliar music. It is far from the most daunting 

element of the course –  it’s the most prevalent element.


