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INTRODUCTION

OCR’s Film Music Area of Study covers some of the parts of the exam that students tend to struggle with 

the most: using a wide range of musical vocabulary to describe accurately what they hear, and identifying 

instrumental timbres. Students who do not have experience of playing an orchestral instrument, in particular, 

may need to be given strategies and guided practice in aural identification of orchestral sounds. Added to 

this, the required vocabulary is wide, and to use it effectively students not only need to understand the precise 

meaning of the question, but also to be able to pick out the detail of the music aurally.

In order to tackle this systematically, we will break it down into three distinct phases:

 � First, acquiring knowledge concerning terminology and instruments.

 � Second, becoming familiar with the sound of musical techniques through practical experience.

 � Third, practising the type of written answers that are required in the exam.

USING A KNOWLEDGE ORGANISER

In simple terms, a knowledge organiser is a one-page guide containing ‘everything that you need to know’ 

about a particular topic. Of course, it cannot possibly cover every eventuality, but it does a good job of 

collecting a whole body of useful knowledge in one place. It becomes the go-to resource for teaching, revising 

and testing.

Daniel Willingham has famously stated that memory is the residue of thought: people remember the things they 

have thought about a lot. Knowledge organisers capitalise on this by providing easy opportunities for teachers 

to set short tasks that require students to engage with the relevant knowledge. These might include read-

cover-write, or quick low-stakes tests involving filling in sections of the organiser that have been blanked out:

Why Don’t Students 
Like School? by 
Daniel T Willingham 
is a teacher’s guide 
to cognitive science, 
and provides hugely 
useful explanations 
of the way students 
learn.
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Revising for these tests can be a rolling homework, and you can easily return to topics at a later date to 

maintain thinking about all previous areas of study as students move through the course.
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Here is a knowledge organiser for OCR’s AoS4:

Knowledge organiser OCR AoS4: Film Music

Key ideas and concepts Orchestral instruments

1. Purpose Music in a film is there to set the scene, 
enhance the mood, tell the audience 
things that the visuals cannot, or 
manipulate their feelings. Sound effects 
are not music!

1. Strings, bowed. 
Highest to lowest

Violin, viola, cello, double 
bass. Can also be played 
pizzicato.

2. Strings, plucked. 
Highest to lowest

Harp (has very wide range), 
guitar, bass guitar.

2. Specially 
composed music

Some music is composed specially for a 
film. Much of this is broadly classical in style.

3. Woodwind. 
Highest to lowest.

Piccolo, flute, clarinet, 
oboe, cor anglais, bass 
clarinet, bassoon, 
contrabassoon.

3. Borrowed music Some music used in film soundtracks was 
composed for other (non-film) purposes, but 
is adopted for use in a film because it fits the 
film-maker’s intentions.

4. Brass, highest to 
lowest

Trumpet, horn, trombone, 
tuba.

5. Tuned percussion, 
metal

Glockenspiel, celesta, 
vibraphone, tubular bells.

4. Theme songs Sometimes a song, usually a pop song, is 
used as a theme song for a film. This helps 
with marketing and publicity.

6. Tuned percussion, 
wooden

Xylophone, marimba.

5. Video game music Music for video games fulfils a very similar 
function to that of film music.

7. Tuned drums Timpani.

Key terms 8. Untuned 
percussion, hit

Tam-tam (gong), snare 
drum, bass drum, triangle, 
castanets, woodblock.1. Click track A click metronome heard by musicians through 

headphones as they record.

2. Cues The parts of the film that require music. This is 
agreed between the director and the composer.

9. Untuned 
percussion, shaken

Maracas, tambourine.

3. Diegetic Music that is part of the action: the characters in 
the film can hear it. Harmony and tonality

4. Leitmotif A short melody that is associated with a 
character or idea in a film.

1. Atonal Not in a key. Often sounds 
dissonant.

5. Mickey 
mousing

When the music fits precisely with a specific part 
of the action in a film.

2. Consonant Not clashy. Sounds ‘nice’.

6. Non-diegetic Music that is not part of the action: the 
characters in the film cannot hear it. It is just for 
the audience.

3. Dissonant Clashy.

4. Major and 
minor

The key: generally, major keys sound 
happy and minor keys sad.

7. Syncing, sync 
point

A precise moment where the timing of the music 
needs to fit with the action.

5. Pedal note A held note under or over the rest of 
the music.

8. Underscore Where music is played at the same time as 
action or dialogue. Dynamics, expression, articulation

Pitch and melody
1. Accent A note that is louder than the 

ones surrounding it.

1. Arpeggio, 
broken chord

Going up or down the notes of a chord one at a 
time, ascending or descending.

2. Crescendo Getting louder.

3. Diminuendo Getting softer.

2. Chromatic 
scale

Going up or down by one semitone at a time. 4. Glissando A very quick scale, played as fast 
as possible.

3. Conjunct and 
disjunct

Moving up or down by step (conjunct) or by leap 
(disjunct).

5. Harmonics A soft note with a distinctive 
tone played on a stringed 
instrument by stopping the string 
lightly.4. Interval The distance from one note to the next: 2nd, 

3rd, 4th, 5th, octave, etc.

5. Ostinato A repeating pattern. Can also be a rhythm. 6. Muted A dampened sound on a brass 
or stringed instrument made by 
using a mute.6. Scalic Moving up or down in a scale pattern.

7. Sequence A small pattern repeated up or down in pitch. 7. Legato Played smoothly.
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8. Octave The interval of an 8th. 8. Pitch bend When the player smoothly 
changes pitch, literally ‘bending’ 
the note.

Rhythm and metre
9. Pizzicato When a violin, viola, cello or 

double bass is plucked (not 
bowed).

1. Cross rhythm Where conflicting rhythms are played together, 
for example triplets against pairs of quavers.

10. Staccato Short, detached notes.

Texture

2. Even rhythm Where the notes are of an equal length. 1. Antiphonal Alternating.

3. Polyrhythm Many rhythms played together. 2. Call and response Question and answer.

4. Syncopation Off the beat. 3. Homophonic Chords, or melody & chords.

5. Uneven 
rhythm

Dotted rhythm. Alternating long and short notes. 
Creates a skipping effect.

5. Monophonic A single melody, no 
harmony.

6. Polyphonic Many independent lines.

UNDERSTANDING HOW FILM MUSIC IS 
COMPOSED AND RECORDED
A film composer usually gets involved towards the end of the making of the film. The first thing that happens is 

that the director and composer watch the entire film, and agree on the cues – the parts of the film that will have 

music. Within the cues, sync points, or precise moments where the music needs to reflect the action, will be 

agreed upon. There will also be discussions about the general style of the music that is required.

The composer will then create the music, carefully working out each cue so that it fits precisely with the timing 

of the film. The composer’s music then needs to be orchestrated or arranged – in other words, allocated to 

specific instruments, and orchestral parts produced for the musicians to play from. Often the orchestration is 

done by someone other than the composer.

Recording a film score is a complex process that requires a very fine degree of precision. The musicians often 

work to a click track, a precisely worked out metronomic click that they hear through headphones while they 

play. John Williams is one of the few film composers who conducts his own recordings in front of a big screen 

showing the film, carefully watching to time the music with the sync points.

A fascinating explanation of how a film score is recorded can be gleaned from the Inside Abbey Road virtual 

tour of Studio 1, where many of the most iconic film soundtracks have been recorded. Parts 1-6 are the relevant 

chapters.

The different types of film music

Not all film music is specially composed. Some films use ‘borrowed’ music that has already been composed 

for another purpose. An example of this is the use of the opening of Richard Strauss’s tone poem Also sprach 

Zarathustra in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey.

Some films have a song, usually a pop song, that appears during the opening or closing credits and is used 

as part of the marketing for the film. Examples include all of the Bond theme songs, and ‘My Heart Will Go On’ 

from Titanic. These songs are not usually considered to be part of the film soundtrack, and may even be written 

by a different composer from the rest of the music.

Some films include music that is part of the action: there may be live music as part of the action, or a character 

might put on a record or the radio. This is called diegetic music, and it may play an important part in setting a 

scene, placing the characters in a specific time or place. The clue to whether music is diegetic or not is to ask 

the question: ‘Can the character hear the music?’ If the answer is yes, the music is diegetic.

https://insideabbeyroad.withgoogle.com/en/all-access/studio-1/1060
https://insideabbeyroad.withgoogle.com/en/all-access/studio-1/1060
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KNOWING ABOUT INSTRUMENTS AND 
RECOGNISING THEIR SOUNDS
The majority of film music, and recently, a lot of computer game music, is orchestral. There are historical 

reasons for this: when silent films developed into ‘talkies’ in the 1930s, Hollywood studios saw the creative 

and expressive potential for including musical soundtracks, and employed composers to write music for their 

films. The first of these specially composed and synchronised music soundtracks was Max Steiner’s score for 

King Kong in 1933.

Steiner, along with other Hollywood composers of the time such as Erich Korngold, was a European Jew who 

saw film composing not only as steady employment, but also an opportunity to escape the looming threat of 

Nazism in Europe. Their musical heritage and training was in the Germanic post-Romantic mould, and so they 

brought lush orchestral music to Hollywood. A large orchestra provided a suitably rich and expressive sonic 

palette for music that would enhance the mood and action of a film.

You may have students in your GCSE class who play orchestral instruments, and perhaps even play in a full 

orchestra. However, it is highly likely that you have students who do not regularly see and hear orchestral 

instruments being played. These students need a structured approach so that they have strategies for 

recognising the sounds they hear in film music.

Ideas for familiarisation with orchestral instruments

Some diagnostics are required before you plunge in. What do students already know? Nearly every GCSE 

student will be familiar with at least a few orchestral instruments. Not many will fail to recognise a flute, a violin 

or a trumpet. However, they may not be able to tell the difference between a clarinet and an oboe, or know 

about different playing techniques such as pizzicato, harmonics and mutes.

An initial quiz is a good place to start. This video shows pictures of each orchestral instrument as well as 

playing an excerpt, and just asking students to write down the name of each as they see and hear it would 

enable you to gauge what they do and do not already know.

Once you have an idea of the knowledge gaps that need to be plugged, you can make plans for the best ways 

to tackle this. First-hand experience is always the best way if at all possible, especially if instruments come 

with a player who can demonstrate and explain. If you have colleagues, peripatetic music staff, older students, 

or anyone else who can fulfil this role, get them in. Your local music hub may be able to help – it is certainly 

worth asking. If your GCSE students can have a go on the instruments, even better. Some of them may even be 

inspired to start having lessons. Some hubs run ‘try-out sessions’ that you might be able to take advantage of.

For any instrument that it is not possible to cover through direct, live experience, there is plenty of help 

available online. The Philharmonia Orchestra has extremely detailed videos for every orchestral instrument 

on its website – including the more unusual ones such as contrabass clarinet – that include information on 

playing techniques. Some of the videos are quite long, but you could skip to the sections that you need. The 

Philharmonia Orchestra is also featured on the beautiful app The Orchestra, which contains much of the 

same information as the website and is easy to navigate, although it is not free. The Young Person’s Guide to 

the Orchestra app from the Britten-Pears Foundation is a free app that is aimed at younger children but still 

includes much useful information on each instrument.

It could be fun and useful to compile an instrument recognition flow chart with your students as they work 

through all the available information. This will most certainly involve a process of drafting and re-drafting, so 

sticky notes could be used in the creation process. You could start off by having a sticky note for each orchestral 

instrument at one end, and start off with a question along the lines of ‘How is the sound made?’, with options for 

blowing, plucking, scraping, shaking and hitting. Other questions to fit in along the way might include:

 � Pitched or unpitched?

 � Melody or rhythm?

 � High or low?

 � Metallic? Wooden? Neither?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dps6ru-aOZM
http://www.philharmonia.co.uk/explore/instruments
http://orchestra.touchpress.com/
https://itunes.apple.com/gb/app/young-persons-guide-to-orchestra/id665019589?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/gb/app/young-persons-guide-to-orchestra/id665019589?mt=8
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Negotiating how the flow chart should be laid out in order to lead the enquirer through from initial question to 

final instrument identification will involve a lot of detailed thinking, and probably quite a lot of useful questions. 

Once the chart has been constructed, it could be put up on the wall for reference during practice sessions.

FURTHER TESTING

Having gained knowledge about the instruments, their sounds and their playing techniques, it is time to put all 

this to the test. This testing needs to be regular and low-stakes – perhaps it could be the perfect way to start 

each lesson.

The aural quiz from Britten 100 is a good place to start, with instrument recognition on six different levels which 

students could work through on their own. If you put ‘instruments quiz’ as a search on YouTube you will find 

a whole host of ready-made tests that will save you a lot of time compiling your own. Some of these will work 

best without the picture visible to students, although for some students, being able to see the picture could 

form a useful scaffolding strategy.

You may have identified particular weaknesses, for example you may need to focus on the differences between 

flute, clarinet, and oboe, in which case it would be easy enough to compile relevant excerpts into a specific quiz.

Individual instruments are one thing, but of course most orchestral music involves combinations of instruments 

playing at any one time. Picking out the layers in an orchestral piece will require practice of its own. Before you start 

on exam-style questions, it might be a good idea to listen to some pieces of film music solely for the purpose of 

identifying the instruments being played. At the same time as doing this, you can train students to refer to chronology: 

what happens when, and how the instruments are combined over time. This could be done as a timeline or diagram. 

Here is an example for the first minute and a half of ‘Princess Leia’ from Star Wars by John Williams:

NON-ORCHESTRAL INSTRUMENTS

There are, of course, plenty of examples of film scores that use instruments other than the standard 
orchestral setup. Wendy Carlos’s jarring synths in A Clockwork Orange, the banjos of Deliverance, the 
duduk in Gladiator, and Bernard Herrmann’s theremin in The Day the Earth Stood Still are all great 
examples of instrument choices that lend a tremendous amount to the atmosphere of their respective 
films. No preparation could ever cover every possible eventuality regarding composers’ choices of 
non-orchestral instruments in films.

However, you can alert your students to the possibility that they may hear non-orchestral instruments 
in film music, and be alert to this possibility. At the same time, it is extremely unlikely that there would 
ever be an exam question that would require knowledge of anything particularly obscure. Although 
Gladiator is on the list of suggested repertoire for AoS4, it is not a set work, and students could not 
be expected to recognise the sound of a duduk or yangqin just because those instruments happen to 
be used in this soundtrack.

You may wish simply to show students examples of the most common electronic instruments: synths 
because they are used frequently and are so adaptable, and theremin because it is interesting and fun. 
After that, keep reminding students that they need to keep their ears open for non-orchestral sounds, 
but reassure them that they do not need to know every instrument under the sun.

http://www.britten100.org/new-to-britten/learning/aural-quiz
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IDENTIFYING COMPOSITIONAL TECHNIQUES

It is one thing to know that a sequence involves a pattern of notes repeated up or down in pitch, but another 

one entirely to be able to recognise this when it is heard in the context of a piece. As well as frequent revisiting 

of bare facts and definitions, students are going to need frequent exposure to the way that the features they 

are learning about actually sound.

One of the things that GCSE students frequently get confused about is the way that possible answers fit with 

the wording of the question. This fundamental of exam technique all boils down to having a good grasp of the 

elements or dimensions of music. Having techniques suitably divided up on the knowledge organiser is a start, 

but organising short practical tasks by dimension will help enormously.

Let us take pitch and melody as a starting point. Here is the relevant section of the knowledge organiser:

Some short practical tasks can be done in lessons to reinforce the definitions and better enable students to 

recognise the devices when they hear them in real pieces of music. The ideas might also form starting points 

for compositions. This particular dimension also encompasses one of the most important aspects of film music 

that students need to understand: leitmotif.

Take the compositional devices one or two at a time. We could start by thinking about intervals, and the 

expressive qualities they bring to music, particularly leitmotifs. With every student having access to a pitched 

instrument of some sort, teach them how to calculate generic intervals (ie 2nd, 3rd, 4th and so on: you will 

be able to make a decision as to whether they are ready for the distinctions of major/minor/augmented etc, 

but it is very unlikely that this will be required for the GCSE listening paper). Semitones and tritones could be 

introduced as well, as their expressive potential is huge. Play some examples of leitmotifs that use particular 

intervals, for example the semitones of Jaws or the rising 5ths of Superman, Star Wars and Jurassic Park 

(rising 5ths are particularly associated with heroism in John Williams’s film scores).

Students could then be given the task of creating leitmotifs for two contrasting characters: a ‘goody’ and a 

‘baddy’. If they are working on electronic keyboards or are using ICT, they could be encouraged to choose 

suitably expressive timbres as well as thinking about intervals and melodic shape.

Attention could then be drawn to the way in which ideas are developed in film scores, by bringing broken 

chords and chromatic scales into the mix. The leitmotifs that students have created could be extended using 

these ideas into a mini piece. It seems likely that the broken chords will suit the hero and the chromatic scales 

will convey the slippery nature of the villain, but students may well have the beginnings of a story in mind by 

this time, so as long as they can justify their choices it is unimportant. The main thing is that they are thinking 

about the musical devices and how they are used in practice.
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The other devices from this dimension can be added bit by bit to create film soundtracks that may even end 

up being quite complex, if students are comfortable with this. Brief examples of the devices, perhaps played 

by the teacher, can be used in subsequent lessons as a refresher, and to mix in with definition practice using 

the knowledge organiser.

When it is time to move on to a new dimension, existing ideas can be kept and added to, or abandoned and 

a new mini-soundtrack begun. Either way, students will be building up compositional ideas that may be used 

as a starting point for a composition to be used for practical component 03 or 04, which needs to be related 

to an Area of Study.

PREPARING FOR ANSWERING EXAM-STYLE 
QUESTIONS

There are two broad types of question that may come up for AoS4, both of which are exemplified in the sample 

paper available from the OCR website. These are:

1. A long-answer question requiring candidates to write a paragraph worth 9 marks, describing how an 

extract of film music or video game music fits with its scene. This type of question is unchanged in format 

from the ‘old’ J535 specification, so there are plenty of examples from past papers that can be used for 

practice.

2. A multi-part question with a single-line score, with each part-question worth 1 or 2 marks. Here, the 

questions are much more knowledge- and terminology-based, some requiring instrument identification, 

and others asking for dynamic and tempo markings, time signatures and so on. Apart from the instrument 

recognition, this type of question has more to do with knowledge of theory, notation and terminology than 

being able to pick out detail in the music aurally.

The first type of question is going to require a lot more practice than the second. Exam technique is of crucial 

importance here, and may be just as much of a factor in terms of gaining marks as subject knowledge or aural 

skills. Students need to be given a structure for writing their answers, which can be practised frequently and 

with a wide range of music.

Here is the wording for the question in the specimen paper:

This is the theme tune from the video game Battlefield 2. Write a paragraph, using sentences, explaining 

how the music conveys the scene of a battlefield. You may wish to refer to instruments, rhythm, melody, 

texture, tempo and any other features that are relevant to the context of the question.

There are two good things about the way these questions are structured. Firstly, the list of musical dimensions 

is always there to act as a reminder for students. Secondly, there is always a blank page adjacent to the 

question, that students can use to make rough notes. Training them to do this well is a vital part of mastering 

this type of question. It is very worthwhile spending time on this, as there is a question of this type in every 

exam, and 9 marks constitutes more than 10% of the total marks available.

The examiner’s report from the June 2016 series gives us some helpful pointers. Most candidates gain 3-5 

marks in this type of question. The reasons why they fail to achieve better marks are as follows:

 � They fail to put information into a clear enough chronology – in other words, what happened when.

 � They use vague terms like ‘strings’ when really they ought to be identifying specific instruments.

 � Their answers lack detailed and precise use of correct terminology.
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The drilling that you have done with the knowledge organiser and instrument recognition should go a long way 

towards counteracting many of these problems. However, giving students a layout to use for their notes will 

help them to come up with a paragraph that satisfies all aspects of the mark scheme. On the blank page, get 

students to create a grid like this:

Beginning Middle End

Instruments

Rhythm

Melody

Texture

Tempo

Harmony and tonality

In the list given in the question, ‘other features’ is the term used where I have inserted harmony and tonality. 

However, harmony and tonality is such a powerful expressive feature of film music that I would insist 

that students include it. Also, the examiner’s report states that many candidates do not show sufficient 

understanding of what tonality is, so it is worth pushing as a valuable piece of knowledge. Find ways of 

drumming into students that harmony is about chords, and tonality is about key. Part of the confusion here 

might arise from the fact that ‘major’ and ‘minor’ are terms that may be associated with both.

Adopt a ‘walking, talking exam’ approach to scaffolding students’ first attempts at answering these questions. 

Before listening to the music, give students the question sheet – with the blank page for notes – and get them 

to draw the grid above and make as many annotations as they wish. Go through each part of the grid in turn, 

while they write notes that will inform their answers later. They could also have their knowledge organiser to 

hand, to refer to while they work. Here are the points that can be made:

 � In the ‘Instruments’ row, be specific. Do not say ‘brass’ or even ‘drum’ if you can be more precise and state 

an instrument name or type of drum. Very little credit is given for a list. State what the instrument is playing, 

with as much detail as possible, and link this, if you can, to the scene, in this case a battlefield. Include 

references to dynamics, articulation and playing techniques: this is often easy to identify, and is useful mark-

winning detail.

 � In the other categories, refer to the knowledge organiser for the types of feature that you can write about, 

and the terminology you should use. Can you identify specific instruments that are playing each feature, and 

place these at the beginning, middle and end?

 � Do not be afraid to state obvious features. Candidates often miss out on marks because they fail to mention 

dynamics, for example, because they think it is too obvious to write ‘The music starts off very quiet and 

gradually gets louder.’ However, this is valuable detail, and one that is also linked to the chronology of the 

music. If a further link can be made to how the dynamics relate to the scene, then that is a lot of substance 

from an easy point. 

Once all aspects of the question have been considered, discussed and annotated, then students can listen to 

the music and write their own answers. Talking through the question, completing it, and then comparing and 

discussing students’ answers could easily take an entire lesson the first time that you do it. This is time well 

spent, however, and subsequent practice questions will take up less time as students become better at writing 

answers, and need less scaffolding.


