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KS3

Introduction
‘Curriculum’ is a real buzzword in today’s educational landscape. Ofsted’s new framework makes a big 
deal of it; school leaders are making a big thing of it; and many teachers are being forced to do some 
serious thinking about ‘curriculum’.

But isn’t our curriculum just ‘what we teach the kids’? Well, yes, but of course it is a little more 
complicated that that. This resource is an attempt to navigate the ‘white noise’ of curriculum currently 
dominating the educational narrative, and offer music teachers some insight into curriculum planning, 
and how to ensure you are designing the best possible offer for your students. Naturally, since KS4 and 
5 are dominated by exam content, the focus here is on KS3 curriculum design.

Setting the scene
Middle leaders in my school are fortunate to be trusted with their own curriculum. We are empowered 
as subject specialists, encouraged to make ambitious yet informed decisions about what we teach. We 
are currently in the middle of a long-term re-evaluation of our whole-school curriculum, and are being 
ably guided through the process by one of our deputy heads. Personally, I’m carefully interrogating my 
music curriculum, looking at the value and effectiveness its content. It’s a challenging yet important 
journey, and what follows is an attempt to distil my thinking on this huge issue.

Ofsted
Let’s deal with the elephant in the room. When designing my curriculum, I am in no way doing what 
I’m doing to please Ofsted. My primary concern is, and always will be, my students. However, the 
implementation of the new Ofsted framework is just around the corner, and there is some good stuff 
in there. The QE (quality of education) judgement is where our work on curriculum will be scrutinised, 
with a focus on intent, implementation and impact. My understanding is this:

 Ɂ Intent: planning what you are going to teach.
 Ɂ Implementation: teaching what you planned to teach.
 Ɂ Impact: assessing what you taught.

To me, this seems logical, and I’d hope that if scrutinised, Ofsted would look at these three things to 
see if they are any good. We know that during an inspection, several areas will be selected for a ‘deep 
dive’, which consists of a thorough examination of a curriculum through lesson visits, work scrutiny, and 
interviews with both students and teachers. So it follows that if we design and teach a good curriculum, 
Ofsted will see it, and see that it is good.

So, are we ready to decide what should go into a music curriculum yet? Not quite.

Knowledge
The last year of thinking and reading about knowledge has probably had the biggest impact on my 
approach to curriculum design. I worry that music educators (including myself) separate ‘knowledge’ 
and ‘skills’ far too much, and pride themselves on teaching ‘skills’ (musical or otherwise) above all else. 
Knowledge and skills are the same thing (they are merely different types of knowledge: procedural and 
declarative, or knowledge that/of/how to), and separating them is problematic.

I don’t think my curriculum is as ‘knowledge-rich’ (to coin another buzz-phrase) as it should be. 
I worry that other music curricula have the same issue. I think a focus on teaching generic aspects 
of being a musician (performing, composing, critical engagement), with the actual content covered 
being little more than windowdressing, is hugely problematic. Evidence suggests we cannot teach 
decontextualised skills as effectively as we think – so teaching the blues simply because ‘it’s great for 
developing improvisation skills’ is not good enough. If we are going to teach the blues, we should teach 
it because we think it is important and valuable that students know loads of stuff about the blues 
(which, of course includes developing an ability to improvise).

Similarly, I’m concerned that there isn’t enough knowledge in a typical scheme of learning in music. 
For example, in my unit on the tango, we perform one tango. Can I really say that I’m providing my 
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students with a breadth or depth of knowledge on this subject? Knowledge is a tricky subject for music 
educators, for various reasons, but it doesn’t have to be.

Why knowledge?
The term ‘knowledge’ sets off alarm bells in a music teacher’s mind: visions of musical appreciation, 
lessons devoid of practical music making, and rote learning of a Western musical canon. But it doesn’t 
have to be that way. Nobody is (or at least they shouldn’t be) telling you what knowledge to put in your 
curriculum, but it needs to be worthwhile, powerful knowledge, and there needs to be rich breadth and 
depth of different types of musical knowledge across a curriculum.

How Knowledge Helps https://www.aft.org/periodical/american-educator/spring-2006/how-
knowledge-helps, a 2006 work by Daniel T Willingham, is a really good read. He talks at length about how 
knowledge brings about more knowledge, and that students build on knowledge to improve both critical 
thinking, and long-term recall. Studies suggest that master chess players, as well as having huge procedural 
knowledge (or skill), are separated from those below them by their extensive knowledge of previous chess 
games, moves and stratagems. They make decisions based on an enormous ‘body of knowledge’.

Studies on sightreading suggest that the most proficient sightreaders rely more on a bank of 
knowledge (encountering certain patterns and phrases before), than a generic ‘sightreading skill’ that 
can be taught in isolation. I think, as a musician and teacher, I have an inherent understanding of this. 
Therefore I want to shape my curriculum to address a breath of musical styles and traditions, ensuring 
that students value those styles and traditions for their intrinsic value, rather than seeing them as 
merely a vehicle to improve keyboard skills.

Powerful Knowledge
My work on the curriculum over the past year has forced me to look closely at the intrinsic value of the 
units we teach in our curriculum. Should we teach the blues? Yes: there is value in understanding this style, 
and the context of blues music. It has relevance today, and performing and composing in this style is a 
rewarding experience for students. Should I teach ‘theme and variations’? Well, it’s a useful thing to be able 
to vary and develop melody, but it’s taught in such a decontextualised way I’m not sure students can bring 
those skills to fruition in other contexts. It needs more thought, and a few tweaks at the very least.

In my school, our journey through curriculum-based thinking began with a ‘knowledge-rich’ 
approach, inspired, at least in part, by the Willingham text discussed above.

Recently we’ve moved on to what one might consider the next stage, putting ‘powerful knowledge’ 
at the centre of our curriculum. Much of this thinking is inspired by Michael Young, who coined the 
term in a 2014 work. Young distinguishes between ‘common-sense’ knowledge, that which we gain 
through everyday experience, and ‘specialised’ or ‘systematic’ knowledge, which can be the basis 
for generalisations and thinking beyond particular contexts or cases. In addition, Young talks about 
disciplines, the idea that when we teach a subject, we are inducting students into the rules, traditions 
and vocabulary of a discipline and its unique quest for truth.

As a music teacher, thinking along these lines has had a profound effect on me. Everyone has 
something to say about music education. The number of non-specialists giving opinions of what 
musics should be taught in schools is astounding (more on which shortly). This can disempower music 
teachers, yet by designing a curriculum with well-considered ‘powerful knowledge’, we get to decide the 
musical journey of our students. We can grab the reins of the debate.

Teaching ‘music technology’ or ‘musical futures’ at KS3

There is a unit of work in my KS3 curriculum called ‘music technology’. It isn’t very musical, it is very 
decontextualised and I’m basically just teaching ICT skills. I don’t want to beat myself up too much 
about it, but I know it isn’t a very good scheme of work. The experience for students is much more 
valuable when moving to computers becomes part of a wider scheme of work; after studying riffs in 
popular music students move to computers and arrange riffs using the technology, composing their 
own riffs and creating real music. Using effects and the like is much more valuable, as it relates to an 
authentic practice of music creation. This is a much more powerful use of my resources and does so 
much more to strengthen students’ knowledge.

Similarly, I baulk a little when I see ‘musical futures’ as a title of a unit of work. ‘Musical futures’ in this 
case refers to an approach to music teaching, a pedagogy, and a very powerful one at that, but on its 
own it has no content. We owe it to our students to go a bit further, if we are engaging with popular 
music through musical futures (or any related pedagogy), we need to ensure they receive a rich diet 
of knowledge. We know that music education is so much more than learning to play songs, so we 
must design and deliver a curriculum that provides this. I am in no way criticising musical futures, but 
I do want music teachers to be clear about the separation between pedagogies and content.
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Non-statutory curricula, Mozart and Stormzy
Youth Music’s ‘Exchanging Notes’ report caused a stir in the press recently, with over-simplified 
headlines claiming that schools should ditch teaching Mozart, and teach Stormzy instead. In reality, the 
report was an interesting look at how changing curriculum content can impact levels of engagement 
for certain groups of students, in certain contexts.

Depending on your educational context, it has the potential to have a small/medium/large effect on 
your music lessons. It is well worth a read. This furore, coupled with the forthcoming non-statutory 
music curriculum, produced by ABRSM, are examples of control of subject content in music education 
being removed from the teachers in the classroom.

Will the content in the ABRSM curriculum be suitable in your context? Do their values about what 
music should be taught match your values, and the values of your students? For some yes, for some no. 
For most, the answer will lie somewhere in the middle. Ultimately, we need to look at our students, what 
they want and need from a music education, then look at what external forces are telling us we should 
do and make carefully considered decisions about the knowledge we are imparting to our students.

Teaching Mozart can be hugely powerful, inducting students into the language of the Western Classical 
tradition, and the building blocks of harmony, allowing them to hear so much more in the music they 
encounter. Equally, teaching Stormzy can be equally powerful, opening students’ ears to other musical 
elements, like timbre, rhythm and the potential of technology, and revealing to them the immense power 
of music as a vehicle for cultural and personal identity. Everything in between has the potential to impart 
similar things, and equally valuable ‘powerful knowledge’ can be found in countless other areas of the vast 
musical canon – we have some big decisions to make, so need to think carefully about them.

Cultural capital 

Politicians love to use the phrase ‘cultural capital’, as they outline their vision for a better education 
sector. Unfortunately, it has become aligned with a very narrow, somewhat traditional idea of what 
‘culture’ is most valued in our society.

In musical terms, many equate the term with a focus on the Western Classical canon of white, dead, 
male composers, and a few notable pop artists from decades ago. Many are concerned about the 
domination of a white, male, upper-class ideal of ‘cultural capital’. But it doesn’t have to be that 
way! ‘Cultural capital’ (or ‘powerful knowledge’), is whatever you want it to be. A well-designed and 
planned curriculum, with carefully chosen content and subject knowledge, should give the students 
‘cultural capital’:  the tools to search for truth (whatever it may be) in your discipline.

Much like curriculum intent statements, beware requirements to add boxes to lesson plans and 
schemes of learning that say something like ‘identify the cultural capital in this lesson’. If you’re 
teaching good stuff, it’s all cultural capital!

Summary
Navigating my thoughts on curriculum design at KS3 has been tough (and I haven’t even thought 
about how to actually teach, let alone assess, my intended content). I’ve tried to logically sequence my 
thinking, and I hope some of it has resonated with readers. There are a few main threads to summarise.

Values
What does it mean to be a musician? Is there one answer to this question? What is the right balance 
between declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge? What do students need to know to be able 
to engage with music authentically? What does it even mean to engage with music authentically?

Choosing your content
When planning your curriculum, choose content that has intrinsic value. If you choose a style, genre or 
tradition, be confident in your assertion that students should know about this stuff. Think about subject 
content first and avoid units that teach decontextualised skills. Take an integrated approach to teaching 
the various aspects of music. Plan units sequentially, and think about how units build on previous 
knowledge, as well as looking ahead to what’s coming up.

Planning specific units of work
Think about knowledge on a broad scale. Within a unit of work, what are the most important concepts 
you need to convey? Are they declarative or procedural in their nature? Is learning one piece of music 
in a style enough? How much of a style’s conventions and tropes do students need to understand 
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before they can compose creatively? How do you ensure that students engage critically with the music 
they study? Do students understand how their studies fit into a wider narrative? Is your curriculum 
knowledge-rich?

Taking ownership of your curriculum
A few weeks ago, I saw a Facebook post that upset me. It went something like this: ‘Hi, I need to 
design my curriculum, could someone send me theirs?’ The author’s tone wasn’t ‘I’m looking to 
gather inspiration from others and make a judgement about what to include in mine.’ It was ‘I need a 
curriculum and I need it now.’

My curriculum is, in many ways, my life’s work. I am constantly adapting it to suit my learners, and 
to reflect my changing values about music education. In light of new evidence, new thinking, new 
opportunities, I try new things and tweak my approaches. I am a classroom music teacher, so what goes 
on in my classroom is the most important thing that happens in my job. My curriculum can’t be the 
same as that in another school. Even the school down the road has a different intake, is working in a 
different context, and the staff have different values about what music education looks like.

I would implore any music teacher to consider their curriculum carefully, to take ownership of 
what it encompasses, and what it can do for students. It is more important than any club, any musical, 
any concert. We may never find the curriculum’s ‘holy grail’, but we should never stop looking. Music 
belongs in the classroom, and all students deserve a rich musical education. We must ensure our 
curriculum provides this.

I want students to hear music like I do

When speaking at a conference recently, I used an analogy that seemed to speak to many of the 
delegates listening.

When I hear music, I hear it as a musician. I don’t hear a piece of music and think, ‘I like that’. I might 
start with that, but I hear so much more. I hear melodies, chords and textures, and understand why 
they have the effect they do. I hear references, conscious or unconscious, to the music that has come 
before. I hear musicians working within, and beyond, conventions of styles, genres or traditions. I 
am able to relate to the music I hear with my own musical experiences, as a performer, composer or 
‘critic’, adding an immense richness to what enters my ears.

When I was 16, and I first heard Steve Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians, I immediately fell in love. I didn’t 
really understand why. Over the years I have developed an understanding of the harmonic scheme used, 
the origin of the melodic language, and how it fits in a century that had all but abandoned traditional 
tonal music. I hear how it relates to similar pieces, and I have an understanding of what it feels like to 
perform, though my own experience. The huge body of musical knowledge I have gained over the years 
only adds to my enjoyment of this piece. I want my students to hear this richness in music.

In Year 8 we perform In C by Terry Riley (well, a version of In C). When it goes well, students 
understand how repetitive music like this has led to the music they engage with outside of lessons. 
When they perform it as a class, they feel a connection with their fellow musicians. The collaborative 
decision making and uniqueness of the performance is profound and important, and produces a very 
special musical experience for all musicians, visible to any observer.

This is one of a million possible examples, and it doesn’t have to be music from New York in the 1950s 
and 60s. It could be anything. But the richness and depth of potential knowledge is something I want 
to convey.

Next steps
 Ɂ Consider the power of ‘pedagogical content knowledge’ https://www.narst.org/publications/
research/pck.cfm and how as music teachers we are best placed to design and deliver our 
curriculum, at all levels.
 Ɂ Consider ‘critical engagement’ with music, and how we must ensure students’ musical education 
goes beyond ‘musical experience’. John Finney discusses it here https://jfin107.wordpress.
com/2019/05/17/in-search-of-music-education/
 Ɂ Produced by the ISM, Martin Fautley and Ally Daubney’s work https://www.ism.org/images/images/
ISM_The-National-Curriculum-for-Music-booklet_KS3_2019_digital.pdf on progression and 
assessment in music education is an excellent set of guidelines to assist with curriculum planning, 
delivery and assessment. MT


