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Year 7 Can: the what, why and how 
of getting Year 7 off to a musical start

by Anna Gower

INTRODUCTION

The focus of this article is on the Year 6 to Year 7 transfer point. But the material is relevant for any period 

of transition – we’ll look at how to capture accurate baseline information, ways to think about and plan for 

progression, and ideas for how to get those first few lessons off to a really musical start.

Engaging students from the very first lesson, setting up musical expectations and creating an ethos of what 

it means to be part of the musical life of your department – these are all important parts of ensuring that you 

get to know the needs and aspirations of your new intake, and respond to these in ways that embed the idea 

that ‘Year 7 Can’.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The challenges: Year 7 Can’t

There are a number of challenges teachers face in both primary and secondary schools that can result in 

disruption or change to what and how music is taught between the two phases. These can include:

 � Secondary music classes with students from a large number of different feeder schools. The huge range 

of musical experiences that students may have had makes it difficult to identify common musical skills, 

knowledge or understanding on which to build a progressive, relevant, engaging and flexible KS3 curriculum.

 � A lack of information from primary schools means that secondary teachers often don’t know what their 

students have already done, and repeat topics or content that they have already covered – which can have 

a damaging effect on motivation.

 � Different approaches to classroom management, planning, resources and space between phases can 

cause challenges for new students as they get to grips with working more independently and taking more 

responsibility for setting up and using equipment and space.

 � Different aims and values between phases can cause a disconnect between the expectations of students 

now they are at ‘big school’. If they’re expecting to learn to play new instruments or study new genres and 

styles of music, it can be demotivating to find that they are starting Year 7 with a topic such as instruments 

of the orchestra or the elements of music, which they have probably already done. Understanding the 

relevance of how topics fit together within the musical journey from KS2 through KS3 can really help with 

managing expectations.
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The National Curriculum: what are the requirements?

The National Curriculum Music Programmes of Study for Key Stage 2 states:

Pupils should be taught to sing and play musically with increasing confidence and control. They should 
develop an understanding of musical composition, organising and manipulating ideas within musical 
structures and reproducing sounds from aural memory.

Pupils should be taught to:

 � play and perform in solo and ensemble contexts, using their voices and playing musical instruments 
with increasing accuracy, fluency, control and expression.

 � improvise and compose music for a range of purposes using the inter-related dimensions of music.

 � listen with attention to detail and recall sounds with increasing aural memory.

 � use and understand staff and other musical notations.

 � appreciate and understand a wide range of high-quality live and recorded music drawn from 
different traditions and from great composers and musicians.

 � develop an understanding of the history of music.

The National Curriculum Music Programmes of Study for Key Stage 3 states:

Pupils should build on their previous knowledge and skills through performing, composing and 
listening. They should develop their vocal and/or instrumental fluency, accuracy and expressiveness, 
and understand musical structures, styles, genres and traditions, identifying the expressive use of 
musical dimensions. They should listen with increasing discrimination and awareness to inform their 
practice as musicians. They should use technologies appropriately and appreciate and understand a 
wide range of musical contexts and styles.

Pupils should be taught to:

 � play and perform confidently in a range of solo and ensemble contexts using their voice, playing 
instruments musically, fluently and with accuracy and expression.

 � improvise and compose; and extend and develop musical ideas by drawing on a range of musical 
structures, styles, genres and traditions.

 � use staff and other relevant notations appropriately and accurately in a range of musical styles, 
genres and traditions.

 � identify and use the interrelated dimensions of music expressively and with increasing 
sophistication, including use of tonalities, different types of scales and other musical devices.

 � listen with increasing discrimination to a wide range of music from great composers and musicians.

 � develop a deepening understanding of the music that they perform and to which they listen, 
and its history.
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What are the implications for teachers of Year 7?

Although the flexibility in the National Curriculum statements above allows teachers plenty of freedom in how 

they plan and deliver music, it also allows for wide variation in how these guidelines are interpreted. This 

potential confusion is further compounded by the fact that the National Curriculum is no longer compulsory in 

all schools – which further fuels potential inconsistencies.

This disconnect forms one of the greatest challenges to teachers of Year 7 as they try to join up diverse prior 

learning in music with the aims and values that underpin their KS3 curriculum, and also with the need to 

prepare students for GCSE and other qualifications that don’t necessarily lend themselves to testing what is 

truly achievable through classroom music alone. Throw in the cuts that are causing even less time for music 

in some schools, and getting Year 7 off to the best start possible becomes even more important – and even 

more challenging.

Approaches to music in Year 7

A trawl of various online teaching forums shows how the freedom within the guidelines above can result in 

widely diverse approaches to the best ways to start year 7 – as the following quotes suggest:

 � ‘I would probably NOT do a whole lesson on theory, but have half the lesson on theory sheets and then get 

them to do some short practical project that used the aspect of theory I was teaching.’

 � ‘I gave my yr7s 5 mins to do the “exploration” on keyboards in the first lesson – this was to get it out of their 

system! They will now not touch them til at least half term and then will do “Ode to Joy”!’

 � ‘We play “EastEnders” theme tune using different timbres.’

 � ‘We compose a piece demonstrating 2 different elements of music.’

 � ‘We learn to play either High Tune or Low Tune of “Wallace and Gromit” using right hand.’

And judging by answers to a questionnaire sent by one school to their new cohort, students are coming into 

the school with some musical aspirations of their own:

There is very little guidance and support available for teachers about approaches to those first crucial 

classroom music lessons in a new school. Combined with a lack of research into transition and KS3 music, this 

means it’s generally up to individual teachers and schools how they address this issue.

It’s important to find a balance between the freedom and flexibity that the curriculum offers and the need to 

cover content in a short space of time. And that can start to pose questions about the what, why and how of 

getting Year 7 off to the best possible start.

Data taken from a 
survey to Year 7 
sent by Monk’s Walk 
School, Herts, in 
July 2013.

What are you most looking forward to in music in Year 7?

 � Building my confidence with singing.

 � Playing in a band as a guitarist and singer/songwriter.

 � Taking part in a show.

 � Learning to play an instrument.

 � Learning to play the electric guitar because I have one but I can’t play it.

 � Learning more complicated songs.

 � I would like to participate in a musical trip and concert.
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MUSIC AND TRANSITION: FINDING OUT MORE 
ABOUT PRIOR LEARNING

How much do you know about the previous musical experience your Year 7 students have had?

Life in a primary school can be completely different from that in a secondary school, in countless ways: how 

the classrooms are laid out and decorated; how behaviour is managed; how the children work and respond to 

each other; the relationships between teachers and their classes in a culture where there are often just one or 

two teachers per class for the whole year.

Year 7 have an awful lot to get to grips with in those first few weeks, and adjusting to having a music lesson at 

all may be totally new for some students.

In the light of these differences, it’s easy to make assumptions about enthusiasm for or commitment to music 

in primary schools, whether there is a music specialist or not.

In addition to that, Year 7 classes at the start of the year are normally pretty well-behaved. It’s easy to give the 

Year 7 curriculum a lower priority when it comes to revamping projects and thinking afresh about what we do 

with them. If they are behaving and giving it a go, then why change things unless it’s really necessary?

How can we ensure that approaches in Year 7 start from the assumptions that Year 7 Can, and not Year 7 

Can’t?

Finding out more: starting points for cross-phase projects

Here are a few ideas for how to start looking more closely at what’s happening in your biggest or closest feeder 

primary schools:

 � Send a questionnaire to feeder primary school pupils, asking them to tell you what they’ve done and would 

like to do in music.

 � Visit a local primary school. If you can’t spare a day, then go and see a school play, concert or music 

assembly. Talk to teachers about music, resources and instruments, and get a feel for the ethos of music in 

your biggest feeder schools.

 � Set up a transition project in the summer term that enables you to work with the primary children and get 

an idea of what they may be able to do already. This could be based on transition projects such as these free 

resources from Musical Futures or a performance opportunity with one of your ensembles at the summer 

concert.

 � Recruit some Music Leaders who may have some release time in the summer term to support with visits 

to primary schools, or who need some community service for their Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, for example! 

They can help run events and activities for younger students, and they should love going back to their former 

primary schools to help out.

 � Offer to go in and run some practical workshops in your summer release time.

 � Set up some cross-phase performances: invite a primary school choir or ensemble to open your concert, 

or to perform alongside your students, for example.

 � Set up informal practice sharing groups. These could be as simple as a coffee after school, or extend to 

watching lessons in each other’s schools and sharing reflections and plans.

 � Some local Music Hubs offer Family Music sessions, which you can offer to host. It’s a great way to meet 

parents of prospective students who have an interest in music.

‘I had fallen into the trap of assuming that what we offered at secondary with our music rooms, resources 
and specialist teachers was far better than anything they could have experienced at primary school, and 
therefore year 7 would have to start again in order to achieve what we wanted them to in our school.’

A secondary music teacher discussing issues of transition at a primary music teacher conference, 2015. 

https://www.musicalfutures.org/resource-type/transition
https://www.musicalfutures.org/resource-type/transition
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Don’t forget your instrumental teachers

Instrumental teachers often teach in feeder primary schools or are linked to local Music Hubs, and will therefore 

be aware of students who may be coming your way. Putting a shout out to them and to the Hubs for information 

can often yield some useful insights.

Transition between instrumental teachers can be another area to consider, and can sometimes be forgotten. 

In primary school, students are often reminded when and where their lessons are, or even collected by the 

teacher. In many secondary schools, from the outset, they are often expected to look at timetables and find 

the appropriate room themselves – and being new to the school, there can be a reluctance to ask for help.

Issues caused by missed lessons are usually easily resolved, but they can also cause a rocky start that takes 

time to overcome, creating an impact on the musical progress of the student in their instrumental lessons.

Take some time to review how the instrumental system in your school is communicated to both students and 

parents. Some suggestions for little things that can make a big difference include:

 � Make sure form tutors or support staff are aware of how the system works, and can support students if they 

need help.

 � Produce an information leaflet for parents with suggestions on how they can support their child.

 � Put up signs in the department that help students find the right room.

 � Ask older students to be around at break and lunchtimes to look out for lost Year 7 students and point them 

in the right direction.

BASELINE TESTING AT YEAR 7: THE WHAT, WHY 
AND HOW

The transfer of information between primary and secondary schools rarely includes any feedback on musical 

attainment. And since National Curriculum levels for assessment were abandoned, consistency in assessment 

varies between schools, rendering what may come through difficult to benchmark usefully.

Therefore, baseline testing students at the start of Year 7 can help teachers to find a fit on their individual school 

assessment model, and also ensure there’s a clear starting point from which to evidence progress across KS3.

There are a few baseline tests that can be purchased, and many are shared between teachers. Baseline 

testing, however, should be tailored to some crucial key factors. Before devising your baseline test, consider 

the following questions.

The what: where do you want your cohort to be when they finish their time with you?

This section looks at what’s being taught, to ensure that the appropriate depth and breadth of curriculum 

content is achievable, challenging and relevant.

Whether KS3 music at your school is an hour a week for three years or taught on a carousel, what would you 

like students to be able to do, and what do you want them to know about when that time comes to an end?

Baseline testing checklist:

 � What do you want to know?

 � Why do you want to know it?

 � How can everyone demonstrate their ability regardless of prior experience?

 � How long do you need to make that judgement?
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KS3 AS PREPARATION FOR GCSE

Some teachers feel that KS3 is about preparing students to take GCSE music. If this is the case for you, what 

aspects of the GCSE course are you preparing them for?

What does progress towards being ready to start a GCSE course look like? And how will it be relevant and 

useful to those students who don’t take GCSE music as an option, so that it will allow them to continue to 

engage with music once they no longer have access to it in the classroom?

With recent changes to GCSE music specifications in England, this is a good time to review these aims and to 

articulate exactly what this looks like in practice.

A SKILLS-BASED CURRICULUM

Some teachers are exploring a skills-based KS3, involving transferable instrumental skills; holistic and creative 

musical skills such as playing as a group, and responding as they play; composing and improvising; use of 

music technology; small-group and whole-class music making; and hearing and keeping a pulse.

In this case, how can progression be embedded across KS3 to ensure that students avoid repeating activities 

without building on their learning?

A GENRE-BASED APPROACH

Finally, the genre-based approach to curriculum planning remains popular. Students explore units, projects or 

schemes of work that dip into music from different cultures, genres or styles. A pattern of listen, perform, copy, 

create and perform again is the main structure of learning across each project.

The risk with this approach is that the structures remain the same and the progression – ie building on learning 

progressively with each subsequent project – is lost in a cycle of repetition through different genres.

Unpicking exactly what students are learning, how they will learn it, and identifying the musical learning that’s 

taking place are all important in making sure that baseline tests are relevant and fit for purpose.

The why: what are the values and aims unique to your department and to you as a musician and educator? 

This section looks at why your chosen content is being taught – because that will help ensure that students 

have a clear line of progression that can be tracked and supported within a consistent framework of defined 

aims and objectives.

What do you feel students should take away from their music education, and how do these elements line up 

with the vision and aims of your department and of the school? This could be wanting all students to be able 

to read notation; to play an instrument to a certain standard; to be able to sing; to be able to hear and copy 

music; to be familiar with a wide variety of music; or to experience one genre in more depth.

How does what’s covered in class link to extra-curricular activities to ensure that the whole of the department’s 

musical life is consistent with these values?

It’s great that there’s the freedom for teachers to build and construct their own approaches at KS3, especially 

when there is so little flexibility elsewhere. So take advantage with some time to consider what you want to 

include and why to avoid simply saying ‘We’ve always taught this unit this way.’

MAPPING ACTIVITY: FIGHT FOR YOUR FAVOURITE PROJECT

A great activity to get this examination started is to take each project or unit and justify why you include it. If 

you have more than one teacher, it can be really interesting to find out which projects they might fight to keep 

and why. Identify how each project feeds into the aims and values of your KS3 curriculum and whether you will 

keep, update or replace it.

Once you’ve considered these two sections (the what and the why), write a list of the six most desirable 

outcomes from your students at the end of their time with you.
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The how: what approaches will you take to musical learning in your lessons?

This section looks at how content will be taught, because starting as you mean to go on is great for establishing 

routines and expectations.

 � What is the balance of practical music making to written work in your lessons, and what factors influence 

this?

 � How is your room set out, and what message does that send about the expectations of how students will 

be learning? For example, no desks suggests that they will be participating in some practical activities, while 

instruments laid out sets the expectation that they will be playing and making music in the lesson.

 � How do you start each lesson? A practical starter or by calling the register? Practical starters are great for 

breaking the ice and helping students to ‘switch on’ their musicianship, getting ready to make and create 

music together. A written task, on the other hand, can help focus a group as they settle into the lesson. 

Choose which is right for you and for them, establish your routine and then stick to it.

 � Will you be expecting students to learn from notation or learn by copying music by ear? Always make 

sure that regardless of the approach you choose, you model tasks, ideally as a class, and ensure that 

students have everything they need practically, logistically and musically before setting off on a musical 

activity. This is especially important with Year 7, who may need help with the more independent learning 

approaches that are common in a secondary music lesson as it differs from what they may have been used 

to in primary school.

The how: one final challenge

Once you’ve worked through the what, why and how of your whole KS3 approach, it’s time to think about the 

baseline test. How can you enable students to show what they are capable of, regardless of prior musical 

experience?

Traditional baseline tests may test knowledge and familiarity with musical vocabulary or traditions, such as 

recognising instrumental families in music heard. If you intend to build on this, then these baseline tests will 

be useful.

But what does this tell you, other than that your students may have had some music teaching before?

The real challenge lies in allowing students to demonstrate more holistic musical ability such as listening, 

responding, pulse, rhythm, melody and creating with sound. This requires a range of activities and enough 

time to create a piece of music that allows students to respond despite the music teaching they may or may 

not have had previously.

Keeping a record

Finding manageable ways to collate, store and update information is a challenge in departments that 

traditionally see a huge number of students come through the doors each week. The following are suggestions 

for things to try. But whatever solution you adopt, it’s important to remember that assessment should first and 

foremost move learning forward and be adaptable to the tasks and activities, and how the students respond, 

rather than tasks being devised to fit the assessment system that’s in place.

Example: when students finish their KS3 music experience, they should be able to:

1. Maintain their own part in a group performance.

2. Play something on a musical instrument.

3. Sing with confidence in a group in two or more parts.

4. Recognise and keep a pulse.

5. Improvise rhythms and melodies.

6. Be able to listen and copy music heard.
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KEEPING A VISUAL RECORD

Radar charts are a great way to record student progress. Here’s how to use them for your baseline testing.

1. Import your six ‘what’ categories discussed above into a spreadsheet.

2. As you work through your baseline activities, award each student with a mark from zero to whatever you 

think is a manageable number for this exercise (in my example I’ve used four).

3. Export the files as a radar chart, one for each student.

4. In subsequent activities, you can move students along each spoke of the chart as you see them make 

progress.

5. You can also ask students to self-assess and start some really interesting discussions in pairs about where 

they feel their strengths are, and what support they might need in areas they are less confident with.
For example:

RECORDING AND TRACKING

There are a number of ways to record and track progress using audio or video to back up written records. If 

you have an iPad, take a look at apps like Idoceo, Evernote or Show my Homework. Always avoid collecting 

too much material, however – just enough to capture a snapshot as and when appropriate.

PEER AND SELF ASSESSMENT

Encouraging students to keep their own record by embedding short self- and peer-assessment tasks into each 

activity can help ensure they retain some ownership over their progress. Google forms or equivalents that can 

be completed online allow students to give you feedback on their progress, and how they are engaging with 

the tasks.

GETTING PARENTS INVOLVED

Planning a performance opportunity for parents early into Year 7 gives everyone something to aim for and 

allows parents to see what students are doing in class.

If you’re able to share recordings or video through a department blog, school website or social media within 

the school permissions, this can be a great way to showcase aspects of the curriculum that parents may not 

see in the books that come home each week.

EXTRA-CURRICULAR OPPORTUNITIES

Year 7 is the optimum time to grow numbers at extra-curricular groups by making these ensembles as 

accessible as possible. Are there groups for students who may not have had prior musical experience, but 

who are really enjoying their music lessons?

A music club or open drop-in sessions with a concert or lunchtime busking opportunity to prepare for is a 

good way to engage students who may not have previously identified themselves as ‘musical enough’ to join 

a school choir or band.

For more information 
and ideas about 
using radar charts to 
monitor and record 
student progress, 
visit blogs by Martin 
Fautley and Jane 
Werry (LINK: https://
werryblog.com/).

http://www.idoceo.net
https://evernote.com
https://www.showmyhomework.co.uk
https://drfautley.wordpress.com
https://drfautley.wordpress.com
https://werryblog.com/
https://werryblog.com/
https://werryblog.com
https://werryblog.com
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FOUR ACTIVITIES TO GET YEAR 7 OFF TO 
A REALLY MUSICAL START
1. Embed warm-ups and icebreakers into every lesson (see Music Teacher resource, July 2017). Use them 

to find students who are able to keep a pulse, improvise more complex rhythms, and lead a strong vocal 

line, and those who are enthusiastic and take part. This is a great way to identify the musical leaders within 

a class – who may not always be those with the most musical experience.

2. Singing and other vocal work such as beatboxing and rapping combined with body percussion taps into 

the singing that is often embedded into primary school life, as well as being accessible to all as they don’t 

require specific instrumental skills.

3. Choose a starter activity that includes everything on your ‘what’ list so that you have a piece of work that 

you can use to observe and monitor students in as many different activities as possible. One example could 

be to start with a singing task, transfer it to instruments, play it as a class, introduce some rhythmic and 

melodic improvisation, break it down into smaller groups to reproduce the task and to support independent 

work, then finally perform, record and assess the outcomes together.

4. Set the class a challenge such as writing and performing a song as a whole class, or staging a scene 

from a musical, or composing the music to a film that you will make together. Starting with an ambitious 

project, then breaking it down into achievable stages, helps to establish the expectation that music is 

challenging and creative from the start – and that it requires teamwork, collaboration, resilience, rehearsal 

and commitment.


