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INTRODUCTION

One of the ways in which the new GCSE specifications retain a sense of continuity with the outgoing courses is 

that they feature areas of study – broad groupings of music by theme, genre, style, function or time. Not only does 

this lend the specification some structure, but it can also be a great help to the teacher during the planning period.

For their new GCSE in music, AQA has divided the course into four areas of study:

 � AoS1: Western classical tradition 1650-1910

 � AoS2: Popular music

 � AoS3: Traditional music

 � AoS4: Western classical music since 1910

This resource focuses on providing ideas for both repertoire and teaching for Area of Study 2 (popular music). 

When AQA launched the first draft of its new specification, it also issued a press release that placed a great 

deal of emphasis on its inclusion of popular music. A variety of newspapers and online publications reported 

on the fact that the course includes the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band as three of the set 

works, and the use of DJing as a performance option.

AREA OF STUDY 2

It’s worth noting that the board’s definition of ‘popular music’ is much broader than just the Beatles, and, indeed, 

the commonly accepted definition of popular music as ‘music predominantly distributed through recordings’. 

Specifically, this area of study is divided into four topics:

1. Music of Broadway 1950s to 1990s

2. Rock music of 1960s and 1970s

3. Film and computer gaming music

4. Pop music 1990s to present

The inclusion of musical theatre and film/video game music may not sit perfectly with a typical understanding 

of popular music, but it’s not unusual for these genres to be looked at together.

When planning schemes of work for any of the new GSCE specifications, it’s important to keep Assessment 

Objective 4 in mind. Ofqual added this assessment objective to the new GCSE, and all boards are required to 

include material that assesses this type of musical knowledge. Ofqual defines this assessment objective as:

‘Use appraising skills to make evaluative and critical judgements about music.’

This requires candidates to consider the music they hear in terms of the context in which it was both composed 

and performed, and to come to conclusions about the effectiveness of the music in light of that context. 

The listening examination will include a number of questions that address AO4. A quick look at the Sample 

Assessment Materials (SAMs) will demonstrate the inclusion of AO4 questions in both Section A (dealing with 

‘unfamiliar music’) and Section B (dealing with the set works).

For Area of Study 2, the set works are three tracks taken from the aforementioned Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 

Club Band:

 � With a Little Help from My Friends

 � Within You Without You

 � Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds

While this resource 
will focus on the 
unfamiliar listening, 
a future Music 
Teacher magazine 
resource will look 
at this set work in 
further detail.
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The unfamiliar music, however, has a far wider remit than just one album – teachers are free to select any music 

that falls into the context specified by the sub-topics. Obviously, this presents teachers with a scope that can 

feel somewhat overwhelming – rock music of the 1960s and 1970s might be a finite time period, but it covers a 

huge number of singles and albums, which could provide sufficient content for a GCSE in their own right. And 

that’s before we have even considered the huge number of film and computer game scores that have been 

released between 1990 and today.

Although not in the specification, some guidelines for the musical material that is likely to comprise the material 

for the examination have been alluded to by senior examiners. As we look at each of AoS2’s topics in more 

detail, we will consider the pieces that have been suggested, and look at how that can inform your teaching.

VOCABULARY

One of the most pleasing features of the new AQA specification is its attention to detail in terms of outlining 

keywords that are relevant to each area of study. The AoS2 vocabulary is listed as:

 � Melody

 � riff

 � pitch bend

 � melisma

 � hook

 � slide

 � glissando

 � improvisation

 � ostinato

 � blue notes

 � Harmony

 � power chords

 � chord symbols

 � stock chord progressions

 � Tonality

 � pentatonic

 � modal

 � blues scale

 � Structure

 � intro/outro

 � verse

 � chorus

 � break

 � 12-bar blues

 � drum fill

 � Sonority/timbre

 � standard contemporary instrument types

 � specific instrument types

 � instrumental techniques

 z palm mute

 z pitch bend

 z hammer-on

 z pull-off

 z slide guitar/bottleneck

It goes without 
saying that the very 
nature of ‘unfamiliar 
music’ is that 
candidates do not 
expect it to appear 
in the examination. 
The guidance in this 
resource, especially 
that which looks at 
specific pieces of 
music, is just that – 
guidance. I would 
encourage you to 
make listening to, 
performing and 
composing a wide 
range of music 
a normal part of 
music lessons 
in your school. 
Being comfortable 
with hearing and 
analysing new music 
is a genuine musical 
skill that will prepare 
students well for 
both the GCSE 
examination and life 
as a musician.
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 � drum kit components and techniques

 � vocal timbres

 z falsetto

 z belt

 z rap

 z beat-boxing

 z scat singing

 � specific instrumental techniques

 � specific instrumental effects

 � specific technological recording techniques

 � Tempo, metre and rhythm

 � bpm

 � mm

 � groove

 � backbeat

 � syncopation

 � off-beat

 � shuffle, swing/swung

While this is an impressively precise list, it should be noted that it is not an exhaustive one. To quote page 12 

of the specification:

‘Marks will also be awarded for knowledge of other terms if relevant to this area of study.’

As a result, this material should not be treated a checklist for the creation of a musical dictionary, but instead 

as a guide to the types of vocabulary that should be delivered. Perhaps the most important parts of the list, 

therefore, are the broader categories of the elements of music:

1. Melody

2. Harmony

3. Tonality

4. Structure

5. Sonority/timbre

6. Tempo, metre and rhythm

These form the structure for the vocabulary used across all four specifications, and give a good indication as 

to how students should be evaluating the music. For example, a simple formula for devising AO4 questions 

could be:

‘How does the [x] in [y] reflect [z]?’

In this formula:

 � x = one of the six elements of music listed above

 � y = the piece of music being listened to

 � z = the context of the piece of music being listened to

As an example, let’s consider Area of Study 2’s set work ‘Within You Without You’ in terms of this formula:

‘How does the harmony of “Within You Without You” reflect George Harrison’s interest in Indian spirituality?’



4Music Teacher September 2016

MUSIC OF BROADWAY 1950s TO 1990s

In many respects, this topic is reminiscent of areas of study from previous GCSE specifications. Teachers 

would be well advised to review their planning and resources for previous specifications and see how they 

can adapt it to suit the new course.

The inclusion of this topic is also a great opportunity to organise exciting yet meaningful trips to the theatre. 

The broad timescale of 1950 to 1999 means that there should be a number of productions that would be 

suitable. It’s even worth getting in touch with the theatre or theatre company putting on the production, since 

they will often be able to offer an educational workshop that looks at the context of the musical and how 

they have drawn out the musical/theatrical connections to it. Don’t underestimate the value of local, amateur 

performances, which will be of huge value, especially if you can arrange for the director and musical director 

to take questions from your pupils.

Two examples of wider listening

Although you should seek to provide students with a very broad range of musical experiences for this topic, 

senior AQA examiners have suggested two productions in particular:

 � Leonard Bernstein: West Side Story

 � Alan Menken: Little Shop of Horrors

Both of these musicals are popular as choices for school productions, and I would encourage you to consider 

whether or not you could arrange a performance of one of them over the two (or, in some schools, three) years 

of the course. Nothing will breed familiarity and understanding of a piece as much as being part of a whole-

school performance.

If you do put on one of these productions (or another that falls into the 1950-1999 timeframe), then be sure 

to consider how you can build in a few learning opportunities surrounding musical context. Even if some or 

many of the performers are not studying music at GCSE, it will still inform their final performance to have an 

understanding of context.

Context

When considering context, it never hurts to consider the ‘five Ws and an H’: who, what, where, when, why, 

and how.

Don’t assume that 
pupils have to be on 
stage or in the band 
to reap the benefits 
of a production. 
In my experience, 
all members of a 
school production 
end the experience 
with fantastic 
knowledge of the 
show and its music.

WEST SIDE STORY

 � Who: music by Leonard Bernstein, lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, choreography by Jerome Robbins, 
book by Arthur Laurents.

 � What: a tragic love story in which the lovers are forced to overcome the strict boundaries of the 
gangs/families they are part of; deals with the perceived impact of Puerto Rican immigration to 
New York.

 � Where: originally performed on Broadway, New York; set in New York City.

 � When: originally performed in 1957 (first conceived during the 1940s); set in the 1950s.

 � Why: inspired by Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet; a comment on gang culture; inclusion of Latin 
musical themes.

 � How: combination of American and Latin musical themes; extended use of dance numbers; often 
debated as to whether the show is best described as a musical or an opera.
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CROSS-CURRICULAR

This topic is one of two in this Area of Study that lends itself well to cross-curricular teaching ideas. The context 

of musical theatre makes it particularly exciting to consider collaborating with a number of other departments, 

including drama, dance, and design and technology.

Teaching ideas

Even without the cross-curricular concept, this topic presents a number of ways to deliver meaningful projects 

that engage your students. Two possible ideas are:

 � The ‘mini-production’ project

 � The ‘compose the missing song’ project

THE ‘MINI-PRODUCTION’ PROJECT

Regardless of whether or not you put on a whole-school production, putting on a small-scale production can 

be a wonderful vehicle for learning about the context of a musical. This ‘mini-production’ could be as simple 

as performing one or two of the songs with full costume and choreography.

Such an experience gives students a tangible experience of the musical at hand and, as a result, makes the 

full context of the musical much more memorable. It’s hard to forget that a show is set in the 1950s if you have 

to find and wear appropriate clothing from that time period!

The scale of the audience can be entirely flexible. If you are in a position to invite parents to a performance or 

include it as part of a wider concert, then that’s obviously an even better way of embedding the experience in 

pupils’ minds.

Failing an actual concert, take advantage of your timetable. Do you ever teach your GCSE class at the same 

time as another music class is being taught? Why not organise things so that your KS4 candidates perform 

their production to a KS3 class? If you invest enough time in careful planning, you could even align the two 

schemes of work so that the younger class’s learning is enhanced, rather than interrupted, by this experience.

THE ‘COMPOSE A MISSING SONG’ PROJECT

The dawn of the DVD followed by the meteoric rise of YouTube has given us a near-insatiable desire for deleted 

scenes. We just love to see the ideas that never made it to the silver screen. While musicals are not movies, the 

concept translates quite elegantly into learning about Broadway.

Tell your students that they will be creating a ‘deleted scene’ for the musical that they have been studying. 

You could provide the script/lyrics or get the students to come up with their own. Either way, the students are 

responsible for composing the music.

This is a great way to engage students with the material and to gauge how well they have understood the 

context of the musical itself. A student who composes a Latin-inspired dance with the occasional tritone 

LITTLE SHOP OF HORRORS

 � Who: music by Alan Menken, lyrics and book by Howard Ashman.

 � What: based on a low-budget film from 1960, a tale of how a florist raises a plant that feeds on 
human flesh.

 � Where: originally performed ‘off-Broadway’ in the Orpheum Theatre (Manhattan’s East Village); 
set in an unnamed city (probably New York).

 � When: premiered in 1982; set in the early 1960s.

 � Why: a satirical take on science fiction, musical comedy and horror films.

 � How: music composed in the style of 1960s rock and roll and Motown; plant puppets form a 
significant part of the production.

Ordinarily, you would 
need a licence 
in order to stage 
a musical. When 
performing one or 
two songs from a 
production, this can 
usually be negated 
by your PRS licence. 
If, however, you 
include costumes 
and dancing in the 
performance, then 
it technically reverts 
to a ‘grand rights’ 
performance, which 
is not covered by 
the PRS. You should 
consider whether 
or not it would be 
appropriate to apply 
for a licence, and 
I would encourage 
you to explain your 
decision (either way) 
to a member of your 
senior leadership 
team – if only to 
cover your back!
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melody and luxurious orchestral scoring has clearly understood the context of West Side Story. A glockenspiel 

accompanied by harpsichord, on the other hand? Perhaps they need to revisit the context.

Since this project has a great deal of evaluative potential, it is advisable to turn it into an individual project. 

By doing so, you ensure that the musical evidence in the submitted composition provides you with accurate 

assessment information for each candidate in your class. Even better, if you monitor the development of each 

piece closely enough, then these pieces could be suitable choices for submission as an NEA composition.

ROCK MUSIC OF 1960s AND 1970s

When it comes to the study of popular music, rock music of the 1960s and 1970s always seems to be well 

represented. Often regarded as the ‘golden age’ of rock, this time period saw a great deal of creativity and the 

rise of bands that composed their own music. Of course, for the cynics out there, it might also represent the 

musical interests of those writing the specifications!

Regardless of the reason for its inclusion in the specification, one of the key points of context would be the 

rise of the album. In the early 1960s, singles drove the music industry. The Beatles and other acts made stark 

changes to this situation, and the album soon grew to increased prominence, culminating in the popularity of 

concept albums such as Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

It makes a lot of sense, therefore, to ensure that any study of rock music from this period is carried out in terms 

of albums rather than specific songs.

Two examples of wider listening

AQA’s senior examiners have suggested that Pink Floyd and Led Zeppelin would be a suitable source of 

inspiration for the ‘unfamiliar listening’ in this topic. I’m not aware of them having suggested any particular 

albums, but the following stand out as each act’s most influential LPs:

 � Pink Floyd: The Dark Side of the Moon

 � Led Zeppelin: Led Zeppelin IV

Context

Continuing with our ‘five Ws and an H’ format, these two albums could be summarised as:

Although usually 
a trivial point, in 
the context of a 
resource about 
context (!), it 
seems important 
to highlight that 
this Led Zeppelin 
album was officially 
untitled – Led 
Zeppelin IV is just 
the name by which 
it is conventionally 
known.

THE DARK SIDE OF THE MOON

 � Who: Pink Floyd (an English prog rock band formed of David Gilmour, Nick Mason, Richard Wight 
and Roger Waters).

 � What: two pieces of continuous music divided into five tracks (one for each side of the vinyl disc).

 � Where: recorded at Abbey Road Studios, London.

 � When: 1973 (Pink Floyd was formed in 1965).

 � Why: the band wanted to explore themes of conflict, greed, time and mental illness.

 � How: took advantage of new music technology such as tape loops and analogue synthesisers.
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Teaching ideas

By focusing on albums rather than singles, this topic presents teachers with a challenge. The time that can be 

allotted to any single area of study (let alone topic) is limited during a GCSE course, and covering a sufficient 

number of songs for ‘unfamiliar listening’ can be challenging – let alone full albums.

The ideas that follow leverage whole-class learning and collaboration in order to overcome this challenge, 

while still providing great learning opportunities.

THE ‘CONCEPT ALBUM’ PROJECT

Concept albums are very much a key feature of 1960s and 1970s rock. With Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club 

Band being the set work for Area of Study 2, it makes sense that students should explore this idea in some 

detail.

Provide your class with a concept around which to base their album. The concept could be relevant to their 

own lives (‘The Exam Stress Testing Album’), inspired by the news (‘The Breaking Brexit Album’) or be inspired 

by books/movies/television (‘The Lord of the Rings: The Album’). Give candidates a clear brief and let them 

know their position on the track listing so that they can liaise with each other about how best to join up their 

neighbouring tracks.

At Key Stage 4, it would be both unnecessarily demanding and time-consuming to get each candidate to 

compose a concept album. It makes more sense, therefore, that the class composes one together. If you have 

fewer than 15 students in your class then it makes sense to either:

 � have each candidate compose one song, or

 � divide candidates into groups and have them compose two songs each.

You will also want to keep in mind that this is a ‘concept album’ project, not a ‘concept performance’ project. 

Students should be composing music that is intended for recording rather than live performance.

This presents many opportunities for the use of music technology, but you should consider limiting quite how 

extensive students’ options are here. Although overdubs were common on many rock albums, it was standard 

practice to capture the majority of the band live. Even then, it was often the case that only four or eight tracks 

were available. This is the perfect moment to teach students about ‘bouncing’ tracks down to another track 

(thus freeing up one of the previously occupied tracks).

Once each candidate/group has recorded their track, assemble the songs into a playlist in the agreed order. 

You can then add a real ‘concept album’ feel to the project by having students fill the gaps between songs with 

some ‘found sound’ recordings (the sound of footsteps in the corridor, recordings of the crowd from a football 

match, etc).

LED ZEPPELIN IV

 � Who: Led Zeppelin (an English rock band formed of Robert Plant, Jimmy Page, John Paul Jones 
and John Bonham).

 � What: eight tracks of heavy metal music.

 � Where: Basing Street Studios and (predominantly) a Victorian house called Headley Grange; 
overdubbing took place at Island Studios.

 � When: 1971.

 � Why: the band was keen to release a strong album after disappointing reception of their previous 
LP (which is why it was released without a name and had no band name on the packaging).

 � How: many of the songs were recorded live (shortly after having been composed); extensive 
use of overdubbing.

With a complete 
album at your 
disposal, you could 
extend this project 
with some music 
industry teaching 
by arranging for the 
distribution/sale of 
the album itself. As a 
bonus, it could even 
be a nice earner 
for your music 
department!
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THE ‘TRIBUTE BAND’ PROJECT

If you’d prefer to focus on a performance project, why not take inspiration from the variety of tribute bands out 

there? Divide your class into a number of groups and tell them that they are forming tribute bands (all of them 

being a tribute to the same band).

Each band is responsible for learning to play one song from the band’s repertoire and performing it as if they 

are the actual band members. They should be dressed and behaving (within reason!) in character for the 

entirety of the performance. Turn this into an actual concert to provide a bit of fun for the entire school, while 

also giving your candidates a memorable learning opportunity.

In terms of selecting the repertoire, you could either perform all tracks from an album, or you could have each 

group do one song from each of the band’s albums. The former approach allows you to focus on the context 

of the album, while the latter puts the emphasis on the context of how the band evolved over time.

FILM AND COMPUTER GAMING MUSIC 1990s 
TO PRESENT
Film music is hardly a newcomer to GCSE music, but computer game music is an exciting new addition. 

Composing music that can change its feel based on the on-screen decisions of the player is challenging for 

the composer and fascinating for the musicologist.

Both types of music share the need to both accompany and enhance on-screen action, and are (necessarily) 

intended for realisation as recordings rather than in live performance.

A relatively new phenomenon in the film music world is the screening of movies with a live orchestra performing 

the soundtrack. This is always a novel experience and provides a great ‘visual cue’ to help students realise 

when music is being used to enhance the film. Try searching the internet for ‘movies in concert’ to find current 

listings.

Two examples of wider listening

Senior examiners have suggested the music of John Williams, Hans Zimmer and Winifred Philips for the 

unfamiliar listening related to this topic. To pick just two pieces from this selection is a challenge, but the 

following two seem sufficiently broad:

 � John Williams: Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone

 � Winifred Phillips: LittleBigPlanet 2

Context

Applying the ‘five Ws and an H’ to these scores, we could come up with the following:

HARRY POTTER AND THE PHILOSOPHER’S STONE

Who: composed by John Williams, directed by Chris Columbus.

What: a film about a boy who discovers that he is a wizard.

Where: composed in Los Angeles, recorded in London, filmed in the UK.

When: 2001.

Why: John Williams is a prolific film composer and has worked on many high-profile films.

How: frequent use of leitmotif.
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While music for the moving image has long been a feature of music education, the prevalence and power of 

modern music technology make it a much more feasible (and realistic) option than it was even just a few years 

ago. Even low-cost sequencers and notation programs are capable of synchronising music and video, which 

allows students to both hear and see their work on screen.

Teaching ideas

Both of the ideas in this project are intended to take advantage of a sequencer that synchronises recorded 

music with on-screen visuals. They can work as either individual or group projects, and you can make a 

decision about this depending on the ratio of pupils to computers.

THE ‘NEW MUSIC NEEDED’ PROJECT

In this project, candidates are presented with a clip from a movie with the sound removed (this is easily 

achieved by importing the clip into your DAW and then simply muting its audio channel). They are briefed that 

the movie studio has rejected the original composer’s audio and have asked the candidate to take over the 

composition process for this scene.

When selecting the scene, try to aim for a sequence that features a reasonable number of cuts between 

cameras. This gives students clear ‘hit points’ to include in their scores, and is a much more musical thing to 

focus on than on-screen movement, which runs the danger of leading to composers ‘Mickey Mousing’ their 

score (when the music is overly matched to a character’s movements).

It can be particularly interesting to give all students the same clip and see how the different scores change the 

feel of the on-screen visuals – it’s a great lesson in the context of film music. To take maximum advantage of 

this opportunity, be sure to dedicate time in your scheme of work for students watching (and listening to) each 

other’s final exported clips.

THE ‘VIDEO GAME COMPOSER’ PROJECT

This project depends on giving candidates two different clips from a video game. Both should start with exactly 

the same sequence of events but the second half should demonstrate a player-choice that has very different 

outcomes. For example:

 � Clip one: a Tomb Raider clip where Lara Croft jumps from one clifftop to another and then climbs up a tree.

 � Clip two: a Tomb Raider clip where Lara Croft jumps from one clifftop but doesn’t quite make it. She lands 

on a ledge (hurting herself) and has to climb down to safety.

Both pieces of music should follow the same harmonic pattern and tempo (so that they can easily flip between 

the two different recordings based on user choice). The first version should feel exciting and triumphant, 

whereas the second clip should feel daunting and dangerous.

You could then arrange for a ‘live playing’ of the game with the music sequences being triggered live and 

in synchronisation by the candidate. Another pupil could play the game and the candidate selects the most 

appropriate version of the music for the decisions that the on-screen character makes. This can easily be 

achieved by having both versions of the clip exported as mp3 files and imported to a fresh sequencer project. 

The candidate then uses the mixer window to move between the two different versions of the music.

LITTLEBIGPLANET 2

 � Who: Winifred Phillips (along with other composers).

 � What: a video game for the Playstation 3, with a focus on user-generated content.

 � When: 2011.

 � Where: composed in the USA.

 � Why: Winifred Philips is a very well-known video game composer, having composed for a number 
of games and written a book on the topic.

 � How: music that changes in response to the player’s actions.
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POP MUSIC 1990s TO PRESENT

Including current pop music in a specification is often considered problematic because of its constantly 

changing nature. Music that is ‘underground’ and counter-culture one year can be mainstream and chart-

topping the next. Similarly, the wide tastes of the music-buying public can mean that almost any style of music 

can become ‘chart music’.

That diversity can make this a particularly challenging area to teach for ‘unfamiliar music’. As a result, it often 

makes sense to focus on teaching analytical, critical and evaluative skills rather than the repertoire itself. Of 

course, with pop music being the stereotypical music of choice for teenagers, it’s often a safe bet that students 

are doing plenty of ‘unfamiliar listening’ for you in this regard!

Context

Senior examiners have suggested that unfamiliar listening for this topic could include Adele, Alicia Keys, Taylor 

Swift, the Dixie Chicks, Barbara Thompson and the White Stripes. This is obviously a very diverse range of 

artists and that reflects the changing face of pop music in the 26-year time span it represents. To focus in on 

just two songs, we could look at:

 � Adele: ‘Someone Like You’

 � Taylor Swift: ‘Shake It Off’

Teaching ideas

For many pupils, pop music can be an exciting opportunity (it could even be the genre that inspired them to 

study the subject at Key Stage 4). A great way to capture this enthusiasm but still deliver AO4 knowledge is 

to design projects that feel like they provide a ‘behind the scenes’ perspective of the music industry. Try to 

create teaching ideas that replicate the real-world practices of pop music artists, producers and songwriters.

SOMEONE LIKE YOU

 � Who: performed by Adele Adkins, composed and produced by Adele Adkins and Dan Wilson.

 � What: a piano ballad with lyrics focusing on heartbreak and moving on.

 � Where: recorded at Harmony Studios in California; a notable live performance at the 2011 Brit 
Awards in London.

 � When: 2011.

 � Why: released as the lead single to Adele’s second album, 21.

 � How: a sparse arrangement allows the recording to spotlight Adele’s vocals.

SHAKE IT OFF

 � Who: performed by Taylor Swift, composed by Taylor Swift, Max Martin and Shellback, produced 
by Max Martin and Shellback.

 � What: a dance/pop track with elements of Motown.

 � Where: recorded in Los Angeles, New York, Sweden and Nashville.

 � When: 2014.

 � Why: released as the lead single to Swift’s fifth album, 1989.

 � How: an up-beat track designed to mark a departure from Taylor Swift’s previous country music 
recordings.
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THE ‘PRODUCER/PRODUCED’ PROJECT

One of the defining characteristics of pop music is that it is often focused on ‘production’ as much as 

‘composition’. Why not explore the relationship between performer and producer in your lessons?

Have pupils pair up. One candidate will take on the role of producer and the other will be the performer (they 

can swap and repeat the task at the end of the project). The producer selects a song for the performer, who 

then proceeds to learn the song while the producer creates a backing track.

When the performer is confident with the song and the producer is happy with the backing track, the two 

work together to record the vocal. The producer should be giving constant input to the performer to shape the 

performance (using musical vocabulary, of course).

THE ‘CATCHPHRASE SONG’ PROJECT

Both ‘Someone Like You’ and ‘Shake It Off’ are notable examples of songs focusing on a common catchphrase. 

This is a songwriting technique where the chorus centres around the use of a term that people are familiar with 

but don’t necessarily associate with an existing lyric.

Provide your students with a list of catchphrases to choose from. They should then compose a chorus that 

focuses on that catchphrase with a positive lyrical and musical spin.

Once the chorus is written, students should turn their attention to the verse(s) where the lyrics should lead 

towards the first line of the chorus. The music in this section should feature the same chord progression as the 

chorus but a different (sparser) arrangement.

Finally, the candidates should compose a middle eight section that is intended to be realised with the classic 

pop technology feature of a ‘telephone voice’ (which you can achieve using the EQ on your mixer/DAW: filter 

out low and high frequencies and then boost a narrow part of the mid-range). Lyrically, the middle eight should 

be speaking directly to any antagonist featured in the lyrics of the verse. Musically, it should feature a new 

chord progression that features a slower harmonic pace than the other sections.

This project can work particularly well if it then leads into the ‘producer/produced’ project.

CONCLUSION

This resource has given you ideas for teaching Assessment Objective 4 within Area of Study 2 of the AQA 

GCSE in music:

1. The ‘mini-production’ project

2. The ‘compose a missing song’ project

3. The ‘concept album’ project

4. The ‘tribute band’ project

5. The ‘new music needed’ project

6. The ‘video game composer’ project

7. The ‘producer/produced’ project

8. The ‘catchphrase song’ project

This is far from an exhaustive approach to either AO4 or AoS2, but it should provide you with a robust bank of 

teaching ideas. As mentioned throughout the resource, however, the emphasis of learning should not be on 

the projects themselves – they simply provide a staging ground for the learning. Teachers should always be 

looking for opportunities to teach analytical, critical and evaluative skills for listening.

Focusing on those listening skills won’t just prepare pupils for the examination. It will also give them the 

knowledge, experience and confidence to tackle the real world of musicianship.


