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  Formative Assessment of Composing at KS31 
Martin Fautley 

 
 
Creativity is a “popular but heterogeneous word” (Gibson 2005) in current educational 
discourse. Composing is creative act, and the National curriculum for music in the UK 
places a statutory requirement on the teaching and learning of composing music for all 
pupils in schools up to age 14. The notion of creativity is to be found in many curricular 
contexts, some more dubious than others, yet in the case of composing in schools we, as 
teachers, are asking our pupils to bring something into being which did not exist before. 
Boden (1990) has argued that we ought to consider creative endeavours of young people 
as existing in two kinds. These she labels ‘p-creative’, to mean they are psychological, in 
the sense of having occurred to an individual; and those which although coming into 
being in the same fashion, also have an historical import beyond that of the immediate, 
these she designates ‘h-creative’. It is the ‘p-creative’ acts which occur on a daily basis in 
the music classroom which are of concern to us. The pieces of music produced by the 
children may not be of historical significance, but they are new for that child, and so are 
worthy of consideration in that sense.  
 
The normal mode of teaching and learning composing at KS3 is in groups. This is the 
case for a number of reasons, including the educational and the pragmatic. Working in 
groups allows the pupils to distribute the composing process between themselves, and 
allows them to work in their Zones of Proximal Development (Vygotsky 1978; 1987), 
thus working at a higher level than might otherwise be the case. Pragmatically, 
composing in groups allows the pupils to work directly with sound, and maximises 
available instrumental resources. Typically pupils will compose with instruments which 
are then used for the final performance. This makes composing an active process, where 
the focus is on fashioning and organising sounds. 
 
This brings us to the important focus for teaching and learning, the process of composing. 
Public examinations such as GCSE, AS-level, and A2-level, tend only to look at the 
finished product – the piece of music which is presented and performed. This by-and-
large ignores the processes which were gone through to arrive at this stage. For classroom 
composing at KS3 there is a difference between composing – the process of making, and 
composition – the piece of music which emerges from the process. Sawyer (2003) in a 
different context refers to the latter as the emergent, as it emerges from the process. This 
process-product dichotomy can present the KS3 classroom teacher with a dilemma, as 
public valorisation of music is inevitably of product. Music does not wear its production 
techniques on its sleeve in the way that some other art forms do, and so the teacher has to 
focus pupil attention onto the means of production, onto the process of composing. This 
does not mean that the emergent composition can be ignored, rather that the focus of 
teaching and learning is sharply on the process. 
 

                                                
1 Originally published as http://www.music-ite.org.uk/profdev/pdf/formative_assessment.pdf in 
2008 but no longer available from there 
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Whilst group composing is taking place, a commonly employed teaching strategy is for 
the teacher to circulate from one group to another, offering comments and suggestions 
whilst the work is taking place. These comments can in many cases be categorised as 
being Formative Assessments; often, since the KS3 strategy, called Assessment for 
Learning, abbreviated to AfL (DfES 2004). Much of the pioneering work in AfL was 
undertaken by Black & Wiliam (1998), and the Assessment Reform Group (Assessment 
Reform Group 1999; 2002). The key principles of AfL were stated by the ARG to be 
that: 
 

• it is embedded in a view of teaching and learning of which it is an essential part; 
• it involves sharing learning goals with pupils; 
• it aims to help pupils to know and to recognise the standards they are aiming for; 
• it involves pupils in self-assessment; 
• it provides feedback which leads to pupils recognising their next steps and how to 

take them; 
• it is underpinned by confidence that every student can improve; 
• it involves both teacher and pupils reviewing and reflecting on assessment data. 

(Assessment Reform Group 1999) 
 
For the classroom music teacher involved with the teaching and learning of composing 
this has a number of implications. An important principle of AfL is that it should involve 
feedback. This feedback should take the form of a dialogue between the teacher and the 
learner. In composing we have already discussed how the teacher is likely to move 
between groups offering comments, what is important from an AfL perspective is that 
these comments help the pupils towards “recognising their next steps and how to take 
them”. In order to understand how best to do this let us consider what is happening when 
pupils compose in groups.  
 
Fautley (2005) provided a model of the group composing process which shows a series of 
discrete stages, traversal of which is a complex non-linear procedure, a diagrammatic 
representation of which is shown in figure 1. 
 
In more detail these stages are: 
 
Stages:     Pupil Activities: 
Initial confirmatory phase   Pupils discuss work    
Stage of music generation Pupils have ideas which they generate using 

their instruments  
Manipulation of musical material  Organising musical ideas   
Work in Progress Performance  A run-through of the musical ideas  
Refinement work on piece   Extension, development, modification 
Final performance    Often marks end of Unit of Work 
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Figure 1: Diagrammatic Representation of Group Composing Process 

 
 
So, for AfL purposes, it helps the teacher to have an understanding of what the pupils are 
working on when they circulate amongst composing groups. Thus if a group has 
generated a large number of initial musical ideas, it is likely that the teacher is going to 
want to help the pupils organise these ideas into some form of structure. If the pupils 
have organised their music, the teacher may want them to extend or develop their ideas 
somehow. If the pupils have somehow produced ideas which do not cohere, the teacher is 
likely to want them to undertake a work in progress performance to see how this can be 
facilitated.  
 
This places the way in which the process of composing is undertaken at the heart of the 
teaching and learning process. It is important for the teacher to involve themselves in 
giving appropriate AfL feedback as the process of composing is actually taking place, as 
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trying to deduce retrospectively from a final performance as to what occurred during the 
process will prove problematic.  
 
Important too is for the teacher to share their ideas of what a successful composing 
process looks like with the pupils. Teachers are used to providing learning outcomes 
(LO) for Units of Work, and individual lessons. Sometimes Trainee Teachers find writing 
learning outcomes for composing processes problematic. As an example, possible LOs 
for composing processes could be: 
 

• To have learned how to organise musical ideas generated by group members  
• To have learned how to extend an already generated musical idea  
• To have learned how to explore the potential for a different range of timbres from 

an instrument 
 
These LOs can then link directly into assessment, as they will provide the focus for the 
teacher to give feedback on during the lesson. 
 
Teaching pupils about the process of composing itself is something that teachers also 
reportedly find problematic (Berkley 2001; Byrne and Sheridan 2001), and so some take 
refuge in only commenting on aspects of the process where they feel themselves to be on 
safe ground. An example of this is where teachers focus their comments towards 
organisational matters, as a piece either is, or isn’t, in ternary form. Shifting thinking 
towards composing as sequential activity allows the teacher to re-focus on the musical 
aspects of what their pupils do in a composing session. The days of a free-form ‘anything 
goes’ composing that folk pedagogy characterises ‘creative music’ as being have long 
passed. Although the teacher may feel less of an authority here than in some areas, 
nonetheless their professional musical knowledge allows them to make AfL comments 
which are worthwhile for the students. 
 
Using AfL to focus on the process of composing also enables the teacher to consider the 
question of what it means to ‘get better at composing’ (Paynter 2000). This is because the 
purpose of composing is to compose, it is not to have produced a composition. Teachers 
sometimes worry that emergent compositions show little signs of development over time, 
by focusing instead onto the doing, they are able to show that developments are taking 
place in learning.  
 
Ofsted (2003) noted that “In the best practice, teachers find effective ways to log this 
evidence of progress”, and many teachers will be rightly concerned that an inspection 
regime may not recognise the verbal comments they make during the course of a lesson 
as being valid assessment material, but – it is! AfL is not always amenable to extensive 
documentation, and it is important that verbal feedback is given with some immediacy, 
and involves a dialogue between teacher and pupils. However, logging evidence of this is 
useful as both an aide-memoire for the teacher, and for charting the progress of an 
individual pupil, as over time they may work in different social composing groups. 
Having a simple class-list observation record which the teacher fills in as they circulate 
between groups can go some way towards solving this. For example: 
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Name Date Unit of 

Work
Notes Date Unit of 

Work
Notes

Child A xx/xx/xx Patterns Watched using 
glockenspiel, had some 
trouble with hitting notes

xx/xx/xx Film 
Music

used Cubase, had 
really good idea for 
section A of piece

Child B xx/xx/xx Blues Provided a number of ideas 
for group piece

xx/xx/xx Adverts had trouble editing 
piece

 
This sort of sheet can be filled in as and when the occasion arises, probably not every 
lesson.  
 
Formative assessment, AfL, of composing is an important part of the role of the 
classroom teacher, and focuses attention of both teacher and learner onto the process of 
composing. It does not require any special skills or equipment, but done effectively can 
help with progression through KS3. For trainee teachers it is likely to be useful to 
develop a repertoire of appropriate things to say when working in this way, as observing 
mentors doing it apparently effortlessly can be daunting, but is the result of years of 
experience. Thinking about what aspects of the composing process are being looked at, 
and what the intended learning outcomes are, gives the trainee a focus for what it would 
be appropriate to say. It is important to note that AfL involves human interaction, and so 
there is no single clear formula for success! Keeping in mind the principles from the 
ARG outlined above will help provide a focus, and after a while will become as second 
nature. Remember we are not judging the pupils’ deficits – we are helping them improve!   
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