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AQA GCSE Area of Study 3: 
Traditional music – wider listening

by John Kelleher

INTRODUCTION

‘Wider listening’ is such a strange term. Wider than what?

Do the new music GCSEs expect students to listen to a wider range of music than they normally would? Perhaps 

it means ‘a wider range of musical styles than teachers have traditionally taught to students’? Or perhaps 

simply ‘wider than the set works in the board’s specification’?

In reality, it’s probably a bit of all three. The first is often cited by teachers as one of their goals – there’s a 

perceived nobility in taking responsibility for expanding children’s musical tastes. The second would seem to 

be entirely consistent with the political rhetoric of ‘academic rigour’ that surrounded the development of the 

new specifications. Sadly, however, I imagine that it’s the third definition that is mostly at play.

While AQA has included a number of set works, all of the exam boards must now include ‘unfamiliar listening’ 

in the exam – in other words, music that the students cannot be certain will play over the speakers when they’re 

sat in the fate-determining exam hall. As a result, teachers will need to work with students to develop not only 

an intricate knowledge of the set works, but also the analytical skills necessary to quickly understand the 

musical features of a brand new piece of music.

Whatever your thoughts on the new specifications, the development of this skill is surely a good thing for young 

people – a genuinely useful skill for their future musical careers (or hobbies), and one that just so happens to 

make it easier to analyse the set works too!

This resource will give you eight specific teaching ideas (two for each topic in Area of Study 3) that you can 

use to help students prepare for the wider listening element of the course.

AREA OF STUDY 3: TRADITIONAL MUSIC

Area of Study 3’s title – Traditional music – conjures up images of troubadours sat around a fire and sharing a 

traditional folk ditty (or is that just me?). For the purposes of the AQA specification, however, the definition is 

somewhat more broad than strictly traditional music. Just take a look at the four topics that comprise this area 

of study:

 � Blues music from 1920-1950

 � Fusion music incorporating African and/or Caribbean music

 � Contemporary Latin music

 � Contemporary folk music of the British Isles

In previous specifications, many of these styles of music would have appeared under a ‘popular music’ area of 

study. Things become a little clearer when we look at the specific definition chosen by AQA:

‘… music that takes influences from traditional sources including folk music and reinterprets 
them in a contemporary style, and traditional music from traditional sources and cultures that is 
performed as intended by the composer.’

Although the goal of the teaching ideas will be to improve students’ listening skills, many of the 
approaches will be more synoptic than that. Musical skills are rarely developed in isolation, so composing 
and performing will feature heavily in the ideas that follow.
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As far as definitions go, this one is quite broad. In many respects, it could cover pretty much any musical style. 

In other words, it accounts for a range of listening that could be described as more than just ‘wide’.

In practice, the specification is referring to music that has clear origins in a folk or world music tradition.

Set works

In stark contrast to the broad definition of traditional music, the set works for this area of study come from a 

single album, Supernatural by Santana. In terms of the topics for AoS2, Santana fits under ‘contemporary Latin 

music’, and the album is a good example of ‘reinterpreting in a contemporary style’.

Supernatural is an album where many of the tracks are collaborations with other artists – often from musical 

traditions quite different to Santana’s typically Latin-inspired style.

 � Smooth (in collaboration with Rob Thomas)

 � Migra

 � Love of my Life (in collaboration with Dave Matthews and Carter Beauford)

With such a broad definition for the area of study, it’s somewhat surprising that the set works are from such 

a narrow spectrum – one album by one artist in one style. That said, the collaborative element of the tracks 

certainly demonstrates the ‘reinterpreting in a contemporary style’ element of the board’s definition.

Although not strictly within the remit of the specification, a musically valuable activity for students would be to 

listen to a range of songs performed by Rob Thomas, Dave Matthews and Carter Beauford. This could allow 

for a very well-informed analysis of the set works themselves and a greater understanding of the elements that 

count as Latin-inspired music and those that are more representative of a contemporary style.

A great classroom workshopping activity for this could be to learn how to play ‘Smooth’ as a class and then 

work to find an interpretation of the song that represents ‘how Rob Thomas would have performed it if he’d 

never met Santana’. Exploring the elements of music through a performance/improvisation activity such as this 

will help students to gain a very deep understanding of their impact on the sound and feel of a piece.

QUESTIONS AND VOCABULARY

Forming questions

Speaking of the elements of music, we should take a moment to revisit how they are represented in the 

specification (for more detail, this was covered in Music Teacher ’s September 2016 resource on AQA GCSE 

AoS2, popular music). As far as the specification is concerned, there are six elements of music:

 � Melody

 � Harmony

 � Tonality

 � Structure

 � Sonority/timbre

 � Tempo, metre and rhythm

In many respects, these form the basis of how questions are asked in response to Assessment Objective 4. In 

the previous resource, we used a simple formula for devising AO4 questions:

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

This isn’t the only 
area of study where 
AQA selected a 
single album for 
their set works. Area 
of Study 2 features 
three tracks from 
the Beatle’s Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely 
Hearts Club Band.
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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

So, if we were to use this formula to create an AO4 question for Area of Study 3, we might get:

How does the rhythm in ‘Migra’ reflect contemporary Latin music?

Using this simple formula, you could always encourage students to create their own revision questions.

Vocabulary

One of the most pleasing features of the new AQA specification is the vocabulary listing for each area of study. This 

provides a strong framework for pupils to understand the language needed to analyse music, but it also scaffolds 

it with topic-specific content. It’s particularly pleasing that the board divides it into the six elements of music.

For Area of Study 3, the vocabulary list reflects the diversity of the music being studied:

 � melody

 � blue notes

 � pentatonic, whole tone, modal

 � slide/glissando/portamento, pitch bend, appoggiaturas

 � ostinato

 � riff

 � melody-scat

 � melisma

 � improvisation

 � tonality

 � modal

 � pentatonic

 � structure

 � strophic, verse and chorus, cyclic

 � call and response

 � popular song forms

 � structure – 12- or 16-bar blues

 � sonority/timbre

 � generic families of instruments as found in traditional/world music (eg steel drums)

 � the use of technology, synthesised and computer-generated sounds, sampling and the use of techniques 

such as reverb, distortion and chorus

 � drone

 � vocal techniques (eg falsetto, vibrato, rap)

 � texture

 � a capella

 � imitative

 � layered/layering

 � tempo/metre/rhythm

 � irregular, free

 � skank

 � bubble

 � clave (Bo Diddley type beat)

 � augmentation, diminution

 � anacrusis

 � hemiola

 � bi-rhythm, cross-rhythm, polyrhythm

 � shuffle beat

 � backbeat

 � syncopation

 � off-beat

It’s important to 
remember that the 
specification doesn’t 
state that this list 
is exhaustive. Be 
sure to explore the 
language found in 
other areas of study 
and consider what 
could be added to 
broad categories 
such as ‘vocal 
techniques’.
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LEARNING VOCABULARY

When teaching students musical vocabulary, it’s important to keep in mind the reason you’re doing so. Students 

are not entering a simple written exam where they’re expected to define a list of terms. They are sitting a 

listening examination. In other words, they need to recognise the terms when they hear them – not just when 

they read them.

This isn’t something that can be taught from a musical dictionary alone. It’s easy for students to state that 

syncopation is an off-beat rhythm but that knowledge alone won’t help them to identify syncopation in a 

recording. They need to know what it sounds like and how it feels.

In order to provide this level of understanding, provide your students with a large number of musical examples 

for each term and reinforce this with both performing and composing activities.

BLUES MUSIC FROM 1920-1950

Blues seems to be the most all-pervading of musical styles within the world of music teaching. In fact, Martin 

Fautley recently surveyed music teachers and found that it is the most frequently taught topic at Key Stage 3. 

There’s an obvious number of benefits to using the style for teaching – a clear chord progression, dependence 

on primary chords and well-phrased melodies.

Two examples of wider listening

Senior examiners from AQA have suggested that Robert Johnson, Bessie Smith and Sam Cooke are suitable 

examples of blues music from 1920-1950. As a result, two sensible choices would be:

 � Robert Johnson: ‘Sweet Home Chicago’

 � Bessie Smith: ‘Nobody Knows You When You’re Down and Out’

These two tracks provide a great starting point because they show two distinct types of blues music from this 

time period – the self-accompanied singer, and the singer accompanied by a blues combo.

Context

In the previous resource, we made use of the ‘5Ws and an H’ to explore the context (ie AO4) of the pieces that 

we were studying. We’ll use the same approach for AoS3.

SWEET HOME CHICAGO

Who: Robert Johnson.

What: part of the standard blues repertoire.

Where: recorded in a hotel room in San Antonio, Texas, USA.

When: November 1936.

Why: to create a blues song that represented the aspiration of black Americans to live in a better place.

How: taking a traditional blues song and replacing the locations in the lyrics with southern American 
cities and states, making use of a boogie-rhythm guitar accompaniment.



5 Music Teacher October 2016

Busting the blues myth

One of the most common features of blues is the 12-bar chord progression. While it is certainly found in 

many blues tracks, its prevalence often leads students to believe that it’s a defining characteristic of the style. 

‘Nobody Knows You When You’re Down and Out’ busts that myth by presenting an eight-bar chord progression 

in a style that is clearly still blues.

This provides teachers with a great opportunity to explore the other musical features that define blues, such as 

blue notes, syncopation and boogie accompaniment patterns.

A sensible starting point would be a classroom workshopping performance of ‘Nobody Knows You When You’re 

Down and Out’. Make sure that your classroom arrangement features as many blues features as possible and 

list them on the board. Highlight that this piece uses an eight-bar chord progression.

You can them move the class on to a similarly workshopped arrangement of ‘Sweet Home Chicago’. Use all 

of the same elements from the previous performance. but highlight that you are now using a 12-bar blues 

progression.

This lesson can then be easily extended with a homework listening task. Provide students with a list of blues 

songs that are a mix of 12-bar and other length chord progressions. By the next lesson they have to have 

identified the pieces that feature 12-bar progressions and those that don’t. Not only will they now be able to 

easily identify the 12-bar blues when heard, but they’ll also be much more comfortable identifying the length 

of a chord progression.

Blues of Awesome

The concept of a ‘standard’ is a common one in the blues, largely thanks to the aforementioned common 

chord progressions. In recent years, teachers have become fond of using a I, V, vi, IV chord progression to 

accompany students singing a large number of songs. This has been, in part, inspired by the Axis of Awesome 

4 Chords video that went viral on YouTube.

If you’ve previously taught the Axis of Awesome lesson to your pupils (either in this academic year or an earlier 

one), this is a great opportunity to embed the understanding that the same chord progressions can be used to 

create unique pieces of music. Once students are familiar with a reasonable number of 12-bar blues pieces, 

then have the whole class perform an instrumental accompaniment around this chord progression.

With the accompaniment secure, have the whole class sing a blues standard over the top. Then move on to 

another blues standard and repeat the process. Not only will this teach your students a large number of blues 

melodies, thus exposing them to a broad range of wider listening, but they’ll also have a great understanding 

of the features of a blues melody and rhyme scheme.

Extending this idea further, you could take Musical Futures’ Find Your Voice approach and have the class 

sing their melodies to create a beautiful bit of blues polyphony! Just be sure to clarify that this isn’t a standard 

feature of blues music.

NOBODY KNOWS YOU WHEN YOU’RE DOWN AND OUT

Who: Bessie Smith.

What: part of the standard blues repertoire.

Where: New York.

When: recorded in May 1929 (written in 1923).

Why: to highlight how people treat you differently when your financial situation changes.

How: an eight-bar chord progression, long vocal phrases, lyrics that tell a story of financial loss.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oOlDewpCfZQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oOlDewpCfZQ
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FUSION MUSIC INCORPORATING AFRICAN 
AND/OR CARIBBEAN MUSIC
Fusion music can be a difficult term. It’s defined as music where two styles have been brought together. Such 

a broad definition would essentially encompass every piece of music ever performed, so it helps to clarify that 

it typically refers to the integration of world music traditions into typical pop/rock music.

Two examples of wider listening

When asked, senior examiners for AQA have cited Bob Marley’s Legend and Paul Simon’s Graceland as being 

suitable for this area of study. The latter makes perfect sense but, with the former being a compilation album, 

our ‘wider listening’ remit is perhaps better served by Bob Marley’s 1977 album Exodus.

Context

Rapid reggae

One of the quickest ways to help students learn about the musical features of a piece of music can be to add 

them into a piece that they can already perform confidently. While this approach works well with many styles 

of music, it’s often particularly successful with reggae.

Have students divide themselves into small ensembles and learn to play an ensemble piece (you can always 

use this for the performance component exam!). Once they have a reasonably secure grasp of the piece, ask 

them to add the reggae features such as one-drop drum beats, skank accompaniment and syncopation. Their 

original material will quickly gain a reggae feel and the students should have grasped an instant understanding 

of which musical elements derive from traditional Jamaican music.

If, instead of completing the task as an ensemble, you turn this into a music technology task, there’s the potential 

for further consolidation. Have students sequence their reggae fusion pieces in a program like GarageBand, 

Logic or Cubase. They then swap seats so that they’re working on someone else’s sequencer file. Their new 

EXODUS

Who: Bob Marley and the Wailers.

What: a reggae album with features of blues, rock and funk.

Where: recorded in Kingston, Jamaica and London, UK.

When: recorded 1976-1977.

Why: to write an album about change during Jamaica’s 1976 elections.

How: a relaxed reggae album with a clearer focus on storytelling than previous Bob Marley recordings.

GRACELAND

Who: Paul Simon.

What: an album fusing American popular music with traditional African music.

Where: recorded in South Africa, USA and UK.

When: recorded 1985-1986.

Why: Paul Simon was fascinated with the music of South Africa after having heard some recordings.

How: collaboration with a number of successful African musicians.
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job? To turn the recording back into a non-reggae fusion piece.

This approach works because removing reggae features requires students to identify those elements before 

they manipulate them. Effectively, it’s a hands-on version of the listening exam!

The visiting collaborator

When creating Graceland, Paul Simon didn’t try to do everything himself. Instead, he collaborated with expert 

African musicians who could help him to fuse traditional elements with his own style of music. This can be a 

great source of inspiration for your young musicians – work with someone who thinks differently to you.

Why not invite a musician from an African or Caribbean musical tradition to act as a visiting collaborator for 

your GCSE music students? A particularly good point in the course for this would be once your candidates 

have finished their first composition for the course.

Have students play their compositions to the visiting collaborator and invite him or her to add features from 

their own musical traditions to the performance. Obviously, this wouldn’t be the candidate’s original work, so it 

can’t be added to the final submission. Instead, have students work alongside the visitor as a musician. How 

can they play parts differently to better interact with the contrasting musical tradition? Which features of the 

original composition have to remain intact for it to still be described as ‘fusion’ music? This experience can 

then be used to inform the second composition for the course.

This could easily become one of the stand-out memories for your students when they look back on their time 

in your lessons. That’s great from a job-satisfaction point-of-view, but it’s also a way to be certain that students 

will be able to identify the sounds of the new musical tradition when heard in the listening exam. It’s hard not to 

notice a one-drop rhythm when you’ve worked with someone to add it to your own composition.

CONTEMPORARY LATIN MUSIC

Contemporary Latin music is the topic from which the three set works for Area of Study 3 are taken. It’s a 

remarkably broad topic, since it effectively covers any of the chart music being created in Latin America, and 

there’s quite a noticeable difference between Ricky Martin and Buena Vista Social Club!

An example of wider listening

When asked for suggestions, senior examiners from AQA pointed to Santana and Buena Vista Social Club. 

Obviously, Santana is well represented by the set works, so this resource will only focus on the latter.

Context

Your music service 
and/or lead 
organisation of your 
music education 
hub should be able 
to help you find a 
suitable musician for 
this project.
This could also 
work well as a 
collaboration 
between schools, 
where you share 
the cost of the 
visitor and arrange 
workshops where 
the collaborator 
and students from 
both schools work 
together on a joint 
fusion music project.

BUENA VISTA SOCIAL CLUB

Who: Ry Cooder and Juan de Marcos González (in collaboration with local Cuban musicians).

What: an album composed and performed as a tribute to a members’ club in Cuba.

Where: Cuba.

When: 1997.

Why: originally conceived as a fusion of Cuban and African music, travel difficulties for African musicians 
led to a focus on Latin music.

How: collaboration with a large number of musicians who had been members of the Buena Vista 
Social Club.
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The five-chord son

In the same spirit as the aforementioned Axis of Awesome four-chord song, this task aims to internalise the 

chord progression used in one of the album’s most popular songs, ‘Chan Chan’. The entire song is based on 

a repeated chord progression of Dm, F, C, Gm, A.

Make sure that your class can play these chords in a workshopping environment and then slowly add Latin 

elements. The clave rhythm and melismatic vocals would be obvious starting points, but much of the identity 

of Latin music comes from the instrumentation. Break out the classroom percussion and add in some brass if 

you can (failing that, try some synthesised brass sounds played on keyboards).

One of the key challenges represented by the repeated chord progression is maintaining the interest of the 

listener. As a result, have the class investigate a number of possibilities for achieving this without altering 

the chord progression. Lots of options can be presented by taking a layering approach where instruments 

drop in and out in different combinations and rhythms become more (and less) complicated throughout the 

arrangement.

With the class having composed their own son arrangement, the next logical step is to turn this into an individual 

composing task. Tell students to compose their own five-chord son that makes use of Latin instrumentation, 

rhythms and layering.

Local inspiration

When exploring the musical features of other traditions, it can benefit pupils to explore their own. In the same 

way that the Buena Vista Social Club was inspired by a local institution, why not have students compose 

pieces that are inspired by landmarks local to them?

The landmarks could be world-famous or only significant to people in your immediate locality. If Buena Vista 

Social Club features a number of Latin rhythms and instruments, then what would be suitable instrumentation 

to represent the local youth club, bingo hall or theatre?

Rather than making this a purely academic exercise, why not turn it into a class trip? Visit a particular local 

landmark and look for the sounds associated with it. Are there specific local musical traditions, such as brass 

bands, that could be incorporated? Does the name of the landmark inspire any particular soundscape? What 

does the Angel of the North sound like, for example? If you wanted to add a music technology element, then 

you could even try some ‘found sounds’ by recording on a tablet or using a portable recorder.

One of the nicest things about composing for local landmarks is the natural extension of performing the music 

in that venue. Why not arrange an evening recital at the location that inspired the music your pupils have been 

learning?
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CONTEMPORARY FOLK MUSIC OF THE 
BRITISH ISLES

British folk music has had a significant renaissance in recent years, and has gained a new lease of life thanks 

to the popularity of a number of folk-inspired acts. It’s important to keep in mind that the specification doesn’t 

ask students to study actual folk pieces. Rather, the focus is on musicians who are releasing recorded music 

inspired by folk traditions.

Two examples of wider listening

When asked, senior examiners from AQA suggested that Kate Rusby and Mumford and Sons would be suitable 

examples of contemporary folk music. As a result, two albums stand out as particularly good examples:

 � Mumford and Sons: Sigh No More

 � Kate Rusby: Little Lights

Context

The three-piece

A common ensemble at folk gigs is the three-piece ensemble of singer, guitarist and violinist. It’s unlikely 

that you will be able to recreate this ensemble with your entire class, but you could create a classroom 

workshopping equivalent by dividing your class into three:

 � singers

 � acoustic guitarists (and keyboard players with a guitar timbre)

 � violinists (and keyboard players with a violin timbre)

Have the guitarists compose a simple chord progression that they perform using arpeggios. They should keep 

repeating this while the singers work together to create a simple vocal line and the violinists compose their 

own melody – both of which should be composed separately but designed to work with the chord progression.

SIGH NO MORE

Who: Mumford and Sons.

What: a 12-track album of folk-inspired music.

Where: London, UK.

When: 2009.

Why: the debut album for a British folk-rock band.

How: a self-financed album intended to sound ‘honest’ by making use of British folk.

LITTLE LIGHTS

Who: Kate Rusby.

What: an 11-track album of British folk music.

Where: Yorkshire, UK.

When: 2001.

Why: the third studio album for a successful folk musician.

How: collaboration with a wide range of folk musicians playing traditional instruments.
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Once all three parts are secure, see what happens when you bring them all together. With a little luck, you will 

have a melody and countermelody between the voices and violins (a common feature of folk music rather than 

a call-and-response relationship). If not, then it’s a great opportunity to practise some critical listening skills! 

Have students listen for where the two melodies clash with each other and find the simplest way of resolving 

those issues.

You can extend this task by dividing the melody instruments in two again, so that you find yourself with four 

melody parts that need to be woven together. This is a great way of modelling the process of writing polyphony 

– compose, check, adjust.

As a performance opportunity, why not arrange an assembly with Year 7 where your GCSE class teaches the 

pupils to sing the various melodies and then leads them in a gradually layered performance. Your Key Stage 

4 pupils gain an authentic folk experience (large groups singing folk-inspired melodies) and the younger 

students gain some practice of singing in polyphony.

Descending scales

One of the most successful tracks on Sigh No More bases its chord progression on a descending scale. This 

is another great workshopping opportunity, since it covers both a folk music performance skill and a relatively 

novel way of teaching scale construction.

Have the class learn a descending minor scale and then harmonise it using chords i, iv and V. Then experiment 

with the same idea but with a major scale and chords I, IV and V. How different do they sound? Which one 

sounds more authentically folk? This can be excellent consolidation for teaching students to recognise different 

tonalities when heard.

With this accompaniment secure, have the class explore the use of contrary motion. How could a vocal part be 

written that ascends the same scale? How many melody parts can be written in contrary motion before clashes 

become inevitable? Are all of those clashes unpleasant?

Then all that’s left to do is combine the material from this activity with the song composed in ‘the three-piece’ 

and you have a well-structured piece of authentic-sounding British contemporary folk.

CONCLUSION

This resource has brought together eight different teaching ideas that will help you to prepare students for the 

listening and appraising examination for the new AQA GCSE in music. Those ideas are:

1. Busting the blues myth

2. Blues of Awesome

3. Rapid reggae

4. The visiting collaborator

5. The five-chord son

6. Local inspiration

7. The three-piece

8. Descending scales

While each idea has been designed so that it reinforces the ideas behind the specific style of music being 

looked at, the core of the concept can work perfectly well in other contexts. There’s nothing to stop you coming 

up with a ‘reggae of awesome’ or trying a ‘visiting collaborator’ with contemporary British folk music.

The English Folk 
Dance and Song 
Society (EFDSS) 
has a number of 
resources that 
teachers can make 
use of as well as 
having a great 
network of contacts 
for you to draw 
upon.

http://www.efdss.org
http://www.efdss.org
http://www.efdss.org

