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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
Students making creative decisions without needing to first spend prohibitive
amounts of time gaining technical skills
The Tech Champions project was set up by the Musical Futures organisation in
Spring 2019 with the aim of running for 2 years in conjunction with selected
secondary school music teachers across the UK. 10 participating schools were
gifted with significant quantities of music technology equipment from
collaborating organisation Ableton.
This reflective report, based on time spent in each of the participating schools
and formal interviews with the teachers, finds that the Tech Champions project
bears out Musical Futures contention that if music in schools is more techorientated, it will therefore be more relevant and ‘authentic’ for learners. The
reflective report also finds that more use of music technology in music
education will typically enable more and better engagement of students.
The teachers who took part in the project, and the academic who has written
this report, found that Ableton’s music technology has special capacities for
music education which make it ideal for teaching and learning. These include
professionalism, performing and composing capacities and the capacity for
learners to work collaboratively rather than in isolation ‘on a computer with
a pair of headphones’.
Ableton was also found to be beneficial for learning at home. However, the
expense of Ableton’s ‘Live’ software package and the ‘Push’ hardware which
can complement the software will render it unaffordable for some learners to
purchase for home use. Many schools would also struggle to replicate the
success which the Tech Champions project allowed, given the cost of
purchasing the amount of Ableton resources which these teachers and their
schools were awarded.
This report finds that tensions exist between ‘Music’ and ‘Music Technology’.
GCSE and A-level courses under the title ‘Music’ are based around
performance on traditional instruments, composition (with music notation
retaining a perceived importance) and typically affords a collaborative aspect.
By contrast, ‘Music Technology’ courses are not focussed on performance,
require no skills with traditional notation and lack a collaborative aspect.
Comments from teachers in this report give the impression that performance
with music technology has important potential but some did caution that
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some learners who do want to study Music/Music Technology are not keen to
perform publicly.
If learners were to be afforded the kind of educational support which is given
for students of traditional performance instruments, treating Ableton as a
performance instrument would have significant cost implications: one-on-one
instrumental tuition is always expensive, and the demand would be very high.
This report makes no suggestion as to how that challenge should be faced,
other than to echo the broad view of the teachers featured in the report that
performance with music technology is a rapidly developing area at present. It
is the view of the author of this reflective report that the UK is well-placed to
become world-leading in its response to this fact.
To summarise the most important teacher views that emerge from the
interviews on which this report is based, the strongest finding is that music
technology can be a very effective way of boosting numbers of students
opting to study music. Some of these schools had close to 50% of a school year
group selecting Music and/or Music Technology for GCSE or BTEC.
A clear view emerges that music technology can be a very effective way of
immensely improving both engagement and achievement across the
secondary school age range, including the achievement of high ability learners.
Many teachers were clear that ‘naughty’ children, school refusers and other
learners who many schools find ‘difficult’ were very beneficially re-engaged
through the use of music technology. The evidence in this report therefore
suggests that music technology can be a highly effective tool in combatting
educational disaffection and other forms of learner disengagement.
Most of the teachers thought that it is possible for a school to benefit from
even minimal introduction of music technology such as that offered by
Ableton: several teachers give concrete examples as to how successful
teaching and learning could be delivered even if a school was only able to
invest in 1 or 2 Ableton Push devices, for example.
Many teachers acknowledged that time pressures in the working lives of
teachers make it difficult to develop teaching and learning with new music
technology but the Tech Champions project shows that great rewards can
arise if teachers are able to respond to this challenge.
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Few of the teachers had significant success in using Ableton for ensemble
performance work during the first months of the project, but there were some
signs of cutting edge ensemble-based music-making with music technology in
one or two of the schools. Ableton’s music technology offer seems to afford
immense potential for such ensemble work.
All of the teachers in the project shared a view that Ableton is an outstanding
resource for technology in music education due to its versatility, its authentic
sound quality and its user-friendly utility.
The idea that music technology entails ‘dumbing down’ of musical learning
was firmly rejected by all of the participating teachers, nearly all of whom had
outstanding credentials as ‘classically trained’ musicians.
All of the teachers in the project seemed to be demonstrating that learnercentred pedagogical methods in music can be very successful indeed, as has
been shown by Musical Futures since its inception through the focus on
‘informal learning’.
It is arguable, judged by the interviews which form the basis of this report, that
the heart of the benefit arising from music technology such as Ableton is
students making creative decisions without needing to first spend prohibitive
amounts of time gaining technical skills. To use an Ableton Push device well
does require some technical skill, but the technology enables creative decisionmaking even for those with very low levels of technical skill. Whatever
technical skill level the learners in the schools in the Tech Champions project
were starting from, the technology seems to have kindled greater creativity.
Valuing creative decisions over technical skills in music education is arguably
the most central principle at the heart of the Tech Champions project.
Many other important and/or interesting arguments, suggestions and thoughts
were given by the teachers in the Tech Champions project, all of whom are
truly exceptional practitioners. The full report below is an attempt to give
these outstanding teachers an opportunity to share these thoughts and
reflections with interested parties.
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BEGINNINGS OF THE PROJECT
‘Tech Champion Teacher’ was announced in February 2019 by Musical Futures, in partnership with
Ableton, as a new music education-facing project for teachers interested in ‘exploring and
developing innovative approaches within their classrooms using music technology’. The stated aim
of the project was as follows:
Our Tech Champion programme recognises that music has changed – most music today is
created using technology in some way, whether it’s samples, loops and synthesized
instruments or using technology to support live performance. In order to make sure that
music in schools remains relevant for young people, we need to reflect these interests in the
classroom and provide students with opportunities to perform and create the music that they
enjoy, like and identify with through the use of authentic tools and processes. The aims for
this project are bold – we want to change the culture of music education within schools to
reflect the musical interests of our young people and to engage more students in music
making.
We are excited about our partnership with Ableton, whose Live software provides a
professional platform for artists to create and perform music. It is the performance aspect of
Ableton Live that particularly interests us at Musical Futures, as we believe that effective
classroom practice involves moving away from the often isolated music technology work of
one student working on a computer with a pair of headphones. Ableton Live offers
opportunities to explore collaborative music creation and performances, and also provides a
platform to explore new repertoire and approaches for classroom ensembles. In addition to
providing free software and hardware for the schools, the project will also supply students
with free software so that they can continue their learning at home.
This can be reduced to the following guiding principles:








most music today is created using technology in some way
if music in schools is more tech-orientated, it will therefore be more relevant and ‘authentic’
this should enable more and better engagement of students
Ableton’s music technology has special capacities for music education
These include professionalism, performing and composing capacities and the capacity for
learners to work collaboratively rather than in isolation ‘on a computer with a pair of
headphones’
‘Learning at home’ is also emphasised as an important aim of the project

With one month provided for interested schools to apply for participation in the project, Musical
Futures was inundated with around fifty applications. Doubtless the mention of ‘free software and
hardware for the schools’, including software for learners to use at home, will have been attractive
to the schools which applied.
12 schools were selected from these applicants, but 2 of these dropped out due to unforeseeable
issues that were not related to the project. The data in this report is based on the 10 remaining
schools, all of which were visited by the author of this report between June 2019 and February 2020.
As participants in the project, each school received
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Free copies of Ableton Live Intro for use in the Music Department (PCs or Macs with a
minimum specification to support Ableton Live was a pre-requisite for participation)
Free versions of Ableton Live Intro for home use by music students






2 Ableton Push devices in the first instance, and then several more after a few months of the
project (most if not all of the schools consequently had at least one Push for every two
learners in each class, allowing simultaneous whole class work using the Push devices)
Resources developed by Musical Futures to use within the classroom
Training and support from Musical Futures & Ableton Certified Trainers to assist in
developing Teaching and Learning through the use of Ableton in the classroom: this was
primarily provided through 3 bespoke training days (a planned 4th training day is under
consideration at the time of this report being assembled but will be ‘virtual’ due to the 2020
Covid-19 pandemic crisis). The 3rd of these training days, at Spirit Studios in Manchester,
included tech-enhanced performances by pupils from the participating schools and a
description of this event is included in this report.

As this report is being finalised in May 2020, a second year of the Tech Champions project is being
planned, which should include the opportunity for the participating teachers to become part of the
Musical Futures’ delivery team by leading training sessions. That said, the Covid-19 pandemic crisis
may disrupt this.
The mission of Musical Futures is explicitly to contribute to ‘a future where everybody benefits from
the value of music. We want music-making to be relevant and engaging, imaginative and authentic
and to keep music alive in our schools in order to nurture the creative talent of tomorrow.’
Since being set up in 2005, with collaboration from Professor Lucy Green (Institute of Education,
UCL) and supported by a generous Paul Hamlyn Foundation grant, Musical Futures has had a great
deal of success at encouraging traditional ‘rock and pop’ instrumentation (guitars, drums, bass,
keyboards and vocal, principally) to find a more central place in music education. The organisation
has also very successfully encouraged more collaborative group work in music education, and less
teacher-led, notation-focussed methods. To do this, Musical Futures has placed a special emphasis
on informal learning throughout its existence. The Tech Champions project can be summarised as an
attempt at continuing to support this mission (including the informal learning principle) whilst
expanding the established Musical Futures methods with more technology and with music
technology treated as a performance instrument.
Ableton, whose support in kind has made the project possible, is arguably the world-leading music
technology for professional performance using music technology and has therefore been an ideal
partner for this venture. The purpose of this report is to reflect on the level of success which the
project has had in its first year in relation to the aims summarised above. The researcher also took
the opportunity to seek the participating teachers’ views on some wider issues in music education.
The research orientation of the report is summarised in the next section.
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ABOUT THE RESEARCHER AND THE REPORT
This reflective report has been assembled by Pete Dale, Senior Lecturer in Music at Manchester
Metropolitan University (MMU). There is no financial or economic link of any kind between Musical
Futures/Ableton, on the one hand, and Dale/MMU, on the other hand: the report is entirely
independent and is designed to reflect upon the Tech Project fairly and disinterestedly.
The researcher, Pete Dale, is a former Head of Music in an inner-city secondary school in the North
East of England. After over 10 years of school teaching, Dale took up an Early Career Fellowship at
Oxford Brookes University in 2012 and, subsequently, a Senior Lecturer post at MMU from 2013 to
the time of writing. His 2017 monograph Engaging Students with Music Education: DJ Decks, Urban
Music and Child-Centred Learning (Routledge) reflected on his years of teaching. The monograph
specifically looked at music technology (DJ decks) and the contemporary music of choice for many
teenagers (‘urban music’, a problematic but nonetheless useful category) in relation to ‘childcentred’ methods: themes which are very much in keeping with the Tech Champions project and the
wider Musical Futures approach to teaching and learning in music.
Dale took on the responsibility for assembling the Tech Champions reflective report in May 2019 at
the invitation of Martin Ainscough and Fran Hannan (Musical Futures’ Director and Managing
Director respectively). The researcher was thus not involved in the planning of the project in anyway,
but has contributed a little to planning and delivery in certain regards as the project has unfolded.
Each of the participating schools were visited by Dale during the first nine months of the project,
where he observed some Ableton-based teaching and learning in each school and held recorded
conversations with each teacher. (One school withdrew consent during the interview and requested
that the recordings were deleted, which was immediately done without query.) The substance of
those questions is included in Appendix A below. These research questions were formulated by Pete
Dale in the light of the first Tech Champions’ training day and a subsequent meeting with Martin
Ainscough (Musical Futures) and Simon Lyon (Albeton). The questions were provided to each
teacher in advance of the interview and were read aloud by the researcher but also ‘unpicked’ in
various way and/or extended or expanded upon during the course of the conversation. If other areas
of interest arose during the conversation, a freeform approach was taken in which the teachers were
not discouraged from discussing issues which were of interest to them in relation to music
education.
Full ethical clearance for the interviews and publication of the report was provided by MMU’s
Faculty Research Ethics and Governance committee. In order to maintain ethical standards, the
identity of individual schools and teachers has been disguised for all quotations in the report. The
teachers were made aware that comments would not be traceable to them as individuals and were
encouraged to speak with candid honesty.
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THE SCHOOLS
10 schools participated in the Tech Champions in total, after a further 2 dropped out early in the
project’s timescale: 2 in Scotland, 1 in Wales and 7 in England.
Of the English schools, 2 were in the South West, 2 in the South East, 1 in the Midlands and 2 in the
North.
The schools stretched from the Central lowlands of Scotland to Cornwall, from Essex to Lancaster
and beyond: a wide spread of British schools in geographical terms.
Of the 12 schools originally committed to the project, only 3 were in cities and of these 2 were both
well outside of the inner-city whilst 1 was in a Cathedral city which was more like an averagely-sized
town in most regards. The other 9 schools were mostly in fairly rural areas, on the edge of or near to
variously-sized towns.
The following data is based on Ofsted, Education Scotland and Estyn inspection reports in the public
domain with regards to the 10 schools which remained after 2 schools had dropped out of the
project.


Ethnicity: 1 school had no data available on this within the inspection reports, the others
were all ‘Mostly white’ (or ‘minority ethnic below average’ and so forth) other than 1 school
which is listed as having a ‘large number of … other ethnic origins’. 2 schools are ‘Vast
majority white British’.

•

Gender: 2 schools were boys only, the others were all mixed gender

•

Disadvantaged pupils (numbers on pupil premium): 6 schools were listed as ‘below average’
(1 of these is ‘well below’), 3 ‘higher than average’ (1 of these ‘well above’)

•

Inspection Rating: 3 schools were rated as ‘Outstanding’/‘Excellent’, 4 schools were rated
‘Good’, and 1 school ‘Requires improvement’ according to the inspection reports. The
current inspection rating of the other 2 schools was unclear from the documentation in the
public domain.

SUMMARY ANALYSIS OF THE INSPECTION DATA:
It is worth noting that the majority of British schools remain majority populated by white British
pupils but simultaneously acknowledging that, in the somewhat coded language of government
school inspection reports, ‘Mostly white’ does translate to (as I hint above) ‘minority ethnic below
average’ in national terms.
In the UK, however, proportions of white British students need to be disambiguated from
proportions of disadvantaged pupils: as the data shows, nearly all of these schools were ‘Mostly
white’ but nearly half had above-average ‘pupil premium’ numbers.
As to the Inspection Ratings, it may be true that ‘The Department for Education has been criticised
by the UK’s statistics watchdog for failing to give a “full picture” of the number of children in high
performing schools’1, judged by the difficulty this researcher encountered in trying to ascertain the
proportion of UK secondary schools which are currently graded as being ‘Outstanding’. However, for
30% of the participating schools to have been certified ‘Outstanding’ and nearly all of the schools to

1

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/ofsted-downgrades-outstanding-schools/
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be either ‘Good’ or ‘Outstanding’ reflects the fact that these were strong and successful schools,
taken as a piece and judged from the inspection data.
ANECDOTAL RESEARCHER REFLECTIONS ABOUT THE SCHOOLS
It is worth adding that all of these schools seemed to the researcher to offer very welcoming, calm
and pleasant environments, not just within the music departments but across the school as far I
could tell. Barely any poor behaviour was observed in corridors and communal areas, which is not
always to be found in schools (especially not in schools with higher than average numbers of
disadvantaged children, as was the case with several of these schools).
My notes from time in the music classrooms include observation of classes with around one third of
learners being visibly from ‘ethnic minority’ backgrounds in at least two different schools, but the
impression of ‘mostly white’ pupils was reflected in what I observed in all other cases.
Several of the schools were beginning Key Stage 4 in Year 9 (13-14 years of age) but some have kept
the UK’s more traditional Y10 (14-15 years of age) as the start of KS4.
Most of the schools were quite large and all but one covered the ‘sixth form’ (KS5 in England) age
range.
SCOTTISH DIFFERENCES FROM THE REST OF THE UK
It should be noted that Scottish schools do not follow the UK system of numbered ‘Key Stages’ in
Education and have ‘National 5’ (N5) qualifications rather than GCSE/BTEC, with the N5 being
substantially similar to and yet not entirely commensurate with the latter qualifications.
However, in order to maximise anonymity within this report (rather than allowing the Scottish
teachers’ comments to be more easily identifiable), I have retained the abbreviations ‘KS3’ for the
first years of secondary school, ‘KS4’ for the GCSE/Level 2 BTEC/N5 age range and ‘KS5’ for the Alevel/Level 3 BTEC/Scottish Higher and Advanced Higher age range.
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THE TEACHERS
The most strongly marked characteristic of the music teachers is that they were all very much music
tech-friendly: an enthusiasm for technology in music education is of course the characteristic for
which Musical Futures selected these particular teachers, and their schools, as participants in the
Tech Champions project.
That said, of the 13 teachers initially involved in the project, only 4 self-identified as already being
‘Expert’ with 4 being ‘Beginner’, 1 ‘Novice’ and 2 had ‘Never used’ Ableton. (Data source for this and
several of the next observations about the teachers is a questionnaire sent out to the teachers by
Musical Futures at the outset of the project.)
All the teachers had facility with traditional instruments and most played ‘classical’ instruments
(violin, oboe, cello, flute, etc.) and were ‘classically trained’; one, for example, had been a church
chorister boy in his youth, and several revealed possession of grade 8 certificates on multiple
instruments and/or backgrounds in choirs or orchestras. (Interestingly, the teacher who had been a
chorister said it had been a very positive experience for him – 'It was brilliant, it was amazing' – but
he revealed that when his voice ‘broke’, he got in to performing rock and pop and then music tech at
university. He was one of the two most-savvy about music tech teachers in the project, it is worth
adding.) A minority had always had more of a rock/pop background, but most were from the more
traditional side of musical training. One teacher (who, again, had grown up singing in a church choir)
mentioned that she had acquired Grade 8 certificates in piano, flute and singing before doing Music
at a leading university where she was awarded first class honours. This teacher was very much from
a classical background, in other words, but she also emphasised that ‘but I’ve always been in to pop
music and musical theatre… It’s not necessarily one or the other.’
Nearly all of the schools were offering a wide range of traditional music-making opportunities
alongside the music technology offer: orchestras, string ensembles, brass and wind bands, jazz
bands, big bands, boys’ choirs (one of which had won a county-level competition), even
campanology at the local church and Japanese Taiko drumming at one school.
Several of the teachers are currently acting in advisory/training roles for PGCE courses, moderation
roles for exam boards and even advisory roles for national education bodies.
GCSE uptake in these schools tends to be exceptionally high: the national average for Key Stage 4
uptake of Music is 7.3% (Cambridge Assessment 2016), but the lowest numbers in any of these
schools was consistently around 10% and some were much higher than that. Two schools were not
far from 50% uptake of Music at KS4 (when Music becomes an optional rather than a compulsory
subject in British schools).
These teachers are high-performing professionals whose departments are very successful, in other
words. When quoting them, in line with the ethical guidelines of MMU who have funded this
reflective report, I have disguised the identity of the respondents when I quote them. However, it
should be noted that they are actually outstanding practitioners whose expertise is remarkable.
Several of them have had a transformative effect on music in the schools where they worked. One,
for example, said her school have had a suite of computers for about 5 years but ‘before that we just
had one classroom and no technology at all, we had an iPad and that was it when I came here – and
Yamaha keyboards, but nothing else. Now, we’re quite fortunate’.
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It is unlikely that this was merely a ‘fortunate’ development: it was clear that the schools
management had made a commitment to investing in music in all of these schools, and fair to
assume that the strength of these teachers was a key factor in that management decision.
One example of the management commitment to music in these schools would be the class sizes,
which were typically around 20, rather than the more cost effective 30 which many music teachers
are expected to manage. (That said, one Tech Champions teacher spoke of having 35 learners in a
class – this hadn’t stopped her department from attaining exceptional success.) Most if not all of the
teachers spoke very favourably of their head teachers and Senior Leadership Teams (SLTs), and it
was clear that the mutual respect worked well:
‘I’m lucky that I’m in a school where they understand the education of the whole child’
The Head teacher, this teacher went on to say, ‘understands musical education: you’re only as good
as the SLT will allow you to be’. It seems, however, that the value these schools placed on music
education will have brought benefits to the whole school:
‘We used [Ableton] quite successfully at Open Evening recently – the Year 6s loved it. Really,
really loved it. We had students that were, sort of, here all night.’
If such an event brings extra pupils to a school, of course, the investment in music can bring financial
dividends as well as educational ones. In that light, it is worth mentioning that one school took KS5
learners from another local school which had abandoned A-level Music recently during the year in
which this research project was undertaken.
A note on age range: most of the teachers seemed to be in the 30-40 age range; only two seemed to
be in the 50+ age range, but it did seem that these two found it somewhat harder than the younger
teachers to learn to use Ableton. One of these was quite explicit about having some anxiety about
his own seniority:
'Can I be credible, at my age? Last week we started creating a Grime track and I thought,
"Goodness me, what am I doing?” But music is organic and growing all the time and you've
got to, kind of, go with it - you're not an expert on all of [the styles]'
This comment, alongside some other remarks by the same teacher, would seem to support the idea
that contemporary technology (and contemporary popular styles) is (are) easier to learn (or relate
to, in regards to new styles/genres) for younger music teachers, but it would require a separate
piece of research to say something more definite about that.2

2

The question is at least moot: https://hechingerreport.org/the-possible-myth-of-young-teachers-being-techsavvy/
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BRIEF NOTES ON ABLETON
SESSION VIEW AND ARRANGEMENT VIEW
One distinctive quality of Ableton Live is that it has a special ‘Session View’ which allows the user to
build, audition and experiment with loops (or stems3 from a larger track) in clip slots before later
going on to arrange them into a song in the ‘Arrangement View’.
This report will not give significant explanation as to the working of the Ableton Live software, nor
the Ableton Push hardware (Push being an optional extra for triggering sounds and music within
Live). However, some understanding of the difference between Session View and Arrangement View
is helpful if the reader wishes to understand something of what makes Ableton so distinctive as
music technology.
To summarise this difference, the Arrangement View is closer to the many other pieces of software
which are available for composing, arranging and ‘producing’ music: Pro Tools, Logic, Reason and
other pieces of software have characteristics, in terms of visual presentation for arrangement of a
track, which are very similar to Ableton Live’s Arrangement View.
The Ableton Live Session View, by contrast, is a radically different way of presenting the
arrangement options to the user. In Session View, a user (for example, a pupil in a school music
department) can experiment with over-laying loops and sounds across each other in differing
combinations, and the presentation on screen will look very different, stimulating different ways of
thinking about and presenting the music for many users. Midi loops can also be easily altered and
experimented with in real time, and EQ and other sound processing can be applied as the music is
developing.4 This means that Ableton Live makes musical experimentation in real time exceptionally
user friendly.
Another remarkable capacity of Session View is that a live mix can be spontaneously created,
replicating many of the real-time decision-making processes which are normal to musical
improvisation in other musical fields (jazz and so forth), but can also be effectively recorded by the
software. As a result of this, the user can then revisit what they have done (either in Arrangement
View or Session View) and alter it, further develop it and reconceive it in many different ways.
One educational benefit of this is that learners with Ableton Live software at home (a basic form of
which was offered free of charge by Ableton to all the participating schools within the Tech
Champions project, as noted above) can create some music at home, and then email it to their
teacher as ‘homework’. Many of the teachers in the participating schools have been doing just this
with their learners, sending feedback to the learners about what they have created.5

3

In the remixing project (see next section) some of the stems featured the entire lead vocal of a song, rather
than a loop in the normal sense. (Normally, a loop is a short section of musical sound, such as a drum ‘break’,
which can be looped around and around such that a continuous ‘beat’ might be used for the backing on a
piece of music). However, even this is being treated as a ‘loop’ in the sense I am using the word here.
4
EQ is short for ‘equalisation’, which allows adjustment of the balance between different ‘frequencies’ within
a sonic range: the most basic form of EQ control is a single ‘tone’ knob (as found on many basic electronic
sound-producing devices, such as transistor radios). Controls for ‘treble’, ‘mid’ and ‘bass’ give a wider array of
EQ control whilst a ‘graphic equaliser’ unit will allow a very wide range for EQ adjustments of different
frequencies. Control of EQ is a crucial aspect of sound processing in contemporary music production.
5
As a side note, it is perhaps worth recording that one teacher revealed that the chance to have Ableton on
home computers ‘seemed to be a Dad thing – Dad’s seem to like it [laughter]’. This chance for male role
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ABLETON PUSH 2 DEVICES
The Push device is another highly distinctive aspect of the Ableton range of music technology. On
the fact of it, Push is just another ‘launchpad’: a MIDI (Musical Instrument Digital Interface) device
for triggering (or ‘launching’) samples. Push is certainly not the only launchpad on the market:
cheaper hardware is available, made by other companies. However, the Push device has many other
capabilities which other launchpads do not have: its live mixing and sequencing capabilities, for
example, are far beyond that of other hardware on the market. This was strongly emphasised by
several teachers in the Tech Champions schools:
‘the Push units are insane, there’s so much [more] you can do with them’
‘You definitely saw the children who had a Push, it would be much more tactile, they would
get on a lot quicker I think – so then, when we suddenly had 10 [Push units] it was, like,
“woah!” – really different’
‘I had a student on GCSE who struggled a lot with the composition side. As soon as we got
her on Push, she was coming up with chord sequences that she never would have been able
to have done on a traditional keyboard and being able to create brilliant arrangement ideas
that she never would have been able to do on Logic or without Push. She was a really
unconfident young lady and was really flying with that in the end.'
One of the most expert tech-friendly teachers in the project stated that the Novation ‘Launchpad
Mini’ controller which he had previously used for teaching and learning only ‘does 5% of what
Ableton can do’. He added that the Akai ‘APC Mini’, which he had also been using, does a bit more
but still a ‘tiny, tiny bit’ of what Ableton can do.
That said, this hardware is not cheap and this will be a consideration for many teachers, as was
underscored by a remark from one participant teacher in this project:
'Do I leave the device in a practice room? That's scary - we've already had a practice room
vandalised this morning. Or, they're quite heavy, someone's going to drop it going down the
stairs. The practicalities of using it, I'm still unsure about - something that's 500 quid, quite
heavy...'
Another teacher was quite candid about the cost implications of the hardware:
‘If we’d not [been selected to take part in] Tech Champion, I don’t think we’d have been able
to buy [the Push devices]. My school is really good with providing equipment and resources
but we’ve got that suite of Macs and we’ve got Cubase on all of them – I just don’t think we
could have justified buying it. If a school were buying [Push pads], you’d have to use them a
lot to [justify it]. A certain type of school that might work for but…’
One teacher pointed out that there could be an issue with learners developing work on Push in the
school but not being able to access the hardware at home:
‘It’s going to be really tricky because our young people are not going to be able to afford a
Push controller at home. So, what I’m teaching them in school they can only take so far at
home.’

models to show a creative side to their offspring, and an interest in the latter’s learning, is doubtless highly
valuable in many families.
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This raises the question, however, whether that situation is worse than if such less-wealthy learners
never gained access to a Push unit at all. We should add that several teachers spoke enthusiastically
about the value of Ableton for children working at home: several spoke enthusiastically about
Learningmusic.ableton , one specifying that it was ‘super for actually hooking the kids in to how to
produce music, and MIDI... It’s really interactive for them.’
It should be noted that some of the teachers’ enthusiasm for Ableton veered into exaggeration at
times. One teacher, for example, asserted that ‘there’s nothing else that offers technology as a
performance instrument’, besides Ableton. This is an over-statement in the sense that DJ
‘controllers’ (and CD DJ equipment and such like) are certainly classifiable as technology, and they of
course do allow performance. Ableton certainly offers performance capacities beyond that which
can be achieved on a DJ controller, however.
Overall, the consensus among the teachers seemed to be that Push hardware is excellent and is the
best on the market. Other, cheaper hardware is available and many of the schools had previously
been using more affordable launchpads with fair levels of beneficial impact to learners. However,
judged by the interviews with teachers in this project, Push 2 (the newer and improved version of
Ableton’s Push device) would seem to be the best such hardware available on the mass market – the
only question is whether schools can afford it. One solution might be for economically-challenged
schools to just buy one or two Push devices: this question will be tackled in its own section below.
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FIRST STAGES IN SCHOOLS
Most of the participating schools began integrating Ableton within their classrooms with a ‘remixing
project’ based around training materials provided by Simon Lyon of Ableton. The basis of this project
was 3 contemporary pop songs: Stormzy’s ‘Blinded By Your Grace’, Ed Sheeran’s ‘Shape of You’ and
a track by Dua Lipa, with the ‘stems’ (individuals ‘tracked’ parts that make up the final recording,
such as lead vocal, harmony vocal tracks, lead guitar, rhythm guitar and so forth) having been
painstakingly reconstructed by the Musical Futures team in order to steer clear of any copyright
infringement.
These stems were provided to the teachers, who then showed their learners how to use Ableton
Live software to remix the track in different ways.
‘Without those remix projects I would have really struggled to get started’
‘I have tried remixing in the past, I’ve tried to do it on GarageBand which doesn’t really
work…’
‘they really did enjoy that’
One teacher specified that the set of remix materials in question particularly helped ‘pupils who
were falling behind or disadvantaged pupils’ who were finding Logic difficult within his KS4 class.
Those who ‘manage’ with Logic, he had so far left with that, he stated, adding that the remix work is
better for learners who tend towards ‘abstract’ thinking, rather than ‘mathematical’ types: this is
‘what I feel’, at least, he says.
Once this initial work had been undertaken, the teachers proceeded in differing ways, with Musical
Futures (as project leaders) largely leaving it up to the schools to develop their teaching and learning
methods in whatever way they wished. Some of the participating teachers already had significant
expertise with Ableton, but for others these early stages seem to have been a little daunting.
One issue for several teachers seems to have been simply getting the software installed on to their
school’s computer networks, with a knock-on effect on learner engagement at first:
'we've had massive issues with it not networking properly and whenever you log in the kids
will see a different screen, some can't save. So they've got frustrated with it but, as the IT
guys have helped smooth it out, I've seen. At first, [his learners were saying] "Aw no, not
that programme, I can't work it out, it doesn't do this for me, it doesn't work properly" but
then [later, the same learners were saying] “I like this now, I'm getting it, I'm getting the
hang of it" '
‘I think you need to have your IT department on board as well – our IT department here are
very good’
Another teacher mentioned some technical difficulties getting Ableton up and running in the school
‘because of the new filtering that’s been put on the [school] computers’ which meant that ‘I can’t go
online to Ableton online to register’.
Another again remarked that she found installing her own copy of Ableton on her own laptop ‘was
dead easy’. However, ‘getting it on to the network was a lot harder… It did cause a few problems’
but ‘there was a lot of support from Ableton’. Having ‘some stand-alone machines’ rather than
networked computers could solve this problem, she suggested, particularly if a school was only using
a few copies of Ableton Live and perhaps had only one or two Push devices.
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It should be noted that several of the teachers specified that Ableton had been extremely helpful,
not only in terms of the link person from Ableton who was involved in this project, but more widely
when it came to solving technical problems which arose. More than one teacher described other
leading brands for music tech in education as a ‘nightmare’ and suchlike, in terms of getting
technical support for installation and maintenance of the software: Ableton, by contrast, seemed to
be praised highly in this regard.
Returning to the wider topic of getting started with Ableton, one teacher stated that he had wanted
to ‘embrace’ Ableton for a while, and the training has helped him 'get it'. Specifically, he mentioned
that
'the clip window didn't quite look like a sequencer but now I'm understanding and I'm telling
the kids "this [the Session View, presumably] is like your doodle page, this is where you
come up with your ideas and then you can arrange it on this page here [the Arrangement
View, presumably]". So I'm getting the concept of it but only since going on the training.
Because I just thought, “what on earth is the page all about, I don't know, I don't want to use
this page, I want it to look like Garageband or anything else”. So that's been my barrier and I
think anyone that's grown up with a sequencer background possibly is the same. But now
I'm getting it and I'm seeing signs of what I think it's capable of. Some people are far further
down the line than I’
Another teacher who was also completely new to Ableton remarked that the layout of the Live
software (and one can presume that she was meaning the Session View which, as stated above, is
one of the most distinctive features of Live) presented an initial challenge to her, too:
‘I’m going, “hang on, but I know what I’m doing in Reason – I’m supposed to be doing this,
I’m supposed to be doing that, where is that bar in here?”. Do you know what I mean? It’s
learning new software.’
These two teachers were among the oldest of those participating in the project and there may be a
correlation between age and facility for adapting to new technology. In any case, both teachers were
emphatic that they fairly quickly came to appreciate the value and power of the technology which
the project had gifted their classrooms with:
‘It was lovely that you have students after a lesson – “Can I stay behind at breaktime?” And
you’d finish a lesson, there’d be students still there! You’d go, “You can go if you like, folks,
it’s break time actually”. So it was great.’
Many teachers said the same: that learners wanted to stay even though the lesson, and sometimes
the entire school day, had finished.
Most of the schools were very used to using music technology, which is why Musical Futures had
selected these particular teachers and their schools. For most, it was the performance capability of
Ableton which would be new to both learners and themselves as teachers. Several teachers clearly
wanted to get away from learners always working with headphones: 'put them with ensembles, or
use 4 or 5 together as a band… not just at a workstation'.
All the teachers emphasised that performance capability was a significant appeal of Ableton’s music
technology (most specifically, the Push 2 device) and that they saw developing performance as their
goal:
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‘At first, we get pupils in, introduce them to Ableton, and just show them what it looks like
and what it feels like and what it sounds like through the Push controllers. And we build up
rhythms and also we programme basslines: drums and bass. Then we look at performance
on keys as well, playing keyboard and synth parts.’
Furthermore, a desire for the project to explore the possibilities for performance (and, more
pointedly still, ensemble performance) was a stated ambition of Musical Futures in setting up the
project. I turn to the question of performance now, therefore.
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PERFORMANCE WITH MUSIC TECHNOLOGY
All of the teachers were (appropriately, given their selection for participation) enthusiastic about
music technology being used for musical performance. One teacher gave a very clear indication as to
how she would frame the potential when talking to students:
The way I hook the kids in is by saying… “When we perform, y’know, we perform on a piano
or we sing, but what if you want to perform something you’ve created on Cubase, well, you
just have to click play – but we’ve actually got this new software [Albeton Live] that all the
DJs that are on the stages now are using and it’s where you can perform a live electronic
piece.” So far, we’ve taught them all to create a performance and we’ve had a few students
at the end of the lesson performing using the Push pad.’
She went on to mention a specific learner for whom using tech for performance was massively
helpful as that learner didn’t play a traditional instrument, adding that:
‘Generally, the lower end and even some of the middle are able to create something that’s a
decent length and sounds good on Ableton much better than they could on a real
instrument’
A different teacher suggested that the advantage of Ableton Push is, for some students, that
‘because they’re not really practising musicians, the limitation of needing to know where the
notes are on the keyboard and stuff like that, they can create music without having to worry
about the music theory behind it.’
We will come back to the relationship between technology and music theory in the ‘Dumbing Down’
section below. The key point for present purposes is that, with technology such as Ableton, it can
become possible for even those starting from a lower level of technical ability to develop
performance skills which undeniably do, despite that lower level, demonstrate genuine skill.
All teachers were emphatic that they regard hardware such as the Push device to be a legitimate
musical instrument in the full sense. One teacher was particularly clear on a question he himself
posed, 'Is this an instrument?', in regards to Ableton Push. He affirmed his view that it is:
'Someone is pressing something at a time, pressing different things, doing it well, doing it in
time and making decisions - it's not a flute, but you're still pressing things on a flute and
doing things at the right time. So I'm just saying, "GCSE Music, you can do it, this is your
instrument now, you can do it".'
He went on:
'The spirit is, we're trying to use this as a performance, this is an instrument. We use music
technology all the time for composing, here's your headphones, here's a sequencer, go and
do something with it - that's not really performing'.
He gave some concrete examples of performance experiments with his learners:
'someone was playing it in the band, a pop band with a flute in it, and someone has used it
in a recital evening… It requires you to hit the right note at the right time, if they're coming
out with a sampled explosion or something and they're half a beat late, then they've played
the wrong note, haven't they? They've got it wrong - it's just being a normal musician isn't it,
you press the wrong thing, at the wrong time and it comes out wrong [laughs]'
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Nearly all of the teachers in the project reported comparable examples of efforts to integrate music
technology with traditional instruments. I turn to issues around ensemble performance in the next
section. For now, I would emphasise that many schools informed me of advanced performance skills
having been delivered for GCSE assessment purposes.
One interesting issue in regards to performance for public examination assessment purposes was a
discrepancy between two teachers in regards to confidence about the response the exam boards
would give regarding tech-based performance. The discrepancy is worth exploring in more detail.
EXAM BOARDS
A teacher in one school stated that he had never used technology for an assessed GCSE or A-level
performance and he 'couldn't imagine doing that' or is at least
'nervy of the assessment process, moderation process, things like that. I'd love to do it but
I'm nervous... I have a genuine fear that people [who do moderation] don't understand the
use of technology. Even in composition I get nervy with it, "[At] what point is it the student's
work" and so on and so on'.
That being the case, the teacher revealed that he tends to rely on vocals for assessed performances
of learners who have not had instrumental tuition. He stated that 'there is no guidance whatsoever'
for GCSE technology-based performance assessment through Edexcel and said that he would be
changing to Educas. (It is fair to say that the current Edexcel specification is deficient in detail as
regards guidance for the assessment of technology-based performance, as I have shown elsewhere;6
nonetheless, it should probably be noted here that the current specification does actually state that
‘realising music using music technology’ is permissible.)
In another school, however, it was reported that a boy ‘about 4 years ago who did his GCSE
performance on a launch pad, which was the first time we’d ever had it’, had achieved full marks for
the assessed and moderated GCSE performance – she recalls, furthermore, that he got an A grade,
overall.
Clearly, then, it is possible to use music technology for assessed performances with at least some
examination boards in the UK. Nonetheless, anxiety clearly remained in play for many of the
teachers who participated in the Tech Champions project: another example would be a teacher who
had recently worked with a local DJ educator in order to assess a DJ performance for a GCSE
qualification. She and her colleagues brought in the DJ specialist because they were certain
‘about how incredible [the learner’s] performance was, but we were anxious because we
didn’t necessarily know all the skills that [the student] was doing… One music teacher that I
spoke to said “well, the examiner’s probably not going to understand so just put whatever!”
I thought, “how can they listen to it and not understand?” … We marked it as best we could,
justified it on the form and we’ll just have to see in the Summer’
Such anxiety may or may not be well founded, judged from a revelation by another of the teachers
in the project. Revealing that she actually works as a moderator for a leading exam board, the
teacher conceded that she had not submitted an Ableton-based GCSE performance herself. She
asserted, however, that she knew it is being done and expressed absolute faith in the moderators’
work.
6

Dale, Pete, Engaging Students with Music Education: DJ Decks, Urban Music and Child-Centred Learning
(London: Routledge, 2017).
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Another important point made by one of the participating teachers was that the demographic of
Music Tech students is ones who ‘shy away from the limelight’, he finds. That being the case, some
of them have tended not to ‘show up’ for assessed performances, saying ‘I’m sorry sir, I had such an
anxiety over it’; this teacher’s view was these learners literally ‘found they couldn’t do it.’ So ‘there’s
space on the curriculum for [tech-based performance]’ in his school now, but he emphasised that it
is important to remember that some learners don’t want to perform.
Another teacher made a similar point: it would need to be ‘handled carefully’ if Music Tech
developed a performance aspect (whereas Music Performance, by the opposite token, absolutely
should allow Ableton, she felt) because many Music Tech students just don’t want to perform under
any circumstances.
In summary, the picture around performance and technology is complex and the teachers within the
Tech Champions project sometimes gave contradictory views. What became clear, overall, was a
strong view that



Technology-based performance can allow learners to demonstrate great skill
Technology-based performance can allow less able learners to at least demonstrate some
ability

Some teachers clearly had anxieties around using technology for assessed performances in public
examinations, but several other teachers were able to demonstrate that such anxieties are not
always well-founded (or, at least, not with every examination board).
There is also a question, as raised by one teacher, regarding the extent to which traditional values of
music education, such as demonstration of control, can be achieved on a ‘tech’ instrument relative
to a traditional one. We will come back to that question of tensions between ‘Music Technology’ and
standard ‘Music’ curricula later in this report.
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ENSEMBLE PERFORMANCES
Although I saw teaching and learning with Ableton in more or less every school I visited, I only
actually saw one school where, during my actual visit, the Push device was being integrated in to
ensembles with more traditional instruments at KS3. In that school, groups of learners took the Push
into practice rooms and combined it with, say, a piano or drummer: a strategy akin to the
established Musical Futures approach, but with Push as an added instrument. There were some
difficulties with such integration, in this specific instance: in short, without direct supervisory
guidance from a teacher, many of the groups struggled to accomplish integration of technology
alongside traditional instruments, it seemed to me at least; rather, they tended to either just use the
Push or, alternatively, just use the traditional instruments.
Indeed, one of the most expert tech-orientated teachers amongst those in the project was notably
hesitant about such integration: ‘For me at the moment with KS3, I can’t see how well that will work.
I think, if you’re going to do it, it’s going to need a really clear focus.’
It was notable that most of the teachers mentioned a desire to use Ableton (and, more specifically,
the Push device) for ensemble performance purposes in the near future but, at the point I visited,
successful actual ensemble performances were more limited.
This became apparent on the third of the project’s ‘training days’ for the teachers: in order to gain
more of the student perspective, each participating teacher was invited to bring learners with them
to Spirit Studios in Manchester, not only so that they could participate in workshops but also so that
they could perform for each other.
Local musician Shunya gave a highly inspiring introduction to the day, with a very tech-heavy solo
performance expertly integrating acoustic violin with MIDI technology and triggered samples to
produce a marvellous demonstration of how musically-adventurous and genuinely virtuosic such a
combination could be. However, this was immediately followed by two different ensembles,
featuring learners from one of the participating schools, performing music which, whilst impressively
delivered in musical terms, was devoid of a techn element.
That said, some student performances later in the day did blend technology and traditional
instruments in a reasonably accomplished way. For example, one ensemble featured saxophone,
trombone, cajon, electric bass and electric guitar alongside an Ableton Push device. There was also a
collaborative performance from two very young boys on DJ controllers, with some elaborate
deployment of panning, EQing and other skills.
It should also be noted that the Push device was very successfully integrated with a larger ensemble
of traditional instruments at the second of the project’s training days. In this instance, the Push was
played by two students, who showed impressive skill on the device, as far as I could see/hear.
Clearly, then, such can be accomplished.
We should also note that some remarkable capabilities for ensemble performance with Push were
explored (partially in practical ways) during the first Tech Champions training day. This was valuable
but probably didn’t give enough detail about how to actually approach ensemble work with Push.
For example, one teacher said specifically with regard to ensemble work
‘it’s not something I’ve considered yet, until I just get my head around how you would go
about that – I don’t know enough about it yet. If we had an expert, or if I had loads and loads
of time to learn about it, I would run an after school club. I’m sure loads of schools are going
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to do that. I just feel stretched in a million different ways… but there’s no reason I wouldn’t
say to [particular students] look at videos and I would just facilitate it…’
It appeared that a difficulty for some teachers who attempted ensemble performance was that
Ableton, needless to say, cannot listen to the human performers thus the performers must listen to
the tempo of any triggered rhythm:
‘The thing we’re struggling with is how to get pupils to perform in time, because that’s a skill
in itself. We tried it with the one class and… realising that the drummer can’t speed up and
slow down, yes you can tap it back in time again but… that was quite difficult, quite a
challenge…’
One teacher mentioned that she had used Ableton for accompanying the choir on a Stormzy song.
She also said that she had had a ‘remix orchestra’, inspired by Pete Tong’s Radio 1 remix orchestra,
which had combined her school orchestra with Ableton - but she didn’t have the Push pads, ‘I would
love now to re-create that’ with the Pads.
Another teacher pointed out that ‘people used to have iPad orchestras at one stage didn’t they?
When they all got iPads, so it’s that sort of thing with Ableton’. Her colleague had tried something
like this at a nearby girls’ school, she said, mixing Ableton with vocalists and live musicians. She
didn’t yet feel that her learners were ‘up for that challenge’ but anticipated that they soon will be. At
present, though, she ‘didn’t want to put it in the classroom in a half-planned way, I wanted to put it
in properly’: sentiments which I think most of the teachers shared when it came to ensemble work.
That said, one particular teacher had great facility for ensemble work. Indeed, he was clearly the
most advanced in this regard, and his comments are worth quoting at length. After an early 2019
visit he was
‘invited by the Cambridge PGCE to go to… their training conference. As part of that I trained
their mentor teachers about how to use Ableton Live and Push. And then in the afternoon I
did a session with the trainees [15 of them] about how you could use technology as an
ensemble. It was something I’d never done before but was keen to do because I knew it was
something that Musical Futures was keen to push, or explore. I asked the trainees to bring in
either bits of audio no longer than, say, 15 seconds – as MP3s, AIFF, WAVs, whatever – and
then also I gave them a list of apps that could work over Ableton Link. When they came to
the session I put them in to 2 groups [7 or 8 each] and gave each of them one laptop and
Push and an audio interface. They had to put their loops in to Session View and edit them
however they felt [was] appropriate. They had to get their apps where maybe they’d already
designed loops and things like that and get them to connect to the laptop via Ableton Link.
Then the idea of it was that they would work as an ensemble from all those musical starting
points that they brought with them.’
This was not easily accomplished but seems to have worked in the end:
‘The thing that took them a while to get their head round was that they thought and
assumed that Ableton Live would control everything. But all the [Ableton] Link does really is
keep it all in sync. Once they understood that, if they had their app and they’ve got their
loops that they’d designed on it, as an ensemble their role was to know when to play their
loops, or edit or change them, or, like, change the volume or whatever – or start and stop
them – as part of that general performance in the same way as if you were, y’know, playing
guitar you’d have to know when to play your certain chords… It worked well.’
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He also worked with his learners to add live instrumentation to the ensemble, it is worth
mentioning. He has tried similar with Y12s with 3 laptops synced up via Link, all fed in to a mixer
‘and then we just jammed ideas for about half an hour. It was, like, the whole listening skills
you’d have working in any traditional ensemble. We were like, “Ah, yeah, let’s drop that clip
in there, let’s do that one with that one.”
My impression, from talking to all of the teachers in the Tech Champion project and from attending
the training days, is that this individual teacher is exceptional in his ability to make a success of such
group work. This would seem to be reflected in his remark that his ‘staff are a bit nervous about it’.
Nevertheless, the teacher was confident that he could further develop ensemble work with Ableton:
‘from September Y9s we’ll do a project where, say there’s two [learners] working on one
laptop, they’ll have a brief of “compose a piece of music”, like in a certain key maybe,
creating loops within Session View. Then what will happen is that maybe after 4 or 5
sessions of them doing that I will say “Right, now you’re working with these other 3 laptops,
we’re gonna connect you all together and you’ve now got to make a performance based on
the 4 ideas that you’ve got across the different machines.” So they’ve all come from that
same starting point but obviously what they create’s going to be completely different and
it’s… communication skills within the groups to work out how they can make a performance
based on what they’ve got. What they might want to keep, what they might need to
discard.’
A core reason for doing this is in order to be
‘completely breaking out of that “I work with headphones to hear what I do and nothing
else” to now being “I wear headphones and I hear what everyone else is doing within the
ensemble” to then it coming out of a whole speaker system so the whole class can hear the
performance as well.’
He will do this in the first term, he said, and then challenge his staff to do the same in the 2nd and
3rd term. Every single student in Y9 will be expected to do this, he suggested.
It is worth mentioning that such work requires a closed ‘private’ network using the wifi on a
particular machine, not computers all on the same network. This requirement could be a challenge
in some schools, where all computers might be expected to be networked.
It was clear that this particular teacher was truly exceptional in regards to his rapidly developing
capabilities at developing ensemble work with Ableton. As a teacher who has already done live work
using Ableton Live for a version of Benjamin Britten’s ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ (the ‘drugged’
voices were manipulated using Ableton, he revealed), this teacher is paving the way for a very
exciting potential future for technology in music education, I would say.
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DUMBING DOWN WITH MUSIC TECHNOLOGY?
A likely concern for many readers of this reflective report will be that music technology represents a
‘dumbing down’ of ‘real’ musical skills. I encouraged all the teachers to respond to such a charge
during the recorded interviews. One teacher, for example, acknowledged that ‘one of the huge
issues is playing in time’ for many ‘non-musician’ learners. (By non-musician, I think she meant
learners who did not play a traditional instrument.) Working with Ableton enabled a way around this
problem, she suggested:
‘with Push, when it’s scrolling through the beats in a bar, they can actually think where they
want it to be and tap it in the right place, forming a drumbeat without any issues with timing
or quantize or anything like that. It’s a really good basis to then build on: the fact that it is
step input and things are always in time means that they can get on with creating the right
sounds using effects, rather than spending ages trying to play in time with the click.’
I specifically asked how she would respond to accusations that this meant ‘music-by-numbers,
dumbing down, devoid of skill’. The teacher responded that
‘it’s just a different set of skills. Music’s always, kind of, experimental with that
mathematical boundary, with aleatoric music and serialism – in some ways we could look at
it in the same sort of way. If it makes music accessible for all, and if that Push controller is
allowing people to have success that they wouldn’t have had before, because they couldn’t
play perfectly in time, then I think that’s a wonderful thing. Obviously those really talented
musicians can create music in whatever way they want, but as a tool for allowing it to be
accessible for everyone, I think it’s wonderful.’
The teacher mentioned doing such work with Y6 children, and the ‘instant success as a way in’ which
resulted: ‘the finer controls and the musicality comes afterwards’, she argued.
Perhaps with some learners, these fine controls do not come in afterwards, one could object. Even
then, however, it would be hard to maintain an argument that the music technology therefore
should never have been used. On the contrary, if a KS3 learner became able to at least do something
which they themselves found satisfactory, where otherwise their school music might have left them
feeling that they had no musicality whatsoever, it would seem difficult to deny that the music
technology was valuable.
There was certainly no ambiguity that the visual appearance of Ableton’s Push device (the bright
coloured lights which nearly all of the teachers mentioned as a highly appealing element for
learners) and its tactility was of crucial benefit to less able learners:
‘In terms of engagement, I think the tactile nature of it is brilliant and also the fact that it’s
taking away from looking at the notes on a keyboard. A student who’s never looked at a
keyboard before, and we get quite a few coming up from primary school who’ve never tried
to play a keyboard before, I think that can be a little bit nerve-wracking: trying to work out
what the notes are. That can be a barrier: to really get in to the music tech and develop a
good piece of music using music technology, keyboard skills are, like, a different set of skills
that could come after.’
Many of the teachers were able to give great clarity as to just how these less able individuals were
genuinely being developed in terms of their musical skills:
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‘the fact that they’ve got that tactile thing in front of them… I know it sounds silly, but if
you’re a 12, 13 year old student, the fact that it lights up different colours, it’s automatically
like “wow, this is amazing!”.’
Beyond that is the crucial
‘fact that they can colour-code things. So what my students have been doing is they’ve been
choosing an overall colour, like green for drums, and then they’ve been assigning each
channel within there, every drum kit they have in there, a different tone or a different hue of
green. So, they know that all the greens are the drums, but they’ve got ever so slightly
different colours to tell them which drumkit it is, which is great. Also the fact that when
you’ve got your sound on, the effects are so easy to access, the filters across the top with
the dials are so easy to access, whereas in [names another popular DAW] you then have to
open something up and add in the plug-in, and then they didn’t really know what it meant
and it took a couple of seconds to assign to the channel.’
This causes a delay in the learners thinking ‘Oh actually, that’s how it’s changed the sound!’, the
teacher argued.
‘In Ableton, it’s just instant and they can just turn it and then reset it back. So actually using
effects and the finer details within music technology, like working on the sonority, is so
much more present for them. And it makes them think about it in a higher level, a kind of
deep dive in to that task more than they realise. They’ll just be, like “Oh, what does this dial
do, ooh, hang on, I like that sound”. And then you can explain to them what they’ve done
afterwards. Whereas in [names another popular DAW] you have to explain it first: “this is
where you find it, this is what it’s called…” and then they change the sound afterwards. So it
flips it on its head.’
Such a flip is possible because they hear the sound first, the teacher went on to explain, with real-life
relevance to hitting Level 2 criteria for the exam board she is using.
‘In terms of achievement, they are experimenting with things in a more complex way
without even thinking about it. For example, the swing feature on the drum pattern: I’ve
rarely spoken about “swing” when we’ve done drum programming on [names another
popular DAW].’
With Ableton, by contrast, the learners would say to her ‘I want it to happen between these two
boxes, I don’t want my snare to be there, I want it to be between those’. This would provide the
opening for the teacher to say ‘Ah, OK then, we’re going to swing it, what is swing?’, she explained;
and this in turn would lead to experimentation about ‘exactly the place they want. On [names
another popular DAW], we’d just not even discuss it’ thus ‘deeper conversations’ arise. ‘So, although
[Ableton] is instant access, you are actually getting in to the depths of music theory aspects in a, sort
of, backhand way.’
Other teachers made very similar comments:
‘We do do theory, but I call it “theory through the back door”: they don’t notice we’re doing
“a theory lesson” because you’ve said “let’s do these beats, right, it’s on the 1 of 4, that’s a 1
beat note, OK, it’s called a crotchet”. So you’re, kind of, feeding beats in rather than saying
“It’s a theory lesson”. But we kind of supplement that more in Y9 and Y10 and Y11, where
it’s more important for them’
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Returning to the teacher who had talked about ‘swing’ becoming a natural (rather than a forced)
learning point for her children, I asked her whether Ableton would help with higher attainers who
already ‘get’ swing. ‘I think it helps with the achievement of all students’, she asserted. She specified
how this could happen with more able learners:
‘The idea that [Ableton Live] can take audio and turn it in to midi information and then score
it, I mean, that… makes Ableton one of the most exciting computer programmes in the
world… We’ve got lots of singer/songwriters who are, like, “I play this chord, don’t know
what this chord it is but it sounds nice, and then I sing this note, don’t know what this note is
but it sounds nice”. And then being able to talk them through how they can score it but
being able to see it on the piano roll, how to do that, is definitely helpful and helps to push
them that bit further.’
She went on:
‘And with the really high achieving students, [names one], he’s like exploring – by himself,
because everything’s so intuitive – and he’s four steps ahead in terms of creating the
sonority of the tracks that he wants because he can just go and explore it and it all makes so
much sense… He can push himself further and further and really play around with the
sounds.’
Other teachers made very similar remarks about the way working with music technology does allow
music theory to be developed very effectively, but that the music theory coming after the practical
work, rather than placing the ‘cart before the horse’, as it were:
‘Pupil’s get their hands dirty first. And [with Ableton] it’s very quick to get pupils creating
and performing. The theory and the skills we deliberately leave ’til later. So, then it
becomes, “See, you remember when you were doing that? Well that’s actually that, that’s
what that’s called…” Get them doing first of all, and then the theory comes later on. And
then the ways to actually make it better – “why’s that distorted, oh, your gain’s too high,
what’s your gain, it’s that bit there”; or “see that loop you were talking about, that’s 4 bars
long, that there’s called a quaver and there’s 8 of them in a bar” – but the theory always
comes afterwards.’
That said, in some cases working with Albeton supported learners whose theoretical understanding
of, for example, harmony was adequate but whose practical facility with unusual chords was
hindering them from experimenting. Such happened, for example, when one school used Ableton
for some chords with
‘an 11th and a flattened 9th and it’s in F# minor – things that will automatically make a kid
go “Oy my god, that’s too hard!” So, if we can programme something like that in, it could be
a good way of experimenting.’
Without the music tech in question, it would seem that no practical experimentation with harmony
(harmony being the crux of the matter when it comes to ‘music theory’) could have taken place.
Most of the teachers insisted that the most able learners benefitted from using Ableton as well as
the least able and the middle ability:
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‘I don’t want to make it sound like I’m just limiting Ableton to “the naughty kids are all
engaged!” It’s not that at all, [name’s a child], our classical pianist, has been one of the main
people who’s looked at it so…’
A succinct statement from a teacher was that ‘we’re saying 10% of the year group take GCSE music,
so 90% of them never need to know whether it’s a crotchet… Making sure that 90% have a good
experience, and have all the creativity to really help make them a rounded person’ is the main thing.
However, this does not mean that the interests of the 10% (or the 1% of exceptionally gifted
children, come to that) need to be disregarded in favour of the 90% (or the 99%). Moreover, the
teacher’s point was that the needs of the 90% need to be kept in mind as music education moves on
in to the 21st century. If music technology such as Ableton can aid the vast majority of children with
their understanding of, facility with and enjoyment in music in school, as all the teachers in the Tech
Champions project seemed to believe is the case, it would seem essential to consider greater
engagement with such technology in mainstream UK music education.
We can summarise from this section that these teachers, and their experiences of teaching and
learning, strongly support the idea that something far richer than a ‘dumbing down’ process is in
play here. How deeply, though, did the Tech Champions project enrich engagement and
achievement in the participating schools? We turn to this question now.
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ENGAGEMENT AND ACHIEVEMENT
All of the teachers were unequivocal that the project, and music technology in music education
more generally, brought enormous benefits to engagement. We have already seen some comments
to support this, and many more could be given. Perhaps the most succinct response to the question
of whether the Tech Champions project had helped to boost engagement was a teacher who said:
'massively... "This is sick!" they say a lot, they really love using it... It's massive and it'll only
grow.'
It was clear in several schools that technology was helping enormously with engagement of
attainment amongst learners with behavioural issues. At almost every lesson I observed in every
school, the teacher would name an individual child in the class who was considered to be poorly
behaved by the school at large (and sometimes who ‘acted up’ in music as well). Despite such
reputations, these reportedly ‘disruptive’ individuals could be observed to be hard at work with
Ableton, strongly engaged and exhibiting an excellent attitude towards their own learning.
One teacher suggested that this was a general attribute of music tech work:
‘It tends to be that pupils perform better in Music Tech than they do in other areas of the
school... Does that suggest that a more hands-on, not-as-academic pupil will prefer Music
Tech? Very much, yeah, I think so… Pupils that have behavioural issues… I’m quite confident
that pupils will do better in Music Tech than they do in other subjects, and I can get that as
hard data for you.’
He added that
‘I’ve got 2 or 3 key pupils that are school refusers and the first subject they’ll be reintroduced to is Music Tech.’
Another teacher stated that
‘we have quite a high number who have selected [Music Technology for KS4] who have
behavioural issues, attendance issues, engagement issues elsewhere. But I am hearing on a
regular basis [e.g. from Senior Management] that they are really enjoying Music Technology
lessons… They want to be here at lunchtimes.’
One teacher mentioned that enthusiasm ran so high in her classes that she had to keep a lid on it:
‘in some ways too excited by it, in that they want to press other buttons and I’m, like, “no,
we have to learn to do this properly, step by step, I don’t want you to rush off and re-set
things and not know how to unpick them, I need you to be able to do this properly” ’
ACHIEVEMENT
‘What I don’t want pupils to think the Push controller is just a posh keyboard. OK, fair
enough, you can play a scale on it, C major scale, C minor scale, whatever, “play the buttons
in that order”: that’s just like playing a different keyboard, isn’t it? What I’d like them to do
is be able to recognise how Ableton is an instrument in its own right. And also this idea of
sound manipulation, and also samples – but creating samples as well. So, not just having
your, kind of, “Oh yeah!” button but actually for them to be thinking “I can actually record
that ‘Oh yeah!’ or record this hit and then manipulate it…”.’
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This teacher thinks ‘this is more creative’ than DJing, or at least involves ‘totally different skills’, and
‘attracts different skills’.
Some teachers spoke of potential boosts to visualisation skills, to written work and/or the ability to
understand and explain quite challenging concepts:
‘it’s so visible, to pull a spectrum on and see what the frequency’s doing, they can see that
and it [makes it] easy for them to describe it’
The same teacher went on to say
‘I just think the software lends itself actually to pupils understanding frequency, effects, they
can actually visualise them; it’s not so easy on Pro Tools for them to see it.’
He added that ‘I certainly have the results’ to show the benefits in terms of attainment. Other
teachers also described great benefits to students with specific learning styles:
‘Students who struggle to think in a linear way can riff on ideas and then capture those
ideas.’
It was also clear, however, that the work with Ableton was enabling some quite advanced work. For
example, one teacher focussed on Ableton’s MIDI capture function because it allowed learners to
retrieve ideas and develop them. He also focussed on the ‘insert scene capture’ function, where a
series of 8 bar loops can be triggered at various times, ‘and then you can capture the whole scene
from a “live” context’: this has been ‘incredibly useful’, he stated, with some of the most able
learners in his class.
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MANAGING WITH LIMITED RESOURCES
As stated above, the initial plan for this project was that each school would be gifted just 2 Push
devices. Although many more Push devices were soon given to the schools (see above), readers of
this reflective report might wonder whether a school with limited resources could manage if, for
example, only 1 or 2 Push pads could be afforded. I asked each teacher whether they thought such
would be viable, and what they thought initially when they were told that they would receive only 2
Push pads. The responses were as follows.
SCHOOL 1:
This was the first school to be visited, and the hardware had literally only come out of the box that
morning, so it was too early to judge for this teacher: 'It's spinning plates at the moment', as he put
it.
SCHOOL 2:
'I think it's a non-starter, really. When I saw it advertised like that I thought "I don't know
how that's going to work". Because they want to be hands-on; it depends what class-size but
with 30-odd, I don't think it works'
SCHOOL 3:
The teacher stated that, at first, she would just give the Push unit to a learner: ‘I would say, “OK,
here’s this Push pad” but then just left them to it really… So it was a bit of trial and error, which
obviously is not ideal, but they managed to work it out and they did really well. However, when we
teach Ableton [with 12 Push units from September], we will teach it, y’know, “This is how you do it,
you click it like this, you don’t do it with the mouse” – because really, that [the tactile aspect of the
Push device] is where I’ve seen the hook, y’know, the hook in’.
SCHOOL 4:
‘It depends. My KS3 classes are doing “How Music Can Make a Change”, creating pieces of
music that have a message. And we’re putting images and animation, almost like creating an
advert that would go on YouTube for climate change or anti-racism or something like that.’
So, if she only had one Push unit, ‘Thinking about how I would possibly have used it, if every student
composes a short ostinato or pattern that uses the same key and then somehow we bounce that to
MP3 and then each of those becomes a sample on the Push controller… Then you could create a
really interesting piece of music knowing that each of those is going to match and then have each of
the pads on the Push controller as a different student’s short segment. And then kind of layer things
together.’
That said, ‘If I didn’t have the 12 Ableton Push units which [MF TC project] gave me in my classroom
then I would really struggle.’
SCHOOL 5:
Splitting a class of 20 into 5 groups of 4 people and adding Ableton to a group is viable, he thought,
and it is worth getting just one unit – but ideally ‘you want to give each person in your class of 20 the
same experience. If you’ve got one, how do you choose which person goes up to do it?
SCHOOL 6:
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‘For me, I didn’t have the fear at all about having only two [Push units], I actually was so
excited to be getting two because I could picture two in a classroom, y’know, with our
breakout areas and things. The way the current [KS3 equivalent] classes are using it is,
they’re in 4 bands so they’ve now got… a Push pad each’.
She thought this adequate as long as there is ‘one person confident enough to use it and then
they’re all getting a shot when they’re in their bands.’ She is confident she could ‘make it work with
two’ Push units, but to have more does make it ‘easier’: ‘now that we’ve got 14, they’ll be able to
work in pairs’, which she likes; ‘we’re so lucky!’
SCHOOL 7:
‘I don’t think it’s a non-starter, but it’s going to be really tricky and depends on the
classroom environment you’ve got… A lot of [learners] are really interested in DJing skills but
we’ve only got 2 sets of [leading brand] DJ decks – so we find ourselves in that situation with
those.’
The teacher added that ‘In a class, if you can take a small amount of pupils and you can teach them
on the [hardware] and fit it in a meaningful way in a project’, then teaching with limited resources
can work. Doing it as a carousel was one method this teacher mentioned, or you can at least use the
software: he has done that for years but has only had Push units lately.
SCHOOL 8:
It is not ideal but it still worth doing:
‘There’s plenty of things you can do with just the software, it makes perfect sense to do
that… I would say that, if you are a school that does group [music-making] work, it’s worth
investing in, say, 5 or 6 [Push units] because then you can have one per group and you can
do some group learning on them’.
She says it would be ‘much better if you could be in pairs’ by having more Push pads but ‘it’s not the
end of the world’ if that is not affordable. Even ‘if you only had one Push’, she points out that her Y9
classes work on the software and then perform what they’ve done on the Push ‘in front of the class’,
so theoretically this could be done on rotation in a practice room. ‘It’s not ideal but it’s achievable
and I think it’s still worth doing’. She points out that learners might say ‘ooh, pretty lights and press
the buttons’ but the same response can actually arise from the software alone – although ‘it’s more
tricky when it comes to effects’ (for which Push 2 is very user-friendly).
SCHOOL 9:
‘I was surprised how well it did work’ when she at first had only 3 Push units. They would pass it
down the row in the IT suite, ‘you have it for 10 minutes, kind of thing, then the next person.’
SUMMARY
The general consensus was that using Ableton Live is viable even if you don’t have any Push devices,
and even if you only have one Push, one is better than nothing.
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MAINTAINING OPTIONS FOR STUDENTS
All of the teachers in the project seemed to be using a range of different kinds of music tech, not just
Ableton, and this seemed to be universally regarded as best practice. Indeed, all of the participating
teachers were marked by a strongly learner-centred pedagogical approach:
‘We definitely tailor the work to what they want. We got them all to work on Ableton, they
all learnt it, they all did a Dua Lipa project. There will be times again in the future where I say
“Right, we’re all using it”; but then, there’s definitely some of them in there that can get a
higher mark playing rather than on the computer so with the way the Tech award’s working
at the moment, that’s how we’ve gone about it.’
This teacher had had individual students doing DJing and sequencing for their performance at GCSE
but she was clear that ‘all the classes will at least go over [Ableton] and they will learn it’ – and then,
having learned something of what Ableton offers, it would typically be up to the learner whether to
focus more or less strongly on the technology in question.
Another teacher revealed that ‘We use Reason as, kind of, our main music software’ but now she
likes to ‘allow children to use whichever programme suits them the best. For some of our children,
they really like the hands-on, the tactile Ableton’ but others prefer Reason – possibly because that is
where they had learned the basics, one imagines.
This teacher would be looking to see if the classes which hadn’t previously much used Reason will
end up taking to Ableton better. In any case, she was emphatic that she is happy for some children
to use notation on Sibelius, some to use live instruments and compose in practice rooms, others to
use Reason, others to use Ableton: ‘we let them have that freedom, so the technology serves the
music, not the music serves the technology.’
The latter comment seems to encapsulate the best approach music technology in general. The
teacher’s point, it seems, is that music technology is a good tool but the end goal is always the
making of music. If technology is the main or the only method of music-making a child selects, they
should not be penalised for that choice. If a child prefers more traditional methods, this option
should also be available to all learners in all schools. Either way, the point for music teachers is to
work with and support their learners in making music, understanding music and making better
music. Technology can only ever be a tool for that goal; but it can be a very valuable tool.
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TIME PRESSURES
All teachers in the state education sector will feel pressures of time upon their working life, and
many of the teachers in this project said explicitly that they felt such pressure.
‘I just haven’t got the time, y’know, I’m running 5 clubs after school, we’ve got a reduced
lunch time… I think we are all willing but I think some of is just time. And, y’know what it’s
like when you’re short of time, you kind of just stick to what you know a bit.’
Another teacher stated that
‘I think the biggest thing is, for most teachers, it’s not that they necessarily don’t want to
learn about new things: it’s about the fact that they don’t have time.
The teacher in question felt the same pressure: ‘For me, we’ve played with Ableton [Live] as a
software program particularly in Year 9 for about a year and a half, Year 8 we tried it with last year
towards the end of the year’ and she had tried it with Y10. However, ‘the time it takes to develop’
the strategies for teaching and learning, and to learn to use Ableton itself, is the challenge, she
stated.
The same teacher had some words of advice for teachers feeling the pressure of time, however. She
revealed that she would ask herself ‘What do I need to be able to do?’ in order to get to the next
stage of her own abilities with the technology: ‘It’s just building those skills a little bit at a time’. For
example,
‘I’m very happy with all the midi manipulation but the audio manipulation I’ve not done yet
[because] I’m doing that after half term: OK, that’s going to be my challenge.’
Although the teachers in this project were certainly outstanding practitioners, several were willing to
admit that they hadn’t immediately found working with technology easy: ‘It’s taken me a couple of
years to feel this confident with it’. The teacher who made this remark, however, also said that
teaching with technology has made her working life ‘more enjoyable now I understand it that bit
more’. Nonetheless, she admitted that ‘it is quite scary and quite stressful when you’re not really
sure what you’re doing and you’re trying it for the first time with classes.’
Overall, this teacher concluded, as with any teaching it is the case that ‘the more you do it, the
easier it gets’. In her own case she was emphatic that it has made her music department ‘more
successful: I think we’re getting higher quality music’. If teachers can manage to make time to learn
to use technology for music education, then, it would seem that significant rewards can be gained.
Another teacher again said that he would encourage teachers who are under-confident with
technology to use online resources: ‘There’s a huge pool of knowledge, YouTube is full of tutorials’,
he himself was using Point Blank music production https://www.pointblankmusicschool.com/ and
highly praised the Ableton ‘Learn Music’ resources. Using resources such as these would seem to be
one way of combatting the time pressure which so many teachers seem to feel the weight of.
One of the Tech Champions teachers pointed out that it can be possible ‘to connect with people in
the community that are using’ music technology. Her school was near one of the UK’s largest cities,
‘so there’s so many people that… want to come in and help… People do want to help… There’s just
so much available, there’s so many resources online to help inspire and teach you how to do it’. She
concluded that ‘everybody should be embracing’ music technology, even if it’s just dipping a toe;
‘you only need to be, maybe, two steps ahead of them and sometimes they will just take off anyway.
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I think it’s one of those things [where] you don’t need to spend too long showing them how to do it
because it is very user friendly.’
One teacher remarked, in regards to ‘traditionalist’ teachers who are reluctant to work with music
technology, that she hates the term ‘technophobe’. For her, this would be ‘just somebody who can’t
be bothered to learn how to use’ technology. She did concede that a music technology ‘base or a
hub’ for music teachers to experiment would be a good solution, perhaps with some student
ambassadors to teach the teachers.
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NOTATION AND CREATIVITY
One teacher made some impassioned comments in relation to musical notation. They are worth
repeating at length in this report.
There has been ‘a long discussion about notation’, the teacher began, ‘and I used to get quite shirty
about this on the “Twittersphere” when of course people have these discussions about Musical
Futures and things like that’. In that context, she has had ‘arguments with a few people because it’s,
like, “notation doesn’t matter… It’s all about the kids just being able to do it” and I was, like, “yeah,
it’s alright for you to say that if you’re not running an A-level at your school”… But if we get pupils
who are supposed to do A-level and we don’t teach them how to deal with notation, we could be
essentially shooting ourselves in the foot’ and ‘not have an A-level class eventually’. As a result, she
and her department ‘used to be quite obsessed with notation’. However, ‘I’ve got to the point where
I look at the learners we’ve got in this school: they’re all very bright [the school is selective] … and if
they want to learn something they will learn it’.
However, ‘what they struggle with is actually being creative’: for this reason, ‘it doesn’t matter so
much whether they can play the keyboard with the right [i.e. correct] hand position – do they have
an instinct of what a melody’s like, and how that works..?’ Ableton Push makes her ‘quite excited’ in
relation to that: ‘we can set the scale and say “Right – improvise! What can you come up with in that
scale? What sounds good?” Instinctively, a lot of them are getting it right but they’ve always felt
hampered by [feeling] “I’m not very good at that”. She believes that ‘a lot of the behaviour problems
we ever have in Years 7 and 8 are the boys that are bright but don’t think they’re any good at music’.
These kinds of children would ‘rather be being told off’ than ‘being told they can’t do it or [their
work is] not very good’: ‘so it’s just about giving them that confidence so that they can be creative.
We’ve decided that Ableton is definitely the best way to do that. With the Push units particularly, it’s
about them releasing their creativity.’
She specifies a Year 10 learner who didn’t read notation at all, ‘he was a guitarist, played a few
chords and bits and pieces’: however, he went on to do A-level music, getting an A grade she recalls,
went off to do a BA in Jazz and had just graduated at the time we did the interview. His reading skills
developed so well and so fast that he is now working as a ‘pit musician’, she says: ‘he makes his
living from reading quickly – he’s a sight reader and didn’t read music in Year 10. I just look at it and
go, “They don’t need [notation skills] as much” in KS3: ‘what they need, for me, is the ability to be
creative and work in different ways, and to understand music from the inside out’. She is emphatic
that ‘Ableton and the Push – that’s what they give them’. This led her to abandon Sibelius in Years 7
and 8, and this has had no negative effect on traditional music skills because ‘all the boys that play,
play anyway: if they want to use traditional notation software, there’s plenty of them that they can
download at home for free. We have lots of learners that have MuseScore at home.’
However, even these capable learners ‘do struggle with their ideas in their head… getting on to
Sibelius’: Ableton, she feels, is ‘more instinctive and you can play around with it a bit more. It’s
easier to get your ideas in to, and then play them back to yourself, so recording them and things like
that.’ In any case, ‘there’s different ways of doing it and I’m not worried about the notation side of
things as much as I used to be because I’ve seen the benefits from Ableton, I suppose… They have
the opportunity to do everything – our big band is notation-led, even the guitar, bass and drums are
notation-led’, they have a joint orchestra with another school, they have a choir and have done
repertoire from Vivaldi and Carl Orff: ‘we still do lots of traditional stuff – everybody should be able
to do everything’.
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SCHOOL AS A BASE CAMP
A key phrase coined by a representative of Musical Futures at an early meeting regarding this
reflective report was about ‘school as a base camp’. The heart of this seemed to be an aspiration
that key concepts and key skills are provided in the classroom but much further learning may take
place beyond the school gates with school acting as a springboard as much as the 'fount of all
knowledge'. All teachers were asked whether they had managed to do this, in this project or
otherwise, with varying responses being given.
For example, one teacher stated that many learners ‘have done extra things outside or have brought
things that they’ve done in to the classroom’. She added that she had observed ‘the creep in of
Ableton-type things’ around 2017 when she focussed on performance in years 7 and 8: at that point
‘we did have a couple of learners bring in their [own] launch pads’ from home to do their
performances on.
This was not the only teacher who indicated that the use of Ableton and similar tech in the school
had been provoked primarily by learner interest.
The same teacher mentioned that one of her sixth formers has been using Ableton for a long time to
write his own music, uploading it to Soundcloud and similar platforms independently of the school.
Quite a few of her learners were investing in having Ableton at home, she added.
Another teacher noticed that her most high achieving students tended to be the ones who were
learning to play a traditional and were therefore doing lots of practising at home:
‘There’s only so much you can do in those 3 hours at school. We have kids that take music
because they like it, but not necessarily because they are someone who does it at home. So,
with those types of kids, we do everything we can but we can only take them so far and get
them a certain grade. The ones who have done really well for us… are the ones who do it
outside of school. We do an analysis every year and, every kid who has got the higher marks,
it’s “Well, they practice every day, they have piano lessons…” ’
She expressed an aspiration that working with Ableton might redress this imbalance:
‘I guess the barriers in Music Tech previously have been that they haven’t had it at home.
That’s what hopefully will be really nice about them having Ableton at home: it can open
doors for them earlier on.’
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PROFESSIONAL AND AUTHENTIC QUALITY
A large part of the appeal of Ableton, for learners, would seem to be its professional and ‘authentic’
quality. As popular music production has gained a more and more synthesised sound in recent
decades, music education has often seemed to sound inauthentic and, frankly, embarrassing to
many children, it could be argued. Many of the teachers were clear that access to Ableton
technology had helped them to overcome this problem:
‘the way it’s set up, it instantly makes things sound quite good. On other workstations, they
have to line things up or record it in and it can be slightly out of time. Whereas on Ableton it
just sequences it all for you and it lines it up so when you’re bringing in the Dua Lipa drums
and the keys and everything… it makes things just sound good. Whereas kids are on other
programmes, they’re making their thing, and even though we’re showing them videos,
they’ll still end up making something that doesn’t sound very good. On Ableton, it almost
can’t not sound good – and that really helps as well, because the kids can hear “Oh, it
sounds good”, which makes them engage more.’
‘The idea of performance shouldn’t just be, you come and you play glockenspiel in the back
of a class. We offer loads of different ways to get performing.’
In some instances, the authentic sound which the technology enabled made learners exhibit more
traditional musical skills which otherwise might have been hidden. For example, a teacher spoke of
one boy was singing in the group work I had observed and yet
‘he’s always refused to join choir, he won’t do singing. I’ve told him he sings beautifully and
then today he was like “yeah, I’m gonna sing” – just that oomph of feeling like a proper
singer’.
This teacher credited Ableton as being significant in this:
‘I think that’s boosted him, I think him singing with someone else plonking something out
behind him would be, like, maybe “nyah, maybe not” ’
She also identified another boy of the same type in the same class: ‘he’s never sung before, he’s
never been interested, but having that extra technology behind them makes them more confident in
what else they can do, I think. It’s more relevant’, she specified, because it sounds more like ‘what
they’re used to hearing’.
Another teacher summed up the situation as follows: ‘music technology is really, like, relevant to the
music our young people are listening to so I think it’s really relevant that they learn about it’.
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MUSIC VERSUS MUSIC TECHNOLOGY
The first thing to note is that the project reflected a well-known trend towards Music Technology
courses for boys and the more traditional Music pathway for girls. In the KS4 and KS5 classes which
were specified as Music Technology, the class would be overwhelmingly and sometimes exclusively
boys, and the Music class would usually be mostly made up of girls (although never exclusively so, in
the schools which I visited).
It was not only gender which marked out a tension between these two dominant pathways for music
education (in the UK, at least). We have already noted a tendency for poorly-behaved learners to
respond positively to music lessons when technology is in play (‘there’s pupils that are causing issues
around the school that are no hassle in Music Tech, they just want to come in and do it’). However,
one teacher felt strongly that subject of Music (as opposed to Music Technology)
‘is slightly different, because Music is still regarded as, kind of, more artistic… Pupils see
Music Tech as a “cool” subject, they don’t see Music as a “cool” subject.’
That said, it would seem that elements of antipathy can run in the opposite direction:
‘I’ve always had some students who talk about “real music”: “when are we doing real
music?” or “when are we doing making music?” ’
By ‘real music’, the teacher stated that the learners were meaning
‘playing a guitar, playing a keyboard and that kind of stuff. So, some of them see technology
as a technology lesson, some of them see practical as a practical lesson’
Her view was that the situation ‘shouldn’t be’ like that, and this teacher expressed a hope that it will
be possible for KS3 technology and practical work to ‘merge’ through Ableton. Similar sentiments
were present in comments from another teacher: he suggested that if one ‘fast-forwarded 10 years
and I get my wish of technology as a performance instrument’, then the whole situation for music
education would be improved. In the meantime, however, ‘In the same way that, I can’t teach sitar
or tabla… or brass, I need a specialist to do it, I think technology [for performance] will be that way
for a bit.’ He went on to say that, for him, ‘the first message is that Music Tech is a different subject
from Music. Schools shouldn’t assume that someone who can deliver Music Tech can deliver Music:
it’s not the case’.
The trouble with such argumentation is that many secondary schools only have one music teacher
(the author of this reflective report was in just that situation for a number of years). It seems likely,
therefore, that some flexibility over the delivery of traditional Music, on the one hand, and so-called
Music Technology, on the other hand, will be necessary in the coming years and perhaps decades.
There is good reason to think that the attitude of Head teachers and SLTs will be crucial to
negotiating the problem at hand. One teacher, for example, mentioned that Music and Music
Technology had until recently been delivered within a single class: this hadn’t worked well, the
teacher stated, and the Head and SLT had agreed to separate, despite staffing issues which arose
from that decision. In another school within the Tech Champions project, however, Music and Music
Technology were due to be delivered within a single timetabled KS5 class for the foreseeable future:
here, the Head and SLT were reported to have felt that this arrangement was unavoidable due to
timetabling pressures.
One of the Scottish teachers asserted that, in Scotland, none of the PGCE courses specialise in Music
Tech ‘but everybody does at least one unit on Music Tech’. If this were a nationwide policy in the
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immediate future across the UK, it is fair to assume that expertise with music tech would
immediately be improved nationwide. That said, the same Scottish teacher asserted that, in
Scotland, ‘there’s no way that someone can perform on technology to pass Music Tech’: even if ‘a
pupil becomes amazing at DJ skills, at scratching, they’re not able to be assessed for Music yet – yet’.
Clearly in that nation there are tensions between the perceived-to-be-separate subjects of Music
and Music Technology, then. Judged from the interviews with the Scottish teacher in question, this
problem may be worse, north of the border, in some regards: most exam boards for GCSE and Alevel Music do offer assessment criteria for technology-based performance, with some offering
highly detailed criteria for assessing DJs.
The relative perception of Music and Music Technology as academic disciplines, nonetheless are
certainly far from perfect south of the Scottish border. For example, one teacher mentioned that, in
his previous school:
'I was particularly seen as the tech guy, which was great but the problem was that students
didn't see me as being a music teacher, and that bothered me a little bit. So when I came
here, my first thing was establishing traditional, like, ensembles, choirs and things like that,
and a lot of the tech side I kind of hid from a bit - not that I was ashamed of it or anything
but... Now with this project, I don't feel as ashamed of having [technology] as a really strong
element of my teaching.
In most of the participating schools, it seemed as though Music and Music Technology actually
complemented each other very well. One teacher, for example, stated that her school had lots of
traditional music going on: a ‘thriving’ folk group, orchestra, string ensemble, woodwind groups. She
went on to say that her department’s growing use of technology did not harm the popularity of such
traditional music-making by any means: ‘if anything they’re just booming; it’s almost like, y’know,
the “street cred” if you like of the department has been enhanced with music technology’.
Overall, it seemed as though parity between Music and Music Technology was perceived as a future
aspiration rather than a currently-existing reality. ‘In 5 or 10 years, it should be “Here’s a piano
recital, here’s an electronic music performance” ’, one teacher remarked; but it was clear that such
was not perceived as being the current relationship between these two modes for musical
performance. The teacher added that
‘the problem is, there’s no name for [traditional and electronic performance modes brought
together]. There’s a brand, Ableton, that are just streets ahead, but electronic music
performance as in standing on stage, going to a gig [based around electronic music], that’s a
new thing that’s just never been done before’.
This is probably something of an exaggeration: electronic music performance has actually been
developing for many decades in various ways. Nonetheless, tech-enhanced performance is
becoming increasingly central to the musical cultures which attract so many young people. Music
education, as a whole disciplinary area, needs to not only catch up with that development but also
to consider carefully how far music tech can be integrated to the discipline of music as traditionally
understood within education.
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LEARNER-CENTRED PEDAGOGY
The teachers in the Tech Champions project were all strongly of the learner-centric pedagogical type
(largely synonymous, in my application here, to what Lucy Green calls ‘informal learning’7). One
teacher, who was not enormously tech savvy herself, was particularly unequivocal about this:
‘Most of the things I’ve learned with Music Technology, I’ve learned from children: “just
show us what you’re doing again there”, and then the next lesson I’m some expert, “OK
everybody, you might find it easier doing it this way”.’
She was emphatic that her department would ‘encourage students with their own things that they
want to do’. The upshot of this approach could be that ‘there are particular interests that students
have got, it may be that staff haven’t got that interest or that knowledge’. In this case,
‘our sixth form are very active in helping students – for example, the technology side, they
know a lot more than I do… We teach our children that you can’t be experts in everything:
there’s no harm in [the teacher] saying “so-and-so knows more about that than I do, go and
speak to them” – I mean, we like students to come and say “we’ve explored this, we’ve
explored that – Miss, have you ever used this programme at home?” And usually the answer
is “no – tell us about it” ’.
Another teacher spoke of a desire to say to the learners ‘This is up to you, we are facilitators, I’ve
given you what you need, how you use it is up to you’. Later in the interview she added
‘A lot of teachers don’t like [just] being that one step ahead, they want to feel a little further
than being just one step ahead… They feel it’s a weakness, I suppose, if they show that they
don’t know something.’
By contrast, ‘I’ve always been open with “I don’t know, I’ll find out” or “Oh, you’ve taught me
something…” – I’m quite happy with that’. Interestingly, this teacher revealed that a colleague who
had been off on maternity leave last academic year had ‘felt like she was desperately trying to catch
up with it’ in regards to using Ableton in the classroom. Overall, the teacher argued that it’s better
for teachers ‘not to put yourself under pressure and just let the kids lead it. If you’ve got kids that
are brilliant at it then you can let them lead you.’ This, it seemed, had
‘affected the way I’ve designed the curriculum as well… we looked at “What do we want
them to achieve?”, “What do we want them to be able to do?” and then we designed the
lessons’
Some of the teachers attributed their essentially learner-centred approach to Musical Futures:
‘Because we’re so tied in with the Musical Futures’ teaching style, you do see that in class all
the time, like, every lesson is informal learning all the time, we’re all facilitating the learning
rather than directing the learning.’
He added that
‘We all evolve together, I suppose… These days, I spend a lot of my time, rather than
teaching, giving the pupils as much creative and artistic control over their own learning as
possible.’
7

Green, Lucy, Music, Informal Learning and the School: A New Classroom Pedagogy (Ashgate Popular and Folk
Music Series, 2008).
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He went on to say that ‘It’s inevitable that the learners are going to be ahead in certain aspects’
because they grew up with technology, and often with electronic music.
‘As long as you can guide a task that’s going to hit whatever criteria need to be hit for
whatever curriculum you’re teaching… probably where I am most useful is from a musical
rather than a technological standpoint’.
That said, the teacher did reveal that he does do ‘trouble-shooting’ with technology a lot of the time;
his ‘biggest impact’, however, is musical, he argued.
One teacher’s learner-centred methods were nicely summarised as follows:
‘my lesson starters can cover some of the curricular stuff and then it’s just letting them go,
letting them go; give ’em a quick demo, let ’em go’.
On the visits to schools, learner-centred pedagogic approaches could directly be observed within the
teachers’ methods. One clear example, very near the outset of the Tech Champions project, was a
teacher proclaiming to his class ‘We’re going to learn to use Ableton together!’. The teacher, in that
instance, was not setting himself up as the conduit through which all knowledge about music would
flow; rather, the teacher and class were to learn together, implying a high level of freedom for the
children to guide the direction in which the learning would develop.
Another example which I directly observed would be a teacher whose KS3 class were all undertaking
different approaches to a specific task. Although a framework for the learning had been set up by
the teacher, the mode of music-making with which to respond to the task was very free and involved
a high level of self-selection for the learners. Some children were using Ableton, others were using
other software, many were using traditional instruments in practice rooms: the fact that these
learners could select the mode of music-making, and also significant elements of the musical
methods with which they would respond to the task, seemed exemplary of learner-centred
pedagogy in music education.
Some of the teachers spoke of moving from formal to more informal modes:
'We would tend to show specific groups of students ideas in workshops of how they could
access that [music technology] equipment, how they could use it, where they could go and
then it's up the them to really decide which direction they're gonna go or what help they
might need.’
Crucial to making this work was the installation of a culture where students are developing problemsolving skills:
‘Part of the ethos is students knowing how to ask for help. So, even in our basic Musical
Futures lessons, if a student says "My guitar doesn't work", I say "That's nice" and walk away
[laughs]'... If we're using software, if they're stuck, before I show them how to do it, I try to
show them how they could find out for themselves. So, using the help menus or there might
be a tutorial on YouTube somewhere that they could watch... Which they find frustrating at
times but if they've exhausted all those routes, I show them how to do it.'
In the end, the entire Tech Champions project has been predicated on learner-centred principles. As
one teacher put it: ‘music technology is really, like, relevant to the music our young people are
listening to so I think it’s really relevant that they learn about it’.
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PROJECTS WHICH WORK
One teacher gave some especially interesting examples of projects which had worked with his
learners. For example, the 'Science Fiction project' which he would undertake with Y7 (the first year
of secondary school, more or less equivalent to S1 in Scotland).
'We give them a pedal note, explore what that is on a wave table synthesiser and it sounds
very boring. So we show them how you can use the low-frequency oscillators to vary the
oscillator on the wave table and how they can also use those to influence the filter so they
can make their own synthesiser patch in a sci-fi style straightaway... Ableton Live has got a
scale device on it, so we get them to do the whole tone scale: we explore the whole tone
scale but we have the scale in the background so if they play a note that doesn't fit in the
whole tone scale it will pull it back in automatically. So, if they're working in C and they play
an F, it will move it to either an F# or E depending on where it's been set. So then we explore
ostinato patterns with that, copy and pasting, melodic sequencing taking it up or down a
tone'.
Key words for learning here are 'tone', 'scale', 'ostinato'. I observed a lesson in which the teacher
was regularly using such music-specific vocabulary and noticed that learners too were beginning to
employ the key terms. When I asked about the combination of knowledge and skills in musical
learning, the teacher responded that
'both have got to work together or you’re creating music but with no context - if you teach
purely down the tech route, they don't have the musical knowledge or skills to know... You
lose them. If you can do something with them and teach why it works that certain way, but
not go to heavy with it, then we do.’
It was also fascinating to hear of this expert teacher’s work on dance music production with his Y8
classes:
‘We teach them how to do drum programming first because it's a great hook for them to get
in to that. We then explore how we could use synthesisers to create chord patterns. We
differentiate it by letting them take their own path, by showing them different ways you can
do something'
This differentiation could allow single-finger chords, chord generators within Ableton chord and such
like. 'We do this all in Session View to allow them to see how they could create arrangements based
on that, how to create a bassline with a bit more ease. Next year, we'll start to do that all on Push,
which makes that whole process a lot easier'.
The teacher was clear that music technology doesn't eradicate the problem of some learners saying
'Why do we have to do music' and so forth: 'But when that happens, I think about subjects I hated at
school. Like, I hated Art but mainly for the reason that, in my head, I had brilliant ideas for what I
could draw, but when it was on paper it didn't happen and I believe it's the same with kids in music
classes. [Learners] find an excuse for why they don't like it but it's mainly that they can't get the
ideas down'.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF GENRES AND STYLES
One teacher spoke of previously using software which allowed the learners to focus on specific
genres such as grime and hip-hop. This software ‘worked to a certain extent’, she said, but she also
found that the students ‘got very frustrated’ because ‘they wanted to play stuff in, they wanted to
use the keyboards, things like that. Creatively… the students wanted to just do a little bit more.’
Ableton, she stated, offers ‘a lot more and instantly you’re doing, and that’s worked really quite
well’.
For the teacher in question, a deeper focus on genre and style is not essential:
‘those who are into the hip-hop, the grime, stuff like that, they’re doing all the listening
outside – so they kind of naturally do those kind of things’
Several other teachers expressed a deeper interest in exploring genre, with many of them utilising
The Secrets of Dance Music Production (London: Attack, 2018) for this purpose – a text which was
provided to all the teachers participating in the Tech Champions project. In some instances, that
said, the focus on genre was less deep:
‘When we are doing minimalism, will do lots of different types of minimalism and we’ll end
with almost like a dance track… We’ll look at [genres of] dance and things but we’re looking
more at the techniques crossing all the genres’
For example, learners would be introduced to ‘retrogrades and fragmentations and that sort of thing
that even Mozart uses, so that they can recognise that across all genres is what we’re eventually
hoping’.
It is perhaps no coincidence that the only participating school which inspectors had labelled as being
‘Well above average’ for numbers of Pupil Premium learners seemed, from the perspective of this
researcher at least, the school which was most heavily engaged with ‘EDM’ and the cultures around.
Specifically, this school had a ‘Rave Cave’ with pupils coming in and DJing with Serato and
launchpads including Ableton as well as Novation. The teacher remarked that ‘Personally I’m really
in to electronic music’ but ‘it struck me that the children don’t have a context for the music that
they’re producing or for any of their creative subjects. So, they’re learning these skills but they don’t
really know where to place them within the big picture.’ He went on to say that
‘These learners actually have no contextualisation skills… In Year 9, they can tell you 3 tracks
that they love to listen to, but they couldn’t tell you what styles they are and they couldn’t
tell you what’s characteristic of that style. So then, when you’re, sort of, asking them to
follow their own creative lead, they don’t really have a starting point.’
For this reason, he seemed to be increasing the focus upon genre and style in his teaching. Other
teachers said much the same. One, for example, said
‘There’s a real need for [teaching that is sensitive to contemporary genres such as Grime and
Drill]… I feel quite well versed as an individual because I’ve got a background in dance music,
it was house music primarily – I used to sing, doing live performance, I’d have loved having
an Ableton Push pad…’.
The same teacher revealed that (unusually for a school teacher, and even more so for a female
music teacher) she has a background as a DJ:
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‘I went to study at [a leading conservatoire] when I was 18 and I got my first set of decks
when I was [studying there], I think I was 19 going on 20… I just loved the music.’
When she became a teacher, ‘it used to be really popular, because I would come in with my decks
and the kids would flock down at lunchtime’, she added. DJ controllers had recently been bought in
for her music department, but she said not used them much. She specified that she would ‘like to
have a DJ unit that links to the “Understanding EDM” unit. We need to move towards that’. She saw
Ableton as being DJ-orientated, ‘but it doesn’t need to be’: it was clear that she viewed the
technology as having potential utility for music-making within a range of musical genres and styles.
Nevertheless, Ableton did seem to have a special appeal to teachers and learners who want to
explore the fine detail of differing genres and styles of Electronic Dance Music:
‘with my Y11s, they know about the features of, say, if you’re listening to Acid House, what it
is that you can hear that makes it Acid House, what is the difference between a Trip Hop
beat and a standard 4-to-the-floor beat, how the 4-to-the-floor developed from Disco and
into House music. So we have talked about those sort of things.’
The teacher mentioned that the The Secrets of Dance Music Production (London: Attack, 2018),
which all the Tech Champions teachers were given free of charge as part of the project, had been
very helpful:
‘things like, “this is the filter that you should be adding on the kick if you are doing Trance
music, this is how you should make it sound to really get that authentic feeling in it”. It’s an
absolutely brilliant book… as a classically-trained musician, getting all of the drum patterns
ready and sorted for every style of music can be really quite hard. So the fact that it’s got it
all really clearly written out as, y’know, on the piano roll makes life really easy (laughs)’.
All this seems to have required some effort for the teacher: ‘I do know quite a bit about it, obviously
it’s always changing and trying to keep up with everything can be quite tricky.’ However, the effort
seemed to be worthwhile: her department was clearly thriving.
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POPULARITY OF MUSIC AS A STUDY OPTION
The take-up of music at KS4 and KS5 in the schools which participated in this project was
exceptionally high. Some of the schools were able to give annual uptake figures for music from
which I have calculated the following:
School 2: slightly over 10% of a year group at KS4
School 4: well over 40% of a year group selecting music at KS4.
School 5: well over 10% doing music at KS4 and KS5
School 7: around 25% doing Music at KS4; the school gets up to 70 applicants for Music from around
200 students per year group, and have to ‘turn people away because we simply don’t have the space
for them’.
School 9: around 10% at KS4 and KS5
Detail about the proportion of learners selecting music at KS4 and KS5 was not provided during the
recorded interview with the other teachers, but the numbers were said to be very high: close to 50%
of a year group in one case, indeed.
The attitude of all the schools was very much one of open-ness to all abilities in music:
‘We don’t deny any child who wants to do GCSE music, we don’t have any prerequisites. Even if I say “Are you sure you really want to take it?” ’.
The upshot, for that school, is that they get GCSE grades ranging from 2 to 9 (very low to the highest
marks, using the UK’s new GCSE grading system, that is). Some schools would be very unhappy with
the low marks, one assumes. However, this teachers stated view was that ‘for some of our children,
a 2 is what they are capable of musically and, kind of, intellectually – so we are a true
comprehensive’.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the contrast between the GCSE and BTEC curriculums impacted on the
popularity of music in some of the participating schools. One school, for example, revealed that they
had offered only GCSE around 6 years ago and at that time ‘numbers were very low’. When this
school moved over to BTEC, and moved to ‘the Musical Futures way of learning and teaching and
getting hands on, and the kids have really, kind of, responded in that way’.
It was clear in the school in question that balancing traditional against more contemporary poporientated music making was a delicate process. The music department get asked ‘a lot’ about
traditional instruments on parents’ evenings, the teacher said, ‘but they’re really in the minority for
this kind of school’ (numbers of Pupil Premium are ‘Well above average’ according to Ofsted). He
didn’t think most parents and pupils were much concerned about this:
‘Without growing the dept even more, which at the moment we don’t have the provision to
do, if we didn’t lean to the contemporary side… and if we chose to swing completely the
other way, I think we’d be alienating a lot more kids than currently.’
The teacher added that ‘There’s clearly a place in our music dept for those pupils that are more
traditionally based.’ With BTEC, he pointed out, you can do theory and composition pathways at KS5
and KS4 respectively, and thus his school have been able to send pupils down that pathway. ‘I think
there does still exist a perception about BTEC in relation to GCSE and some families would really
want their sons and daughters to take GCSE rather than BTEC’, he added; but the implication
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seemed to be that, given that such families formed the minority in the school, the choice to offer
BTEC was necessary.8
Of course, the larger (and in some of these schools, immensely largely) numbers of children opting
for music means that the music teacher will not have the ‘cream of the crop’ which smaller class
sizes might well allow in other schools. Some teachers explicitly acknowledged this:
‘There’s lots of them opting to do music technology. I get the, sort of, typical, hmmn, slightly
immature naughty boys who come and do music technology, and those who can’t really
decide what else to do.’
This teacher had examples of locally-specific success stories, but also emphasised ‘things like
trouble-shooting a computer – that’s a really important set of skills that lots of people don’t really
learn how to use’. Her students ‘know how to go into system preferences and check where the
sound’s coming in and then mirror it to a computer. There are lots of teachers in this school who
don’t know how to do that, so there are useful other skills in there [as well as] music technology
skills.’
I took the teacher’s over-arching point to be that a student doesn’t need to have a chance of being a
professional musician, or even securing a job in or around the music industry, to make studying
music worthwhile: a range of skills are being developed in any case, many of which will have great
utility in the learners’ post-school lives. She could have also mentioned that the opportunity to enjoy
a creative lesson at school has its own intrinsic value.
Another teacher stated that some parents would say to their children ‘Why study a job that's not
going to get you a job in the city?' He added that ‘EBacc’ (the English Baccalaureate measure of
school performance which was introduced in 2010 and which excludes music from the list of more
highly valued KS4 subjects) 'has been a real problem’ for his department:
‘A lot of students are put on to the EBacc pathway, so they're limited to only 2 option
choices. We tend to be low pecking order for those types of students.'
This teacher reported that a school governor had questioned whether music should be running at
both BTEC and GCSE. The deputy head is reported to have explained to this governor that the two
courses attract ‘different types of learners’, and the music teacher emphasised that, compared with
traditional music, music technology is
‘a completely different subject, it's a different skill set and we're a comprehensive school
and we want to try and have as many options for students as possible...’
Nonetheless, his last words on this topic were telling: ‘My argument to my staff is always to say "We
are constantly under threat and we don't want to do anything that would undermine our
status within the school".' In summary, we might say that music was a popular subject in the schools
which participated in the Tech Champions project but not so popular (at least in some cases) as to
make the teachers feel entirely secure of their standing within the school.

8

It is also perhaps worth noting that the school doesn’t offer strings or brass currently due to a perceived lack
of demand: ‘in my knowledge we’ve got 2 string players in school’ but that would only be an hour’s worth of
work for a peri, which is not viable, so these learner take their lessons elsewhere, the teacher stated.
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APPENDIX A: Research Questions
The following were the research questions which were formulated by Pete Dale in the light of the
first Tech Champions’ training day and a subsequent meeting with Martin Ainscough (Musical
Futures) and Simon Lyon (Ableton). Each teacher was asked these questions, sometimes with slight
variations in wording and with space given for freer discussion around and beyond the question.
 'School as a base camp' can work as an idea whereby key concepts and key skills are
provided in the classroom but much further learning may take place beyond the school
gates with school acting as a springboard as much as the 'fount of all knowledge' which might
otherwise be assumed: does your classroom encourage self-directed informal/independent
learning, and if so how?
 How well do skills and knowledge acquisition combine in your classroom? (For example,
can your learners contextualise the kinds of music which might use Ableton hardware for
performance? Do you think it is important for them to have such contextual knowledge?)
 How much of a challenge does having a limited number of Push devices pose when
attempting whole class teaching at Key Stage 3?
 Ableton can add value at Key Stage 3, Key Stage 4 and beyond: what year groups are you
using Ableton with, and what difference does it make when Ableton is used for teaching and
learning in different Key Stages?
 Most (if not all) of you have only two Ableton Push instruments9: how much of a challenge
does that pose when attempting whole class teaching at Key Stage 3
 We think Ableton can aid music teaching and learning for both engagement and
achievement (with the former often supporting the latter): what evidence (if any) of this is coming
out of your classroom work with Ableton so far?
 Ableton isn't just a composition tool, we need to think about performance and more
specifically, the possibility for ensemble performance: have you attempted (or will you be
attempting) any ensemble work and, if so, what works for your learners and what doesn't?
 Ableton seems to offer great potential for music teaching and learning: what are the
barriers to teachers like yourselves unlocking that potential, and how can teachers
surmount those barriers?

9

This was true at the time the questions were formulated, but subsequently Ableton provided many more
Push devices to the schools.

49

