Musical Futures: A case study investigation 

Executive summary

Background

The 'Musical Futures' project is a music education initiative which set out to devise new and imaginative ways of engaging young people, aged 11-19, in music activities. Three Pathfinder Local Authority Music Services were commissioned to explore new approaches and structures which might ensure that more young people participated in better quality musical experiences for longer. Two characteristics soon became apparent in their strategies: it was important to informalise the way that music is often taught, and to personalise the nature of the opportunities on offer. 

Aim of the proposed research 

The principal aim of the proposed research is to provide an in-depth account of the processes underpinning the Musical Futures initiative. The research sets out to identify how these processes, in practice, may contribute to enhanced learning and teaching outcomes for Musical Futures participants and the wider school community. 
Research questions

The specific research questions to be addressed are: 

· What are the perceived strengths and difficulties associated with Musical Futures, amongst SMT, staff and pupils?

· Does Musical Futures impact positively on pupil motivation in music?

· Does Musical Futures impact positively on pupil well-being and self-esteem?

· How might the development of musical self-concept amongst Musical Futures pupils be characterized?

· Does Musical Futures have a whole-school impact? For example, are members of staff in other departments aware of Musical Futures?  Have other members of staff noted any changes in pupil attitudes to school and approaches to learning?

· Has there been any change in behaviour or attendance records since implementation of Musical Futures?

· Is there a demonstrable development of transferable skills, amongst Musical Futures pupils? (e.g. team working, confidence, autonomous learning, concentration, organisation).

· Are there typical progression routes in music for Musical Futures pupils? 

· What impact has Musical Futures had on extra-curricular music learning? 

· Has Musical Futures impacted on teachers’ confidence and professional satisfaction?

· Do contextual factors such as geographic location, ethnicity, socio-economic group, ability group, gender and prior musical experience significantly influence responses to Musical Futures?

Methodology

The research was designed to be carried out over a three year period. The first data collection took place during the academic year 2008/09. 

Three questionnaires were designed, the first for teachers using Musical Futures, the second for other school staff, and the third for pupils. The questionnaires addressed issues relating to:

· how Musical Futures had been implemented;
· the impact on teaching;
· the impact on pupils;
· the difficulties and constraints relating to the use of Musical Futures;
· the level of support from Senior Management Teams;
· the impact on take-up of GCSE music;
· the impact on take-up of extra-curricular instrumental and vocal activities;
In consultation with the Musical Futures project team six schools were selected to act as case studies. A member of the research team visited the participant schools for the purposes of administering and collecting questionnaires, undertaking focus group interviews and interviews with staff and observing musical activities.  

Two additional schools were recruited to complete questionnaires to increase the sample size and to ensure that should one of the case study schools drop out of the study a replacement would be available. 

Twenty eight music teachers completed a questionnaire representing a range of experience of the Musical Futures approach. 297 non-music staff completed questionnaires representing a wide range of responsibilities and subject areas. 
A total of 677 students completed the questionnaire from 8 schools including 394 boys and 277 girls. The majority of students were white (74%), although overall 28 different nationalities were represented. Eleven percent (77) were in Year 7, 49% (328) in year 8, 34% (228) in year 9, 5% (36) in year 10, and 2 in year 11. Twelve percent of the sample was eligible for free school meals. 

Interviews were undertaken with staff and pupils to gather more in depth insights into the nature and operation of Musical Futures. Interviews were undertaken in the 6 case study schools with the Head of Music, a music teacher, and two members of the senior management team. Focus group interviews were undertaken with 171 students  representing a range of year groups and ability levels. 

The questionnaire data were analysed using SPSS. Interview data were analysed thematically to support the questionnaire data

Findings
The case study schools

The case study schools were selected in consultation with the Musical Futures team to represent different types of school and lengths of experience with Musical Futures. The schools differed in their characteristics and the ways in which they were implementing Musical Futures. They had in common a Head of Music who saw the value of the Musical Futures approach and was committed to its implementation.   

School A is a ‘Beacon’ mixed gender community school specialising in technology with 1329 students aged 11-18 on roll. Students are mainly white with few eligible for free school meals. The school was graded as satisfactory in the most recent Ofsted Inspection and adopted the Musical Futures approach three years ago mainly using informal learning in year 9. Students take BTEC rather than GCSE. 

School B is a single-sex community comprehensive school, with Specialist Arts College status teaching 1364 boys aged 11-19. The school has high levels of pupils eligible for free school meals, with over half of the pupils from black and minority ethnic backgrounds many for whom English is a second language and a high proportion with learning difficulties or disabilities. The school was graded overall as ‘good’ in the most recent Ofsted inspection. The Musical Futures approach is adopted in Year 8 and Year 9 and has been important in challenging teaching styles and legitimising the use of practical group music making where students learn informally by trial and error. Students take BTEC not GCSE. 

School C is a Community Secondary School with 1790 students aged 11-18 on roll. The school is mixed gender and has Specialist Language and Technology status. Very few students are eligible for free school meals and the proportion of students with learning difficulties or disabilities is well below the national average.  Nearly all of the students are classified as White British. The school was graded as ‘outstanding’ in the most recent Ofsted inspection. The Musical Futures approach is mainly adopted in 8 and 9. Prior to MF the school did engage in practical music making in bands but to a lesser extent. 

The school values high academic achievement and MF offers an alternative experience for students.  

School D is a mixed gender community secondary school with 1329 students. Three quarters of the students come from minority ethnic backgrounds and over half have English as a second language some coming from refugee or asylum seeker families. There is a high rate of economic disadvantage amongst the student population. The school was graded as ‘satisfactory’ in the most recent Ofsted report. All years (7-9) are involved in Musical Futures which focuses mainly on band work. Students go on to take GCSE and there are plans to offer AS Music Technology for pupils who do not have the skill set for traditional A Level.   

School E is a mixed gender community comprehensive school, with 1223 pupils aged 11-18. The school has relatively small percentages of students entitled to free school meals, from minority ethnic groups, and for whom English is an additional language. The school has specialist status as a science college and was graded as ‘satisfactory’ in the most recent Ofsted report. MF is implemented in Year 9 through a project which is run differently each year according to available resources. The MF ideas are adapted to meet the needs of the school with some elements omitted and other things added. Students can go on to take GCSE music. 
School F is a mixed gender secondary modern school with Specialist Visual Arts College Status. There are 956 students aged 11-18 on roll. The majority of students are White British. Only a small number of students are eligible for free school meals but there is a growing proportion of students with learning difficulties and disabilities. The most recent inspection report graded the school as ‘outstanding’. Musical Futures has only recently been introduced into the school and it has not been adopted in its entirety. The school ethos supports the MF approach and there is a high focus on musical performances in assemblies and concerts. 
The music teachers’ perspective 

Use of the terminology ‘Musical futures’: The previous report indicated that there was variability in the extent to which the term ‘Musical Futures’ was used in the schools where the approach had been adopted. Generally, the findings indicated that the term ‘Musical Futures was used relatively rarely in interactions with students. 

Emphasis on popular music: All of the teachers agreed that MF allows for greater emphasis on popular music and that it had introduced new ideas into the classroom. There was little reported development of work in other musical genres. 
Teacher attitudes, satisfaction and stress in implementing Musical Futures: Teachers were divided as to whether they believed that implementing the Musical Futures programme was stressful. The nature of the teaching meant that total commitment was required and that this was exhausting as well as being exhilarating. The lack of control over the student work was anxiety provoking for some teachers but this tended to reduce after teachers had implemented the programme over time and realised that the quality of the work produced was very high.  
Resources: Issues relating to resources included those relating to space and its appropriateness for the Musical Futures activities, time to enable students to work productively, access to instruments, and staffing to provide the levels of support needed by the students. The location of the music department could also be an issue in relation to noise particularly during examination periods. 

Inclusion: Most of the teachers (64%) believed that MF could work with classes of all sizes and with all pupils (56%) although there were differences between schools. Examples of inclusion include those relating to pupils who found the keyboard difficult, lacked confidence in working on their own, lower and middle ability pupils, and those with special educational needs. There were some concerns that the approach might be more suited to boys than girls and that students who were afraid of performing or who were on the autism spectrum might find the approach problematic. 
Assessment: Initial concerns about assessment of Musical Futures outcomes in relation to the national curriculum levels were being overcome with some schools developing more detailed criteria. There were perceived advantages in being able to assess the work of individuals more easily because of the group work, and of being able to implement formative assessment procedures and introduce peer assessment. 

Progression: Teachers spoke of progression in terms of the challenges that students faced, how they progressed in meeting them and how progress could be assessed more easily in the smaller group context. 

Progression to KS4: Teachers commented favourably on the increase in the number of students continuing with music after KS3. This was attributed to the opportunities students had to develop instrumental skills, and their enjoyment in working independently. Some schools had moved from the GCSE curriculum to BTEC seeing it as a more logical progression from the Musical Futures work. In some cases courses were over-subscribed and selection procedures had been introduced.    

The role of performance: Performance was viewed as an essential element of the MF approach and was crucial in maintaining student focus in class. The wider opportunities for performance afforded many pupils had wider benefits in terms of pupil confidence and self-esteem.

The impact on teachers: Most teachers across all schools (76%) indicated that MF had helped them to become a more effective teacher. 61% indicated that MF had helped them become more confident about teaching music and 81% that MF had increased their enjoyment in teaching music. There was much less agreement that MF had increased confidence in facilitating singing (44%). 77% indicated increased confidence in teaching instrumental skills. The majority (81%) agreed that MF had increased their awareness of the music that their students engage in outside of school, although there were statistically significant differences between schools. There was less agreement that MF had increased confidence in facilitating learning in a range of musical genres (62%). Almost all (92%) agreed that they had adapted MF to fit with their personal approach to teaching and learning, that they had adapted MF to meet the individual needs of their pupils (92%), that their lessons were more pupil led (92%) and that MF had encouraged more group music making. The majority agreed that lessons were more practical (81%), that teaching was more personalised (88%) and that they had developed new instrumental skills (65%). There was less agreement (54%) that MF had helped them to feel more relaxed in the classroom.   

Teacher satisfaction and confidence: Teachers derived satisfaction from Musical Futures because of the motivation, enthusiasm, and success of their students. They also gained confidence as they engaged with the approach and had the opportunity to develop new skills.   

Focus on learning and group work: Musical Futures encouraged staff to concentrate on how children learn rather than on how the teacher ‘delivers the curriculum’. Group work was central to the students’ learning. Students needed to understand how important it was that they worked together. Teachers commented on how pupils helped each other; they indicated that they interfered only when absolutely necessary.  
Perceived impact on pupils: Seventy six percent of music staff agreed that since doing MF pupils demonstrated higher levels of attainment, enjoyed their music lessons more (93%) wanted to do well (93%),worked better when they work with their friends (61%), were able to stay on task (63%), were confident (86%), had developed a wider range of musical skills (72%), had developed a good understanding of a range of musical genres (45%), created good musical performances (89%), demonstrated good listening skills (93%), had positive attitudes towards music (89%), were generally well behaved in lessons (89%), could work without help from the teacher (77%), worked together effectively in music tasks (91%), helped others during the lesson (89%), attended lessons regularly (100%), had mostly exceeded expectations when it comes to improving their musical skills (81%), had high self-esteem in relation to music (68%), did not need much help from the teacher (61%), fulfilled their musical potential (73%) and demonstrated that they loved music (84%). Overall, in most respects the Musical Futures approach is very successful. There were relatively few school differences. 

Independent learning was identified as central to the programme. Getting students to set targets for each lesson was a useful way of focusing students on their work. Listening skills were developed, self-esteem and confidence and other transferable skills including organisational skills. The approach increased student motivation through allowing them to take control and have choice. The increased motivation led to more practice and enhanced learning outcomes. 

Issues: Issues emerging from the teachers’ perspective in addition to those relating to resources included whether the mode of learning instruments might impede technical development. 

Pupils’ experience of Musical Futures

Thirty eight percent of students responding to questionnaires indicated that they were aware they were engaged in Musical Futures work. 72% of the students indicated that they could play one of more musical instruments or could sing. Only 104 students reported participating in a musical group outside of the classroom. 

Most students reported a preference for pop or rock music (41%), followed by rhythm and blues, rap or hip hop (37%). Only 3% indicated a preference for classical music. Most students preferred listening using an MP3 player (72%).

Focusing on the Musical Futures initiative, 84% of students believed that they worked better in music lessons when they worked with their friends. Although only 46% believed that they concentrated better in music lessons than other lessons, 71% indicated that music lessons seemed to go more quickly than other lessons. Despite being involved in the Musical Futures approach only 43% agreed that their teacher valued the music that they were interested in. The activities engaged with in music lessons were perceived to support the development of musicianship (72%) and 82% agreed that they had learnt how to work in a group in music lessons, although only 59% indicated that they helped others.  79% indicated that they attended music lessons regularly. There were statistically significant differences in response to all of these statements between students from different schools with the exception of helping others in music lessons. 
Pupils volunteered information about teaching and their teachers. They were aware that teachers had very different ways of teaching and were critical when teachers spent more time on behaviour issues than teaching. Pupils appreciated it when teachers focused on what they needed in order to learn. Some students wanted more teacher support in group work and suggested that more staff were needed. The recruitment of Year 12 students to support group work was welcomed. Teachers who were enthusiastic, avoided shouting, and facilitated learning by allowing access to resources were appreciated.
Prior to working with the Musical Futures approach, students experienced a range of different activities including keyboard and computer work, singing, listening activities, and written work. 
The key elements of the Musical Futures approach from the student perspective were student autonomy, practical music making and creativity. Facilitating this required considerable trust on the part of the teacher.
The students developed their listening skills through the Musical Futures activities. Work in developing instrumental skills supported critical listening. Some students were concerned about not being able to read music.

The time constraints related to composing a piece of music required considerable focus. Some students reported improvement in concentration which transferred to other subjects.
The students raised a great many issues about the group work in Musical Futures including the advantages and disadvantages of working with friends, the types and nature of the difficulties experienced in working in groups and how they overcame them and if they could not how the teacher intervened. 
Eighty nine percent of students indicated that they enjoyed music at school and 90% that they wanted to do well in music lessons. 73% said that they felt good about themselves most of the time in music lessons while 67% said that they could usually do things as well as most other people in music lessons. 73% said that they felt confident in music lessons. 56% agreed that they had good musical skills, 61% that they had achieved a lot in music lessons, 55% that they believed that they were a musical person. Only 29% indicated that they needed more help from their teacher in music lessons. There were statistically significant differences in responses from children from different schools to almost all of the statements. 
The Musical Futures approach was described as motivating by students because it provided a break from more academic classes, it was fun, made them feel good and reduced stress. Being good at music also made it more enjoyable.

Students were able to identify areas where they had made progress and also where they needed to improve. This included transferable and musical skills including social and organisational skills.

Performance was an important element of the programme as students were motivated to get better grades and praise from teachers and not look foolish in front of their peers:

32% of respondents to the questionnaire indicated that they had chosen or would choose music as an option in Year 10. 34% indicated that they would carry on with music but not for a school exam. 38% indicated that music lessons in school had inspired them to continue with music. 34% reported taking part in music activities outside lessons and that the music activities outside school helped with music lessons in school. There were statistically significant differences between the schools in relation to all of these statements. 

Those who selected music as an option often had been playing instruments or involved in music for many years. For some it was love of music which was the motivator, others perceived music as fun. Being good at music was a factor and being involved in school music. Teachers encouraged some students to take music at KS4. For some students the way the option was offered was important. Some students indicated that they did not opt for music because of dislike of the teacher, while some teachers tried to discourage particular students from taking music. Some did not select music because their interests were more academic, while for others family issues influenced the decision. The expense of instrumental lessons was important for some, and the perception that music was not useful in relation to employment. Some not opting for music reported as regretting it later. 
Only 30% of students agreed that doing music lessons had helped in other school subjects, although 41% agreed that doing music lessons helped them to feel more positive about school. Responses were statistically significantly different between schools. Very few students were able to give examples of how the skills they had developed in music transferred to other areas of school work. Group work was the most common example. Related to this was less reliance on teachers.

Overall, students reported liking the practical aspects of music making (53%), the autonomy that they had in group work (33%), the social aspects of music making (17%), the positive feelings which accompanied music making (11%), the content of what they were learning and the skills, knowledge and variety (6%), and the fact that music was different to other lessons, less boring and frequently with no homework (2%). 

Students were asked what they would like to change about their music lessons. The most common response was more practical work (21%) followed by nothing (20%). Students suggested a range different types of instruments, resources or musical genres that they would like to engage with. Some wanted less teacher led activity and some wanted more. Different groups, better rooms and less performing were also mentioned.  
The perceived impact of Musical Futures in the wider school community  

Of those responding to the questionnaire, 149 non music staff (50%) reported knowing nothing about Musical Futures,  53 (18%) reported not knowing much about it, 78 (26%) reported knowing something about it and 5% a lot about it. There were school differences. 

Impact on the school: Overall, 78% of respondents indicated that MF had had a positive impact on the school. 73% indicated that it had had a positive impact on pupil motivation, 59% on pupil well-being, 74% on pupil self-esteem, 77% on encouraging pupils to work together, 72% on pupil confidence, 57% on encouraging pupils to work without help.  Thirty nine percent agreed that MF had improved pupil concentration, 41% that it had encouraged pupils to be organised, 39% that it had improved pupils’ attitudes towards learning in general, and 45% that it had had a positive impact on pupil progression. There were statistically significant differences between schools in responses to each of these statements with the exception of the general statement about the positive impact on school. 
Perceptions of Musical Futures in the case study schools: There were differences between the schools in the extent to which the Senior Management Team were familiar with the Musical Futures approach. 

Generally the approach was valued for the way it had generated enthusiasm for music, had increased uptake at KS4 and was providing opportunities for developing transferable skills and meeting the personalised learning agenda. There was variability in the extent to which it was perceived as having had an impact on teaching in other subjects. In some schools it was seen as leading the way in developing more pupil-centred in teaching.

Musical Futures was perceived as having a positive impact on students in terms of team working, autonomy, persistence, creativity, enhanced confidence and self-esteem. It also provided opportunities for students to perform which was seen as beneficial to individuals but also brought rewards in terms of school climate.

Issues raised related to resources in terms of space, appropriate accommodation, finance for instruments, and staffing. There were also issues of noise at exam times. 

Some schools had changed their examinations from GCSE to BTEC as they perceived that this was a better way of validating the kinds of skills that had been developed.

There were some issues relating to ‘difficult’ children being perceived to be rewarded for good work in music when they were poorly behaved elsewhere, and general behaviour issues in relation to group work. Teachers in other subjects often found it difficult to relate to the approach because the children seemed not to be learning and the process was ‘chaotic’. It also required teachers to hand control over to students which was difficult for many. 
Overall, the Musical Futures approach was seen as promoting motivation, interest, enthusiasm and the engagement of pupils in learning.   

Issues for Musical Futures and the ongoing research 

Musical Futures: the approach has been recognised by senior managers in schools as offering a way to meet the needs for personalised learning and developing a range of transferable skills in students. Because of this the approach has the potential to influence teaching across the whole curriculum. Difficulties relate to the perception by other school staff that the process is ‘chaotic’ and can lead to a loss of control and subsequent poor behaviour, also that it is not applicable to their subject. 

Dissemination of the principles of Musical Futures in schools seems to be patchy and in some cases more dissemination was undertaken to music staff in other schools than internally. 
Musical Futures has implications for teacher training and CPD and it is clear that teachers need to see the outcomes of the process as well as its implementation to be persuaded that it is effective. The classical training of many music teachers may mean that many would feel ill equipped to engage in this type of teaching.

The high levels of energy and enthusiasm required of teachers could be a barrier to the approach being adopted more widely. It could also lead to burn out. 

The engagement of a wider group of students in musical activities is perceived as beneficial in enhancing their confidence and self-esteem but can lead to problems in group work through a lack of focus. 

While many students were able to resolve group work issues this was not always the case. Providing guidance on appropriate behaviour in groups might assist in the process.  

Monitoring of progress of group work could be supported by the addition of older student mentors as well as teachers. This would support those students who reported needing more help.

Schools were increasingly recognising the need to develop instrumental skills earlier. This has implications for teaching in the primary school and the early years of secondary school. 

Ways to ensure that students can develop technically on instruments should they wish to do so need to be considered. Peripatetic instrumental teachers might hold workshops to support this.  

While the Musical Futures approach is broadly inclusive some students with specific needs may find group work particularly difficult, others may find performing very stressful. Schools need to have alternative provision available to cater for these students.  

There were some concerns that the focus on ‘popular’ music was leading to a lack of engagement with of other genres and that once students had experienced band work it would be difficult for them to return to other types of learning activities. 

Students’ likes and dislikes relating to non Musical Futures areas of music teaching varied enormously. This would suggest that attempting to cater for individual tastes in other areas of the music curriculum is not possible.

If Musical Futures is adopted more widely there would appear to be implications for GCSE music. Several schools viewed BTEC as a more appropriate follow on qualification. 

The increase in students continuing with music in KS4 in greater numbers has implications for capacity. If students wish to take music it would be detrimental to motivation if there were insufficient places for them.  

Accommodation is important – where facilities are appropriate and students are working in practice rooms there is less potential for the widespread perception of off task or disruptive behaviour. 

Maintenance of equipment is also a key issue. Technical support will be required if schools are to engage in Musical Futures approaches with most students.  

The research: the next stage of the research needs to focus on the factors within schools which lead to differences in student responses between schools. This needs to take account of:

· the ethos of the school;

· the level of support of the SMT;

· the importance within the school attached to public performance;

· relationships with teachers;

· the perceived importance and status of the Musical Futures approach within the school;

· the nature of the student community in terms of gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status; and

· the prior knowledge and musical preferences of the students. 
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