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Context in the new GCSEs – part 2

by John Kelleher

INTRODUCTION

In July 2016’s Music Teacher resources, we looked at the new change of assessment objectives between the 

outgoing and the new GCSEs. We found that the new Assessment Objective 4 has given the qualification an 

added emphasis on the context in which a piece is composed and performed/recorded. From there, we went 

on to explore examination questions that relate to AO4 and some general ideas for how you could approach 

teaching this new objective.

In this month’s resource, we’ll continue to explore context and how it can be delivered robustly in your new 

schemes of work.

AVOIDING ‘CHALK AND TALK’

When confronted with the need to deliver contextual, sociological and historical information in a music lesson, 

it is tempting to envision this as employing a far less practical approach than some of your other lessons. Very 

few music teachers have also been trained as history teachers, so our instinct can be to cast our minds back 

to the humanities lessons that we were taught as pupils. Visions of ‘chalk and talk’, worksheets and textbooks 

abound!

There’s nothing wrong with such an approach. Exceptional lessons don’t have to be ‘all singing and all dancing’. 

If your students are achieving excellent outcomes from this method of teaching, then I would encourage you 

to stick with it.

An alternative approach, however, is to keep in mind that we are not just teaching history and context. We are 

teaching the history and context of music. For many pupils, it is much easier to understand musical context 

and musical history if they have experienced it in a musical manner.

In many respects, a musical approach to teaching context is also an investigator’s approach. The music is 

the evidence left behind by the perpetrators of history. The time signature and ‘oom-pah-pah’ rhythm are the 

musical clues that a piece was composed and performed for dancing. The inclusion of gradual dynamic 

changes is evidence that music technology had evolved to the point where a piano could have subtle dynamic 

changes. Frequent use of ornamentation is a clue that instruments of the time couldn’t sustain a note for 

very long.

Starting with the music (and musical performance in particular) is a great path to ensuring that students 

understand why music has evolved over time. It also allows you to deliver knowledge in the context a music 

teacher is most familiar with – the context of music making.

This resource will:

 � provide you with teaching methods that will allow you to deliver context in a musical manner.

 � identify some of the key opportunities for teaching context in the new GCSEs.

 � give you some handy revision strategies for reinforcing your context teaching through homework or pre-

exam revision sessions.
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KEY OPPORTUNITIES FOR TEACHING CONTEXT 
IN THE NEW GCSES

With all four exam boards identifying AO4 as a component of the listening paper, it would be easy to assume 

that this is the only opportunity to teach context during the GCSE course. With a little attention, however, all 

three components of the specification can easily be delivered in a way that facilitates the teaching of context.

The majority of this resource focuses on teaching context as part of the listening and appraising component, 

but the following two sections will help you to identify opportunities also to do so within the performing and 

composing elements of the course.

Context in performing

GCSE performances provide a rich opportunity to teach musical context. Every piece of music in history has 

been composed in some sort of context. Even pieces that have been written as exercises or exam pieces have 

a context – the educational context that they were created for.

Since all of the pupils in your class will be performing at least two pieces of music, why not use this as a 

vehicle for teaching both the knowledge and skills of musical context? A simple way to achieve this is for 

each pupil to perform their piece(s) in front of the rest of the class and precede their performance with a short 

presentation (including a handout) about the piece and the circumstances in which it was originally composed 

and performed. When the piece being performed is from a musical tradition relevant to the areas of study, be 

sure to retain a copy of the handout to be distributed as a revision resource at the end of the course.

Context in composing

Composing to a brief has long been an element of good composition teaching. It gives pupils a starting 

point for their piece and helps them to identify the success criteria for the work. The brief itself is also a great 

opportunity to teach context.

Later in this resource, we will look at a specific method of teaching AO4 with composing. For now, we’ll 

briefly consider the elements of a composition brief that will help you to deliver contextual knowledge. Those 

elements are:

 � Who will perform the piece?

 � Where will the piece will be performed?

 � When will it be performed?

 � Why is the piece being composed?

 � Who is composing the piece?

In the vast majority of cases, the genuine answers to these questions would read as:

 � It is being performed by the playback engine of Sibelius.

 � It will be performed in the CD player of the examiner.

 � It will be performed when the examiner presses play on the CD.

 � It is being composed as part of the candidate’s GCSE coursework.

 � The candidate is composing the piece.

Those answers are perfectly acceptable. This is, however, a great opportunity for GCSE teaching to take a 

leaf out of BTEC teaching’s book – scenario-based assignments. Allowing students to picture themselves in a 
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real-life (albeit potentially historical) context is a great opportunity to get them to learn about that context. For 

example, the scenario-based answers to the same questions could be:

 � It is being performed by a woodwind ensemble.

 � It will be performed in the royal court of Queen Victoria.

 � It will be performed as the guests arrive for a banquet.

 � It is being composed to celebrate the splendour of the royal court.

 � It is being composed by a visiting German composer.

This brief provides the candidate with plenty of information to be incorporated into the piece itself, but also a 

wide range of historical information to be gathered and considered.

If you’re teaching an exam board that features set works, why not reverse-engineer a brief by answering these 

questions for the set works themselves? Students can then compose their own piece of music that relates 

directly to the context of the same piece. Since they will have to constantly revisit the brief in order to gauge 

the success of their composition, they will also be constantly revisiting the key AO4 knowledge that they will 

need for the examination.

TEACHING METHODS THAT ALLOW YOU TO 
DELIVER CONTEXT IN A MUSICAL MANNER
The following teaching strategies focus on delivering context in a manner that retains the musical nature of the 

knowledge expected in the GCSE specifications. The first method focuses on a project that will deliver AO4 

knowledge in an authentic and memorable manner, while the second allows you to consolidate this learning 

and measure progress.

These approaches can work together or separately. The second method could easily be incorporated into 

each topic that you teach during the GCSE course, but the first requires a scale that would be unsustainable 

on a regular basis and is best reserved for one or two topics throughout the two-year course.

Period performance

When planning your music teaching, it often helps to take some inspiration from the real world of music making. 

Teaching performance benefits from having students put on a concert, and teaching composition benefits from 

students writing a piece for a professional ensemble. Wherever there is an opportunity to genuinely take part 

in an authentic musical moment, it is usually worth taking.

When it comes to teaching musical context, it’s unlikely that you will find yourself in a position to organise a trip 

in a time machine for a visit to work with Bach on a chorale or two. There is, however, an element of modern-day 

music making that is already fully focused on the context of music – period performance.

Period performers work meticulously to recreate the instruments, performance techniques and circumstances 

of performance that relate to the pieces they are performing. Medieval music will be performed on medieval 

instruments, Baroque music on Baroque instruments, and so on. GCSE music students stand to gain a lot from 

an insight to this musical practice, especially when it comes to understanding musical context.

Getting your GCSE class(es) to put on a concert of period performances is a great way to engage students 

and generate a few opportunities for collaboration.

CROSS-CURRICULAR COLLABORATION

Your music department is probably more than accustomed to putting on performances. Recreating time 

periods, however, may not be an area of expertise for you. Fortunately, your school probably has a team 

of teachers for whom it is their bread and butter. They can usually be found in the design and technology 

department, and in the drama department.
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While not strictly part of the GCSE specifications, recreating the circumstances of performance with dramatic 

sets and some convincing textiles for costumes can help pupils to fully visualise the context that they 

are learning about. You could even take things a stage further by collaborating with the food technology 

department to put together authentic food from the time/nation/culture associated with the music that you are 

studying. Engaging as many of the five senses as possible is a great way to reinforce learning, and it’s very 

rare for music teachers to have the opportunity to use taste and smell in their lessons! Integrating food into a 

unit plan is an effective (and tasty!) way to overcome this challenge.

Even better, this process need not be one solely focused on benefiting the music department. With some 

careful planning, the musical performances can also benefit the other departments you’re collaborating with. 

The experience of working with musicians on a period-performance task creates a great brief for textiles work, 

and the music that your students perform could be the perfect mise-en-scène for the drama department’s next 

performance.

COMMUNITY COLLABORATION

The collaborative opportunities need not stop with your school. It would be of particular value to your GCSE 

candidates to turn this project into a collaboration with a local period-performance ensemble. Get in touch with 

your music education hub to see if they can help you find an appropriate ensemble and instruments – they may 

even be interested in extending the project to other schools, which could present a significant cost saving for 

all the schools involved.

The advantage of working with period performers is that they will have an intimate knowledge of the specialist 

instruments, performance techniques and conventions that are associated with the music in question. Very few 

people will be in a better position to explain and demonstrate the context of the music than these performers. 

As a result, make sure that you incorporate time for your students to talk to them. There’s a lot to be gained 

from an informal conversation during a workshop, but it’s important to keep in mind that these performers, 

while hugely valuable, may not be qualified music teachers with an in-depth knowledge of your chosen GCSE 

specification. Take the opportunity to overcome this by arranging a hot-seating activity and ensure that a few 

key questions are asked.

To maximise the AO4 opportunities, encourage your students to focus on asking ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions, 

such as:

 � Why does your instrument have a narrow range?

 � Why is this type of ensemble so small?

 � Why was this piece written at this tempo?

 � How would you play the ornament at the end of the phrase?

 � How would your ensemble have been arranged on stage?

This sort of question gives the hot-seated musician plenty of scope to talk about their instrument, the music and 

the socio-historical context. This, in turn, allows your pupils to gain the most benefit.

THE PERFORMANCE

When it comes to the performance itself, be sure to make it a real event in the school calendar. Invite parents 

and the wider community to attend, and serve up the food created in your cross-curricular collaborations. If 

the music is dance music, then arrange for the audience to join in a simple (and period-appropriate) dance. 

If it’s an overture, then perform the relevant production that would go with it (or, at least, some highlights from 

it). If it’s film music, then perform it along to a muted clip from the film (perhaps with GCSE drama students 

lip-syncing the dialogue).

Nothing will help students to put a piece of music in context more than actually performing it in context. It 

makes the knowledge relatable, relevant and (most importantly) memorable.

Investigate to consolidate

In the introduction to this resource, we talked about the ‘investigator’ method of teaching musical context, where 

the fingerprints of musical styles are matched to the contextual reasons for their presence. This approach is 

particularly effective when you are looking to consolidate recent learning.

Be kind to the 
visiting musicians. 
Many non-teacher 
adults are nervous 
about visiting 
schools and talking 
in front of a room 
full of teenagers. 
Give them a list 
of questions that 
will definitely be 
asked so that they 
can prepare a few 
responses.
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One of the reasons that this can work so well is that it gives you the opportunity to teach candidates about 

the importance of a ‘line of best fit’ approach to critical listening. In other words, it gives you the opportunity 

to teach students that some pieces of music from a particular context will include additional features, or even 

lack some core features of that context.

A detective investigating a murder scene will look at all the clues in the room, but will also seek to eliminate 

those that are irrelevant. The fingerprints on the murder weapon will be much more important than those on 

the glass of water left by the victim’s wife (assuming, of course, that she has a strong alibi!). The same is true 

of musical analysis – some features may be conspicuous by their presence or by their absence. A blues piece 

might feature a 16- rather than a 12-bar chord progression, but it’s still the blues. A canon might not use strict 

canonic entries, but it’s still a canon. An understanding of this aspects can go a long way to improving a pupil’s 

confidence in identifying both the style or genre, and the explaining its context.

WHEN TO USE ‘INVESTIGATE TO CONSOLIDATE’

Since the premise of ‘investigate to consolidate’ depends on pupils already having a secure understanding of 

key musical features and their context, it’s important only to introduce this approach once you are confident that 

pupils have a reasonable understanding of the context being studied. The clue is in the title – this technique is 

there to consolidate learning, not to deliver initial knowledge.

As a result, there are two main opportunities to introduce the technique:

1. Immediately after a single topic has been taught.

2. After a number of topics have been taught.

When using this approach after a number of topics, you are able to draw comparisons between numerous 

styles of music and their contexts. When delivering it after a single topic (ie the first unit of your scheme of 

work), you are only able to draw on the context that candidates have just finished studying. In which case, it’s 

a good idea to make use of pieces that include a mixture of ‘textbook examples’ and a few that include ‘red 

herring’ features.

To make the most of this approach, it’s best to plan for it before the initial delivery of the topic concerned. This 

way, you can ensure that the fingerprints of each style and their contextual explanations are clearly presented 

in the lessons themselves. This allows you to create handouts, PowerPoints and other revision materials that 

identify the fingerprints to students in a very clear manner.

When creating these resources, it can be helpful to have a colour coding system to match fingerprints to a 

particular element of music (eg harmonic features are yellow, melodic features are green, rhythmic features 

are blue, etc). You could even have a picture of a fingerprint that uses a different colour for each element, in 

order to act as reinforcement of this system.

The ‘investigate to consolidate’ sessions themselves can be planned as an attempt to find ‘the culprit’ musical 

features that are ‘guilty’ of making the piece a good example of the style/genre and justifying the investigator’s 

conclusions with contextual evidence. Hercule Poirot would never just declare, ‘It was the butler!’ He would 

always weave a narrative to demonstrate how he used his intellect to identify the guilty party. Your students will 

be required to do the same.

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

You could start with a simple table that asks pupils to identify all of the musical features that they can hear and 

organise them into two columns: evidence and red herrings. A table for the blues piece that we mentioned 

earlier, for example, might feature:

 � Evidence:

 � Call and response between voice and guitar

 � Swing rhythms

 � AAB lyric structure

 � Red herrings:

 � 16-bar chord progression

 � No improvisation

 � Flute solo

Obviously, an even 
more effective 
approach is to 
make use of both 
opportunities. Doing 
so will lend a familiar 
shape to units of 
work since students 
will become 
accustomed to using 
the ‘investigate to 
consolidate’ method 
at the end of each 
unit.
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IDENTIFYING CONTEXT

With pupils having identified both the features and their degree of relevance, they now need to justify their 

decisions. For each clue, they need to explain:

 � the definition of the musical term that they have identified

 � a contextual explanation for it being a typical feature of this style of music

In our blues example, candidates might explain that an AAB lyric structure refers to the use of a repeated first 

line of lyrics that is then contrasted with a third line that that rhymes with the first. They might also identify that 

this was a common feature of early blues music since improvisation of both melody and lyrics was common, 

and the repetition of the first line allowed the vocalist some additional time to improvise a line that rhymes with 

the first.

Ideally, this process would be repeated for additional pieces of music. To get the most from this approach, you 

might find it effective to complete one listening activity as a classwork activity and then repeat it at least once 

as a homework task. This allows you to:

 � establish a baseline.

 � provide feedback.

 � repeat the process with a new activity.

 � identify and exemplify progress over time.

 � provide further feedback.

 � repeat the process if your assessment suggests that further consolidation is necessary.

This model allows you to deliver learning in a manner that is compatible with the current Ofsted framework 

of identifying ‘progress over time’ but is also focused on consolidating specific musical learning. The added 

benefit is that you are only dedicating one lesson per unit on this (predominantly) written activity, which frees 

up more time for music making in your lessons while providing you with homeworks that are entirely relevant 

and meaningful for learners.

REVISION STRATEGIES TO REINFORCE CONTEXT

No matter how much we’d like to pretend otherwise, there’s no getting away from the fact that the accountability 

system encourages us all to ensure that pupils perform well at the end of Year 11. Sometimes, there’s no 

getting away from the fact that you have to have a few revision strategies in place that focus on the content of 

the examination itself.

The term ‘revision session’ conjures up images of pupils surrounded by textbooks and teachers going over 

the same material that was presented earlier in the year. It’s tempting for this to become a classic ‘chalk and 

talk’ session that lacks some of the musicality seen in other lessons of the course. Unfortunately, this approach 

rarely generates two of the most important factors that lead to effective learning:

 � We learn when we have to think hard.

 � Our brains remember new and unexpected events/information.

Although some pupils will undoubtedly think hard during a revision lesson, it is unlikely to provide the novelty 

that can trigger learning. You could always try unexpectedly shouting a few keywords, but this is hardly a 

sustainable approach!

A far more effective model is to ensure that your revision-based homeworks and lessons are planned with the 

same attention to novelty as the first time that you taught the content.

Homework: composing for context

While composing is undeniably a creative process, its purpose at GCSE is more a way of evidencing 

understanding. A successful composition for any of the GCSE specifications will demonstrate a degree of 

creativity, and also an understanding of how the elements of music can be manipulated to sound as if they 

originated in a particular context.

In this context, 
the word ‘novelty’ 
is being used 
to refer to ‘new’ 
or ‘interesting’ 
elements, rather 
than lessons that are 
simply ‘odd’!
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A great way to combine composing and context is to take the ‘investigator’s approach’ discussed in the 

introduction. If your curriculum time is spent teaching pupils the musical features of a particular context, then 

a homework can be set to demonstrate their understanding of it.

To exemplify this, let’s consider some musical features of a gavotte:

1. simple duple metre

2. phrases that begin with an anacrusis

3. use of melodic sequence

This could form the basis of a series of homeworks, where each feature is added to a simple composition 

in turn. This process consolidates the features of a gavotte (by continually referring to them in successive 

composition briefs) and the composing process itself. If the composition briefs are thorough enough, it will also 

help to highlight the context of a gavotte being a traditional dance, which was a particular favourite of Handel.

Composition briefs for this task could look like the following:

For a composition-based homework task to be effective, you will need to be clear about the submission format. 

Are pupils expected to compose their pieces on manuscript paper, using notation software (eg Sibelius or 

Noteflight), using a DAW (eg Logic or Cubase), or as a live performance during the lesson?

Equally, you will need to be clear about how pupils will be able to access the necessary resources. Do all 

pupils have access to notation software? Are all students sufficiently fluent in notation? Have you provided 

all pupils with DAW software? Can all pupils access rehearsal space? Common solutions to these problems 

COMPOSITION BRIEF 1

Following on from today’s lesson about the gavotte, you are going to gradually compose a Baroque 
gavotte in the style of GF Handel.

As we learnt in today’s lesson:

 � The gavotte is a traditional dance. To make it suitable for dancing, gavottes feature simple duple 
metre such as 2/2.

 � One of the most distinctive instruments of the Baroque period was the harpsichord.

This week, you will compose a 16-bar piece that features a harpsichord playing:

 � A (left-hand) bassline that emphasises a simple duple metre

 � (Optional) A right-hand chord progression

There is no need to compose a melody at this stage.

COMPOSITION BRIEF 2

This homework is a continuation of your Baroque gavotte composition in the style of GF Handel.

So far, your composition should feature:

 � A harpsichord

 � A (left-hand) bassline that emphasises a simple duple metre

 � (Optional) A right-hand chord progression

As you learnt in today’s lesson, two features of a gavotte include melodies that:

 � are based on a sequence

 � start with an anacrusis

Add a melody to your composition that makes use of both sequence and anacrusis. The melody should 
be played on an instrument that was typical of the Baroque period.
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include the use of online software (eg Noteflight or Roundtrip), scheduling access to practice rooms, and 

providing a lunchtime/after-school drop-in session where pupils can get support with writing musical notation.

Of course, one of the great opportunities presented by a composition task such as this (provided that you are 

confident you can authenticate the work) is that it can be a great starting point for one of the compositions 

submitted for non-examined assessment (NEA).

Classwork: creating a revision website

Teamwork has long been a component of the revision process. Group revision sessions, study clubs and ‘testing 

each other’ are likely to be familiar to all. It’s an approach that works well since pupils have an opportunity 

to clarify each other’s misconceptions and to consolidate their own learning by teaching others. It also takes 

away some of the monotony and the loneliness that often accompany pre-exam revision.

One way in which teachers have long supported students with this is to collect in all revision notes, photocopy 

them and distribute a complete booklet of the pupils’ combined knowledge. It’s a great way to consolidate 

learning since pupils repeatedly read the same information presented in different ways. For music teachers, 

however, it can occasionally present a problem – the written notes separate the knowledge of context from the 

musical material itself.

A simple way to overcome this challenge is to take advantage of the numerous platforms for creating simple but 

effective websites and sharing the address of each site with the class. Speak to your network manager and/or 

computing department to find out if there’s already a platform for this in use. Common platforms include Weebly 

and Google Sites (via Google Classroom), and both make it easy for you to check and moderate pupils’ work.

Once you have selected a platform for pupils to create their websites on, you can turn your attention to how 

content will be organised. A common web design term for this is a sitemap. The specific details of your 

sitemap will vary from board to board (due to the differing approaches to areas of study and set works), but a 

generic outline for a single area of study could look like the following:

 � Welcome page

 � Area of Study One

 � AO3 knowledge

 � AO4 knowledge

 z Socio-historical information

 z Musical information

 � Set work 1

 z AO3 knowledge

 z AO4 knowledge

 | Socio-historical information

 | Evidence of this in the set work

Providing students with a sitemap ensures that their revision websites will cover all of the required knowledge. The 

division between AO3 and AO4 knowledge will also allow you to reinforce pupils’ understanding of which questions 

in the exam are asking about which assessment objective. This allows them to be more confident about the type 

of response that is expected of them and, hopefully, improve the chance that they will give the correct answer!

The vital ingredient to making this project a success is in combining audio and video resources alongside text that 

the students have written. This way, there is a clear link between the music itself and the contextual information. 

Better still, why not include video recordings of pupils’ performances or compositions from the tasks outlined above?

CONTINUING WITH CONTEXT

Future Music Teacher resources will continue to support you in your teaching of context. As we put together 

resources looking at the new set works, we will provide you with plenty of suggestions for how you can teach 

the specific context of each as well as the specific musical features.

Schools using 
Microsoft Classroom 
might want to 
consider the 
possibility of sharing 
pupils’ OneNote 
notebooks instead. 
This provides the 
same combination 
of audio recordings 
and text in a system 
that pupils should 
be much more 
familiar with.
Such an approach 
also allows your 
pupils to take 
advantage of 
OneNote’s powerful 
web-clipper tool. 
This means that 
pupils can grab 
content from 
the internet and 
organise it in their 
shared notebooks.

In this site map, 
each bullet point 
represents a single 
page of the website. 
If a bullet point is 
indented, then it is 
a sub-page of the 
lesser-indented 
page above it.


