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THE IMPORTANCE OF CREATIVITY IN MUSIC EDUCATION 
ALAN BRALEY 

 

INTRODUCTION 

An education system would be deemed effective and successful when the student has become 
masterful in the skill or ability they are attempting to learn; the pupil will also have the skills 
necessary to further their own learning independently. In music education, this has historically fallen 
into two primary categories: practical and theoretical development. Only having these two facets as 
a pedagogical focus has proven adequate to an extent, however there are always a significant 
number of students who fail to engage with music through this system.  

Being both a classroom and an instrumental teacher I have borne the brunt of many disgruntled 
students refusing to engage with theoretical tasks (as they insist its ‘boring’!). The effect of this has 
seen many students barely achieve mediocrity in practical activities as their ‘music literacy’ is poor. 
My endeavour has been to create a system that entices students to want to engage with theoretical 
tasks - reinforcing the concepts they will need to understand in order to learn and engage with 
complex music.  

I initially sought strategies that introduced composing and arranging in a way they did not seem 
confronting to students, but was unable to find anything that was truly suitable. Most of the current 
theory text books do not offer students many opportunities to be creative until much later in their 
development. I discovered that many of the concepts of counterpoint (usually taught at a tertiary 
level, and not considered part of secondary curriculum), provided a creative platform and framework 
for introducing basic composition, beginning with melody. The step-by-step rules of counterpoint, 
which are often viewed as restrictive became the ideal ‘safety net’ for students. Here was a pathway 
students could follow that gradually introduced composition, and allowed them to write aurally 
pleasing music quickly. This initial success paved the way to composing in more complex forms and 
textures.    

Upon reflection, I noticed that my students were the most engaged and had the most meaningful 
learning when they were composing or ‘creating’ music. I began developing curriculum that had 
elements of creativity embedded within each task rather than simply linking the theoretical concept 
to a practical context. Students were able to take ownership of their learning and reinforce new 
concepts in a third and different way, thereby increasing the overall understanding. Adding this third 
facet – ‘creativity’, into the curriculum from the very outset has seen a significant increase in student 
engagement and progress. 
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Chapter 1 

What is Creativity? 

Humanity is arguably the only species to engage higher order thinking and create as a means of self-
expression and communication - creativity is an inherent part of our very existence. There have been 
many attempts throughout history to definitively describe creativity. Plucker, Beghetto and Dow 
(2004, p. 84) describe creativity as ‘the interaction among aptitude, process and environment by 
which the individual or group provides a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as defined 
within a social context’. Hennessey and Amabile (1987, p.7) state that, ‘A product or response will be 
judged as creative to the extent that (a) it is both a novel and appropriate, useful, correct or valuable 
response to the task at hand, and (b) the task is open-ended with more than one way of doing it.’. 
The commonality between these and other definitions is that a response that employs novelty, 
usefulness and often spontaneity when used in undertakings that have more than one appropriate 
response, might be said to constitute creativity. 

 This idea is essential in the understanding of how we teach and learn in areas that are inherently 
creative, such as music. In a musical context, creativity can be seen in the form of composition, 
either written or improvised. If the curriculum design does not afford students the opportunity to 
engage with new concepts in a creative environment, then it will run the risk of being tedious for the 
student, only partially understood or not understood at all and easily forgotten. Creativity will be 
referred to in the sense that the student is afforded the opportunity to freely use what they have 
learnt, whilst remaining safely within particular boundaries. 

Understanding how the brain receives and engages with new information is crucial in how the 
teacher communicates this information to the student. There are two key points – (a) how creativity 
can be linked to intrinsic motivation and (b) gaining and retaining a deep, long term understanding 
of information. The term ‘creativity’ can embody a plethora of various meanings; for the purposes of 
this paper, creativity will be referred to in its most basic sense rather than as a form of complex 
artistic expression.  

Intrinsic or Extrinsic Motivation? 

Many people who consider themselves to be ‘creative’ state that their creativity and interest in their 
work have been at their peak when they focus on the work itself rather than externally imposed 
directives. Meaningful learning occurs when there is a strong interest in the areas in focus. This, 
coupled with the cognitive theories of learning, suggest that the people are motivated by their 
desire to problem solve and gain understanding in potentially problematic situations (Andre 1986). 
Intrinsic motivation is this culmination of the learner’s high order thinking and curiosity alongside 
creativity. Motivation is stimulated by tasks of optimal novelty and difficulty, relevant to the 
person’s interest and controlled by the learner. Piaget (McInerney and McInerney 2006, p. 209) 
describes intrinsic motivation as ‘the feelings of satisfaction involved in resolving cognitive 
incongruities’.  

Understanding the functionality of intrinsic motivation and its connection with creativity, can 
drastically improve student learning in areas where the solutions are typically open-ended. On the 
other hand, when the task or goal has only one possible solution, creativity can actually hamper 
student progress. In these situations, extrinsic motivation is far more beneficial. Extrinsic motivation 
relies on reinforcing a desired behavior or outcome by providing an incentive. There are two variants 
of extrinsic motivation; motivation that is extrinsic to the task and motivation that is extrinsic to the 
person completing the task (Sansone and Harackiewicz 2000). The contrast between intrinsic 



3 
13th Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings Alan Braley 

motivation and extrinsic motivation is described by Csikszentmihalyi and Nakamura (1989, p. 69) as 
the following: 

“If we conceive of human behavior mechanically and explain phenomena in mechanistic 
terms, we stand to treat people accordingly. On the other hand, if we conceive of humans as 
intentional agents who sometimes choose to act for the sake of intrinsic enjoyment alone, 
we might be able to facilitate people’s enjoyment of the activities in which they engage.” 

How to Maximise Creativity 

 As a teacher, it is imperative to make this distinction between which approach will best suit the 
task. Music is a form of creative expression suggesting that intrinsic motivators need to be ever 
present throughout the student’s learning experiences. This does not completely rule out occasions 
where extrinsic motivation would be beneficial (especially in the early stages of developing sound 
musical literacy). Many educators however tend to revert to extrinsic motivation as a means to 
reinforce learning – often in the form of a reward for completing a task – in the hope that the 
student will work to the best of their ability. It is important to consider scaffolding creative 
tasks/activities in such a way that the creativity is its own reward. Many studies now confirm that 
offering rewards to complete a creative task actually inhibit the creative capacity and learning of the 
student compared to when no reward is offered at all. A study that supports this was conducted by 
Hennessey and Amabile (1987 p. 12): 

“In one of our own investigations, children assigned to a reward condition promised to tell a 
story in order to first have a chance to use an instant camera. Children in a no-reward 
condition were simply allowed to use the camera before they told the story; there was no 
connection established between the two activities. Elementary school teachers familiar with 
the children’s writing applied the consensual creativity assessment technique with a high 
level of interjudge reliability. Results indicated that, overall, children in the no-reward 
condition told more creative stories than did children in the reward condition.” 

In a performing art such as music, a focus on extrinsic motivation can be detrimental and even 
contribute to the negative effects of performance anxiety. When students adopt this mindset (e.g. ‘if 
I perform to a high standard, than I will receive a high grade’) then their focus is turned away from 
the intrinsically enjoyable aspects of the task itself, which in turn undermines the creativity of their 
performance. 

There is an increasing amount of evidence to suggest that intrinsic motivation leads to more 
effective problem solving and a deep level of conceptual understanding (McGraw 1978), attributes 
which every teacher would wish to instill in their students. This motivation is enhanced when the 
task design incorporates creativity. Students will be more likely to engage and retain what they have 
learnt when they have been afforded the opportunity to create. Within a musical context, students 
will have a deeper conceptual understanding of theory if they use it creatively, such as in 
composition or improvisation. Student learning is drastically improved by creative, meaningful and 
enjoyable experiences which demonstrate relevance to their lives. In short, a student who wants to 
learn for learning’s sake will always exceed a student who is forced to learn. It is the role of the 
teacher to model an intrinsic motivation for lifelong, independent learning, and facilitate an 
environment where students feel they can develop themselves through safe risk taking and learning 
from their mistakes. Intrinsic motivation, grown through creativity, is the foundation upon which this 
can be achieved.  
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Chapter 2 

Repetition, Repetition, Repetition 

‘Repetition is the mother of all learning, the father of action and the architect of accomplishment’, 
according to Zig Ziglar (2007, p. 5), a leading motivational teacher and considered one of the most 
important authorities on the science of human potential. He is not alone in this belief however; 
there have been countless people and studies throughout history that support this notion. In 
Malcolm Gladwell’s book “Outliers: The Story of Success” (2011), presents his ‘10,000-Hour Rule’ in 
which he describes a number of his observations where proficiency was achieved after ten thousand 
hours of repeated practice. There is a lot of evidence to support this idea that repetition is the key to 
success - Thomas Edison famously had approximately five thousand attempts at perfecting his light 
bulb invention. If we apply this understanding to how many students learn and prepare for 
assessment, we can see that some of the strategies fall short. One such example is the ‘cramming’ 
method; a typical situation where we can see this method employed is in preparation for an exam 
based assessment in both secondary and tertiary institutions. This strategy favours a rapid and often 
frantic burst of repetition, rather than a more gradual and focused revisiting of the information.  
Leading up to the exam, and in a very short space of time, the student will attempt to ‘cram’ in as 
much information as possible into their memory – their short term memory. This, at best, may 
produce a reasonable result for that particular assessment; however any long term memorization 
tends not to occur and has been proven to be relatively unsuccessful. It can be argued that this 
method of learning and assessment does not provide accurate evidence of how successful the 
student has learnt and internalized the information.  

This idea was recognized by Hermann Ebbinghaus, a prominent German psychologist who was 
renowned for his pioneering and experimental study of memory. In a study he conducted in 1885, he 
discovered what he termed the ‘forgetting curve and the spacing effect’, which demonstrates how a 
persons’ memory recalls information after only being exposed to the content for a brief amount of 
time. Ebbinghaus achieved this by briefly memorizing a series of random syllables and then 
attempting to recall them at different intervals of time afterwards ranging from twenty minutes 
through to thirty-one days (Ebbinghaus 1964). The following graph demonstrates his findings: 

Table 1: Ebbinghaus’ Forgetting Curve 
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Ebbinghaus’ landmark study was the first in history to demonstrate that without regular 
reinforcement, there will inevitably be exponential memory loss. Despite this study and others that 
have been conducted since, many institutions still utilize learning and assessment strategies that 
only support short term memorization of content (Stahl, 2010).  

Since Ebbinghaus, there has been a push by many academics to better understand long term 
memorization and internalization of information and the development teaching and learning 
methodologies that promote it. Piotr Wozniak and Edward J. Gorzelanczyk are pioneering 
researchers into the theory of ‘spaced repetition’ and have conducted many studies concerning how 
repetition underpins successful learning. In his article “Optimization of repetition spacing in the 
practice of learning” (1994, p. 60), he states that: 

The impact of different inter-repetition intervals on the effectiveness of learning has been widely 
discussed in a number of publications. In particular, the spacing effect has been discovered as a 
universal phenomenon. Spacing effect consists in better performance in learning tasks if the spacing 
of repetitions is distributed, i.e. sparse, as opposed to massed spacing. Consequently, it has been 
proposed that the optimum inter-repetition intervals used in learning are the longest intervals that 
do not result in forgetting. 

The following table demonstrates this idea -    

Table 2: Spaced Repetition   

 

It is therefore safe to say that repetition is an essential aspect of successful learning and deep 
internalization. Repetition however, is often viewed as tiresome and monotonous (as the brain is 
stimulated by novel, new information), and is often avoided resulting in ineffective learning. For 
repetition to occur there needs to be a significant degree of willpower and discipline displayed by 
the student.  

Willpower 

Thomas Jefferson first coined the phrase “all men are created equal” in 1776 at the beginning of the 
American Revolution. This is certainly true, however there are certain characteristics that can 

http://www.wired.com/medtech/health/magazine/16-05/ff_wozniak?currentPage=all
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separate those who achieve greatness throughout their lives and those who do not, and one of 
those is willpower. The learning process will always have it challenges; mistakes and failures will 
occur and at times this will be extremely confronting. This process, no matter what the learning task 
will look like the following diagram (developed by the author, but influenced by Kolb [Stice, 1987]):   

Table 3: The Growth Continuum 

 

Many people throughout history have performed extensive research into this learning process, and 
described it in many different ways (Stice, 1987). The diagram above ‘The Growth Continuum’ 
highlights the various stages that every student will go through on their path to mastery. Whilst 
there is learning taking place, the process will never end, and the student will always continue to 
develop and increase their mastery. There are four main identifiable stages: learning, the mistake, 
reflection and growth. The second stage is often where the first cracks in the student’s resolve will 
appear, and many often abandon their learning at this point. This is often due to the preconceived 
misconception that a mistake or failure is a negative occurrence. This has become an ever increasing 
problem in today’s culture where many people, especially young ‘technology hungry’ students, 
expect instant gratification. The issue with embracing ‘instant gratification’ is that it is a path which 
leads away from the essential elements of true learning. The difference between those who achieve 
success and those who fall short lies in the way failure is perceived. A successful person never views 
a mistake as a failure, but as a learning tool whereby analysis and reflection (the third stage) 
highlights the possible reasons why success was not achieved. Once the cause has been identified, it 
can be rectified. The second and third stages constitute the continual learning process and will be 
repeated many times. Only with willpower and dedication can the student truly stay on this path. 
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Many studies support the idea of willpower being key to success. A famous experiment conducted in 
the 1960’s by Stanford scientists tested a group of four year old childrens’ willpower. The children 
were brought into a room and sat at a table where they were presented with treats, one of them 
being a marshmallow. The child would be offered one marshmallow straight away or, if they were 
able to wait a short length of time, they would be given two. Some children ate the marshmallow as 
soon as they were left alone; others resisted the temptation and received two. Many years later, 
some of the participants were contacted most of whom were in high school. The study highlighted 
that the students who had the ability to delay gratification were achieving significantly higher than 
those who sought instant gratification (Hennessey & Amabile 1987). This ability became inherent in 
their daily lives, and allowed them to be successful at most things they attempted, ranging from the 
schools results to the relationships they developed with others. Willpower allowed them to 
successfully remain on the ‘Growth Continuum’. 

Willpower, like a muscle, can be developed and strengthened over time. There is, however, another 
factor that underpins successful learning and that is the effect of intrinsic motivation on willpower. If 
we take the most successful people in history from any field - from Beethoven to Einstein, or Da 
Vinci to Sir Richard Branson, there is a common thread that unites them all in their success and that 
is the complete love to the point of obsession of what they do – their intrinsic motivation. And it is 
this obsession which ‘supercharges’ their willpower to continue in the face of any failure, where 
other people may fall short; their intrinsic motivation was fueled by creativity. The following pattern 
demonstrates this:    

Creativity helps to create intrinsic motivation and ownership; intrinsic motivation and ownership 
strengthen willpower; willpower aids repetition and repetition is the ‘mother of all learning’. 

Chapter 3 

Creativity within the Learning Continuum 

The following chapter will provide a specific example of how creativity, even in its most basic form, 
may be used to enhance student learning and to demonstrate the concepts outlined previously. 

When teaching music theory, it is very important to have an understanding of the ‘theoretical 
journey’. This requires the teacher to have an inherent understanding of how one concept 
organically grows out from another. Presenting the information in a transparent and sequential 
manner allows the student to acquire a holistic sense of the content. To help support this notion, 
referring to theory as ‘music construction’ is preferable to help solidify each new musical concept as 
a ‘building block’ in the student’s mindset. As music theory can be easily itemized, it is tempting for 
teachers to choose a topic at random as their focus - like commencing a journey without knowing 
the final destination. However, unless it is presented as part of a sequence of topics, students will 
find it difficult to put what they have learnt into a ‘bigger picture’ understanding. For example, for a 
student to understand accidentals, they must first grasp the idea of semitones; to understand 
semitones the students must grasp the idea of an interval etc. The success of a task relies largely on 
whether the student brings the necessary prior knowledge of the relevant concepts. The task must 
be broken down into its components or concepts; a task may have two main concepts, concept A 
and B, which the student is required to draw upon and combine in order to reach concept C. For 
example, for a student to write or play a chord (concept C) they must first have an understanding of 
notes or the ‘musical alphabet’ (concept A) and intervals (concept B). Without this prior 
understanding, the student would likely be unsuccessful. This theoretical journey may be viewed as 
an infinite continuum upon which all those who study music are travelling. Depending on what prior 
understanding you have, will dictate where you reside on the continuum; it is part of the teacher’s 
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responsibility to discover where the student resides, and what they are now capable of learning, 
based upon their prior knowledge. It is important to note that all students travel along this 
continuum at various speeds, and this will dictate how many new concepts the student is capable of 
learning at any one particular time (some are capable of many new concepts simultaneously whilst 
other can only grapple with one).  

Teaching new musical concepts sequentially will drastically improve student learning, and this is 
often where teachers feel they can finish. However we can strengthen their learning and 
internalization of information further by allowing students to use each of these new concepts in a 
creative context. This is supported by neuropsychological research into the effects of emotional 
intensity, which is stimulated by creativity, on memory. This research has demonstrated that intense 
emotional experiences enhance memory via stimulation of the amygdala, a region of the brain 
associated with cognitive encoding (Canli et al., 2000; Cahil et al., 2004). A study conducted on 
autobiographical memory also displayed similar results (Talarico, LaBar, and Rubin , 2004). In their 
paper “Affect and Creativity at Work” (2005, p. 5), Amabile, Barsade, Mueller and Staw state that:  

‘The emotional intensity of experiences, whether they are positive or negative, led to stronger 
memories. Thus it may be that emotional intensity is beneficial to creativity, given that enhanced 
memory is one mechanism that might contribute to the breadth or variability of cognitive activity.’     

Students retain what they have learnt more often when the assignment is completed with a creative 
task, usually in the form of composition (either written or improvised). This will not always require 
the student to produce a major work and often the task is quite elementary. This simple creative 
experience serves to solidify the student’s understanding of what they have just learnt. For example, 
if students have begun a rhythm topic covering the basic notes and they values, the task may be that 
they compose a short four bar rhythmic phrase in a particular time signature which they then 
perform to a friend or the class (they could possibly swap with someone else and perform one that is 
unfamiliar etc.). The learning scaffold for teaching any new theoretical concept during this process is 
as follows: 

The Goal 

 

The Theoretical Task 

 

The Creative Task 

 

Assessment 

Beginning by explaining the goal (where the student needs to aim to reach) is important as students 
will use this as means to gauge whether they have been successful or not. During the next stage, 
there is the unpacking concepts that will be needed in order to complete the goal and workshop 
them using standard methods i.e. using work booklets/worksheets, research tasks etc. This is the 
point where many teachers choose to assess the student’s understanding, either with a test or 
exam. However, both the levels of engagement and retention increase when students are given the 
opportunity to use the concepts that they have just learnt about. Students often enjoy this stage, 
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and it is often where the most significant learning is achieved; students can complete more than one 
creative task (especially those who need extending) which is an effective means of repetition and 
will often make mistakes which they can learn from. But unlike a final test or exam, making mistakes 
during this stage is not as confronting as analysis and reflection are inherent within the creative 
process. It allows students the chance to take more risks without the fear of ‘losing marks’. The 
creative tasks can either form the sole or part of the final assessment and is often a much more 
accurate indication of student learning than only a test. 

The next section will be dedicated to demonstrating how this model is applied when teaching scales. 

Using Counterpoint as a Means to Creatively Engage With Scales.  

Teaching students to be imaginative and creative can often be quite difficult; there are many 
possible ‘solutions’ to the same problem, and students will often find this very confronting. 
Situations have been observed in secondary schools where creativity has played a little or no role in 
the student’s musical education in their introduction to music. When it comes time for them to 
compose or arrange at a higher, more complex level, they find it harder to achieve success. Being 
creative, even at an extremely basic level, should be inherent from the beginning so they become 
accustomed to using the concepts they have learnt. Having a gradual exposure to creativity, where 
the tasks begin elementary and become more complex is more effective. This is typical problem in 
the SACE Stage 2 Musicianship elective, where students are required to produce an arrangement, 
demonstrating their creative flare (using melody, counter-melodies, harmony, etc.). To teach 
students effectively and avoid ‘cramming’ at the last minute, students must begin to learn about 
these concepts as early as possible so they can effectively process all the information.  

Students can often become particularly disengaged during the ‘scales’ section of the curriculum; in 
situations such as this, it should be the teacher’s endeavour was to generate more interest so 
students are more intrinsically motived to learn. Very often when the student is introduced to the 
concept of the ‘musical scale’, they learn to memorize them by playing them on their instrument and 
writing them out. However, many students are neglected to be informed of their importance or 
relevance. Playing scales is typically viewed as a mechanical and unmusical means of developing 
one’s technique, and the writing out of scales is often disjointed from composition and analysis – 
both of which are completely void of any creativity. Thus, many students have viewed scales as 
tedious and irrelevant. If the student cannot find meaning in their learning, then the information or 
concept will be quickly discarded. The implications for such a situation can be severe; if the 
foundation for a basic musical understanding is not firm, the student will find difficulty in 
interpreting the music they play, or compose any of their own. This can even contribute to 
performance anxiety when performing from memory – only relying on muscle memory as opposed 
to acquiring a thorough analytical understanding of the piece they are performing. By teaching the 
basic elements of counterpoint during this stage, it provided the relevance and a creative outlet 
which has increased the students’ motivation to learn. 

Counterpoint can be very useful as an introduction to melodic writing, and serves as a gateway into 
basic composition without having to use harmony and more complex textures. It introduces many of 
the ideas which also apply to four-part harmony, which is a significant part of the curriculum at Stage 
2. Its strict rules provide a safe platform for students to begin to experiment with melodic writing, 
and if they follow these rules, they will more than likely compose a melody that is aurally pleasing. It 
is not always desirable to begin by telling the students that “today we will be learning about 
counterpoint, a form of composition made famous by such composers as Bach, Schenker and Fux”. 
This would no doubt scare many students further! Following the introduction to scales, approaching 
the topic by explaining that “we will be learning how to write a basic melody,” is far more 
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preferable. Students should not be expected to begin writing in two-parts, or learn about the species 
initially (these can be used as an extension task later). Listening to and analysing existing examples 
of counterpoint is also an important aspect of the student’s development; depending on the 
student, this can either form part of the introduction or be left to after the student has attempted 
writing their own. Very often, many musicians find the rules of counterpoint to be rather 
constricting. However it is these rules that provide students with an introductory pathway leading to 
a solid understanding about how music is constructed and how they can begin engage with music 
creatively. 

In the following chapter, a sequence of tasks and exercises will be demonstrated to teach scales 
supported by counterpoint. 

Chapter 4 

Counterpoint and Task Design 

Prior to learning about counterpoint, it is essential that students have a solid grounding in scales 
(preferable in the treble and bass clefs). They will need an understanding of tones and semitones 
(basic intervals), scale degrees, accidentals and the basic note values. This may take a number of 
lessons to unpack and consolidate depending on the capability of the students. 

Task 1: Introduction to Writing a Melody (Melodic Intervals) 

The first composition the students will write will be a two - four bar melody in common time that 
begins and ends on the first degree of the scale that contains one leap with the remaining melody 
using stepwise motion. Students write out a scale, marking the tones, semitones and scale degrees. 
For the purposes of this task, C major has been chosen to avoid the use of accidentals; students can 
complete this task in other keys at a later time. Each time a student is composing a melody, it is 
important to have them write out the scale so they can physically see the scale and the notes they 
are using rather than attempting to visualize it. Once again, this is an idea that can be incorporated 
later.   

Figure 1: 

 

Explaining that these are the notes (building blocks) that will be used to construct (or compose) the 
melody is one possibility. At this stage, students need to understand the following two concepts: 
what intervals are acceptable, and the general shape of the melody. This will include the ideas of 
‘stepwise motion’ and the ‘leap’; all these different ideas will need to be explained separately. For 
the purposes of this task, the leap can only contain intervals within the octave (including the unison 
and the octave) with the exception of the seventh, which is not desirable at this stage. The leap 
needs to be approached and followed by stepwise motion, eg. 

Figure 2a: 
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Or 

Figure 2b: 

 

This first task can form the platform for many other minor tasks; for example students could play 
them on their instrument, reinforcing the ties between theory and practice. Students could mark the 
scale degrees on their melody, or circle the tones and semitones, which reinforces the different 
elements of the scale. A slightly more advanced task for the students would be to write a melody 
that has two phrases; the first phrase needs to end on either the first, fifth or sixth scale degrees to 
form a cadence point (typically imperfect or interrupted) , the second phrase needs to end on the 
first degree (creating either a perfect or plagal cadence) and can incorporate more leaps. This begins 
to introduce the concept of phrasing and the foundation of many of the concepts (such as cadence 
points) that will be needed later in four part harmony. This task can be structured to be as basic or as 
complex depending on the learning needs of the student. Software that is capable of playing the 
melody back (such as Sibelius or its online equivalent Noteflight) can be a useful tool so students can 
hear what they have written immediately.    

Task 2: Independence (Harmonic Intervals) 

Once students feel comfortable writing a single line melody, they can then be introduced to the idea 
of two-part writing. This gradual introduction of more complex forms of creativity is key to 
solidifying their understanding and success. It is essential that prior to attempting to compose a 
cantus firmus with its counterpoint, students first need to understand melodic independence and 
desirable intervals. This will introduce the concepts of contrary motion and the avoidance on parallel 
fifths and octaves. Students are provided with only two notes that they must then find an 
appropriate counterpoint e.g. 

Figure 1a: 

 

In this simplified exercise, students can practice writing appropriate responses demonstrating 
contrary motion and the desirable intervals (unison, third [minor/major], fifth, sixth [minor/major] 
and octave). Although this task provides very limited creativity, it allows the student the chance to 
practice the necessary skills they will need in order to successfully write a true counterpoint.  
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Task 3: Cantus Firmus and the First Species 

In this task, students can begin composing a two part melody using what they have learnt in the 
previous tasks. This task is named ‘Cantus Firmus and the First Species’ as that is what it will involve, 
however  it may not be desirable to use this terminology with students as it can be confronting. 
Initially, the cantus firmus is provided and the students must write an appropriate response: 

Figure 1a: 

 

Figure 1b: 

Response Example: 

 

Once students feel comfortable writing a response, have them compose their own cantus firmus 
using the concepts they learnt from the first task. They can also practice this in other keys. 

 

Task 4: The Second Species 

In the fourth task, the complexity is slightly increased with the introduction of passing notes, 
consonance and dissonance. Up until this stage, students have only used consonant intervals in their 
counterpoint, but as the counterpoint now has two notes for every cantus firmus note, dissonance 
will be introduced in the form of passing notes:  

Figure 1a: 
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Once again, providing an initial cantus firmus for the students to compose their counterpoint on is 
important. As the cantus firmus is acting more as a bass line, it an incorporate more jumps: 

 

Figure 2a: 

 

Figure 2b: 

Response Example: 

 

The study of counterpoint not only allows students the opportunity to use their knowledge of scales 
in a creative context; it reinforces many other theoretical concepts such as intervals, a grounding in 
basic harmonic concepts, rhythm (by using the various species), transposition etc. Depending on the 
capabilities of the student, more tasks such as these covering all of the species can be designed to 
support student learning and continue the student’s compositional development before they have 
be introduced to harmony. Even though the scope for creativity in these tasks is limited, it can be 
used as a platform from which more complex forms of creativity may be attempted. 

Conclusion 

Success in learning is underpinned by many different elements, from the competency of the teacher 
and motivation of the student, to task design and resources. There are many reasons why a student 
will not achieve success, but my experience has taught me that low interest levels is one of the 
leading causes; very few students (if any) who cultivate a strong interest in a given field, will not 
develop and improve in some way. It is this interest that helps motivate students to continue to try 
when presented with failure – interest and progress become their own rewards. Many studies that 
have been conducted in this area support the idea that students who are intrinsically motivated will 
excel above those who are not. Students, due to their past experiences and interests, will naturally 
be motivated to learn in particular areas. In some circumstances however, this will not be the case; it 
then becomes the role of the teacher to cultivate, nurture and increase interest levels in those areas 
thereby increasing the likelihood of successful learning. In my experience, one such way this may be 
achieved is by incorporating creative learning tasks within the curriculum, affording students the 
opportunity to use what they have learnt in a safe, contained environment and allowing them to 
take more ownership of their learning. The new Australian Curriculum has creativity (often through 
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the form of composition and improvisation) embedded within its standards; the ideas that are 
presented may be used to achieve this.  

In music education, which is inherently creative and expressive, students must be encouraged to be 
creative from the very beginning of their education. Creativity is a very broad term and can be 
interpreted in many different ways, encompassing the most basic elemental forms to deep artistic 
expression. Within the field of music, one interpretation of creativity is in the form of composition. I 
do not imply that students should be asked to compose major works from the outset, merely the 
opportunity to use what they have learnt in a creative context, and that this process needs to begin 
as early as possible. I am also not suggesting that these creative tasks completely replace the current 
standing curriculum, rather be an addition to it. During my own teaching, I have discovered that 
when students have not had these prior creative experiences, when they are eventually asked to 
compose or arrange a piece they often find it very confronting, and are not as likely to be successful. 
To better support students through this learning process, a more gradual exposure to creativity from 
the outset is necessary. If students are used to using the different elements of music to create at a 
basic level from the beginning, when they are asked to compose a piece with a higher degree of 
complexity it will not be as confronting. I have also found through my teaching that students who 
participate in creative tasks seem to retain the information far more effectively than those who have 
not. Being creative with what they have learnt is an effective way to repeat and reinforce the 
content, and create meaningful experiences which they are more likely to remember. 

I wish to acknowledge the many other pioneers in this field and the significant research they have 
conducted which has influenced this paper.  
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