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Executive summary 
 

Study background, aims and objectives 
Every year most 11 and 12 year olds in the United Kingdom experience a major ‘rite 
of passage’ when they move from the smaller, familiar surroundings of their primary 
schools to larger and more complex secondary schools. Moving to secondary school 
opens up opportunities for many adolescents to participate in advanced musical 
extracurricular activities and to be taught for the first time by subject specialists in 
music. It also supplies a pathway for adolescents to specialise in music during their 
GCSE years. However, little is known about what types of changes adolescents 
actually experience in school music across transition. Also we know little about how 
adolescents’ musical identities develop in and outside of the school context at this 
time.  

The main aims of the Changing Key project are to provide a window into this topic 
area by investigating adolescents’ perceptions of music across school transition, in 
home, school and peer contexts, and by this to help educators and policy makers to 
design developmentally appropriate musical pedagogy.  

The information in Changing Key is being gathered by interviewing and observing 22 
adolescents who transitioned from seven primary schools to three secondary 
schools in September, 2010. The three school pyramids are located in Devon, 
London and Bolton which are a rich mixture of rural and urban English localities. 
Each adolescent is being interviewed and observed in their last term at primary 
school and in each of the three secondary school terms throughout the 2010-2011 
school year. This report presents midway findings of the adolescents’ perceptions of 
leaving primary school and their initial encounters with secondary school.  
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Key messages 
 

Summary of findings 

The midterm findings revealed sharp inconsistencies between primary and 
secondary school music curricula and pedagogy that had a knock on effect on the 
development of adolescents’ musical identities. These findings are explicated in the 
tables on the following pages, and are summarised in the paragraphs below.  

� Generally adolescents had limited experiences of music at primary school 
where lessons mainly comprised playing musical instruments and basic 
theory tuition. The wide range of musical abilities in primary school was 
connected to the tendency for adolescents from wealthier families to take 
private musical tuition whilst others had to rely more on classroom music or 
were not musically oriented.  

� Attending secondary school opened up a window for many less privileged 
adolescents to attend musical extracurricular activities, obtain subsidised 
instrumental tuition and to engage in more complex learning in classroom 
music.  

� Experiencing a more complex musical curriculum at secondary school 
inspired many adolescents to strengthen their desire for careers in music and 
for some to begin musical activities at home for the first time. Their new music 
teachers and peers exposed adolescents to a wider range of music than they 
had experienced previously within their family and neighbourhood milieu. A 
few adolescents experienced a sharp increase in musical activity when they 
were selected for the orchestra and school play, and transitioned to more 
advanced instrumental tuition.  

� However most adolescents in Changing Key were barred from realising the 
musical potentialities on offer as instrumental lessons were oversubscribed in 
two of the three secondary school and many musical extracurricular activities 
were selective. This lack of continuity was particularly problematic for 
adolescents who were musically active whilst at primary school then 
experienced a hiatus in musical progression at secondary school. Also some 
adolescents’ fears of social embarrassment and musical insecurities inhibited 
their engagement in school musical activities. Those coming into secondary 
school with more advanced musical knowledge reported being frustrated with 
the lack of differentiation experienced in class, as they had done before in 
primary schools.  

� In summary, although many adolescents’ hopes for more complex music 
tuition and better musical activities were realised in their secondary schools, 
their musical progression was impeded by a lack of, and competition for, 
school resources, and social comparison and differentiation issues apparent 
in mixed ability teaching.  

 

  

 



6 
 

Classroom music tuition 

Musical 
environment 

• All adolescents’ exposure to classroom music tuition in Year 
6 was generally limited and infrequent. Very few music 
lessons were conducted in Year 6 in comparison to Year 5 
in primary schools. This is potentially related to pressure to 
teach core subjects over enrichment subjects in preparation 
for SATs. Following transition adolescents had more 
frequent and regular classroom music lessons. 

• All adolescents experienced a sharp increase in the 
complexity of music tuition across transition. Key changes 
included moving from mostly playing instruments in primary 
school lessons to learning music theory, discernment and 
culture in secondary school lessons. 

Developmental 
response 

• In primary school, many adolescents expected to have more 
complex music tuition at secondary school and looked 
forward to it. As a direct result of experiencing more 
complex tuition at secondary school, many adolescents felt 
more musically competent and had strengthened musical 
career aspirations, especially those who had no prior 
instrumental training.  Survey results of increased musical 
aptitude at transition supported this finding.  

• However, adolescents who were more musically capable 
(partially as a result of attending private instrumental 
lessons) expressed frustration that school music lessons 
were not adequately differentiated in both primary and 
secondary school.     

Pedagogical 
implications 

• There is a definite need for primary and secondary music 
teachers to differentiate more in lessons to serve the needs 
of adolescents who are more musically adept.  

• Adolescents may be ready to be taught more advanced 
music theory at primary school.  

• Stepped changes in the complexity of musical pedagogy 
have a marked effect on adolescents’ musical aptitude and 
aspirations. Educators can use this knowledge to help 
motivate students and also to assess why students might 
disengage at critical points of change.  
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Learning an instrument 

Musical 
environment 

• At primary school, mainly adolescents from wealthier family 
backgrounds could afford to take private instrumental 
lessons. Other adolescents mostly had to rely on learning 
instruments in class.  

• Following transition, a wider range of private and subsidised 
music lessons were offered through secondary schools.  

• These lessons were oversubscribed in London and Bolton 
and some adolescents were not able to begin lessons until 
after Easter (seven months after transition).  

• Mostly only adolescents in Devon and those who paid for 
tuition independently of school were able to continue 
learning their instruments. 

Developmental 
response 

• Learning an instrument gave adolescents a positive, 
structured way to spend their time outside of school.  

• Many adolescents signed up for instrumental lessons as 
these were more readily available at secondary school.   

• Adolescents in London and Bolton experienced a hiatus in, 
or a delayed start to, learning instruments. For some this led 
to disillusionment with music and the diminishment of 
musical identity.  

• Those who continued learning instruments reported 
increased musical confidence and aspirations across 
transition, but also increased practice related stress as the 
demands of more difficult lessons and adapting to a new 
school coincided.  

• Personal barriers to taking up instruments included feeling 
too pressured by increased amounts of homework, financial 
restrictions and personal musical insecurity.  

• Some adolescents were reported to quit learning 
instruments at transition mainly in order to pursue more 
social activities. 

Pedagogical 
implications 

• In order to decrease the musical ability gap, primary schools 
might provide more free and subsidised instrumental training 
in collaboration with local authorities and music services 
providers.  

• Liaison between primary and secondary schools is needed 
in order to match demand for and accessibility of 
instrumental tuition at secondary school.  

• Instrumental teachers need bear in mind that transition can 
incur increased stress in general, and adapt their teaching 
and their students’ goals in mind of this to ensure that 
students do not burnout or quit.  
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Music and mental health 

Survey result • In primary and secondary school, teachers rated 
adolescents who had greater musical aptitude as also 
having lower depression and greater self-confidence.  

Pedagogical 
implications 

• Learning music at school can help maintain and possibly 
improve mental health when adolescents are given positive 
feedback in class and are able to access musical resources 
of their choice.  

 

Extracurricular activities 

Musical 
environment 

• Extracurricular musical activities were sparse at primary 
school.  

• Adolescents expected and experienced a significant 
increase in extracurricular musical activities at secondary 
school. These comprised open activities such as street 
dancing, and selective ‘skill dependent’ activities such as the 
school musical and orchestra.  

Developmental 
response 

• Being chosen for selective extracurricular musical activities 
at secondary school boosted some adolescents’ musical 
confidence and exposed them to more advanced musical 
tuition.  

• Not being selected could contribute to reduced feelings of 
musicality.  

• Signing up for extracurricular activities depended mainly on 
personal interest and musical confidence.  

Pedagogical 
implications 

• Primary schools could work to provide more musical 
extracurricular activities in collaboration with local authorities 
and music services providers, to ensure a smoother 
transition in musical development between school tiers.  

• Alternative musical extracurricular activities could be offered 
to adolescents who are not selected for skill based activities, 
or certain skill based activities should become more 
inclusive, in order to prevent critical incidences of failure that 
have an adverse effect on musical development.  

• Potentially a more diverse range of musical extracurricular 
activities are needed at some secondary schools to ensure 
that all Year 7 students have an opportunity to engage in 
these.  
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Musical style influences 

Musical 
environment 

• Adolescents were mainly exposed to musical styles through 
parental, peer and school influence.  

• They were introduced to new music at secondary school 
when making new friends and via school interventions.  

Developmental 
response 

• Most adolescents had definite musical style preferences 
across transition and their rationale for these clarified with 
time.  

• At primary school, their preferences were reported to have 
developed mainly from family but also from peer group 
influence.  

• At secondary school, most adolescents who were 
introduced to new styles of music were adaptable and 
broadened their preferences. Only one adolescent was 
resolute in his preferences.  

• Adolescents who did not have increased exposure to new 
music changed their listening behaviours only by listening to 
new releases in the same styles they preferred from primary 
school.  

Pedagogical 
implications 

• Schools have a considerable effect on adolescents’ musical 
tastes by exposing adolescents to new forms of music. 
Adolescents are likely to explore new forms of music that 
they are exposed to.  

• Educators can utilise this knowledge to help challenge local 
and peer related conservative musical attitudes and 
enhance adolescents’ musical knowledge.  
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Listening technologies 

Musical 
environment • Adolescents were able to store, transport and listen to music 

on their cell phones and MP3 players (e.g. iPods).  

Adolescent 
subculture • Adolescents mainly spent time unsupervised with friends in 

school break and lunchtimes, at their family homes, or in 
local parks. Mostly they were allowed to go to parks for the 
first time following transition.  

Developmental 
response • Some adolescents reported increased skill with 

downloading, selecting and sharing electronic musical files 
in secondary school.  

• Across transition adolescents utilised music primarily in 
social settings as a method of comparing and contrasting 
personal identity, as a resource to swap, and as a backdrop 
to other forms of unstructured social interaction.  

• Following transition adolescents more often reported 
engaging in these behaviours in local parks as their parents 
began allowing them to go there.  

Pedagogical 
implications • Adolescents have a keen interest in using new technologies 

(especially portable ones) to obtain, share and listen to 
music in social settings.  

• Music lessons could capitalise on adolescents’ agentic use 
of listening technologies, using these to teach them to 
improve their musical discernment capabilities and to 
introduce them to new forms of music. This type of 
‘authentic’ teaching might have a positive effect on 
adolescents’ engagement in class.  
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Creative endeavours 

Musical 
environment 

• Most adolescents reported engaging in ‘creative 
endeavours’ which is a term used here to describe 
unsupervised music making conducted independently or 
collaboratively with peers. 

Developmental 
response 

• At primary school there were few reports of independently 
composing or learning instruments but many reports of 
performing songs and dances to adults and school peers.  

• Adolescents who engaged in creative endeavours felt 
themselves to be ‘musical people’.  

• Following transition many more adolescents were 
composing and learning instruments in response to new 
knowledge learned in school music lessons. However 
performances to adults had stopped and were replaced by 
more casual performances amongst groups of friends.  

Pedagogical 
implications 

• Educators need be aware that adolescents utilise 
knowledge gained at school to inform their independent 
creative endeavours.  

• This has implications for subject matter on both sides of 
transition. Primary school teachers can best assist 
adolescents in this area by teaching more composition skills 
for use at home.  

• Adolescents may enjoy composing and rehearsing group 
performances in class in both primary and secondary 
school.  

• Adolescents might wish to perform their creative endeavours 
only to trusted friends and/or to their school teacher at 
secondary school, therefore may benefit from being given 
the option to perform these publically or privately.  
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Chapter 1: The Transition Cycle of personal adaptation 
The framework in this chapter is used in Changing Key to guide our understanding of 
how adolescents prepare for and adapt to their new school environments. The 
framework was devised by Nigel Nicholson in 1987 for use in explaining behaviour 
when individuals change from one job to another. In 2008, Maurice Galton (a 
seminal school transitions researcher) observed a strong link between the 
Transitions Cycle framework and school transitions, and our research team is happy 
to be able to exercise this link for the first time in the Changing Key project. Here we 
describe the Transitions Cycle in reference to school transition.   

 
Phase one: Preparation.  

Before changing to a new environment such as a secondary school, individuals 
attempt to achieve a state of readiness by anticipating what this new environment 
will be like. Often they size up their strengths and weaknesses in relation to their 
anticipations. They may become anxious about the new environment given that they 
are unable to entirely predict whether they will cope with the stress of change. An 
example here is of an adolescent who hopes for better musical activities in their new 
school, so that they can exercise their budding musicality in the new environment. 

 

Phase two: Encounter.  

First impressions of the new environment dominate this second stage. Individuals 
engage in rapid information processing and experience enhanced perceptual and 
emotional reactions. For example adolescents may feel overwhelmed by the 
complexities of their new school, or may experience a ‘honeymoon period’ where 
adjustment takes place through rose coloured glasses. The core task of this phase 
is to be able to cope with and enjoy the challenge of exploring and making sense of 
the new environment. At the encounter phase Nicholson recommends that we have 
“a map, a bicycle and good weather” (p.187). The map allows us to navigate our 
new surrounds, the bicycle is the freedom to do this and the good weather is to do 
so in a climate of psychological safety. Although schools often give timetables and 
school maps to new pupils, they rarely if ever give maps of social and academic 
expectations which might help adolescents speed up their adjustment and avoid the 
pitfalls of unexpected occurrences. 

 

Phase three: Adjustment.  

At this point, initial encounters give way to a process of assimilating and 
accommodating new information from the environment, such as adapting to new 
teaching styles and expectations. Nicholson does not indicate how long it takes to 
move into this phase but we assume that by the second term most pupils are 
becoming adjusted to their new school. By adjustment, Nicholson means how 
people decide to fit themselves to the new environment. People can either change 
themselves to suit the environment or try to force it to fit with their needs. For each 
individual, a balance must to be struck between their personal flexibility and the 
flexibility of the environment in order for successful adjustment to occur. In the 
classroom setting this might involve adolescents changing their learning styles to fit 
with the teacher’s expectations, or resisting new behavioural rules in order to assert 
their identities dominantly in class . 
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Phase four: Stabilisation.  

This last phase occurs when the balance between the individual’s needs and their 
environment has been worked out. The new behavioural patterns that emerge are 
indicative of whether the individual is flourishing or not given the type of adaptation 
that they have achieved. For example, adolescents who willingly adapt their learning 
styles in response to new pedagogies might have greater school success than 
those who are resistant to these new demands. 

 

The phases are described as a cycle because individuals continuously encounter 
and adapt to new environments. For example, adolescents might take up a new 
extracurricular activity or change subjects across the years. In this study we use the 
transitions cycle to explain the process of adjusting to a new school in general, but 
also acknowledge that it can be replayed as adolescents move from Year 7 into Year 
8. The transitions cycle provides us with a useful system for structuring the report 
and for interpreting our findings in general.  

 

The following diagram illustrates how we apply the phases to different time points 
during the primary to secondary school transition. 

 

The Primary to Secondary School Transitions Cycle 

Primary School 

Term Three 

Secondary School 

Term One 

Secondary School 

Term Two 

Secondary School 

Term Three 

Preparation Encounter Adjustment Stabilisation 
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Chapter 2: Research methods and context  
 

Research context 
Seven primary schools and three secondary schools were approached to join the 
study in May 2010 as a result of collaboration between the Musical Bridges 
convener, Adrian Chappell and Local Authority and music services personnel. These 
schools each formed a pyramid (multiple primary schools feeding to a single 
secondary school) in the three geographic areas of Devon, London and Bolton. 
These areas were chosen to represent a mixture of rural and urban contexts in 
England. The following table summarises key features of each of the schools 
involved.  

 

Table 2. Schools in Changing Key 

Locality/School Geography Roll size* Ofsted grade Specialism 
Devon     
Primary 1 Rural 300 Good None 
Primary 2 Rural 150 Outstanding None 
Primary 3 Rural 150 Satisfactory None 
Secondary Rural 2000 Outstanding Sports, Science & Language 
London     
Primary 1 Urban 700 Satisfactory None 
Primary 2 Urban 400 Inadequate None 
Secondary Urban 1300 Outstanding Music 
Bolton     
Primary 1 Urban 300 Satisfactory None 
Primary 2 Urban 300 Satisfactory None 
Secondary Urban 1500 Good Creative Arts 

* Role sizes rounded to preserve anonymity. 

In general the subjective quality of the primary schools in the study was rated as 
being lower than the secondary schools by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate service 
Ofsted. All of the secondary schools had specialist status and in London this was 
music specifically.  

Research participants 
The Year 6 classroom teacher in each primary school was asked to select four 
students who represented a range of musical aptitudes, genders and ethnicities to 
participate in Changing Key. In Devon, the participation of three schools was 
required in order to provide eight participants from that locality. A total of twenty five 
adolescents participated in primary school and twenty two in secondary school. 
Three adolescents changed to schools not involved in the project and were therefore 
lost from the sample. One extra adolescent was included in Devon. The number and 
gender of adolescents from each pyramid is displayed in Table 2.   
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Table 2. Participants in Changing Key 

 Devon London Bolton 

 Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary 

Boys 4 3 3 3 4 4 

Girls 5 5 5 4 4 3 

Total number 9 8 8 7 8 7 

 
Research ethics 
Parents of selected adolescents were supplied with a letter outlining the project. 
Following this parents gave either written or verbal consent by telephone to Year 6 
classroom teachers in order for their children to join the project. Primary and 
secondary classroom teachers involved in answering a questionnaire were given a 
letter outlining the project and their rights as participants.    

Even though parents had given consent on behalf of their children, presumably with 
the agreement of their children, it is evident from prior research that young 
adolescent research participants know almost nothing about what it is like to be 
interviewed in a university led research project (Symonds, 2008). In order to scaffold 
the adolescents’ understanding of research we designed an active participant 
workshop1 that explained the research process in simple terms to the adolescents 
using slide shows and open discussion. The workshop also tutored the adolescents 
in research ethics (for example being able to withdraw from the project or halt an 
interview) and interview coping skills (such as not making up false answers and what 
to do if feeling under pressure from an adult researcher). This workshop was 
conducted in the morning of the first interviews in July. Following the workshop the 
adolescents were asked to give their final informed consent. 

The names of the adolescents, their teachers and schools have been made 
anonymous in this report. Each adolescent chose their own pseudonym during the 
active participation workshop and wherever suitable these have been used. Details 
on project participants are being held centrally in a secure online account accessible 
only to the immediate project team. The hardcopies of teacher questionnaires are 
being held by the PI and will be shredded at the end of the project in September 
2011.  

 

Research methods 
Two types of research methods are being used in Changing Key: thirty minute 
interviews with the adolescents and a survey given to their music teachers. Each 
term the lead researcher visits the schools to interview the adolescents and 
administer the questionnaire. During this time the researcher also gathers informal 
observations about the schools which help us contextualise this research. The 
timeline of the research is indicated in Table 3.   

 
                                            
1 These methods were initially designed and tested by Dr. Symonds in a previous transition 
investigation and were also used in the Paul Hamlyn Foundation funded Learning Futures project. 
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Table 3. Research timeline 

 
 Term 2 

1st Half 
Term 2 
2nd Half 

Term 2 
1st Half 

Term 2 
2nd Half 

Term 3 
1st Half 

Term 3 
2nd Half 

Primary        
Adolescents      Interview 
Teachers      Survey 
Secondary        
Adolescents  Interview  Interview  Interview 
Teachers  Survey  Survey  Survey 

 

‘Myself and Music’ Interviews 

A set of 18 interview questions were designed by the Changing Key project team as 
a result of collaborative meetings conducted in May and June, 2010. They ask about 
the adolescents’ musical identity, musical relationships with family, friends and 
teachers, musical experiences outside of school, and school music education. The 
same questions are being asked in each of the four interviews. Tag lines of and what 
do you expect this will be like once you’ve changed schools? and %now that you’ve 
changed schools? have been added to the set of questions for primary and 
secondary school interviews respectively. The interview questions were piloted with 
two 11 year old girls in June, in order to ascertain their suitability for use. This pilot 
study resulted in the adjustment of some of the wording. The primary and secondary 
school questions can be found in the appendix. The primary school interviews were 
conducted in July and each lasted for around 30 minutes. The audio files have been 
transcribed by an external transcriptionist2 before being analysed. We expect the 
next set of interviews to take place in February 2011.   

 

‘The Musical Child in Development’ Survey 

The Musical Child in Development survey asks music teachers in each school to 
comment on the adolescent participants’ musical aptitude, social confidence and 
mental health behaviours. The questions on musical aptitude were designed by 
Professor David Hargreaves and those on social confidence were designed by 
Professor Peter Muris. Both professors consented to the use of the questions in this 
research. The mental health questions were designed by Dr Symonds. More 
information on the questions can be found in Chapter five and in the appendix. The 
questionnaire was administered as an interview to the adolescents’ primary school 
teachers in July 2010. Instead of participating in a structured interview, secondary 
school teachers were asked to complete the questionnaires by themselves and 
returned these by post in prepaid envelopes to the project team. This method used in 
secondary schools counters for the potential for each child to have a different music 
teacher. Thus far survey results have been gathered in July, 2010 and October, 
2010.  

 

                                            
2 WJS Secretarial Services 



17 
 

Analysis plan 
The resulting information from the interviews and surveys has been analysed by the 
project team.  

The interview transcripts were inputted into a freeware program called Weft QDA 
which allowed the researchers to form ‘codes’ and to copy bits of each transcript into 
the codes which best described the information at hand. For example, when an 
adolescent discussed their musical listening preferences this segment of information 
was designated as belonging to the code ‘listening to music’. Segments of 
information could be double coded, for example if listening to music occurred with 
friends then this segment was coded into ‘listening to music’ and simultaneously into 
‘friends’. Coding is basically a process of sorting and storing information so that 
information from many adolescents can be compared in a particular area. We use 
the main ‘activity’ codes that emerged from the transcripts to organise Chapters 
three and four of this report. Chapters three (preparation) and four (encounter) report 
the findings of the interviews with all adolescents in primary and secondary school 
respectively.  

The survey results were inputted into the IBM program SSPS commonly used for 
analysing quantitative data. More information on the quantitative analysis can be 
found in Chapter five. Chapter five compares the survey results across time to 
indicate change in teachers’ observations and in the adolescents’ behaviour in music 
lessons.  

Chapter six concludes this report by summarising the preparation and encounter 
chapter findings in relation to each other, for each main musical activity observed. It 
ends with a discussion of the survey results in comparison to the findings from the 
interviews. In social science research this design is referred to as a mixed methods 
analysis, although we must stress that the interview data makeup the bulk of our 
report and our results.  
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Chapter 3: Preparation  
 
Introduction 
In the July interviews, adolescents discussed their current and anticipated musical 
activities with us. These activities included classroom music, extracurricular musical 
activities, instrumental learning, listening to music and creative musical endeavours. 
The following chapter arranges these discussions using the framework of structured 
and unstructured developmental contexts. A structured developmental context is one 
that comprises a ‘management structure’ used to organise activity, for example when 
adolescents learn about music in a school classroom or in an instrumental lesson 
that is organised by a teacher. Structured activities are generally managed by adults 
but can also be peer led. In contrast, unstructured developmental contexts are more 
fluid and have a less formal structure, for example listening to music with friends in a 
park. Our interest in these areas is how musical activities with differing degrees of 
structure and adult influence contribute to adolescents’ musical development across 
school transition.  

 

Structured activities 
 

Classroom music 

Adolescents were asked about their experiences of learning music in class at school. 
They reported enjoying classroom music when lessons required active engagement. 
“They would find a way to make it fun when they’re teaching us, like find a little 
rhyme or something to teach us all the notes or anything.” (Amy). In most primary 
schools adolescents were taught music by their classroom teacher who was not 
necessarily a specialist in that area. Lessons were primarily spent playing 
instruments or learning basic musical theory. Some adolescents who attended 
private instrumental tuition reported feeling disengaged, or disconnected from this 
type of classroom learning. “I did find it a little bit boring to start off with, because 
they were teaching everyone else the notes and how to read music and everything, 
but I already knew it” (Amy). There were reports that some teachers were unaware 
of the adolescents’ levels of musical knowledge obtained outside of the classroom. 
“Because I know notes so my average where I can go up to they don’t know that so 
they’ll push me and try to do it.  But I know how far I can do but they might not know 
that” (Izzie). There were also reports of frustration when classroom teachers made 
adolescents learn in a particular way that was different to the personal methods 
developed by adolescents which worked well for them. “Because at school, they 
teach you, they do it and then you have to copy.  But then when you're at home, you 
just listen to it yourself and then learn it” (Daisy). By themselves, adolescents 
reported engaging more in exploratory learning. “I just learn by playing it.  I’ll 
experience what this does and what that does.  Like if I was to blow really high into a 
Fife or blow really soft into a Fife [a wind instrument].  And stuff like that” (Peter). 
However for one SEN adolescent, the simple approach offered in formal music 
tuition allowed him to feel included and engage with learning and to experience 
positive emotional affect. “Now, tell me what sort of things your music teacher does 
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when they teach you music at school?” (Interviewer), “Helps you find the letters” 
(Billy), “Yes and how does that make you feel?” (Interviewer), “Happy” (Billy).  

At the end of Key Stage Two, many adolescents noted a lack of music lessons 
generally in comparison to other subjects. In some schools, music lessons had 
stopped at the end of Year Five or that consisted solely of rehearsals for their 
leavers’ assembly. “What sort of things does your music teacher actually do when 
they're teaching music here?” (Interviewer), “Well, they get us to O I haven't had 
many music lessons in a while so I can't really remember” (Justine). This was 
potentially a result of dropping enrichment subjects in favour of more time to teach 
core subjects tested in the Key Stage Two SATs examinations. “In Year 5 we do 
music lessons but in Year 6 you don't do themO in Year 5 it were really good.  We 
learnt how to play the drums” (Daisy).  

 

Hopes for classroom music 

Adolescents reported a wide range of hopes for classroom music at school transition 
which are summarised below.  

 

� More complex learning. “They are going to be a lot better because they have 
more things and they’ll go higher, not just teach us little tunes on an 
instrument, they’ll aim for us...” (Amy). 

� More interesting learning. “Up in the College I think they sing better songs in 
lesson.  I’m not sure though.  Because I’ve only been up there twice but for 
my brother I think they used to sing like more pop songs” (Barbara).  

� More grownup learning “More harder stuff but better stuff, because you 
already know they’ll each you like older and teach you in adult’s notes and 
stuff” (Izzie). 

They also reported how these hopes, if met, would encourage their musical 
development: 

� Developing a more complex musical identity.  “When I move to the new 
community college I’m going to, well I might change what I like in music 
because of what they’ve got and obviously it’s much bigger and more things 
to learn” (Janet).  

� Becoming a professional musician. “What do you think this will be like in your 
next school?  What sort of things will the music teacher do there?” 
(Interviewer), “I think he might help me to understand music and I might carry 
it on in GCSE” (Steven). This boy continued to discuss how this route would 
lead him on to a career as a musician.  
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Fears about classroom music 

Adolescents also reported several transition fears regarding classroom music 
although notably there were fewer fears than hopes. 

� Strict teachers. “What will choir be like in your next school is that something 
you do?” (Interviewer), “Yes I think it’s going to be the same but the teachers 
are going to be more strict and tell me what to learn if we get it wrong” 
(Nicole).  

� Conflict between old and new methods of learning music. “Well if my [existing 
out-of-school] teacher teaches me one way to play the notes, then the other 
[in-school] teacher teaches me the other way, it might be harder for me to 
understand what to do” (Barbara). 

� Difficulty with learning new instruments. “It’ll be cool learning new instruments 
in my music lessons but it will be also scary because I won’t know a thing 
about them” (Trevor). 

 

Extracurricular activities at school 

At school, extracurricular musical activities usually take place during lunch, morning 
break and after school. In primary school these activities often culminate in a 
performance to parents and the wider community, sometimes showcasing the 
school. The desire for high standards generates loyalty, collaborative involvement 
and a strong emphasis on commitment from all those involved. Involvement in 
extracurricular musical activity of this type contributes to adolescents’ sense that 
they matter to others and to themselves.  

“In our leavers’ assembly, in the singing, a few of us have been picked out to be 
in a choir and we’re doing some verses as a choir ourselves” (Lily), “Wow, that’s 
exciting.  How does that make you feel?” (Interviewer), “It makes me feel good 
because our Mums and Dads, when they watch it, they can actually hear just 
our voice” (Lily).  

Selection in these activities benefitted adolescents’ musical competence and also 
knowledge of music more generally. “[being in the choir] was fun because we learnt 
new songs and we went to Victoria Hall and Albert Hall and stuff like that” (Alexia). 
Observations of their future secondary schools on induction days encouraged some 
adolescents to hope for a better range of, and more complex, extracurricular 
activities following transition. “When I went there for the day, just to see what it was 
like, they had a whole music concert in assembly and it was really good.  Everyone 
was properly playing, like a proper orchestra.  So, I think it will be a lot better in my 
secondary school” (Amy). 

In Changing Key, one boy reported disengaging from extracurricular musical 
activities in favour of keeping up good relations with his friends. “Can you tell me a 
bit about why you quit [choir]? (Interviewer), “It’s because I didn’t get to play with my 
mates a lot and it felt lonely.  Because every time we had choir we had to go to the 
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big hall and then nearly we had to spend three quarters of an hour each time and 
break time in the hall practising.  So then after we sang to the school, after a few 
weeks I quit” (George). “So they [your friends] were more important to you than the 
choir? (Interviewer), “Yes” (George).  

 

Generally there were very few reports of involvement in primary school 
extracurricular activities, and no reports of activities existing that were not skills 
based (i.e. requiring a certain degree of skill to become involved, for example the 
school choir).  

 

Hopes for extracurricular activities 

� More sophisticated activities. “They do lots of concerts and I know they do 
some jazz musicO they’ve got more musical instruments to play there” 
(Cherry).  

� More musical peers to participate with. “It will be better because, when I’m at 
High School, there will be more people wanting to play instruments or be in a 
vocal band because there’s a lot more people in year seven or year eight” 
(Lily).  

They also described how extracurricular activities might facilitate their musical 
development: 

� Developing competency. “I probably will get better and I’ll still have the skills 
that I had from last year to mix with the skills that I will learn next year and, 
yes, create a new talent like a new dance and stuff” (Holly).  

� Becoming more positive about music “I think, because I'm going to [secondary 
school], the music and the acting and stuff are really good.  I think I'm going to 
be a bit more positive about the music” (Justine).  

 

Learning an instrument at school 

Like participating in extracurricular musical activities, playing a musical instrument 
appeared to add to adolescents’ feelings of musical competency and being ‘musical’ 
in general.  This was observed to occur through social comparison, which is where 
people compare themselves to others. “But I’m better at the Djembe.  Even though 
my friends get Djembe lessons” (Peter). “I accidently made this bird sound [on the 
fife] and everyone went ‘what’s that?’  I did it again and then it was like how do you 
do that.  My friends said show Miss Appleby so I showed her and then she said show 
it to the whole of the class” (Peter). This boy’s interview responses regarding music 
were unequivocally positive and he felt himself to be a very musical person. 

In Changing Key most adolescents reported learning instruments at school as part of 
their shared music lessons. Private instrumental tuition occurred mainly outside of 
school and was organized and paid for by parents. One instrument taught at primary 
school was the recorder and here we gathered several comments regarding 
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adolescents’ cognitive and physical impediments that inhibited them from learning an 
instrument. One boy was forgetful and he missed so many of his recorder lessons 
that he stopped going to them altogether. In this example, it appears that the option 
of taking part in a recorder group was not structured enough for this boy. He needed 
to be reminded by an adult to attend. This was seen as a missed opportunity for the 
boy. “I feel upset about it because I could have got maybe very far with it and I could 
have started playing music” (Fred). The one boy registered as having special 
educational needs in our sample was told that his fingers were too big and he also 
perceived that his voice could not reach the higher notes. Here the child attributed 
his apparent failures to his own characteristics, rather than to the quality of teaching. 
“I found I had too bigger fingers, really” (Billy).  

 

Hopes for learning an instrument at school 

� Meeting people with more similar musical interests. “I might make new friends 
and they might play the piano, and then I might become... talk about it more 
with them” (Amy).  

� Learning an instrument for the first time. “And what do you think this will be 
like when you've changed schools?” (Interviewer), “I'm not really sure.  I think 
I will probably go for an instrument, maybe.  And then I'll be able to play” 
(Fido). “I want to start playing the fluteO probably in my secondary school” 
(Nsedu). 

 

Learning an instrument outside of school 

Several adolescents in Changing Key had formal instrumental tuition outside of 
school. Parents facilitated these lessons, by for example setting expectations about 
practice times, purchasing equipment and providing transport to music lessons. In 
line with previous research, we can see clearly in Changing Key that instrumental 
lessons enabled the adolescents to focus on building competence and skills in a 
regulated manner, and provided an alternative to the less structured activities of 
creative endeavours or just messing about in parks or on the street with their friends. 
One girl here demonstrates how self-motivation towards playing the piano benefitted 
her personal life and mental health.   

“I’ve done a lot and I’ve achieved a lot over the last few years.  I never used to 
really be doing anything, and then I just started playing the piano, and it’s 
changed my life quite a bit.  Just by playing the piano” (Amy). “In what way?” 
(Interviewer). “I used to be playing out a lot and doing nothing really.  I used to... 
I didn’t go to any clubs or anything, but now I’ve got the piano, I’m a lot happier 
and I’m doing something, like an instrument, that I like and it’s fun.  So, it’s 
changed what I do out of school and everything” (Amy).  

The same girl did not expect that she would stop taking her instrumental lessons 
after school transition. “What do you think it will be like once you’ve changed 
schools?” (Interviewer), “because I have private lessons outside of school, I don’t 
think it would change how I do anything really” (Amy), “Do you think you will carry on 
with the piano?” (Interviewer), “Yes” (Amy). 
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In some cases, having instrumental lessons could lead to involvement in other types 
of structured activities, having a ‘knock-on’ effect on the level of structure in the 
adolescent’s life. One girls described how she made a friend at her piano lessons 
who then introduced her to the girl guides. Instrumental lessons also provided 
opportunities for adolescents to learn from adults outside of the school context. One 
boy reported how his music teacher served as a mentor to him, “we have a music 
teacher in our school, called Mrs Woods and she does choir and she loves singing, 
so what she does I think is an inspiration” (James). This is an example of 
adolescents looking to adults as mentors in the process of identity development.  

Some adolescents desired to take instrumental lessons but could not because of 
financial or geographic restrictions. For example, one girl gave up her music lessons 
because she was forced to catch taxis to the venue and this became a strain. Other 
adolescents’ parents could not afford to buy them instruments or pay for lessons. 
“But my mum said you have to get an instrument first before you can do it because I 
was hoping to learn the saxophone but mum said it would cost too much” (Peter).  

Despite facing financial restrictions, this boy was so enthusiastic about learning 
music that he was prepared to achieve it on his own. “And then I thought I’d get a 
Djembe.  That costs too much.  Because I was still quite young then and didn’t have 
as much money as I have now.  But I’m still saving up.  So it’s quite annoying” 
(Peter). Another example of personal agency being acted out with regards to 
instrumental lessons was where adolescents began to manage their music practice 
more on her own terms. “Sometimes I do, before I come to school, 15 or ten 
minutes, and then, when I get back, break it up a bit so it’s not just sitting down for 
half an hour and just playing” (Amy). These examples demonstrate how instrumental 
lessons can give adolescents opportunities to develop their self-regulation skills and 
personal agency in the world.  

However, our findings suggest that structured activities, observed here in the context 
of instrumental lessons, are not necessarily a guaranteed recipe for healthy 
development. Adolescents’ well-being and complex social identities can be 
overlooked by the organisers of structured activities including parents and teachers. 
In the following example, a girl has been learning to play three musical instruments, 
practising each one every morning with her mother. The girl experienced a lack of 
control and agency in her own life. Eventually she dropped out of two of these even 
though her progress had been very good. “I used to play the French horn and the 
piano.  But then I stopped the piano because it was getting a bit too overwhelming, 
the three instruments playing in the morning, all of themO I had to get up 6.00am, 
6.30am in the morning to get changed, eat breakfast and then play all three 
instruments.  It was just too overwhelming” (Justine). 

Other adolescents reported tensions arising between their parents’ attempts to 
control their practice and the adolescent’s developing understanding of their own 
needs. “So how does it make you feel, all this Suzuki thing?” (Interviewer), “Well, I 
really like it but it's just my mum's making me just work just too hard for it.  And it's 
just getting a bit annoying” (Justine). This increase self-awareness was also a factor 
in several adolescents’  decisions to quit structured activities which they did not 
enjoy. “All they done is ballet and I don't like balletO. So I quit because I didn't like it” 
(Katie).  

The examples given above present a contrast between learning instruments and 
managing instrumental practice independently, and feeling overwhelmed and 
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restricted by structures enforced by adults. This contrast, played out in the context of 
learning an instrument, is an example of how the complex balance between 
individual autonomy and social control often comes to the forefront during early 
adolescence. It will be interesting to see how this further develops following school 
transition.  

 

Unstructured activities 
In comparison to structured musical activities, the unstructured activities engaged in 
by adolescents in our sample were reported to be undertaken for their own sake, for 
pure sensory pleasure and to relieve boredom rather than with any serious intentions 
of mastery or skill development.  

 

Personal musical discernment 

For many adolescents, their musical tastes seemed to develop informally as part of 
what their friends or older siblings listed to: music which they were exposed to 
‘everyday’. “Why did you like Girls Aloud?” (Interviewer), “I just like the songs and 
liked listening to it” (Alexia), “Do you know what you liked about the songs?” 
(Interviewer), “No, it’s just the ones I listen to everyday” (Alexia).  Firm listening 
preferences were reported but often without any justification.  

Adolescents also often reported enjoying particular types of music due to its 
emotional impact. Most frequently this involved music that engendered feelings of 
fun and energy. “I like funky stuff and if it’s slow and boring I wouldn’t do it” (Izzie). 
Prior research finds that early adolescents commonly desire learning opportunities 
that allow them to release physical energy (Symonds, 2009), suggesting that this 
age group is characteristically high in energy. Therefore listening to music that 
facilitates feelings of high energy would be a good match for this age group’s 
developmental needs. Boys more often than girls reported using music to control 
their boredom thresholds, individually and in groups. “And what about [listening to 
music] when you're with your friends and your mates? (Interviewer), “Sometimes, 
when riding round on bikes...Just in case we don’t get bored” (Junior).  

In line with this finding, and inversely, adolescents also used music to calm 
themselves down. This helped one boy regulate his feelings of physical energy when 
he was unable to release them by playing with friends. “I just listen to Michael 
JacksonO It keeps me calm and it keeps me peaceful so I can just chill on my own” 
(Fred). Music also helped adolescents maintain concentration on their homework: “it 
[music] helps you concentrate more, because when it’s silent... when you’re silent, 
it’s weird, because I’m not used to not talking and so, if I have music on, it’s... I feel 
more comfortable when I’m doing my homework and everything.  So, it’s just easier 
“Amy); and to relieve work stress. “It makes me feel a lot calmer.  I stress when I’m 
doing my homework” (Janet). However whether this worked or not was individually 
varied with some adolescents finding themselves unable to concentrate on their 
homework if there was music in the background.  
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Listening to music with friends 

These musical preferences as described, assisted friendship group cohesion. “Well a 
couple of my friends, like the boy who I just said about, he’s got the same taste in 
music as me.  And the girls I know have got the same taste in music as me.  So we 
just hang around, or not really hang around but in class when it’s like free time or 
when it’s wet lunch and we have to go inside.  We just talk about music really.  Or 
sing.” (Bobby).  “Well, the friends that I’m close to, like the same music as me, so 
that’s why we’re pretty close” (Holly).  

Music was often reported to provide a backdrop to other forms of unstructured social 
interaction commonly associated with the emergence of an ‘adolescent subculture’. 
“When they are coming out we go to this place [outdoors], we call it the maze 
because it’s like a mini maze, and we just chill on there and listen to music” (Fred). 
“How many of you are there?” (Interviewer), “There’s normally ten to 12 or, when 
people are ill and that, it’s normally six or seven” (Fred), “Yes, yes and what kind of 
music do you all listen to together?” (Interviewer), “When we’re all together we listen 
to rapping and rock” (Fred).  

Several adolescents who had more advanced musical discernment skills, mainly due 
to their experience of private instrumental lessons, reported not being able to 
exercise these with the majority of their friends. “My friends, they don’t play an 
instrument but they listen to music a lot on their phones and when we’re hanging 
about at parks or anything.  I don’t really think they’re that into music, as I am.  We 
don’t really talk about it that much with my friends” (Amy).  

Interestingly, many adolescents expected that their musical tastes might change 
following school transition.” I'll probably go into the new music what's coming out.  
Or, I'll still be sticking with musical theatre music, but I won't be that much on that 
one any more” (Daisy). These expectations also extended to their friends. “Well, she 
might change her style of music, I think I won’t but she might” (Holly). “I think they’ll 
be a change in liking and dislikingO like none of my friends like hip hop jazz, they’ll 
move on to something else or a bit of everything” (George). Like for their musical 
preferences, they did not give much rationale for these expectations.  

 

Listening to music with family 

Most adolescents reported listening to music for pleasure with their families. In some 
families, different family members liked different types of music, exposing the 
adolescent to a wide range of musical styles. In one of these families, a girl 
mentioned distinguishing between the ‘new’ music of her peers and ‘old’ music that 
her mother listened to. “She likes songs that she used to listen when she was a little 
girl” (James), “Oh I see, yes and what do you think of those songs? “ (Interviewer), 
“Old” (James), “Does that mean that you prefer new songs?” (Interviewer), “Yes” 
(James). 

However in many families there was a strong sense of shared musical identity. In 
these families, adolescents reported that their parents’ musical preferences 
influenced the type of music they listened to, and liked. “Yes, how long have you 
liked Arctic Monkeys and their music?” (Interviewer), “About three years ago when I 
was like seven, my Dad started to listen to them and I started listening to them really 
and I liked them.  That’s how I started to like them” (Bobby). “Does your dad's taste 
in music influence you at all?” (Interviewer), “Yeah.  He has quite a lot of CDs and 
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brings them in the car, and these are new songs I've never heard before” (Julia). And 
my mum sings sometimes when we take the CD in the car and we sing along to it. 
(Izzie).  

Several adolescents reported their earliest memories of musical preferences being 
tied to parental influence. “My Mum got me into music” (Fred), “Right, when did that 
happen?” (Interviewer), “When I was in year three” (Fred), “Yes, when you were 
about seven?” (Interviewer), “Yes” (Fred),  “Can you remember what happened 
when she got you into music?  Do you have any memories?” (Interviewer), “I used to 
go round with my mates and she would put some music on so we could listen to 
something and keep us calm” (Fred).  

The adolescents also noted that their listening identities altered when they were first 
given a mobile phone. At this point they were often taught by older siblings how to 
download music and how to exchange music files with friends through mobile 
technology. They enjoyed listening to music online at home. “I like typing in a song I 
like and just listening to it over and over again” (Izzie).  

These examples demonstrate how family musical preferences and the provision of 
resources for independent listening can facilitate adolescents’ musical preferences 
developing from being adult led into a more independent activity.  

 

Creative endeavours 
In this report we refer to the informal deliberate (and sometimes spontaneous) 
processes of learning, composing and performing music for creative pleasure, as 
‘creative endeavours’. These activities are slightly more structured than just listening 
to music with friends in parks, but are also not as highly structured as formal music 
learning. In fact, creative endeavours can be seen in this context a half-way house 
between structured and unstructured activities. The following examples reveal how 
adolescents utilise the formal musical structures learned in classroom music and 
instrumental lessons to facilitate creative endeavours at this age.  

Learning music informally for pleasure often occurred in the adolescents’ homes. 
Adolescents reported learning how to sing and play songs in their bedrooms. “I have 
a CD that’s how the music is meant to be played, and then I’ll play it and we 
compare the difference and everything” (Amy). Independent learning of music was 
reported to enhance adolescents’ self-regulation and skills development. “it’s helping 
with my beat...you have to count down in your head, and every beat is like another 
number and it just keeps on beating and beating and beating and it just gets stuck in 
your head and you keep on doing it” (Fred). One girl reported using her church’s 
resources to aid her independent instrumental learning. “In my church I used to like 
just messing around with the drums” (Nsedu), “What made you want to do that?” 
(Interviewer), “When I'm bored I just walk over there and just start messing around 
with itO. I just like the sounds that are coming in” (Nsedu). 

Composing music alone helped relieve some adolescent’ feelings of boredom. “I 
write some random songs when I'm at home, not that good, but gives me something 
to do” (Daisy). Adolescents often drew on their resources of classroom learning to 
inform their personal compositions. Not having enough formal learning could impede 
these endeavours. “I’ve done it once or twice but then it just gets a bit difficult to 
draw all the notes” (Barbara).  
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In the July interviews the most frequently mentioned creative endeavour was 
performing songs and dancing in front of family and friends. This type of dancing was 
not purposeful, and was engaged in by adolescents who had little social 
embarrassment. “And then we dance about as well because we listen to music quite 
loud.  We like to danceO. In my living room normally but sometimes out in the 
playground.  It’s quite fun to do it there” (Barbara).Taking part in these creative 
endeavours helped some adolescents identify that they were musical.  “And would 
you say that you’re a musical sort of person?” (Interviewer), “Yes” (Barbara), “Why 
do you think that?” (Interviewer), “Well in the playground me and my friends normally 
do lots of singing and dancing and messing about” (Barbara).  “Do you think that 
you’re a musical sort of person?” (Interviewer), “Well, I can’t play any musical 
instruments, but I can listen to music and I can make up a dance” (Holly). Also 
several adolescents reported learning and performing songs in order to fulfil their 
aspirations of becoming pop singers or musicians in a band. “Do you aim to do 
things in the future that have got something to do with music? “ (Interviewer), 
“Becoming a singer or a dancer because I really like singing and dancing” (Lily). 

However even at the age of eleven, some adolescents were begin to report feelings 
of embarrassment performing their creative endeavours in front of adults. One 
adolescent explained that performing dances made up from scratch was 
embarrassing, however dances copied from MTV or You Tube could be performed to 
display competence. Interviewer “So when your Grandmother sees you doing it, 
what does that make you feel like?” (Interviewer), “If it’s strange moves then it makes 
me feel embarrassed” (Alexia). In the next example, an adolescent and her friends 
felt embarrassed about performing in front of her family members so they modified 
the performance so that the audience would be as far away from them as possible. 
“Did you get everybody together for it?” (Interviewer), “Yes, they all stood downstairs 
and we sung upstairs” (Nicole).  

Accordingly, several adolescents expected that they would not engage in these 
types of performances following school transition. One adolescent stated that they 
would feel uncomfortable singing and dancing in the playground of the secondary 
school. “I don’t think it would feel the same” (Barbara), “Why?” (Interviewer), 
“Because this school is so nice to be in.  Because it’s like a second home.  If you 
know what I mean.  And it’s just easier for me to do here.  I think it will be a bit 
different up in the CollegeO there’s so many people there.  There’s thousands.  And 
it’s just ridiculous how cramped it is” (Barbara). Another adolescent explained how 
his creative endeavours would be impeded by his increasing self-consciousness. “Do 
you think you’ll still dance when you change school or not?” (Interviewer), “No” 
(Billy), “You don’t think so, why?” (Interviewer), 2 Because maybe I’ll get 
embarrassed” (Billy).  

 

How does preparation for transition shape musical development?  
This section summarises the findings discussed above in the structured and 
unstructured activity framework. Here we pull the findings together in a second 
framework that explicitly addresses the key research question of how does school 
transition help shape adolescents’ musical development? The categories that we use 
in this framework are the most common elements of personal musical development 
mentioned by the adolescents in Changing Key. These are the adolescents’ musical 
competency, confidence, preferences and aspirations. Together these comprise a 
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significant portion of adolescents’ musical development, and an even greater 
proportion of what can be said to be adolescents’ musical identity.  

Musical competency 

• In primary school we observed adolescents reporting a wide range of musical 
competencies. Musical competency was generally observed to be greater (as 
alluded to in the adolescents’ reports) for adolescents who had private 
instrumental tuition. Access to this tuition was linked with financial resources, 
indicating the role of social advantage/disadvantage in the development of 
adolescents’ musical competency. However in some cases even those who 
had this tuition reported giving up their instruments as a result of too much 
pressure from adults.  

• Being selected to participate in skills dependent extracurricular musical 
activities such as the school choir exposed adolescents to more advanced 
musical tuition than was readily available in classroom music, increasing the 
potential for them to develop their musical competency.  

• Adolescents engaged in creative endeavours independent of adults, where 
they used knowledge mainly gained in structured musical activities to learn, 
compose and perform music. Engaging in these endeavours provided another 
avenue for adolescents to increase their musical competency. However, 
adolescents reported beginning to disengage from creative endeavour 
performances for fear of embarrassment. Several adolescents reported 
expecting that this disengagement would increase following transition.  

• Perhaps the most striking finding regarding musical competency is the 
reported dearth of provision of classroom music in Year 6 in comparison to 
Year 5. If adolescents are not regularly taught music at school in Year 6 then 
this can potentially be a years’ hiatus in their musical development. When 
music was taught, those who were already musically skilled reported that 
there was not enough differentiation in class.  

• Only a few transition fears were mentioned which mainly regarded musical 
competency. These included fear of stricter teachers, coping with new 
pedagogical styles and learning how to play new instruments.  

• Unsurprisingly, the largest group of hopes for transition surrounded better 
provision for music in secondary schools. The hopes included more complex 
and interesting learning that was more ‘adult’, better practical resources, more 
musical extracurricular activities and peers who were more interested in 
music. Adolescents expected that their musical competency would increase 
as a result of this improved provision. 

 

Musical confidence 

• Adolescents reported being confident in their musical capabilities if they 
attended private instrumental tuition, and as a direct result of being selected 
for skills dependent musical extracurricular activities such as the school choir.   

• Noticing that they play a musical instrument better than other people 
encouraged some adolescents to feel more musically confident. However, 
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being told his fingers were too big for the recorder dissuaded an SEN child 
from learning the instrument.  

• The few observations in Changing Key of adolescents being determined to 
overcome financial obstacles to buying an instrument and attending private 
instrumental tuition were made of adolescents who were very confident in 
their musical capabilities.  

• Adolescents who engaged in creative endeavours reported that they felt that 
they were musical people.  

Musical preferences 

• The majority of adolescents reported having definite musical preferences but 
not many could give complex descriptions of why this was.  

• Adolescents reported enjoying listening to music that engendered feelings of 
high energy but also music that was relaxing to calm them down.  

• Many adolescents mentioned that their families influenced their musical 
preferences, particularly if their families listened to rock music. Family music 
taste was observed to be homogenous and also to be internally varied.  

• Adolescents often shared musical preferences with their friends. Music was 
reported to provide a backdrop to other unstructured peer group interaction 
such as hanging out in parks or riding on bikes.  

• Several adolescents expected that their and their friends’ musical preference 
would change following school transition.  

 

Musical aspirations 

• Several adolescents in Changing Key had aspirations to be musicians when 
they were older. The types of musician described were pop singer, guitarist, 
drummer and pianist. One girl aspired to be a piano teacher.  

• These and other adolescents also held more short term aspirations to take up 
a musical instrument following transition.  

• There was some mention of looking up to instrumental teachers and pop 
singers as musical role models.  

 

Chapter conclusion 
In the July interviews, adolescents painted a picture for us of their musical 
experiences in and outside of school, in relation to their musical self-perceptions. 
They also shared their hopes and fears regarding music and school transition.  

Generally adolescents who reported feeling musically competent and confident in 
their abilities were those who received private instrumental lessons. Others who did 
not attend private lessons felt confident if they performed music well in class. Also 
engaging in creative endeavours made adolescents feel that they were musical 
types of people and gave them opportunities to develop their musicality 
independently of adults. Barriers to adolescents’ musical development generally 
came from the home/personal and school contexts. Personal barriers included 
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having special educational needs and the characteristically adolescent development 
of feeling self-conscious and awkward when performing in front of adults. Barriers 
from home reported were mainly a lack of personal finance required for instrumental 
tuition. Barriers from school included not having enough differentiation in class to 
meet the needs of musically capable adolescents, and perhaps most importantly, for 
all adolescents in Changing Key not having frequent classroom music lessons in 
Year 6. The lack of music provision reported across most of the primary schools in 
Changing Key likely relates to the tendency of English primary schools to increase 
their teaching of core subjects in preparation for Key Stage Two SATs (Alexander et 
al, 2009).   

The adolescents had many hopes for transition, including hopes for improved 
musical competence, more complex learning, creative advancement, enhanced 
agency and developing new musical goals. Some adolescents based these hopes 
on experiences of the new school gained at induction day. Fewer fears were 
mentioned, and regarded fear of not adapting to new teachers and coping with more 
complex learning. Like many other young adolescents in the UK, several 
adolescents in Changing Key reported feeling ‘excited anticipation’ (Galton et al, 
2003) at the prospect of changing schools. “It's scary, but I'm looking forward to it” 
(Daisy). The development of hopes, fears and general anticipation is a typical pattern 
of preparing for school transition. In Changing Key, these hopes and fears are 
grounded in adolescents’ prior experiences of school music, and are geared towards 
the improvement of their musical development. The next chapter reveals whether 
these hopes and fears were met once adolescents changed schools.   

 

Chapter 4: Encounter  
Introduction 
The adolescents were interviewed for the second time in October 2010 just before 
half term. Although the pupils were relatively new to the environment, they had been 
there long enough to form a stable impression of the school. Similarly, the music 
teachers had had just long enough to form an initial impression of the pupils. In 
keeping with the previous chapter we discuss their reports on their musical activities 
discussed within the framework of structured and unstructured activities. Our main 
interest here is in whether these activities and their relation to musical identity had 
altered across the school transition period. In general the adolescents’ responses to 
our interview questions were far more complex than they had been at primary 
school, indicating that a shift in metacognition, conversational capability and self-
awareness had occurred across the transition.  
 

Structured activities 
Classroom music 

The most prominent changes reported across transition involved music education at 
school. Adolescents discussed the introduction of specialist teaching, having a more 
formal music curriculum and having more musical resources. In comparison in 
primary schools the adolescents were mainly taught by non-specialist teachers and 
many did not have any music teaching in Year 6. In our July analysis, the 
adolescents were either slightly apprehensive about learning musical skills in 
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secondary school or very keen to develop the skills that they perceived would equip 
them to realise their aspirations as pop musicians. The following analysis details 
their initial encounters of this new style of classroom music, and demonstrates how 
this contributed to their musical identity development and impressions of music more 
generally.  

Across the schools, adolescents were impressed by the enhanced range of 
equipment for music such as more instruments, better practice areas and specialist 
computer programs for composing music. The sudden expansion of musical 
resources rekindled many adolescent’s enthusiasm for the subject. “I’ve changed 
since I’ve left primary and that there’s much more music here so that makes me feel 
good. There’s loads of instruments and music teachers and there’s more 
professional equipment, yeah, like the keyboard and stuff.  We’ve got loads of them 
in our classO.I didn’t really want to try that much in musicO Now I know there’s 
loads to try so.” (Holly). Having better musical resources in general was reported to 
enhance the adolescents’ learning: 

“And is this very different to what you did in [primary school]?” (Interviewer), 
“Very different yeah because in [our primary school] we didn’t like get to play 
instruments, we just sat in the hall on the floor and then they’ll just be words on 
like this big OHP (overhead projector).  And the teacher would play the piano 
and then we’d all just have to learn it like that, like repeating it but now it’s fun 
because we do have the words there but you learn in because you do get to 
play things and you learn it a lot quicker when you are actually like doing like 
what the teacher’s doing, like on drums and piano.  We learn it a lot quicker.” 
(Billy) 

Boys in particular were grateful for the opportunity to have more avenues for 
practical exploration. This was true for learning new instruments:  “So we’re not stuck 
to like... we’re not stuck to like an old xylophone or something because we’ve got 
new instruments, and that’s what I like about it.” (George) and new technologies 
such as computer program ‘DanceEJay4’ “It’s exciting as wellO It’s like you can like 
pick your like parts and stuff and then you put them all together and like make them 
like... make them put them in different sections and put it together and stuff.” 
(Junior).  

For many adolescents this was their first encounter with a subject specialist music 
teacher. Several positive descriptions of music teachers were reported that hinged 
on the teachers being passionate about their subject. 

 “Yeah we go on YouTube. He just gets us to... we have this little thing where 
sometimes on the register if we’re early we have to, he will sing something to 
you like saying, good morning but in a singing voice.  And you’d have to sing it 
back to him like saying, I’m here or and if someone weren’t here he’s like, not 
here.  So it’s more musical. So we like we enjoy it more.  He also lets us go on 
the instruments a lot as you can hear from outside. And he just makes it more 
fun for everyone” (Amy).  

Descriptions of the change to specialised instruction indicated a seismic shift in 
many adolescents’  musical development.  “In our last school we were just learning 
to play the instrument.  In this we’re like learning the notes and how long they last 
for... So it feels like it’s like a big jump but kind of exciting as well” (Trevor). Mainly 
male adolescents noted that their new music teachers taught them about music in a 
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more detailed and factual manner. “I think it’s better that we do now, we have a 
teacher that... only a teacher for music” (Roach), “And have you noticed that that 
makes a difference?” (Interviewer), “Because they like specialised in music and they 
explain a lot more” (Roach).  

For many adolescents, music instruction at secondary school felt more grown up 
which contributed to their feelings of musical competency and their musical career 
aspirations.  “It’s like more, more adulty but in primary school it’s like more childishO 
in primary school you’ve got to learn about 10 bottles....” (Steven). Learning about 
more complex and perceived ‘adult’ information contributed to some adolescents 
feeling generally more musically competent. “I think I like the college way better, 
because it explains in more detail about the notes and then you can go onto bigger 
steps.  So if you learn more about the notes you can play better if you were given 
like a sheet of music to play” (Trevor). For some, feeling more musically competent 
because of more ‘adult’ instruction enhanced their musical career aspirations. “Well I 
think I am changing more musical because our music lessons, I don’t like the one 
what we had in [primary school] with this like clapping.  But we get to learn real 
songsOhere, not stuff like Green Sleeves or something” (Bobby)O“And how does 
that make you feel?” (Interviewer) “Well it makes me feel a bit like I want a career in 
music...” (Bobby).  

Having access to more regular music instruction assisted some adolescents with 
their existing musical career goals which benefitted their personal wellbeing. “Yeah, I 
want to be like a singer like or something” (Billy) “Has changing schools made you 
feel more certain or less certain about those ideas?” (Interviewer), “Yeah it’s made 
me feel more certain about it because in primary schoolO sometimes you missed 
out on doing singing because either like the teacher weren’t well or something so we 
couldn’t.  But here, it’s like you don’t miss out on itOwe’re going to do it like every 
week so it’s really good. It makes me feel really happy because it’s one of my 
favourite things so it’s my only thing” (Billy), “Oh I can see you, you’re absolutely lit 
up, yes I can see you smiling so happily” (Interviewer).  

Experiencing other new subjects at school also impacted some adolescents’ musical 
career aspirations, mainly through encouraging them to develop their career 
identities in other areas, away from music. “Now do you aim to do things in the future 
that have got anything to do with music?” (Interviewer)  “Not really” (Cherry) “And 
has this changed at all since you changed schools?” (Interviewer) “When I was at 
primary I would of but I now I don’t really want to do it” (Cherry), “Okay, and what’s 
made the difference?” (Interviewer), “I found things that I would like to do rather than 
singing and musicO I like doing Home Ec[onomics] and I like doing drama” (Cherry). 
Receiving careers education and guidance also had an impact. “I wanted to be a 
singer but it was unlikely... That was my dream job but I needed something that was 
more likelyO like a journalist” (Holly) , “How long have you wanted to do something 
more realistic? (Interviewer), “Since I started this schoolO In PDE they said have 
you got any dream jobs like backup plans for your dream job. So I put like singer, 
backup plans journalistO And we had to make a poster about it” (Holly).  

Learning music in a more formal yet social setting enabled many adolescents to ‘test 
out’ their identity self-perceptions in front of their peers, and in comparison to their 
peers. Their observations then gave them cause to confirm or alter their existing 
identity self-perceptions. Here we illustrate this for adolescents with varying musical 
capabilities. In Devon, a musically gifted adolescent reported using social 
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comparison to confirm her musical prowess to herself personally. “Well we normally 
do like the notes and everything but I’m kind of more advanced because they were 
teaching like the rhythms and things but I know all of it already and thingsO it makes 
me feel good that people were learning the same things that I learnt when I was in 
my clarinet lessons” (Barbara). Whilst another adolescent in Bolton decided to 
cautiously nurture his musical aspirations on receiving positive feedback when he 
sang in front of his class in his curriculum music lesson. “And what did people say, 
did they notice you were good at it?” (Interviewer), “They said that I’m not that bad at 
it and I should become like a singer or something” (Fred), “Wow, how did that make 
you feel?” (Interviewer), “Well I felt like, well if people are saying that I’d be able to 
actually be a rapper when I’m older like Eminem” (Fred). However another Devon 
adolescent felt too shy to join the choir due to her insecurities about her own musical 
ability “Well they’re all better than me and I’m not very good at singing” (Cherry).  

Similar to their frustration in primary schools, the more musically capable 
adolescents reported incidences in class where they learned the task at hand far 
faster than the majority of their peers. “Well the first time I started playing it because 
we had the notes on the screen but then I just started playing it off by heart and then 
I did at home and then I just put the temp up and just started playing it really fast” 
(Nicole), “So is that a lot faster than everybody else?” (Interviewer), “Yeah” (Nicole). 
This was frustrating for some adolescents who wanted to stretch themselves over 
and above the given curriculum. “I know I can do, I’m capable of doing a lot, lot more 
than we’re doing so once I asked her can we move onO” (Peter), “And what did she 
say? (Interviewer), “She said well, we have to finish more clapping first” (Peter). For 
this adolescent, being forced to learn at the same rate as his peers had a negative 
effect on his musical identity. “Now would you say that you’re a musical sort of 
person now that you’ve changed schools?” (Interviewer), “Well, I sort of haven’t 
played a lot so my music [is] sort of going down because loads of people are not up 
to my standardO because all they, they find it hard to clap a few rhythms” (Peter).  

Contrasting pedagogic approaches emerged in the three localities, which were either 
fairly formal (London and Devon) or informal (Bolton). These provide an interesting 
dimension to this study.   

In Devon, most of the adolescents interviewed were relatively experienced, having 
received music education through primary school and during Year 6. In Year 6 much 
of this education involved playing instruments, for example learning how to play 
Brazilian Samba in time with each other in class. Having accumulated prior 
experience of working with sounds and instruments, many adolescents found the 
Year 7 focus on the theoretical aspects of music exciting and interesting. “No I think 
it’s changedO because we used to do like singing and stuff and learning 
instruments, but now... we learn about the different notes and what they represent, 
like how many beats they do. And we’ve putting them in like bars and making own 
music with them. And we’ve used the musical instruments to do the pattern thing” 
(Trevor). Also they reported enjoying more innovative teaching than at primary 
school. “And is this different to the way you had your music lessons in your primary 
school?” (Interviewer), “Yeah, but all we did was use instruments and here we’re 
using our voices and hands, arms, feet and our body to get sounds” (Peter), “Yes, 
what do you think of that?” (Interviewer), “I find it quite inventive” (Peter). However 
some adolescents yearned to return to the more practical activity of playing 
instruments like they had done at primary school. “I think I preferred the music at, 
lessons at my primaryO We got to try lots of different instruments” (Cherry). “In old 
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school we used to learn like an instrument for a few months and then change so we 
used to do instruments, but we just do notes in this school” (Barbara). “Okay, and 
how do you feel about that?” (Interviewer), “Well yeah, I’d like to do more 
instrumentsO” (Barbara). 

In Dagenham, London, there had been very little primary school class music 
teaching. “In our old school music wasn’t really... we didn’t do really much in music” 
(Roach). After moving to secondary school the adolescents began learning Brazilian 
Samba using a blend of cultural studies, theoretical and practical work. For many this 
was a giant step forward in their musical understanding and interest. The pupils were 
introduced to more complex musical concepts such as ‘multi-tasking’ which means 
playing a rhythm against a beat. “Well we’re doing samba, samba lessons.  With that 
beat and multi-tasking which like you do one beat while playing the other.  And it’s 
quite hard but I’m getting used to itO In our old school we just played music.  We 
didn’t know anything about it” (Holly). The schools approach taught the adolescents 
how to develop discernment and criticality in listening skills. “We learn about different 
sounds like vibrations and stuff and we learn about... like how you can make a sound 
change... we did a test the other day and like he told you... like you listen to two 
different like sounds and you write down what one is the highest and what one’s the 
lowest” (Nsedu). Also framing musical pedagogy in the Brazilian cultural context 
encouraged some adolescents to think more deeply and broadly about the role of 
music globally, spurring their musical career aspirations. “Has changing schools 
made a difference to how you think about your future with music?” (Interviewer) “I 
think, yeahO Because when I was in like primary school I wanted to go round the 
world and just look for animals.  But now I could look for animals and visit towns and 
see how they like music there and what are their opinions on music” (Trevor).  

In Bolton, the music lessons involved composing at the keyboard with the pupils 
working in pairs at one shared keyboard. They used headphones which streamed in 
the sounds that both pupils produced. For some adolescents, this integrated 
approach appealed strongly. ‘Now it’s fun because we do have the words there but 
you learn in because you do get to play things and you learn it a lot quicker when 
you are actually like doing like what the teacher’s  doing, like on drums and piano.  
We learn it a lot quicker’ (Billy). However, one musically gifted adolescent found the 
experiential approach distressing as she was forced to hear the very exploratory 
naïve work of her partner. “So what does your partner do, can your partner keep 
up?” (Interviewer), “I don’t really know but... when she’s in [class] I put it down but 
when she’s not in I put it up” (Nicole), “What do you prefer, do you prefer working on 
your own or with a partner?” (Interviewer), “Yeah, on my own because then I can 
concentrate. Because if you’ve got one playing at the same time as you, because if 
they do it wrong you might get a bit distracted” (Nicole).  

 

Summary of hopes for classroom music that were met 

� More complex learning. “In our last school we were just learning to play the 
instrument.  In this we’re like learning the notes and how long they last for... 
So it feels like it’s like a big jump but kind of exciting as well” (Trevor). 

� More interesting learning. “Here we’re using our voices and hands, arms, feet 
and our body to get sounds” (Peter), “Yes, what do you think of that?” 
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(Interviewer), “I find it quite inventive” (Peter). 

� More grownup learning “It’s like more, more adulty but in primary school it’s 
like more childishO in primary school you’ve got to learn about 10 bottles....” 
(Steven). 

Many of the adolescents’ expectations for personal musical development were also 
met.  

� Developing a more complex musical identity.  “Well I think I am changing 
more musical because our music lessons, I don’t like the one what we had in 
[primary school] with this like clapping.  But we get to learn real songsOhere, 
not stuff like Green Sleeves or something” (Bobby). 

• Becoming a professional musician. ““Yeah, I want to be like a singer like or 
something” (Billy) “Has changing schools made you feel more certain or less 
certain about those ideas?” (Interviewer), “Yeah it’s made me feel more 
certain about it because in primary schoolO sometimes you missed out on 
doing singing because either like the teacher weren’t well or something so we 
couldn’t.  But here, it’s like you don’t miss out on it” (Billy) 

 

Summary of more negative experiences 

• Being turned off music in favour of other activities. “I found things that I would 
like to do rather than singing and musicO I like doing Home Ec[onomics] and 
I like doing drama” (Cherry). 

• Losing musical aspirations. “I wanted to be a singer but it was unlikely... That 
was my dream job but I needed something that was more likelyO like a 
journalist” (Holly) 

• Feeling embarrassed to contribute musically. “Well they’re all better than me 
and I’m not very good at singing” (Cherry). 

• Lack of differentiation. “I know I can do, I’m capable of doing a lot, lot more 
than we’re doing so once I asked her can we move onO” (Peter), “And what 
did she say? (Interviewer), “She said well, we have to finish more clapping 
first” (Peter). 

 

 

Extracurricular activities at school 

Most schools offer structured musical activities outside of lesson time that are 
supervised and led by adults. These extracurricular activities, such as bands, choirs 
and orchestras usually involve a weekly commitment and music teachers might invite 
individuals to attend or select new members of musical activity groups through 
audition. The following section describes the adolescents’ initial encounters with the 
considerable number of extracurricular musical activities available to them at their 
secondary schools.    
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In all areas adolescents remarked on the increased provision for extracurricular 
musical activities. And how different is that to primary school? (Interviewer), “My 
primary school didn’t really do any musical  clubs.  Whereas this school’s a proper 
music school and it’s very high on music and everything so it would have all the 
facilities for me to use which is good” (Amy).  

Being chosen for selective musical activities provided a boost for some adolescents’ 
musical identities and contributed to their career aspirations in music. This occurred 
in Devon regarding the schools’ musical Joseph. “I feel a bit confident nowO 
Because I’m in Joseph so I know... because we had to have auditions so we know I 
was quite good to get in so I got in there.  And now I’m quite good at singing 
because I got into choir and so I know that I’m quite good so I can maybe go on to 
do something” (Izzie). Also one girl in London remarked on how being selected to 
play piano in the orchestra made her feel special and that she mattered within the 
school. “It’s cool because I’m the only person playing the piano and feels like, 
because they’re always saying that if I like because they’ve never had a piano in the 
orchestra before so it makes me feel like specialO Because I’m the only oneO” 
(Amy).  Being part of a mixed age musical community that was more sophisticated  
than that in her primary school was a big step up for this adolescent. “Because it, it’s 
like cool because we listen to professional like from a musical score thing, like a 
proper, what are they called, universities, and we heard them play the same song 
that we did and then we played it and we sounded like exactly the same”. However, 
selection could have adverse effects on musical identity when adolescents were 
rejected from activities they auditioned for. “Before I started this school I did do a bit 
of singing because I was going to do the performance here.  I was going to be in the 
choir but then I didn’t get through the auditions so... and I don’t really have enough 
time any more anyway so it’s kind of... yeah“ (Julia).   

Despite the variety of activities on offer, many factors were reported that inhibited the 
adolescents from signing up for extracurricular musical activities. In Bolton, one girl 
was inhibited from joining the choir because of the older teenagers present. “I’m not 
really confident so that there’s like more, there’s like older people there so...” 
(Nicole). A Bolton boy didn’t want to sing in front of people he was unfamiliar with. “If 
you don’t know people and you’re a bit shy and you don’t like singing in front of them 
as much” (Billy). In Devon one girl didn’t want to join the choir because she felt 
insecure in her own musical capabilities. “And here I haven’t even gone and looked 
at the choir” (Cherry). “Why’s that then?” (Interviewer), “Because since like there’s a 
lot of people and they’re more confident in their singing than me and I don’t really 
want to be with them” (Cherry). Whilst another Devon adolescent was too shy in 
general to be in a performance oriented group. “I knew I wasn’t going to be one of 
those people who joined lots and lots groups because I just don’t socialise a lot.  Like 
I do make like lots of friends but I just don’t like being with a lot of people at one time” 
(Barbara). Also the general demands of transition adaptation inhibited one Devon 
boy from committing to musical extracurricular activities. “I was going to join 
the...theatre company for the school, but then decided not to. Next year I might do it” 
(Peter). “So why are you going to wait?” (Interviewer), “Because at the minute I’m 
going through a lot of transfers and lots of stuff  I’m still getting used to teachers and 
stuff so I might wait until next year when I’m lot more used to everything” (Peter). A 
final inhibitor mentioned was the lure of other non-musical extracurricular activities. “I 
have never had time to go [to singing club] because I do a lot of sports” (Nicole).  
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Summary of hopes for extracurricular activities that were met 

� More sophisticated activities. “My primary school didn’t really do any musical  
clubs.  Whereas this school’s a proper music school and it’s very high on 
music and everything so it would have all the facilities for me to use which is 
good” (Cherry)  

� Developing competency. “Because I’m in Joseph so I know... because we had 
to have auditions so we know I was quite good to get in so I got in there.  And 
now I’m quite good at singing because I got into choir and so I know that I’m 
quite good so I can maybe go on to do something” (Izzie). 

 

Summary of more negative experiences 

Losing confidence. “Before I started this school I did do a bit of singing because I 
was going to do the performance here.  I was going to be in the choir but then I didn’t 
get through the auditions so... and I don’t really have enough time any more anyway 
so it’s kind of... yeah“ (Julia).   

Being too shy to participate. “If you don’t know people and you’re a bit shy and you 
don’t like singing in front of them as much” (Billy). 

Being overwhelmed by transition demands. “So why are you going to wait?” 
(Interviewer), “Because at the minute I’m going through a lot of transfers and lots of 
stuff  I’m still getting used to teachers and stuff so I might wait until next year when 
I’m lot more used to everything” (Peter). 

 

Learning an instrument at school 

Similar to provision for extracurricular activities, the potential to have private music 
tuition at secondary school impacted some adolescents’ musical identities and 
aspirations.  

Having made the transition, some adolescents finally felt mature enough to take up 
an instrument for the first time. “And did you say you were too scared to try and play 
an instrument?” (Interviewer), “No I did but I’m not scared now, and I was like last 
year” (Billy). This was also facilitated by the range of instruments at secondary 
school.  “Now I’m a bit bigger I might try and do more complicated instruments, like I 
never tried out before” (Peter), “What sort of things would you like to play?” 
(Interviewer), “I was thinking about the cello and the piano” (Peter).  

For one girl, continuing to play her instrument contributed to a firmer sense of 
musical identity in comparison to her friends who had given up their instruments at 
transition. “So how does it make you feel being the one who’s carrying on with 
music?” (Interviewer), “It just makes me feel a bit special and different because I 
want to carry onO A bit ambitious” (Nicole).  

Simply having better provision for private music lessons inspired one adolescent to 
strengthen her musical career aspiration.  “And has changing schools made you feel 
more certain or less certain about [becoming a singer]? (Interviewer), “More 
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certainO Because like at primary they don’t do like lessons and singing but [at 
secondary school] you can pay to have singing lessons” (Lily). However needing to 
pay for lessons also disabled one adolescent from continuing with the flute which 
altered her musical career aspirations. “I want to be professional keyboard player” 
(Nsedu), “Is that a new thing since having moved?” (Interviewer), Yeah, because in 
[this school] they don’t have much flutes because you have to like join a club and 
pay, but you don’t have to pay for keyboard” (Nsedu), 

There were many incidences reported of schools not providing enough or quick 
enough access to instrumental tuition. In London, in Year 6 the adolescents were 
encouraged to decide which instrument they might like to learn in Year 7, however, 
most were disappointed to learn that they must join a waiting list and may not begin 
lessons for many months. “I’m a bit disappointed because I wanted to start 
straightaway” (Roach).“Did they tell why you can’t start?” (Interviewer), “Because I 
don’t think there’s enough spaces” (Roach). In Devon one adolescent was very 
frustrated that his instrument of choice was restricted to Year 8 students. “They have 
loads of djembes here but only the year 8s get to use themO So I want to go into 
year 8 right now” (Peter). Also in Bolton instrumental lessons appeared to be over-
subscribed and the Year 7 pupils had been placed on waiting lists, even if they 
required continuity of instrumental lessons from their primary school. One girl in 
Bolton had stoically maintained her own musical development by teaching herself 
the recorder at home, as she had not had a flute to practise since leaving primary 
school and has had no instrumental teaching since then. 

“What did it feel like when you didn’t have your flute [over summer]?” 
(Interviewer), “I could just play the recorder and focus on itOI’d taught myself 
how to play when I was about five and I know most of the notes but on the flute 
I know all the notes, it’s just getting the notes right on the flute with your fingers” 
(Nicole). “Did you miss [your flute] over the summer at all or was it okay?” 
(Interviewer), “Yeah, because I like the sound of my flute.  It’s nice and soft” 
(Nicole).  

Other adolescents reported a range of reasons for not taking up an instrument. 
These included having previously had  disappointing experiences with instrumental 
lessons in their primary school. “No I don’t really want to play an instrumentOI tried 
violin but it was too hard and I couldn’t do it...I decided not to do here because it 
would be even harder” (Holly). Other adolescents didn’t like the idea of one on one 
tuition. “At the minute I’m hoping next year luckily to get some lessons, like as a 
group, not some private lessons like all by myselfOso we can help each other” 
(Peter). Whilst for others, financial barriers impeded taking up private lessons, as 
demonstrated in the example of a girl from London who could not pay for flute 
lessons and instead chose to play the keyboard because lessons in this instrument 
were jointly offered for free by school and by church.   
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Summary of hopes that were not met 

Unfortunately, adolescents’ hopes for learning a new instrument for the first time and 
making more musical friends who learned instruments were not reported to be met in 
their first term at secondary school.  

 

Summary of more negative experiences 

Changing instruments due to financial restrictions. “in [this school] they don’t have 
much flutes because you have to like join a club and pay, but you don’t have to pay 
for keyboard” (Nsedu). 

Hiatus in learning instruments. “Did you miss [your flute] over the summer at all or 
was it okay?” (Interviewer), “Yeah, because I like the sound of my flute.  It’s nice and 
soft” (Nicole). 

Delay in beginning to learn instruments. “I’m a bit disappointed because I wanted to 
start straightaway” (Roach).“Did they tell why you can’t start?” (Interviewer), 
“Because I don’t think there’s enough spaces” (Roach). 

 

Learning an instrument outside of school 

There were only a few adolescents in the study who had private music tuition outside 
of school. For one London girl, the continued relationship with her music teacher 
across transition contributed to her ambition to choose music at GCSE. “I might take 
music as a GCSE because my piano teacher take it and she like got an A Star 
because it was really easyO I take music as a GCSE and then I’ll maybe teach” 
(Amy). However, the increased homework presented at transition impeded a low 
achieving boy from practicing his instrument at home. “I’m still playing the ocharina” 
(Fido), “Has it changed at all since you’ve changed schools?” (Interviewer), “I think 
it’s a bit less nowObecause I have more homework (Fido).  

For other adolescents, the process of ‘growing up’ across transition was 
accompanied by a qualitative shift in playing instruments outside of school. For 
example, one Bolton girl observed that amongst her group of friends she was the 
only one continuing with private music tuition across transition, and attributed this to 
‘growing up’. “Abigail has stopped doing the clarinet and Sadie has and my friend 
Hannah has. And a lot of people have stopped doing instruments but it’s a bit weird 
because I carry on” (Nicole). Do you know why they’re stopping? (Interviewer), “I 
think it’s just because we’re getting older and we’re like trying different things” 
(Nicole). Because of the change in her friends’ behaviours she was having to alter 
her strategy for music practice. “When they want me to play out I’ll play out and 
leave my instrument until later” (Nicole).  

 

Unstructured activities  
As discussed, unstructured musical activities are mainly unsupervised by adults. The 
majority of unstructured musical activities reported in Changing Key took place in the 
adolescents’ homes with friends or at the local park where a larger group of young 
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people may congregate. Also the pastime of listening to music individually is 
characterised here as an unstructured activity. The following section describes the 
development of the adolescents’ unstructured activities across transition.  

 

Personal musical discernment  

In the October interviews, adolescents were asked about whether they listened to 
music whilst doing schoolwork (when their schools allowed them to) and homework. 
Several adolescents replied that they did so. One reason for this was to relieve 
boredom. “When I don’t listen to music I’m bored when I’m doing my homework” 
(Izzie). Also to improve concentration. “I need music to like help me concentrate and 
things because if I didn’t have music my schoolwork would be just like terrible” 
(Barbara). However others had stopped listening to music when doing homework as 
it was distracting them. “Yeah, I used to sing along to the songs when I do my 
homework but then I gave up on my homework because of the singing” (Holly). This 
deliberate use or avoidance of music to improve work production belies careful self-
management by the adolescents.  

Several adolescents reported that they felt more mature and competent since 
transition. “How does that make you feel when you download music?” (Interviewer) 
“It makes me feel a bit more grown up because in primary I didn’t know about it” 
(Izzie). This stimulated more independent behaviour in listening to music at home for 
one boy. “Now I’ve come here I can change [the music television channels] myselfO 
I know what to do and it’s because like I have more confidence because I don’t want 
to just like listen to what everyone else doing, I want to do my own thing as well” 
(Bobby). For another, it inspired thoughts about the types of individual activities he 
could do when he was more mature. “Well, it’s got a bit strongerO I never used to 
listen to it that much... I didn’t really think about it but now I thought about it much 
more” (Bobby), “What sort of things have you been thinking about?” (Interviewer), 
“Like, when I get older I want to go to concerts and everything” (Bobby). A London 
girl described how typical adolescent behaviours of hanging around in parks 
unsupervised, and being older, interacted in increasing her listening behaviours. Well 
I wasn’t really allowed to go to the park but now I am which is where I listen to some 
music.  So I’m listening to music a lot more than in my primary school.  And because 
I’m older I just listen to music more, when I was like in primary school it wasn’t really 
about music as much but music on the radio was more like my piano but now I’m 
evening it out a bit” (Amy). These examples are a clear indication that for some 
adolescents, increased psychological and social maturity at transition spurred the 
development of their individual listening activity.  

 

Listening to music with friends 

Adolescents had many types of comments regarding listening to music with friends. 
Frequently these were centred around music as a mechanism for consolidating old 
friendships and making new friendships across transition.  

When adolescents made new friends at secondary school, they often assessed their 
new friends’ musical preferences. “Now I’ve changed schools I’ve met more people 
so I’ve met new people so I’ve spoken to them about music and they say they like 
the same” (Bobby). This could lead to exposure to a variety of musical styles within 
new friendship groups. “Loads of them are interested in lots of different types.  Like 
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one of my friends are interested in like opera.  One of them is interested in pop and 
one of them of is interested in rock and the rest of them I don’t know” (Peter ).  

Listening to music with old friends maintained continuity in these relationships across 
transition. If we’re like sitting in my house we normally play music quite loud” 
(Barbara), “How long have you been like that?” (Interviewer), “We’ve done it since 
like Year4 and stuff so like since we had our music” (Barbara). Subtle changes in 
listening activities were part of a general shift towards more independent teenage 
style behaviour. “So you take your iPod up to the meadow with your friends.  Are 
these new friends or are they the friends you had in [old school]?” (Interviewer)  
“They’re my friends from [old school]” (Fido), “So this has just started happening 
since you changed schools?” (Interviewer), “Yeah” (Fido).  

Several adolescents noted either in surprise or as expected, that their friends’ 
listening behaviours had changed across transition. “Everyone was into like Lady 
Gaga and MDubz and lots of all them.  And now they all do the same but they’re 
starting to change a little bit.  They’re starting to just like listen to brand new songs 
that have just came out and not the old songs so I was quite shocked when my 
friend did that” (Peter). During the summer holidays, one girl had decided that she 
needed to broaden her musical taste to adapt to the changing preferences of her 
friends. “Before I started here like, in the six weeks before I started here. I decided I 
shouldn’t just stick with one bit of music so I should like listen to other kind of music 
and what my mates like so I can stand it” (Holly). In comparison, one boy decided to 
stick with his individual preferences, trusting that this would not damage his 
friendships with friends whose tastes had changed. “They’re into like Eminem still but 
all different charts and stuff.  I still like them but I like drum and bass still” (Junior), 
“Do you try to get them into your music?” (Interviewer), “No not really because like 
they’ll listen to what they’re listening and I listen to what I’m listening to” (Junior). 
Encountering shifting musical preferences amongst their friends provided these 
adolescents with the opportunity to develop their social adaptation skills. 

New schools and music teachers were often mentioned as having influenced 
adolescents and their friends to listen to new types of music. In London, the 
homework assignment of listening to new musical styles at home had a significant 
impact for several adolescents. “The teacher used to like give us projects that we 
used to go home and like see what kind of songs and music we can listen to” 
(Nsedu). One girl reported that she was now listening to classical music as a result 
of the homework assignment. Another commented that she now listens to the radio 
which means that she allows herself to be introduced to a wider range of musical 
styles. “I listen to music on the radio a lot more than I did back then [at primary 
school].  I think it helps because this is a music school sort of, so it’s got a lot to do 
with music and things so I listen to music more” (Amy). This present an example of 
the school succeeding in challenging the conformist musical culture of the 
neighbourhood which was indicated by the adolescents interviewed as being centred 
around listening to R&B and rap. In Devon, riding the school bus and being curious 
about music also brought about a shift in musical listening activity for one girl and her 
friends. “So how long have you been listening to classical music with your friends?” 
(Interviewer), “Since about the first start of the week at school which is in 
SeptemberOI think we were on the bus and there wasn’t any [radio] reception so 
then we turned over to the classical music and we quite liked it so we stayed on 
there for the whole bus journey” (Julia). 
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Listening to music with family 

Family musical taste still remained a strong influence on many adolescents’ musical 
listening preferences. In some cases this was reported as continuation of shared 
behaviours at home including casual listening. “How long have you been interested 
in the rock music?” (Interviewer), “Well really like the past three or four years 
because my family they like listen to all that kind of music and everything” (Bobby). 
As in primary school, there were reports of these influences being deliberate. “We 
still listen to music together sometimes” (Nsedu). “And what kind of music is that?” 
(Interviewer),  “It’s English music, [Uroba, Nigerian] music sometimes and church 
music” (Nsedu), “So who decides what sorts of music? (Interviewer), “My dad”, 
(Nsedu).  “So are you still interested in the same sorts of music or have you changed 
a  little bit? (Interviewer), “My dad’s got me used to garage now. He plays all loud in 
the car” (Holly ). Family influences on adolescents’ musical preferences were a 
subject of curiosity for one boy following transition, as these were brought to light in 
the process of making new friends. “Because it’s weird because both of us got it off 
our parents.  So we’re like what does your dad like, what does your mum like?” 
(Bobby). As in primary school, most comments regarding parental influence on 
musical preferences showed an affiliation with family musical taste, rather than a 
rejection of parental influence.    

 

Creative endeavours 
We were not able to estimate whether adolescent’s independent creative music 
making had increased or decreased across the transition. But it was certain that 
adolescents were still engaged in creative endeavours although for some the type of 
endeavour had changed. Creative endeavours were more commonly mentioned in 
Devon and Bolton and were mentioned at equal frequency by boys and girls. Only 
one London adolescent reported doing creative endeavours.  

Creative endeavours still included improvising music alone at home. “I practice quite 
a lot but I’ve got like different musical instruments like ukulele and stuff and the 
xylophone that I normally just improvise withO when I’m bored or like in the mood for 
music rather than just like sitting there just doing nothing” (Barbara). One girl 
described how her schools’ concept of a ‘Junk Band’ in which all the instruments are 
made out of junk inspired her thinking regarding starting her own farmyard band with 
her friends. “I’m quite glad that I live on a  farm because you can make quite a lot of 
noises and stuff on the farm, so it’s quite good” (Julia).  

In October there were far more reports of composing music outside of school than 
there had been at primary school. Adolescents described musical composition as a 
deliberate conceptual process, whereas improvisation had associations with play.  
For some adolescents, this activity was new to them since school transition. “Has 
this changed since changing schools?” (Interviewer ), “Well I went round my friend’s 
house and she was doing it. And I was like I might start doing it.  So got home and I 
got a piece of paper and just started writing words down and I made up one” (Izzie). 
“So had you made up a song before then?” (Interviewer), “No” (Izzie). A Bolton boy 
reported enjoying musical composition whilst involved in typically male pursuits of 
cycling around the streets with friends. “But now, because my mate’s like  singing 
and he’s got used to like rhyming words togetherO and then he started teaching 
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meO we nearly do it every day... when he comes out we like go to mine, we get the 
lyrics and we’re like go on a bike road and we read them” (Fred). Experiencing a 
more complex music curriculum at school was reported to have a positive effect on 
composing at home. “And what about writing music?” (Interviewer),  “I do that for fun 
but with my mates” (Holly), “And has that changed since you’ve changed schools?” 
(Interviewer),  “Well I started writing music a lot more because I was in music class 
and it... I learnt a lot more so I got better at it” (Holly).   

A major change regarding creative endeavours was that none of the adolescents 
mentioned performing to family and friends after school transition. The most common 
endeavour closest to this was singing popular music with friends in informal contexts. 
The following example demonstrates this occurring at school. “At the beginning of 
the day we all come in and they’ll all have their phones with them because they need 
to contact their parents at the end of the day or something. And then they’ll put music 
on the phones and we all start singing and we’ll all just muck and sing the song that’s 
onO And we all like go, oh come on put your music on, put your music on” (Billy). 
For one Bolton boy this type of behaviour presented continuity across transition.  
“What sort of things do you sing?” (Interviewer), “As in like some raps I’ve worked 
with my mates from like songs like Eminem songs” (Fred), “And has that changed 
since you’ve changed schools?” (Interviewer), “No we’ve doing it for a while” (Fred). 
A Devon adolescent mentioned how this type of creative endeavour would be a good 
way to spend time with her new friends. “What about when you’re listening to music 
with your friends, has that changed since you’ve changed schools?” (Interviewer), 
“Yeah because when I like go for sleepovers we put music on really loud and like 
dance to it, and sing.  So I thought well I can have more now because I’ve got more 
friends” (Izzie). The lack of more formal public performances of their creative 
endeavours and the continuation of more private endeavours with friends presents a 
subtle shift in the way these endeavours were being managed and developed by 
adolescents in Changing Key.    

 

How do initial transition encounters shape musical development?  
Following the structure of the previous chapter, we return to the main research 
question of how does school transition help shape adolescents’ musical 
development?  

 

Musical competency 

• Many adolescents reported feeling more musically competent as a result of 
the more complex musical curriculum presented to them in secondary 
schools. However those who had more advanced knowledge of music gained 
mainly through private instrumental tuition reported frustration with mixed 
ability teaching across all the localities reported, as it did not cater for their 
capabilities.   

• The broader range of extracurricular activities available also provided 
adolescents with opportunities to improve their competency. Like in primary 
school this was particularly true for those who were selected for skill 
dependent activities such as the school musical and orchestra which provided 
them with advanced tuition. However several adolescents were inhibited from 
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joining musical extracurricular activities, citing the reasons of being afraid of 
older teenagers, being shy generally, feeling insecure about their musical 
capabilities, and being overwhelmed in general by transition demands.  

• Feeling more mature at transition encouraged some adolescents to want to 
learn an instrument for the first time, and many adolescents reported having 
signed up for instrumental lessons, some even having arranged this 
beforehand at primary school. However, adolescents’ progression of 
instrumental competency was stalled in London and in Bolton as the 
instrumental lessons were oversubscribed and some adolescents were on 
waitlists with expected start dates of Easter (five months in the future).  

• Other barriers towards instrumental competency included adolescents’ fear of 
learning instruments, not being able to afford lessons, not liking the idea of 
one on one tuition and not having enough time to practice because of 
increased homework demands. Also adolescents noted that some of their 
friends had stopped playing musical instruments over the transition period as 
they were ‘growing up’ and their interests were changing.  

• Competency in independent active listening was noted to increase for some 
adolescents across the transition. This included more downloading of music, 
control over music played at home and aspirations to attend musical concerts 
independently.  

• Adolescents were still engaged in creative endeavours, in which they 
improved their musical competencies independently of adults. These included 
practicing and learning music alone at home, choreographing dances and 
composing songs with friends and singing with along with friends to music on 
their phones. Notably, they reported that their encounters with secondary 
school music influenced their competencies in this area and had encouraged 
some of them to try musical creative endeavours for the first time. 
Interestingly in the October interviews no adolescents reported performing 
musical ‘shows’ to family with their friends unlike when they were in Year 6.  

Musical confidence 

• The opportunity to perform music in front of peers in class enabled some 
adolescents to reconfirm and strengthen their musical identities in the new 
school environment. Those who had good experiences with this were keen to 
talk about it, and had volunteered to perform in front of their peers. However 
others reported feeling too insecure to join musical activities due to social 
comparison.  

• Being selected for skill dependent extracurricular activities such as the school 
musical and the orchestra presented a boost for some adolescents’ musical 
confidence. Here we did receive comments that adolescents felt less 
musically confident and less musically enthused if they were not selected. 
This indicates that selective musical extracurricular activities can both 
increase and diminish adolescents’ musical identities.   

Musical preferences 

• Adolescents reported developing their musical preferences following transition 
in particular if they were encouraged to listen to new types of music by their 
secondary school music teachers. This encouragement was particularly 
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influential in challenging the fairly conservative cultural milieu of Dagenham, 
London where adolescents mainly listened to R&B and rap.  

• Adolescents also noted that many of their friends’ musical preferences had 
changed dramatically since primary school. They reported adapting to this in 
various ways including becoming more flexible with their musical taste but 
also in strengthening their own preference as being independent from their 
friends’. This experience provided the adolescents with opportunities to 
develop their social adaptation skills.   

• Families were still cited as being a salient influence on adolescents’ musical 
preferences, with several cases noted of parents deliberately trying to 
influence their adolescents’ taste through exposure to music. This process 
does not appear to have altered much across the transition.  

 

Musical aspirations 

• Several adolescents reported taking music more seriously and further 
developing their musical career aspirations given the increased complexity of 
the music curriculum which made them feel more mature as learners.  

• Adolescents also reported being impressed and encouraged by musical 
teachers who had passion for their subject and in depth subject knowledge. It 
will be interesting to see whether some of these teachers become musical 
role models for the adolescents.  

• Having provision for learning their specialist instrument (including voice) 
encouraged the adolescents to aspire to being professional musicians 
including pop singers and pianists. However, the availability of tuition was 
reported to impact their career aspirations. For example, one adolescent 
changed their goal of becoming a flautist to becoming a professional keyboard 
player after they could not afford flute lessons and had to switch to free 
keyboard lessons provided by the school and the church.  

• A potentially important influence in Changing Key is the hiatus in instrumental 
tuition in London and Bolton and we are very interested to see how this might 
impact the development of adolescents’ musicality.  

 

Chapter conclusion 
Key findings arising from the October analysis indicated that school transition has a 
considerable effect in shaping adolescents’ musical development. Throughout our 
observations we noted an interdependency between musical competency, musical 
confidence and musical aspirations. For example often adolescents who felt more 
musically competent reported that this inspired them to aim for a career in music. 
Therefore schools can potentially impact adolescents’ musicality in general by 
encouraging growth in any of these areas.  

We observed a variety of patterns of altered musicality operating as a result of the 
transition. There was a general shift towards increased musicality as a result of 
specialised music teaching in the secondary schools that was noted regardless of 
ability or location. Adolescents who chose to participate in musical extracurricular 
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activities and were successful in obtaining instrumental tuition during the first term 
were encouraged by this indicating a steady progression. In particular those who 
were chosen to participate in selective extracurricular activities were exposed to 
more advanced musical training thus the potential for a sharper increase in 
musicality. However those who were not selected to participate generally reported 
feelings of diminished musicality. There were also two major examples of hiatus in 
musical experiences. These were the hiatus in instrumental learning for adolescents 
in London and Bolton, and in classroom learning for musically capable students in 
mixed ability classes where there was not enough pedagogical differentiation. 
Therefore adolescents’ musicality could be encouraged to increase gradually and 
sharply, or to be stalled or even diminished as a result of the transition. This presents 
an important message that unfortunately, during school transition, the sense of an 
acknowledged musical identity can be quickly lost particularly if an individual’s 
musical aptitude is not quickly integrated into the secondary school. 

A second notable development was adolescents’ exposure to a wider range of 
musical styles. Exposure occurred primarily as a result of making new friends 
following the transition. The new music encountered was generally similar in style to 
adolescents’ current musical preferences being mainly either rock music or R&B and 
rap, but consisted of introduction to new artists in these areas. A more diverse set of 
influences came from purposeful exposure and encouragement from classroom 
music teaching to styles such as classical music and Brazilian Samba. For one 
adolescent, exposure to new styles presented an opportunity to consolidate his 
existing musical tastes as individualistic. However most of the adolescents 
generated their own enthusiasm in listening to these new styles as part of adolescent 
identity exploration. This process of matching and adapting their own musical 
preferences to those of new friends indicates the continued emergence of an 
‘adolescent subculture’ which is characterised by musical preference and activity 
‘clannishness’, first observed at primary school in this study. Several adolescents 
also mentioned a growing fascination with listening to music as a hobby, 
characteristic of the intensity that is commonly observed in teenagers who evolve 
their identities in relation to a particular musical style. These observations present us 
with a pattern comprising both diversification and consolidation of musical interests, 
characteristic of identity exploration and in this context geared towards establishing a 
musical identity in adolescence. 
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Chapter 5: Teachers’ changing views  
 

Introduction 
The music teachers of the adolescents in the Changing Key project were asked to 
complete a survey called ‘The Musical Child in Development’ about their perceptions 
of each child’s musical behaviour in music class. The survey aimed to gather 
information on the adolescents’ actual behaviour as it changed across time, and on 
any overall differences between primary and secondary school teachers’ views.  

There have not been many studies on adolescents’ behaviour observed across the 
transition period. Those done mainly ask independent observers trained by 
universities to note down adolescents’ general behaviour, to rate adolescents’ 
behaviour using a multiple choice format and to mark the exact type of behaviour 
observed at timed intervals. These studies have found changes across transition in 
adolescents’ friendships and social networks, concentration during lessons, 
behaviour towards teachers and use of social comparison in class. To our 
knowledge, Changing Key is the first study to make observations of adolescents’ 
musical behaviours, here studied as musical aptitude, across transition. This enables 
us to ask how adolescents’ musical aptitudes are observed to change across 
transition period. In other studies, many teachers are observed to ‘start from scratch’ 
when teaching Year 7 pupils possibly as they have lower expectations of pupils’ 
academic capabilities (Galton & Wilcocks, 1983), and this leads us to expect that 
secondary school teachers will give lower ratings of adolescents’ musical aptitude 
behaviours than their primary school colleagues.  

Not only are we interested in musical aptitude, but also in adolescents’ mental health 
across school transition. Here we conceptualise mental health as the presence of 
psychological wellbeing such as being socially confident3, and the absence of 
psychological problems such as anxiety, depression and aggression. Individuals who 
have psychological wellbeing and no mental illnesses are thought to be in complete 
mental health by Emory University sociologist Corey Keyes, who describes this state 
as ‘flourishing’.  

Previous research finds that adolescents’ mental health changes in typical ways 
across school transition.  For example adolescents generally report feeling less 
happy with themselves and more depressed after they change schools, especially if 
they are female (Little & Garber, 2004, Simmons et al, 1987). Also they are found to 
be better behaved immediately following transition, until their social confidence 
increases (Measor & Woods, 1984). Children are found to be more anxious generally 
before transition, then their anxiety decreases presumably as they overcome the 
hurdle of changing schools (Galton & Wilcocks, 1983, Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987). Also 
adolescents have reported of themselves and others, more frequent aggressive 
behaviour immediately after transition especially if they are male (Barber & Olsen, 
2004, Pellegrini, 2002). Therefore in Changing Key we expect to see a decrease in 
observations of anxiety and social confidence, and an increase in depressive and 
aggressive behaviours after school transition. It is of interest to to see how these 

                                            
3 Known in psychology as ‘social self-efficacy’ which is how able the child is to confidently exert 
themselves in social situations.  
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potentially typical changes in mental health might interact with the development of 
musical aptitude across the transition period.  

Finally, we know from educational research that secondary school teachers’ views 
on adolescents are generally less positive than are primary school teachers’ views, 
mainly due to the restrictions imposed by school timetables on getting to know 
adolescents well at secondary schools and on different stereotypes of children 
compared to adolescents. For example in the United States, a large number of 
middle school teachers reported trusting their pupils less and allowing their pupils 
less freedom than did elementary school teachers of the same pupils (Midgley, 
Feldlaufer & Eccles, 1989). We also know that accordingly, adolescents generally 
perceive their teachers to be less friendly and caring after transition (Ferguson & 
Fraser, 1998; Jennings & Hargreaves, 1981), and that many adolescents worry 
about this before and after they change schools (see for example Hargreaves & 
Wall, 2002; Pratt & George, 2005). This information leads us to want to test whether 
secondary school teachers generally give less positive ratings than primary school 
teachers in the Changing Key project. However, any evidence towards this would be 
masked by potential findings of a decrease in musical aptitude and mental health as 
discussed.  

In short, we are looking for evidence of less positive ratings of adolescents’ musical 
aptitude and mental health following transition. If finding this, we acknowledge that 
the lower ratings might be due to actual changes in adolescents’ behaviour as well 
as to changes in teachers’ views. We are also curious to know whether reports of 
adolescents’ behaviour differ depending on the child’s gender, and are specific to the 
Devon, London and Bolton locations. The following section explains how we 
designed and administered the survey to test these queries, then compares the 
findings of the primary school survey to the first survey taken at secondary school.     

 
Survey administration and participants 
The first survey was administered in July 2010 by the researcher reading the 
questions aloud to the primary school music teachers as a structured interview. In 
October, the researcher asked the secondary school music teachers in each location 
to complete the survey in their own time, in return for a £5 book token per survey. 
This latter approach was taken in order to counter for potential difficulties in interview 
scheduling due to there being multiple music teachers in the secondary schools.  

The following table summarises the characteristics of the seventeen teachers 
involved in the survey.  
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Table 4. Teacher participants 
 London Bolton Devon 
Primary School    
Number of teachers 3 3 3 
Teachers’ roles Classroom teachers  

Classroom teacher 
Head of Year 6 

Classroom teacher 
PHSE coordinator 
Deputy headteacher 

Supply teacher  
Classroom teacher 
Music teacher 

Years of teaching 5 to 7  5 to 38 4 to 22 
Teachers’ gender One male, two female All female All female 
Secondary School    
Number of teachers 3 3 2 
Teachers’ roles Music teachers 

Head of music 
Music teacher 
Head of music 
Other head of department 

Music teacher 
Head of music 

Years of teaching 2 to 27 1 to 22 1 & 6 
Teachers’ gender Two male, one female All female All female 
 

The set of teachers had a diverse range of teaching responsibilities and years of 
teaching experience within each locality on both sides of the transition. The only 
male teachers were in London therefore the majority of the teachers were female.  

The teachers rated the behaviours of all of the 25 adolescents studied in primary 
school, and 20 of the 22 adolescents studied at secondary school.  

 
Survey ethics 
All teachers participating in the survey were given a letter of consent to sign and 
return to the project team. Children had already consented to be involved in the 
project at primary school. Both of these procedures are described in more detail in 
Chapter three.   

The master copy of the survey data and the original paper copies of the survey are 
being kept by the project’s principal investigator. The paper copies will be shredded 
at the end of the project in September 2011. Survey data that are shared between 
the project team are made anonymous by using a letter/number system. A central 
copy of this anonymous data is kept in the team’s secure Gmail account.  

 
Survey design 
The survey was designed as a two page questionnaire which presented teachers 
with multiple choice questions regarding adolescents’ behaviour. Five sets of 
questions were included: being those on musical aptitude, social confidence, anxiety, 
depression and aggression. The first two sets of questions were designed by 
academic psychologists for participants to answer about themselves. With 
permission from the original designers, these questions were adapted so that they 
could be asked of teachers regarding adolescents’ behaviour. The other sets of 
questions were designed specifically for this study, drawing on prior academic 
research. The full list of questions is given in the appendix.  

The multiple choice answers were numbered one to five for each question. Scoring 
one meant that the teacher observed a ‘low’ amount of a particular behaviour in that 
child (e.g. not at all anxious), whilst five constituted a high amount of that behaviour 
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(e.g. very anxious). If teachers rated adolescents’ behaviour at a similar level for all 
questions in a set, for example scoring either one or two for all questions on anxiety, 
then that set of questions is thought to have good ‘internal consistency’. If the 
internal consistency is 60% or above, then it becomes acceptable to either add 
together the set of answers or take their average, in order to give a single score for 
each topic area. Usually the internal consistency is higher when more questions are 
asked. In this study the sets of questions had good and sometimes excellent internal 
consistency, and were averaged to give individual scores for each type of behaviour.   

 

Table 5. Questions used in the survey  

 Number of 
questions 

Example of questions Type of multiple 
choice 

Internal 
consistency4 

Musical 
aptitude 

19 How well does this child play an 
instrument? 

1 to 5. Not at all 
to very well 

July = 96% 
October = 83% 

Social 
confidence 

8 How well does this child express 
their opinions? 

1 to 5. Not at all 
to very well 

July = 86% 
October = 86% 

Anxiety 3 How anxious do they become 
when improvising music? 

1 to 5. Not at all 
to very 

July = 69% 
October = 61% 

Depression 3 How withdrawn are they in 
class? 

1 to 5. Not at all 
to very 

July = 66% 
October = 90% 

Aggression 3 How easily angered are they by 
other children in class? 

1 to 5. Not at all 
to very 

July = 96% 
October = 61% 

 

Results 
Changes in musical aptitude and mental health  

As stated, we are interested in how adolescents’ musical aptitudes and mental 
health might be observed to change across the transition. It is important to consider 
the general patterns occurring across the 23 adolescents as a group in order to give 
some information that might be generalizable to other adolescents in England. In 
order to test the strength of these findings we look at whether the overall patterns 
held true when adolescents are grouped by gender and locality. This also helped us 
identify whether any deviation from the general patterns might be related to 
individual teachers or schools. The following information is considered to be fairly 
generalizable when the patterns are consistent across genders and localities, 
especially when these replicate findings of previous studies of this age group at 
transition.  

 

 

                                            
4 This is measured with a statistical technique called Chronbach’s Alpha 
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Figure 1. Musical aptitude 

 
In general, adolescents’ musical aptitude was rated slightly higher in October by 
secondary school teachers (average score = 3.61) compared to their primary 
colleagues (average = 3.49). This is not concurrent with our assumption that ratings 
of adolescents’ behaviour would be lower in secondary school. When looking at 
average scores for boys and girls in the three localities, this pattern was consistent in 
London, and for Devon boys. Devon girls and Bolton adolescents’ musical aptitudes 
were rated as being fairly stable. In all areas, girls were rated as having greater 
musical aptitude than boys.  

 

Figure 2. Social confidence 

 
Children’s confidence in class was observed to be lower in secondary school 
compared to primary school. This fits our assumptions that adolescents will be 
quieter and better behaved in their first term at secondary school. In general, 
females were rated as being more socially confident than boys, although the 
opposite pattern was found in London.  
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Figure 3. Anxiety 

 
We found that anxiety decreased in all areas and for both genders except in London 
where it was stable for girls. This fits our assumption based on prior research, that 
the adolescents would be less nervous after they get over the hurdle of changing 
schools. In all secondary schools, girls were seen to be more anxious than boys.  
 
Figure 4. Depressive behaviours 

 
In Bolton and London we found that secondary school teachers rated depressive 
behaviours as being higher for girls, and lower for boys, than did their primary school 
colleagues. This presents us with an expected pattern of increasing depression for 
females at school transition. However in Devon this pattern was reversed with 
teachers rating depressive behaviour as fairly stable for boys and decreasing for 
girls. These unexpected ratings were made independently by both teachers at the 
Devon secondary school for three out of four girls concerned.   
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Figure 5. Aggression 

 
In general, adolescents were rated as being less aggressive in secondary school 
music class compared to primary school, except for one boy in Devon (who skews 
the average rating for his fellow classmates). Again this does not concur with our 
assumption that boys would be rated as more aggressive in secondary school. 
However in Devon and London, boys were rated as having higher aggression at 
secondary school than were girls, revealing expected gender differences in level of 
aggression.  

 

The relationship between musical aptitude and mental health 

A statistical test (Spearman’s Rho) was used to determine whether adolescents who 
are rated as having higher musical aptitudes are also likely to be rated as having 
better mental health. This test also uncovered how the areas of mental health relate 
to each other. The test gives a score out of 1 for a perfect relationship or correlation 
between two areas (i.e. musical aptitude and mental health). Here we use the 
examples of ‘behaviours A and B’ for the purpose of instruction. A score of 1 would 
occur if all adolescents were rated the same for behaviour A as for behaviour B. So 
for example a score of 0.60 indicates that adolescents with more behaviour A are 
also likely to have more behaviour B, whilst a score of zero indicates that behaviours 
A and B are unrelated. A positive score (e.g. 0.35) means that adolescents with 
more of behaviour A are also likely to have more behaviour B, whilst a negative 
score (e.g. -0.35) means that having higher ratings in one behaviour is accompanied 
by lower ratings in the other. Table 6 can be read as a matrix, with the scores for the 
correlations between behaviours given in single cells.  
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Table 6. Correlations between musical aptitude and mental health 

  Aptitude  Social  Anxiety  Depression  Aggression 
July           
Aptitude  1.00         
Social   0.65  1.00       
Anxiety  0.36  0.28  1.00     
Depression - 0.37 - 0.66 - 0.29  1.00   
Aggression - 0.40 - 0.46 - 0.38  0.35  1.00 
October           
Aptitude  1.00         
Social   0.69  1.00       
Anxiety  0.12 - 0.17  1.00     
Depression - 0.45 - 0.19  0.65  1.00   
Aggression - 0.44 - 0.35  0.47  0.46  1.00 

 

In Changing Key we find that adolescents who were rated as having higher musical 
aptitudes were also rated as having higher anxiety at both primary (0.36) and 
secondary (0.12) school. This fits with other research that finds that adolescents who 
perform more highly at school are also generally more strained. However positive 
associations were found between musical aptitude and the other areas of mental 
health studied. In particular, showing greater musical aptitude correlated with higher 
social confidence at both times (July=0.65; October=0.69), and also correlated with 
having lower depression (July=-37, October=-.45) and less aggression (July=-.40, 
October=-.44). In short this means that adolescents with greater musical aptitude are 
also less likely to be depressed and aggressive and are more socially confident. As 
these scores are very similar across the transition period, we can infer that the 
relationship between music and mental health is hardly interrupted by changing 
schools.   

 

Chapter conclusion 
In the Changing Key survey we found that secondary school teachers rated 
adolescents’ musical aptitudes at being either the same as, or higher than, levels 
rated by their primary school colleagues. Although this does not fit with our 
assumption that secondary school teachers would give lower ratings of adolescents’ 
behaviours, it does fit with our finding in the previous chapters that adolescents 
observe an increase in their musical competency after changing schools mainly due 
to improved musical teaching in secondary schools. We also found many expected 
changes occurring in adolescents’ mental health behaviours across the transition 
period. These included decreases in classroom anxiety and aggression, and an 
increase in depressive behaviours for girls in two of three localities. Children’s social 
confidence was also generally observed to decrease. Children who were more 
anxious were found to have increased musical aptitude but otherwise musical 
aptitude was positively correlated with mental health. For example, adolescents who 
had higher musical aptitude also had lower depressive behaviours and aggression, 
and greater social confidence. This clear relationship between musical aptitude and 
mental health was consistent across school transition.   
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The consistency of patterns found across localities and their accordance with prior 
research indicates that the results are not a product of a bias in secondary school 
teachers’ views regarding adolescents, nor are they associated with the change in 
teacher observers across the transition period. This finding is unexpected as we 
would assume that secondary school teachers generally give lower ratings than their 
primary school colleagues, and that there is likely to be variation in ratings given by 
different observers. Overall it enables us to discuss the results as being fairly 
accurate portrayals of adolescents’ actual behaviours. 

The finding of increased or stable musical aptitude indicates that when adolescents 
change schools they generally became more confident in their musical abilities and 
are better able to perform, improvise and listen to music in class. It will be interesting 
to see whether they are observed to maintain this increase in aptitude throughout the 
school year, after the ‘honeymoon’ period of initial encounters is over. Children who 
were generally more socially confident and less depressed were rated as having 
higher musical aptitudes. These findings fit well with the assumption that adolescents 
who are more outgoing and confident are also less inhibited in participating in 
musical activities in class. However this does not entirely explain why their musical 
skills are rated as being ‘better’ than others. For example a child could play an 
instrument confidently but poorly. Also we consider the finding that adolescents with 
higher musical aptitudes also exhibit greater anxiety in music class. Findings from 
the Changing Key interviews suggest that generally, adolescents who are more 
musically capable are concerned about managing and protecting their musical 
identities. Together these findings indicate that adolescents who are more musically 
capable have better mental health in general (perhaps as there are benefits in being 
capable at an expressive vocation) but that they also place high stakes on (and 
therefore experience anxiety regarding) their public expressions of that identity.  
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Chapter 6: Comparison and summary of findings 
 
This final chapter uses the musical activity framework to compare and contrast 
musical development between the last term of primary school and the first term of 
secondary school in Changing Key. The chapter ends by comparing the findings of 
the survey to those gathered in interview. Key messages from these comparisons 
are used to form the executive summary for this report.  
 
Classroom music 
 
Preparation 
A major finding is that there were very few music lessons provided in Year 6 in 
comparison to Year 5. This may have occurred through pressure to teach core 
subjects rather than enrichments subjects to prepare for Year 6 KS2 SATs. Lessons 
were generally conducted  by classroom teachers who did not specialise in music. 
Lessons, when they did occur, were described as mainly comprising playing 
instruments and learning basic music theory in particular rhythm. Adolescents 
observed their classmates to have a range of musical abilities. Those who had more 
advanced abilities often had private instrumental tuition and reported some 
frustration with slow learning in class. Most adolescents hoped that their secondary 
school music lessons would be more complex and interesting and taught in a more 
adult manner, and for better musical resources. Many adolescents expected that 
their musical competency would increase post-transition if these expectations were 
met.  
 
Encounter 
In their first term at secondary school, many adolescents reported feeling more 
musically competent as a result of the more complex and ‘adult’ teaching by music 
specialists. This experience linked to their musical career aspirations, encouraging 
existing ambitions for some and generating initial ambitions for others. Those who 
were given positive feedback on classroom performances mentioned feeling 
musically competent and were able to re-establish their musical identities within the 
new peer group. Classwork was mainly observed to be introduction to more complex 
musical theory and discernment, and in one school was set in the real world context 
of Brazilian Samba music. This marked a significant change from the more 
instrumental based lessons at primary school, which a few adolescents yearned to 
return to. In contrast, those who entered primary school with more advanced musical 
ability still reported frustration with not enough differentiation in class.  
   
Extracurricular musical activities 
 
Preparation 
There were almost no reports of participation in extracurricular musical activities in 
the seven primary schools in Changing Key. The few mentions included being 
selected to audition for an African drumming recital and to sing in the school choir. 
Given this information we can infer that the provision of extracurricular musical 
activities in primary school was very low. Unsurprisingly, most adolescents hoped for 
a better range of extracurricular musical activities at their secondary schools.  
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Encounter 
Around a third of the adolescents reported joining extracurricular music activities at 
their new schools. More adolescents had signed up to music lessons and this is 
discussed in the following section. The extracurricular activities included street 
dancing, a ‘junk band’ where adolescents made their own instruments, and skill 
dependent activities including the school musical and orchestra. Adolescents who 
passed selection for skill dependent activities reported feeling more musically 
competent. Similar to primary school, skill dependent activities exposed adolescents 
to more complex music tuition, but to an even greater degree of complexity. Those 
who were not selected generally reported feeling disenchanted with music as an 
entity and with their musical progression. Only one girl reported maintaining a feeling 
of musicality after not being selected.  
 
Learning an instrument 
 
Preparation 
As observed in Marshall and Hargreaves (2007) adolescents were either taking 
private instrumental tuition, aspired to learn instruments or did not aspire to learn 
instruments. Personal agency to take lessons was a significant influence. However 
family financial resources appeared to ultimately determine access to these lessons. 
Lessons provided adolescents with more advanced musical training that their peers, 
contributing to the wideness of the range of musical abilities in the peer group. 
Adolescents with private tuition reported feeling musically competent especially 
when they had positive feedback from classroom teachers, observed that they were 
more advanced than their classmates, and were selected to attend skill dependent 
extracurricular activities. However there were reports of growing frustration with time 
consuming practice schedules and high adult expectations.  
 
Encounter 
Most adolescents reported having signed up to learn an instrument at secondary 
school, although a few did not and some could only afford to take lessons that were 
freely provided thus forcing them to select an instrument that was not their first 
choice. In Devon, adolescents reported a smooth transition to instrumental lessons, 
however in London and Bolton their instrumental progression was stalled by 
oversubscription with some adolescents having to wait until Easter to begin lessons. 
Adolescents who did not want to learn instruments cited mainly fear of learning, lack 
of finance and increased homework workload as reasons for this. Some adolescents 
noted that their friends had stopped playing instruments across transition as they 
were ‘growing up’ and preferring to do other things. One adolescent who was not 
able to play his instrument of choice became disillusioned with music as an entity 
and reported diminished musical career aspirations. In comparison, another 
adolescent who continued music lessons became more stressed regarding practice 
potentially as a result of the cumulative demands of passing Grade exams and 
school transition.  
 
Personal music discernment 
 
Preparation 
Most adolescents had definite musical preferences. Many adolescents had been 
introduced to their preferred type of music by their families, especially if this were 
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rock music. Introductions to pop and R&B came more through the siblings or peers. 
Adolescents used music to engender feelings of high energy and calmness, to assist 
concentration with homework, and as a social tool to facilitate encounters with 
friends. Few adolescents gave detailed analyses of why they liked particular types of 
music. Some expected that their musical preferences would alter following transition 
without any clear rationale for why, whilst others felt that musical preferences and 
transition were unrelated and their preferences would not change.  
 
Encounter 
Adolescents mentioned that their taste in music had either remained the same or 
changed over transition. Those whose music tastes had changed referenced this to 
being exposed to new music through new friends and via school interventions. Some 
adolescents reported more competency in independent listening behaviours 
including more downloading of music, control over music at home and the desire to 
attend musical concerts independently. Adolescents maintained or had stopped 
using music to help them concentrate with their homework.  
 
Listening to music  
 
Preparation 
All adolescents reported listening to music with their friends, and many also reported 
listening with their families. Listening to music with families occurred sometimes as a 
group activity (e.g. gathering to listen to church music) and more often as deliberate 
exposure to a particular type of music by an individual parent at home or when 
driving. Adolescents listened to music with friends during their leisure time in and 
outside of school. There were some mentions of listening to music with friends in 
unstructured environments such as the park, as a backdrop to other forms of social 
interaction. Listening to music with friends was conducted actively, with adolescents 
swapping songs on their phones and determining order of play.   
 
Encounter 
Adolescents reported similar patterns of listening to music with families as before 
transition. Listening to music with friends remained a popular pastime. If socialising 
in new peer groups, adolescents observed either a diverse range of musical 
preferences or homogeneous musical preferences between friends. More 
adolescents mentioned going to the park to listen to music, as some had only been 
allowed to do this for the first time since transition. Patterns of choosing and 
swapping music in these informal contexts remained.  
 
Creative endeavours 
 
Preparation 
Most adolescents interviewed reported generating their own musical creative 
endeavours alone and with friends, independently of adults. These include some 
‘messing around’ on instruments, a little sporadic composing of songs and mostly 
song and dance performances to adults at home and to their peers in the playground 
at school. Adolescents who engaged in creative endeavours reported feeling that 
they were musical people. Several adolescents reported beginning to disengage 
from song and dance performances in front of adults for fear of embarrassment. 
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Some expected that they would disengage from making performances at school 
once they transitioned to the larger, unfamiliar secondary school.  
 
Encounter 
Adolescents still reported being engaged in creative endeavours although the 
endeavours themselves had altered. There were far more reports of composing 
music independently at home and with friends, and a few more reports of learning 
instruments independently. Learning instruments was described in a far more 
serious manner in comparison to the ‘messing around’ at primary school. 
Adolescents mentioned that the more advanced instruction in musical theory at 
secondary school had contributed to these changes. There were far fewer reports of 
performing songs and dances in public, indeed any reports were of casual 
performances with friends and there were no reports of performing to adults.  
 
Musical identity  
 
Preparation 
Several adolescents aspired to develop careers as musicians including pop singer, 
guitarist, drummer and classical pianist. More short term aspirations were to take up 
new instruments following transition. Instrumental music teachers and pop singers 
were held to be role models. No mention of classroom music teachers or family 
members as musical role models.  
 
Encounter 
More adolescents aspired to become professional musicians immediately following 
transition, and mainly referenced this to feeling more musically competent in relation 
to the more complex and adult curriculum presented at secondary schools. Many 
were impressed with the passion and depth of knowledge of their new subject 
specialist music teachers and we will be interested to see if any of these teachers 
become mentors to the adolescents. However, prevalent barriers to developing 
musical identity included not being selected for skill based extracurricular activities 
and the lack of timely provision of instrumental lessons at two schools. Adolescents 
who could not learn their instrument of choice reported altered or diminished musical 
career aspirations and confidence.    
 
Music and mental health 
The Musical Child in Development survey found that teachers rated adolescents as 
being more musically competent in general at secondary school. This is supported 
by the interview finding that adolescents felt more musically competent in reference 
to the more complex specialist teaching at secondary schools. Adolescents also 
reported feeling musically confident when they received positive feedback in 
secondary school music lessons, if they were selected for skill dependent 
extracurricular activities, and as they continued to learn instruments.  
 
Teachers noted that adolescents exhibited less performance and improvisation 
anxiety in general following transition, indicating that adolescents were becoming 
more capable of confidently engaging in these activities. However in contrast, many 
adolescents reported fear of performing their own creative endeavours to adults as 
they found these embarrassing, preferring to perform ‘legitimate’ creations such as 
MTV dances. Therefore although performance anxiety might be diminishing in 
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general as we observe from the survey results, embarrassment of personal creations 
appears slightly increased at this age as indicated by the interview findings.  
 
In the survey, adolescents who were rated as more musical by teachers on both 
sides of transition were also rated as having lower depression and greater self-
confidence. Before transition these adolescents were rated as being more anxious 
but this pattern was reversed after transition. In the interviews, adolescents certainly 
reported much pleasure in learning instruments and in creative endeavours and were 
encouraged to develop musical self-esteem through positive feedback in music 
class. However one adolescent reported finding music practice stressful and 
exhibited signs of burnout. Thus both sets of findings indicate that being actively 
engaged in music contributes to having better mental health, if the feedback received 
for this engagement is positive and if the musical activity does not overload the 
individual’s stress thresholds. This particular developmental system does not appear 
to alter in function across transition, although individual experiences of it are 
observed to differ depending on changes experienced between school 
environments.   
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Appendix 
 

Primary school interview questions 
 
1) Musical identity  
10 minutes 
 
1. What music do you normally listen to? 
 
2. How do you normally go about listening to music?  

e.g. MP3 player, internet, television, radio 
e.g. as background music for homework, with friends etc. 
- How long have you been like this?  

 
3. If you do any practical music what do you do? 

e.g. playing an instrument, voice, composing, musical acting 
- How long have you been like this?  

 
4. Do you aim to do things in the future that have something to do with music?  

 

5. Would you say you are a musical sort of person?  
- (if answers yes/no) Can you tell me a bit about that? 

 

6. How much does music matter to you? 
 

7. Thinking back on the questions that I’ve just asked you, what do you think this will be like 
once you’ve changed schools?   
 

8. Thinking back on the questions that I’ve just asked you, does any of this make you feel 
particularly good, or particularly bad?  

 
2) Musical relationships and out of school experiences  
10 minutes 
These questions are about you and how you feel as a person.  
 
9. Thinking about you and music, tell me about your family and music. 

- What do you think this will be like once you’ve changed schools? 
 
10. Thinking about you and music, tell me about music in the area where you live.  

- What do you think this will be like once you’ve changed schools? 
 
11. Thinking about you and music, tell me about your friends and music. 

- What do you think this will be like once you’ve changed schools? 
 
12. Do you learn an instrument or voice in special lessons just for you?  

- What do you think this will be like once you’ve changed schools? 
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13. Thinking back on the questions that I’ve just asked you, does any of this make you feel 
particularly good, or particularly bad?  

 
 
3) School music education 
10 minutes 
Now let’s talk about music in school.  
 
14. Tell me about the things you learn in music lessons at school 

- And what do you expect this will be like in your next school?  
 
15. Tell me about what sort of things your music teacher does when they teach you 

music.  
- And what do you expect this will be like in your next school?  

 
16. Now tell me about your personal way of learning music. 

- Do you think there’s a difference between your school teacher’s approach and 
yours? 

- And what do you expect this will be like in your next school?  
 
17. Tell me about any other musical activities that you’re involved in at school that we’ve 

not talked about already.  
- And what do you expect this will be like in your next school?  

 
18. Thinking back on the questions that I’ve just asked you, does any of this make you feel 

particularly good, or particularly bad?  
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Secondary school interview questions 
 
 
1) Musical identity  
10 minutes 
 
19. What music do you normally listen to now that you’ve changed schools? 
 
20. How do you normally go about listening to music now that you’ve changed schools?  

e.g. MP3 player, internet, television, radio 
e.g. as background music for homework, with friends etc. 
- How long have you been like this?  

 
21. If you do any practical music what do you do, now that you’ve changed schools? 

e.g. playing an instrument, voice, composing, musical acting 
- How long have you been like this?  

 
22. Do you aim to do things in the future that have something to do with music, now that 

you’ve changed schools?  
 

23. Would you say you are a musical sort of person now that you’ve changed schools?  
- (if answers yes/no) Can you tell me a bit about that? 

 

24. How much does music matter to you now that you’ve changed schools? 
 

25. Thinking back on the questions that I’ve just asked you, does any of this make you feel 
particularly good, or particularly bad?  

 
2) Musical relationships and out of school experiences  
10 minutes 
These questions are about you and how you feel as a person.  
 
26. Thinking about you and music, tell me about your family and music now that you’ve 

changed schools. 
 

27. Thinking about you and music, tell me about music in the area where you live now that 
you’ve changed schools. 
 

28. Thinking about you and music, tell me about your friends and music now that you’ve 
changed schools. 
 

29. Do you learn an instrument or voice in special lessons just for you after having changed 
schools? 

 
30. Thinking back on the questions that I’ve just asked you, does any of this make you feel 

particularly good, or particularly bad?  
 
 
3) School music education 
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10 minutes 
Now let’s talk about music in school.  
 
31. Tell me about the things you learn in music lessons at school. 

- Is this any different to primary school?  
 

32. Tell me about what sort of things your new music teacher does when they teach you 
music.  

- Is this any different to primary school?  
 

33. Now tell me about your personal way of learning music. 
- Do you think there’s a difference between your new music teacher’s approach and 

yours? 
- Is this any different to primary school?  

 
34. Tell me about any other musical activities that you’re involved in at school that we’ve 

not talked about already.  
- Is this any different to primary school?  

 
35. Thinking back on the questions that I’ve just asked you, does any of this make you feel 

particularly good, or particularly bad?  
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Musical Child in Development survey questions 
 
Musical Aptitude 

How well does this childO 
9 Understand music notation 19 Join in and participate in music  
10 Sing 20 Talk about music 
11 Concentrate when doing music 21 Keep in time  
12 Understand rhythm and beats 22 Be tolerant of other people’s views about music 
13 Play an instrument 23 Write songs or make up music 
14 Learn from other people when doing music 24 Practice music 
15 Be confident when playing music 25 Listen to music 
16 Know things about music 26 Pass music exams 
17 Use computers to do music 27 Teach other people to do music 
18 Improvise music   
 

Social Self-Efficacy 

How well does this childO 
1 Express their opinions when other classmates disagree with them? 
2 Become friends with other children? 
3 Handle talking with an unfamiliar classmate? 
4 Work in harmony with other children? 
5 Tell other children that they are doing something that they don’t like? 
6 Impart their sense of humour in a healthy manner?  
7 Succeed in staying friends with other children? 
8 Succeed in preventing quarrels with other children? 
 

Mental Health 

Now thinking about their emotional behaviourO 
28 How nervous do they become when performing music that they have practiced?  
29 How cheerful are they generally in class?* 
30 How anxious do they become when improvising music? 
31 How verbally and/or physically annoyed do they become when they don’t get their own way? 
32 How much do you think they are supported emotionally by their friends in class? 
33 How worried do you think they get about sitting tests or meeting deadlines? 
34 How easily angered are they by other children in class? 
35 How withdrawn are they normally in class?    
36 How much do you think they are supported emotionally by their family/guardians? 
37 How aggressive are they with other children in class? 
38 How unhappy do you feel this child is generally? 
39 How much do you think they are supported emotionally by their teachers at this school?  
* Reverse coded 

 
 


