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Aim, focus and purpose of the research
The overall driving force of this research is to explore the perception of learners of the most effective way of teaching and learning composition in key stage 4. 
As composition is an important part (35 percent of the total score) of the music GCSE content covered in key stage 4, having found that most of the current research focuses on teachers' perspectives, I believe it is very important to research learners’ perspectives of the most effective ways of teaching and learning composition in KS4. 
My decision is intrinsic, rooted in my passion, drive and keen interest in delving deeper into the Professional Standards, which include formulating informed pedagogical choices by drawing upon pertinent literature and research discoveries (Welsh Government, 2019), upon which I aim to reflect on my Professional Learning Passport to enhance my teaching practice.
To contextualise, the school in which I aim to do this research is a comprehensive English medium secondary school that has incredibly high expectations, with an average of 46% of pupils achieving 5 or more A*/A at GCSE, and a large Music GCSE uptake (currently 33 pupils in year 11, the majority of which achieve A*/A). The class where the research will occur is a year 10 class with nine students (School X, 2024).
My research question is: What are learners' perceptions of teaching and learning methods for composition in KS4?




Overview of relevant literature
The word “compose” can be etymologically defined as “put together”, rather than the modern concept “create”; for this reason, in older times, musical composition was seen as something teachable (Gjerdingen, 2007, p. 51). Lupton and Bruce (2010, pp. 273-274), though, differ in their conception of it, as they believe that composition cannot be taught—beyond featuring techniques and rules which can be learned to some extent—, by alleging that creativity, individual style and expression are innate things. To reinforce their assertions, they claim that, having followed the same rules and processes, some composers elaborate outstanding compositions whilst others’ compositions are not prominent. Without ignoring the veracity of this last statement, it could be hypothesised that, if individuals interested in composition were always both provided with diverse influences of musical styles (whether directly or subliminally) and taught (whether formally or informally), their compositional talents and personal style would be much enlarged, broadened and enhanced.
Advocating for this pedagogical responsibility of encouraging independence and stylistic individuality, Devaney (2022, pp. 615-616) alleges that the target of composition teaching is preparing pupils to develop their own compositional language, rather than imitating their teachers or past composers. Lupton and Bruce (2010, p. 274), however, disagree with this point of view, by believing in the importance of learning to imitate diverse styles and composers. Taking both opinions into consideration, it could be hypothesised that, if pupils learned to imitate past and current styles and composers as a starting point, they would be more equipped to both develop their own compositional voice and acquire independence.
Concerning fostering individual voice, Lupton and Bruce (2010, p. 276) think that collaboration should be avoided as—they state—it hinders personal style. Contrary to this assertion, Evans, Beauchamp and John (2015, pp. 6-7) believe that collaborative work is desired, as it encourages learners to support each other, thus simplifying difficult parts. Howbeit, they acknowledge the frequent limitation of the lack of commitment from some group members. From these diverse points of view, it could be concluded that collaboration is desirable but should be both supervised to avoid pupils’ disengagement and alternated with individual practice to promote personal musical style.
Regarding musical content, Kratus (1994, cited by Burnard, 2000, p. 228) encourages leading children to incorporate repetition in their compositions, as he considers it to be key to success by contributing to greater musical coherence. Schoenberg (1942, cited in Mateos-Moreno, 2011, pp. 410-411) highlights also the importance for students of composition to learn analysis, along with musical form, construction techniques and rules, whilst encouraging expression, inspiration and creativity. However, the renowned composer Hindemith (1942, pp. 4, 7), whilst emphasising the effectiveness of transforming composition mastery and skills into practical applicable techniques for pupils, reveals that young teachers who have experienced the limiting rules of traditional teaching methods of composition, allow more freedom for students. This could suggest that rules should not be taught as intrinsic features of composition, but rather as previous steps and deconstructed processes which aim to reach a free and more complex outcome of mastery.
Agreeing with Hindemith’s view of transforming mastery into teachable techniques, Barrett (2006, pp. 197, 202) alleges that it is fruitful to explore experts’ compositional thought processes, whilst at all times activating pupils’ self-reflection and providing pupils with explanations, learning objectives, encouragement and support. Devaney (2022, p. 616) contributes to Barrett’s conception of self-reflection, by underlining that the use of the questioning technique and open discussions promote pupils' reflection. Interestingly, Price (2006, cited in Evans, Beauchamp and John, 2015, p. 2) advocates for a more informal teaching approach, to which Evans, Beauchamp and John (2015, p. 6) add that it contributes to learner engagement. Veloso and Mota (2021, p. 423) agree with Evans, Beauchamp and John’s view, by assuring that informal learning through creating a pedagogy that allows interruptions to teachers’ explanations motivates pupils to express their particular feelings and individual voices. Likewise, Wise (2016, p. 291) thinks that formal music training is not needed to enhance students' creativity in composition. However, it could be argued that informal teaching should be moderate, as teachers should not compromise and jeopardise the quality of teaching strategies and recognised methods of ensuring progress.
Lastly, according to Younker (2000, p. 35), age plays a role in the treatment of musical elements such as melody, rhythm and harmony; for instance, younger students typically compose melodies with limited pitch ranges, whereas older students expand these ranges and incorporate wider intervals; moreover, as students increase in age, they demonstrate greater consistency in terms of rhythm and pulse, with older ones even integrating complex rhythms into their compositions; likewise, older students exhibit a heightened awareness of ensuring tonal coherence in their work. In agreement with these points of view, Burnard and Younker (2002, p. 247) add that there is a hierarchical relationship between strategy use and age, as well as a spiralling relationship between age and content to learn. Without ignoring the relationship between every child’s progression and their age, it could be hypothesised that, if teachers displayed taught content and extension tasks according to every pupil's talents and individual development, without blindly limiting content to age, they would be properly applying differentiation and pushing those students who are ahead with high expectations, whilst providing easier and scaffolded tasks for those who need more support and a slower pace. This innovative hypothesis is supported by recent literature, as Devaney (2022, p. 612) stresses the importance for current teachers to be inclusive of all diverse levels of talent.









Explanation of Case Study
A case study is an in depth investigation of a specific topic in a 'real life' context to produce understanding and inform professional practice (Simons, 2009, p. 21). Yin (2002, cited in Yazan, 2015, pp. 138, 140, 142, 144), considers that a case study allows both gathering and analysis of data, although it lacks a standardised pattern in comparison with other research approaches. He highlights the importance for researchers to carry out a literature review, design the case study as early as possible and avoid making changes later. Likewise, he proposes using previously planned and structured methods of analysis, and recommends using a combination of both quantitative and qualitative evidence. Differing from Yin, Stake (1995, cited in Yazan, 2015, pp. 139, 142-143) advocates for the sole use of qualitative data and proposes a more flexible methodology that contemplates large changes during the research process. Taking both opinions into consideration, this case study focuses on only qualitative data collection, as it is based on perceptions, and it has been previously designed, aiming to avoid future changes, due to the ethical approval on which it is based and dependent (see section “Ethical considerations”).
Simons (2009, p. 30) highlights the importance of a case study being specific and purposive, and emphasises that it can be chosen according to a personal area of interest, by alleging that there is no need for it to be typical, as uniqueness can contribute to priceless insights. However, he explains the limitations that a case study can encounter, which include being dependent on the participation agreement or disagreement of the school, families and pupils. Based on teaching composition, this case study is strongly linked to personal interest, and it could encounter the aforementioned limitations.
Concerning the subject of this research project’s case study, the participants will be up to nine students from year 10 (key stage 4) from a comprehensive English medium secondary school. It is aimed to teach them composition—deconstructing the final outcome targeted by giving them previous steps, which aim to provide them with full mastery in each level and help them reach soon a free and more complex but coherent final outcome of mastery at composing—and interview them afterward, so as to investigate and analyse in depth the object of this case study, that is to say, learners’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the teaching and learning methods for composition in a real life context, which can inform teacher practice.
Research methods
The word “interview” can be defined as an exchange of opinions in a cooperative and dialogical process (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015, cited in Brinkmann, 2022, p. 2). According to Denscombe (2014, pp. 276-277), interviews are a research method much more engaging than questionnaires and observations, as they allow participants to express their own perspectives with freedom, whilst providing a high rate of answers, important insights and deep explorations.  Gerson and Damaske (2020, pp. 2, 3) share Denscombe’s view of interviews providing unique insights, but accentuate that they require interviewers to be careful listeners, friendly understanders and successful validators of the veracity of the given answers.  Within these considerations, structured interviews involve previously planned questions, which help keep consistency in data collection, as long as their questions ensure validity—by avoiding discrimination—and reliability—by evading leading answers (Wyse et. al., 2017, p. 628). Agreeing with this view of consistency provided in structured interviews, Denscombe (2014, pp. 276, 277) reveals a limitation that may arise when these are employed: namely, the rigid and inflexible framework under which the interviewer is limited to strictly follow the previously planned questions, without being able to undertake new areas of inquiry.
Though interviews can be performed individually, since the 1950s, group interviews have increased in popularity (Brinkmann, 2022, p. 23). Such group interviewing is a research tool with a duration of around fifteen minutes that focuses on the responses of a collective and generates a wider range of responses than individual interviews, although sometimes interviewing a group may lead to predominance by certain individuals, thus limiting others’ personal contributions (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, pp. 620, 621). To prevent this from happening, interviewers should properly monitor contributions whilst stimulating participation and ensuring equal opportunities (Wyse et. al., 2017, p. 634). Once this has been solved, interviewers can face contradictory answers, which according to Gerson and Damaske (2020, pp. 1, 2) is not a problem at all, but rather an opportunity to enhance qualitative research, which, in contrast with quantitative research, places interviewees at the core of investigation, allowing them to share their innermost thoughts and personal opinions. However, as McNiff (2013, p. 106) states, the employment of qualitative and quantitative methods should be considered flexible and possible to be combined, as they can easily overlap. This assertion could suggest that structured interview layouts could be used to perform group interviews. 
Taking these things into consideration, when interviewing children it can be beneficial to perform group interviews in priority to individual ones as they make children feel less worried and intimidated, ensuring a friendly, non-threatening and relaxed environment at all times, whilst establishing trust from the very beginning and fostering a non-judgmental atmosphere; likewise, it is important to respect children by using familiar straightforward language and age-appropriate questioning along with non-verbal communication, as children’s linguistic and cognitive development varies from adults’; a limitation is that interviewing them must depend on obtaining parental consent (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, pp. 621, 622).
The method to effectuate this research is interviewing, as it is an engaging method that allows participants’ free expression and provides valuable insights and a high rate of answers (Denscombe, 2014, pp. 276-277). The interview is structured, with planned questions (see Interview Questions in Appendix 1) to provide consistency in gathering data, whilst ensuring validity and reliability (Wyse et. al., 2017, p. 628). Likewise, the chosen interviewing method is a group interview with open questions (see Appendix 1), as it could be considered a very appropriate method to ensure a friendly, relaxed and non-intimidating environment for children, whilst providing a wide range of answers (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p. 621), which also enhances qualitative research (Gerson and Damaske 2020, pp. 1-2, McNiff, 2013, p. 106). Moreover, pupils' age has had an impact on the research method, as questions have been designed with appropriate language for students in the age range of fifteen to sixteen years old (see Appendix 1), so as to respect children’s cognitive and linguistic development (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p. 622). Lastly, the interview has been audio recorded, with the sole purpose of helping speed up the transcription process.



Data Presentation and Analysis Method
Whilst quantitative research procedures include comparing data, qualitative research implies analysing, organising and reducing data through coding, which helps in filtering out irrelevant information and separating data into manageable chunks for comparison (NFER, 2013, pp. 10, 12). Within qualitative procedures, thematic analysis is a method that helps identify patterns in data, going beyond mere summarisation with views of aiding in interpretation and sense-making. (Macguire and Delahunt, 2017, pp. 3352, 3353). To do so, Braun and Clarke (2006, pp. 80, 87) recommend following six steps, which encompass getting acquainted with the data by transcribing and writing down initial thoughts, creating codes by categorising and organising aspects of the data, exploring for patterns by grouping codes into potential patterns, reviewing patterns by assessing if the patterns align with the coded segments and the entire dataset, defining and labelling patterns by continuous refinement of each pattern, and crafting the report by conducting a final analysis linked both to the research question and existing literature. They also regret that thematic analysis is often not explicitly claimed as the method of analysis, and advocate for detail in reporting the analysis process.
When performing qualitative research, ensuring validity and reliability is challenging (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p. 755), for which reason, as Ahmed (2024, pp. 1-3) states, trustworthiness is crucial to managing personal bias and challenges, enhancing the decision-making procedures and establishing credibility and confirmability. Credibility involves employing strategies like prolonged engagement to build strong participant relationships, fostering reflexivity to address personal biases, and establishing objectivity and triangulation by validating findings and minimising the influence of potential biases. Confirmability aims to mitigate researcher bias and improve the precision of findings through peer validation (where others review the interpretations), participant confirmation (where those verify their representations) and reflexivity. 
Such reflexivity, according to Berger (2015, pp. 230-232), refers to how a researcher's position in relation to the study can influence the research process, highlighting the influence of the researcher's beliefs, experiences and emotions on the outcomes. As researchers acknowledge that their biases and personal characteristics inevitably influence their research, reflexivity ensures credibility and trustworthiness by critically examining the researcher's perspective, including their personal familiarity with participants' experiences, which can significantly affect various research phases including participant selection, data collection, analysis and result interpretation. Likewise, reflexivity helps researchers address their impact on the research process, avoiding condescending attitudes and allowing participants to shape both the process and outcomes of the research. To do so, researchers must strike a balance between emic (participant's perspective) and etic (outsider's perspective) viewpoints, through continual self-reflection. Surprisingly, McNiff (2013, p. 112) advocates for researchers to select data that aligns with their own values and criteria, transfer them to evidence and use them to support their views. However, it could be argued that such a selection of data, without widening the findings through reflexivity, would both be incomplete and lack credibility.
The method used to report the data of this research is thematic analysis, through the identification of patterns and coding (Macguire and Delahunt, 2017, pp. 3352-3353, NFER, 2013, pp. 10, 12), following Braun and Clarke’s (2006, pp. 80, 87) recommended methodology. In order to ensure trustworthiness, reflexivity has been carried out through profound constant self-reflection (Berger, 2015, p. 232) to foster credibility and avoid personal bias (Ahmed, 2024, p. 2), and confirmability will also take place through others reviewing the interpretations.







Ethical considerations
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David's Ethics Committee requires adherence to the Research Data Management Policy, emphasising legal responsibilities like lawful processing, storage limits, confidentiality and involving children in the consent process to recognise their rights. In research involving children under 16, assent should be obtained from parents or guardians, but it's beneficial to involve children in the consent process, recognising their rights to information, expression and consent. (UWTSD, 2022, pp. 11, 13, 23). Likewise, BERA (2018, pp. 9, 12, 13-15, 18) emphasises the importance of informed consent in research, requiring participants to understand and agree to their involvement voluntarily, with researchers ensuring comprehension of study objectives, procedures and data usage, whilst respecting refusals of consent, providing opt-out options, addressing challenges in consent due to social relationships and welcoming non-participation. Applicable across age groups, researchers must obtain consent from guardians for child participation, prioritise participants' understanding and voluntary agreement, respect their right to withdraw and avoid coercion, payment or duress in persuasion.
Within these considerations, all collected information for this research will be anonymised, utilizing identifiers such as Student A, B, C, etc. Data will be stored securely on a password-protected personal computer, with each participant assigned a unique identifier for confidentiality, securely maintained in a password-protected folder. If cloud storage is necessary, the University's encrypted Office 365 system will be utilised, ensuring anonymised data storage. Data will be retained until the receipt of the dissertation result, after which it will be deleted. Participants retain the right to access their data and request immediate deletion, in which case the data will not be used in the project. In order to obtain pupil consent, each student has received a detailed ethical Consent Form for their parents to read and sign (see Consent Form in Appendix 2), which they have successfully returned with the consent specified. For all the procedures encompassed in this research, see Ethics Form (Appendix 3).


Analysis of results
Concerning whether composition can be taught or not, pupils advocated unanimously for it being teachable rather than innate, whilst giving diverse reasons to support their opinion. These reasons encompassed that composers need to learn the principles of tonality and harmony, expand their knowledge with instrumentation or technological skills, along with acquiring a cultural understanding of diverse musical styles. However, some of them recognised, as well, that more able and talented people have an advantage over others, as they learn faster and compose with more naturality and musicality. These conclusions align with Gjerdingen’s (2007, p. 51) definition of composition, whilst recognising the diversity of talents advocated by Lupton and Bruce (2010, p. 274).
Regarding the advantages and disadvantages of learning by being led to compose individually, these are the results: According to pupils, the advantages of being asked to compose individually include the fact that they have more control over the final outcome by being able to foster their own ideas and voice, whilst having a wider range of experimentation and evaluation of their musical priorities. Another advantage is that they are learning directly what they are aiming for; that is to say, to compose individually. These advantages link to Devaney’s (2022, p. 615) view of the pedagogical need for fostering independence and personal style. Disadvantages highlighted by pupils of learning by being led to compose individually include not getting help or feedback from peers. 
On the other hand, the advantages, according to pupils, for them to be asked to compose in groups include the fact that being in a team formed by diverse peers with expertise in different instruments can inform their compositions, along with peers being able to exchange ideas, help each other and give each other their constructive feedback. These advantages link to Evans, Beauchamp and John’s (2015, p. 6) view of collaborative work as the source of peer encouragement and support. Disadvantages of learning by being led to compose in groups, underlined by pupils, encompass not being able to reconcile divergent ideas and diverse stylistic priorities,  being unconsidered and overshadowed by other members of the group, lack of commitment from some members—which hinders their own learning—and disguising a lack of understanding—as other members of the group understand and can carry out the task without everyone’s commitment—which deprives them of getting support. 
Concerning the strengths and limitations of pupils being given temporary steps with specific rules or guidelines, with the aim of being given complete freedom once they have obtained mastery and skilfulness in each step, this is the analysis of the results: According to learners, the strengths of this method are that pupils get good at each step and, after they have acquired that foundation, they can go ahead and break the rules, whilst being able to resort again to them if they need to. Another strength is that such steps give them a starting point and direction of where to go, without “being thrown into it, not understanding what to do first”, and provide pupils who struggle most with useful further directions. Lastly, pupils stressed that prior steps contribute to enhancing creativity with time. These strengths link to Schoenberg’s (1942, cited in Mateos-Moreno, 2011, pp. 410-411) view of the importance for students of composition to be taught useful techniques and rules. Limitations highlighted by pupils of this method include that, during its process, all pupils compose a similar-shaped musical piece and are ruled by the given guidelines.
On the other hand, the strength, according to learners’ view, of pupils being given complete freedom from the very beginning, with no guidelines, steps or rules, is being able to compose unique musical pieces very different from everyone else from the very beginning, by creating something more personal to themselves rather than being told what to do. This strength links to Hindemith’s (1942, p. 7) testimony that young teachers who have experienced strict limiting rules in their learning pathway allow more freedom for students. Limitations of having no guidelines at all, underscored by pupils, encompass that it is hard to compose “something from scratch”, and pupils who need extra help struggle more.
Regarding the advantages and disadvantages of adopting a formal way of teaching composition, these are the results: According to learners, the advantages of formal teaching are that formal explanations help pupils understand more and give them a structure of how to do. These advantages link to Barrett’s (2006, p. 202) recommendation for teachers to provide pupils always with formal explanations, learning objectives and support. Disadvantages highlighted by pupils of formal teaching include student disengagement and demotivation by teachers' “robotic” teaching, and pupil uncomfortableness to ask for help or ask questions and clarification about something that has been over-explained. This last reason agrees with Veloso and Mota’s (2021, p. 423) view of the need to foster a pedagogy that allows interruptions to teachers’ explanations, so as to motivate pupils to express their feelings and voices.
Likewise, the advantages, in pupils’ opinion, of a more informal and improvised way of teaching composition encompass that it is more enjoyable and engaging, whilst challenging students to develop their musical ability and originality by themselves. This links to Wise’s (2016, p. 291) view that formal teaching is not needed to enhance students' creativity. However, pupils consider a disadvantage of informal teaching to be the possibility that some students get “stuck” in their development and lack scaffolding help. This could suggest that, as stated by Devaney (2022, p. 616), including formal teaching as well would activate pupils' reflection and help them move forward.






















Conclusions
Having explored in a research-informed manner learners' perceptions of teaching and learning methods for composition in KS4, with prior critical examination of related literature, whilst formulating innovative hypotheses, along with interviewing pupils to obtain valuable insights (Denscombe, 2014, p. 276) and applying thematic analysis to interpret the results (Macguire and Delahunt, 2017, p. 3353, Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 87), ensuring as well that validity, reliability and credibility were fostered through reflexivity (Berger, 2015, p. 232, Ahmed, 2024, p. 2), though recognising the limitation evident in the fact that the subject of this case study has been the students of just one class of a single school; I aim to further satisfy my strong appetite for developing my professional and postgraduate skills according to the Professional Standards (Welsh Government, 2019), whilst reflecting on my practice by writing a Professional Experience Template in my Professional Learning Passport.
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