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Unpacking Purcell’s ‘Music for a While’
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INTRODUCTION

This article provides teaching ideas and suggestions for Area of Study 2 of the Appraising component of 

the new Edexcel GCSE music course, which we have now started teaching to Year 10 students (see also a 

previous Music Teacher resource, November 2016). Here I offer two approaches: one is practical, and the 

other is more of a written approach that may also aid with the study of other set works.

The motivation behind this article is to consider how we can approach the study of set works, and how this can 

help students to unpack music from the ground up.

In the exam, students will be expected to answer a range of questions, some short and closed, others more 

broad and analytical. In order to prepare students for the exam, we need to make sure that they are prepared 

for these differing question styles.

As well as questions on the set works themselves, students will also have to answer questions on unfamiliar 

pieces of music. This article will also look at ways in which we can embed this approach into our teaching and 

the learning process of our students.

WHERE DO WE START WITH ANALYSIS?

When looking at how to teach a piece of music, I consider two things:

1. The key musical features of the piece that I need students to be able to define and understand.

2. The features of the piece that are linked to its social, cultural and historical position.

The new specification breaks the above into three areas that I think are interesting to consider:

 � Musical elements

 � Musical contexts

 � Musical language

MUSICAL ELEMENTS

Musical elements are things that students are often all too familiar with, having studied them for a 
number of years. But the GCSE brings in new terminology and topics that they need to be aware of. It 
is advisable to have a consistent approach to the identification of elements and previous Music Teacher 
resources have offered some excellent approaches (see Edexcel GCSE music: AOS2 – Vocal Music, 
November 2016, for example). It is crucial for students always to be aware of a wider cross section of 
elements and not miss out key features in their analysis.

I find that context and language are potentially new terms to students, so it’s important for them to 
understand exactly what they means. It’s clear that the more we can bring these terms into our Key 
Stage 3 programme, the more prepared students will be for the demands of GCSE.
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Some of the above will be inherent in our teaching already, but I have found that breaking things down into 

those three areas can be useful to students. Analysing music ‘properly’ is the main aim for GCSE music 

students, and they don’t want to cut any corners in the process.

We also need to make them aware of the ways in which they are being assessed throughout the course and 

during the exam. The specification gives details of the four Assessment Objectives for the GCSE:

 � AO1: Perform with technical control, expression and Interpretation.

 � AO2: Compose and develop musical ideas with technical control and coherence.

 � AO3: Demonstrate and apply musical knowledge.

 � AO4: Use appraising skills to make evaluative and critical judgements about music.

MUSICAL CONTEXT

Context is all about place, time, purpose and intention. I find that film music is a great way into this, 
as students can think about where and when the movie is set, and what the main story is about. I like 
to get students to research different films and delve into exactly what the context is for each of them.

But context is also very exciting when we consider the instruments and technology available to 
composers. I enjoy teaching this aspect of context because some students have never considered 
what life was like in the Baroque period. It might seem obvious to us, but when you ask students to 
imagine a world without radio, iPhones, YouTube and so on, they start to grasp how different music 
would have been.

It’s important that they link this back to the music, and see that music was composed for very different 
circumstances and very different intentions. It might be good to ask students to complete a grid linked 
to the context of three pieces from different key eras of music history, like this, for example:

Time Baroque

Purpose Entertainment at a palace

Intention To provide music for a large banquet

Resources Harpsichord, strings

I always find that students start to understand music properly when they imagine that they were 
composing at that time, and think about the various challenges they would have met. I also think it’s 
exciting in itself to imagine a world where music had a certain sense of the unknown about it, simply 
because it wasn’t blasting out of speakers in people’s homes every day.

MUSICAL LANGUAGE

Musical language for me is all about style, and understanding what contributes to a certain style. 
Students need to see what language a composer has used in order to create their piece. This then 
helps students to work out what they can use to create their own music. This is also linked to reading 
and writing staff notation – something that students need to be able to do for the dictation part of 
the exam. (It’s crucial that we don’t shy away from teaching how to read and write music – something 
I think should be tackled early on if it’s an issue.)

One approach to getting students to consider musical languages is to ask them to selecting three 
things they feel are essential to the language of a particular piece. Which three features, if removed, 
would really take away the piece’s character, its language?
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These assessment objectives have different weightings in terms of the GCSE:

 � AO1: 30%

 � AO2: 30%

 � AO3: 20%

 � AO4: 20%

Making students aware of this is something we should do at the start of the course, so that they are aware 

of the terminology, the weighting and the requirements for the exam. This article focuses mainly on AO3 and 

AO4, and it will be clear how these can be approached separately, and also brought together to create a clear 

picture of exactly what the written paper requires of the students. We need to ensure that the tasks we set, both 

practical and written, are geared towards students understanding these Assessment Objectives.

BLOOM’S TAXONOMY AND MUSICAL ANALYSIS

Bloom’s Taxonomy was created in 1956 under the leadership of educational psychologist Dr Benjamin Bloom. 

The aim was to promote higher forms of thinking in education, such as analysing and evaluating concepts, 

processes, procedures and principles, rather than just remembering facts.

I’m sure this is something you will have encountered before, so let’s remind ourselves of the levels presented 

by this study in 1956:

1. Remembering

2. Understanding

3. Applying

4. Analysing

5. Evaluating

6. Creating

You may find some versions of Bloom’s Taxonomy that present things in a slightly different order, but I quite like 

having creating at the top of the pyramid:

So how can we use this to help study a piece of music at GCSE?

I’m sure lots of ideas are springing to mind as you read it, and I’m sure you do a lot of them already. But here 

are some thoughts on questions that you might like to use for each layer of the pyramid.

Questioning using Bloom’s

Asking questions in lessons is a crucial part of teaching. Effective questioning is even more important, and in 

addition, differentiated questioning. If you’re like me, then you have already rid your classroom of ‘hands up’ 

questioning, and instead you seek to spread questions around the room and aim questions at certain students, 

tailoring questions to the individual. I know of some teachers who pull lolly sticks with names on out of a tin – I 

just make sure I spread the questions around as much as possible. Hopefully this approach will help you with 

your questioning skills and help students with their analysis. Some of the key words linked to each layer of 
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Blooms are in bold, and I’m sure there are others that can be included.

KNOWLEDGE

 � Identify key features within the music – use key terms to name these features/elements.

 � Locate features within the music – bar numbers or sections.

 � Outline the basic sound of the music – this is linked to the musical language.

 � State the genre/composer/year of composition/style/instrument.

UNDERSTANDING

 � Explain what the piece ‘sounds like’. This is a great question to pose to a class when you first play them a 

set work or piece of unfamiliar listening.

 � Discuss the use of key elements – eg the use of dynamics, the use of tempo, etc.

 � Describe the style of the music – students need to listen to as many different styles as possible during the 

course, as this will help their unfamiliar listening skills.

 � Describe the piece in one sentence – a great starter or plenary task after a listening lesson.

 � Why did the composer choose this instrument/s?

APPLICATION

 � Produce a descriptive timeline of the piece that highlights the key features above.

 � Demonstrate to me that you know how the composer structures their piece.

 � Construct a diagram or visual representation of the piece.

ANALYSIS

 � Analyse what features of the piece define its genre/composer/year of composition.

 � Examine how the piece creates its mood/represents a certain mood.

 � Compare the piece with another piece from the same composer/genre/year of composition.

 � Compare the piece to a different piece from a different composer/genre/year of composition.

 � Can you explain why this piece sounds happy/sad/dramatic/exciting, etc?

 � Choose one element – what would happen if you changed this element?

 � Distinguish between elements that were common at the time and elements that were new.

 � Sort the elements into an order of importance to the genre/style – the ones that have the most impact at 

the top of the list.

EVALUATION

 � Which element/feature is the most crucial for the success of this piece?

 � Can you predict the outcome if the piece was composed in a different time?

 � Judge the success of this piece in relation to other music at the time.

 � What makes this piece successful?

 � Conclude why the composer has chosen the instrument/structure/style.

CREATING

 � Compose a short piece that uses five elements/features/ideas found in the piece you have studied.

 � Plan your own composition and state how you will give it a similar mood/style/sound.

 � Generate a set of rules that state what you need to do to create a piece that will sound the same.

UNPACKING PURCELL WITH BLOOM’S TAXONOMY

Purcell’s ‘Music for a While’ has been covered in a previous Music Teacher resource (November 2016), but I 

wanted to use it again to demonstrate not only this approach, but also a practical approach. You may want to 

start with the practical approach and then use Bloom’s Taxonomy, or you may want to take these ideas and 

use them with another set work or a wider listening example. These tools are here to give you ideas on ways 

to unpack set works.

It’s my understanding that the very thing we mustn’t do for the new GCSE is obsess over bar numbers and 

analysing every single little bit of a piece. Yes, we need detail, and yes, we need facts, but the real bulk of the 

exam will focus more on the application of these facts and details. Memorising stacks of facts that can’t be 
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fully used and applied in the exam is simply not useful – and definitely not music. So please take care when 

teaching students, and encourage them to pick one or two key things that really stand out in a piece – hopefully 

this Bloom’s approach will help with that.

Knowledge

How much knowledge students need for every piece is open to discussion. I would imagine that one or two 

facts for each of the main elements of music would be a great place to start. Knowledge is only useful if 

students can later link it to impact and context:

 � Identify key features within the music – use key terms to name these features/elements.

 � Ground bass.

 � Mainly syllabic word setting.

 � Ornaments.

 � Harpsichord.

 � Locate features within the music – bar numbers or sections.

 � The piece is in 3 sections that are all underpinned by a ground bass.

 � The piece starts and ends in A minor.

 � Outline the basic sound of the music.

 � It is a piece of incidental music to be performed as part of a play.

 � The music sounds calm and melancholic.

 � State the genre/composer/year of composition/style/instrument.

 � It is a Baroque piece from around 1692.

 � Composed by English composer Henry Purcell (1659-95).

Understanding

True understanding is crucial: sometimes students just learn words or memorise terms and don’t always know 

exactly what they are talking about. All too often students simply reply to a question with a key term, without 

really knowing what that term means.

 � Explain what the piece ‘sounds like’.

 � It has a Baroque sound and a sense of continuity to it.

 � Discuss the use of key elements – eg the use of dynamics, the use of tempo, etc.

 � The song is in a simple time signature of 4/4 and there are no dynamics markings at all.

 � Describe the style of the music.

 � It is a typical Barouqe piece with a simple repeating bassline known as a ground bass. This underpins 

the entire song.

 � Describe the piece in one sentence.

 � English Baroque song with a ground bass and a vocal melody line over the top.

 � Why did the composer choose this instrument/s?

 � As was common at the time, the harpsichord was used to keep a continuous bassline. The bass viol was 

also used to support the bassline. The harpsichord also plays a realisation in the right hand.

Application

There are a number of ways to approach this. The most effective way that I’ve seen used by my students so far 

is a timeline of the piece, with the key features written on it. Although bar numbers aren’t crucial, it’s good for 

students to know the structure of a piece and roughly where things happen.

Students often like creating something visual that they can then use for revision, and also share with others. 

It helps to embed the knowledge they have acquired and can be easily followed as they listen to the music. 

Early on in the year it’s good to work out learning styles and approaches for your students. For some, a load of 

coloured pencils and a piece of paper is definitely their method of choice. Others might like to make a video or 

a podcast. It’s great to get some students thinking about creating some kind of podcast that includes musical 

extracts and maybe an ‘interview’ with the composer. Ultimately, give them a chance to be creative, and they 

probably will be.
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Analysis

I’ve picked my favourite questions here, but there are very many angles you can take for analysis. The important 

thing is that students see that they are now using the knowledge and understanding from earlier on and putting 

it to good use in a full analysis.

 � Examine how the piece creates its mood/represents a certain mood.

 � It is in A minor.

 � There is some tonal ambiguity in the ground bass through the addition of C sharp.

 � There is the use of word painting in bars 10-11.

 � Suspensions are used to great effect in a chain – see bar 13.

 � Choose one element – what would happen if you changed this element?

 � If you took away the ground bass, this piece would be totally different. It would lack the movement in the 

bass and the tonal ambiguity at times. It wouldn’t have the same structure and it would possibly sound 

much less melancholic.

 � Sort the elements into an order of importance to the genre/style, with the ones that have the most impact 

at the top of the list.

1. Ground bass

2. Harpsichord

3. Minor tonality

4. Ornaments

5. Instrumentation

Evaluation

Again, there are several different approaches given above, and I have found that for this aspect of Bloom’s 

Taxonomy it’s good to open things up to a class discussion. Asking students to justify why this piece is 

successful is a great way of teasing out of them the impact of the different aspects of the piece. It also links 

nicely into the concept of the piece being created for a specific reason in a specific period of time. Asking 

them to consider why the composer choose certain elements of music is a really useful way of assessing their 

understanding.

Asking them what they would have done to make it better is also an interesting discussion point. You want them 

to put themselves in the time period that the piece was written in, to see that they understand the constraints, 

traditions and limitations that faced the composer.

These questions could be used for classroom debate and discussion, or given out to students so that they can 

come together to answer different aspects. They could also be used for homework to analyse an unfamiliar 

piece of music. If students properly engage with them and use them regularly, you will find that their analysis 

of the set works improves no end, and they will take these skills forward into A level music. Group work is 

really useful for a GCSE class as they start to learn to discuss music – something that they ultimately do in the 

exam room.

PRACTICAL UNPACKING OF PURCELL

When I came to teach Purcell’s ‘Music for a While’, I wanted to ensure that it was really engaging for students 

and that they didn’t switch off to it. All too often we’re looking for ways to open up a piece to our students 

and get them instantly excited about analysing it. Sometimes we just have to get on with it, and Bloom’s can 

help. But other times, we can approach it practically. I thought about students performing the song, but then 

I realised that there were many ways into this piece, and so much that can be covered through this set work.

‘Music for a While’ begins with a ground bass, which forms the heart of the piece and is a great place to start. 

Therefore I wanted to give the students a chance to closely look at, and analyse, the ground bass.

But just handing them the ground bass. or pointing to it in the Anthology, seemed like a short cut. I wanted 

them to properly understand the ground bass and also learn a few skills in the process. So here’s what you 

can do with the ground bass:
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1. Give a group of students all the individual notes of the ground bass along with two clefs – 26 pieces of 

paper in all. I say pieces of paper because I just wrote out every note by hand – which was easier for me 

at the time!

2. Ask each group to look at the notes and work out what they are. Ask them to think about which clef they 

need for this task. Obviously, don’t tell them that it’s a piece with a ground bass, or even mention the 

piece itself – just give them the notes and get them thinking. In my case, some struggled, but the rich 

conversations and discussions that went on in each group were excellent. They quickly worked out that 

it was the bass clef: this process will depend on how quickly they pick up on the notes they have and 

the likely starting note. Not every group got it, but in any case, the process and discussion are key. I was 

amazed listening in to their discussions about the possible keys and how it was unlikely to be a key with 

an E sharp, so possibly the bass clef.

3. Ask them: 'Now you know it's the bass clef, can you work out any patterns?' In some ways, this is almost 

impossible to do, but again, the discussion process is the key thing here. My students started to put notes 

into groups, look at patterns, and so on. Some produced scales, others broken-chord patterns. It was 

great to watch, and I kept going round to the groups asking them about why they had chosen a specific 

pattern. It’s crucial to ensure that groups are having discussions and problem solving, otherwise the task 

isn’t being fully utilised.

4. Play them the first eight notes and ask them what the tonality is. Hopefully they will identify it as minor. The 

students’ next task is to work out which minor key it’s in. This is fun to watch, and again, I was amazed by 

the conversations. Students were almost arguing the case for different minor keys – ‘No, it can’t be D minor 

as we don’t have a B flat.’ I let this go on for a little while and then started to give them some thoughts and 

pointers.

5. At this stage, it’s likely you will have come to the end of the lesson – but it all depends on how rich the 

discussion has been and how well the pupils have approached the task.You may like to end the lesson with 

a quick singing task, where you sing some intervals that are going to come in handy next lesson. You can 

then start the following lesson with a similar singing task.

6. For the start at that following lesson, students should have the starting note sorted out, and know that the 

melody is in a minor key – starting with a recap of the previous lesson will help. They now need to look 

again at the notes they have, and start to think about patterns. Some of them, of course, may have looked 

up the ground bass since the last lesson – but you can ask those who have to not give it away, but instead 

to take the role of teacher and make sure the group members work it out together.

7. Now play them the ground bass – not the whole piece, just the ground bass. This can be quickly and easily 

played on a piano or using notation software. You want the students to focus solely on the bassline at this 

stage.

8. So what are the patterns? What can you hear? Lots of great questions can now be posed to the class for 

discussion:
 � Are there any patterns?

 � Does the bass rise, fall, or a bit of both?

 � Are there any significant intervals in the ground bass?

9. Playing the track a few times should help students to notice some of the key features of the ground bass, 

such as the repeating pattern. Play it a few times and then watch them start to work it out.

10. If you have the groups as mixed-ability – which I would advise – then it’s great to see students sharing 

with each other and helping each other out. Keep circling round the room asking them questions and 

differentiating between groups. Some groups may still be struggling, but most should be well on the way 

to getting the bassline sorted out.

11. Now is the time to see who has got it right. Students love a sense of challenge, and it was great to see the 

students in my case hiding their answers from others. It will be interesting to see which groups have got it 

completely correct.

12. Finally, it’s great to get the students singing the ground bass – I really think this is a valuable way of 

embedding the ground bass and the learning from the lessons.

Here’s what I felt students could learn from this practical approach:

1. Melodic dictation skills: this is now part of the Edexcel exam, so it’s a good way to get students to engage 

with this concept.

2. Recognising key signatures: major vs minor. Although this might be obvious, sometimes students can 

hear the tonality but can’t always discuss why it is that tonality.

3. What a sequence looks and sounds like: this is an important melodic device that is featured here and 

can almost certainly be used by students in their own compositions.
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4. Musical problem solving and teamwork.

5. Intervals: this is linked to melodic dictation, of course, but it is good to separate intervals from the melody 

at first so that students get used to spotting certain intervals in music.

6. Creating a ground bass: students may want to go on to compose a ground-bass piece, and this will give 

them a great insight into how to construct one.

7. Reading bass clef: some students struggle with this, and I found that this exercise was a great way to sort 

out their knowledge of the two clefs.

These lessons are designed to be engaging, stimulating and investigative. They are designed to get students 

thinking about how music works and how things fit together. The discussions were rich and the outcomes were 

excellent. Even those groups who got the ground bass wrong will have been through a process of discussion 

and discovery that will have taken them on a real music theory journey.

CONCLUSION

Here are two approaches to studying Purcell’s ‘Music for a While’, and in many ways, the Bloom’s Taxonomy 

approach can easily be used to study any piece at GCSE or A level. For me, the key is questioning and 

bringing a piece of music to life. In order to truly understand the context of a piece of music and grasp its 

sound, students need to explore it. This can be through practically playing the piece or through detailed and 

complete analysis.

Bloom’s Taxonomy is a great way of doing this, and something that we are probably already employing in our 

classrooms. Raising students to think about the distinction between knowledge and analysis is key to their 

success at GCSE. The new Edexcel specification in particular requires them to piece together a full analysis 

of the impact of music and the impact of the time period and the context on that music. The Bloom’s approach 

might seem like an academic written approach, but students do enjoy the investigation of music when given 

a chance. They should of course listen as they work, and hopefully they will want to listen to other music from 

the same period to see if they have taken in all there is to know.

The outcome is that students are able to analyse a piece of music fully, and hopefully enjoy it more and achieve 

more in the exam room.


