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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines data from an investigation of creativity in 

music education, with particular reference to the perceptions of 

six teachers in English Secondary schools. Adopting a qualitative 

approach, videotaped extracts of lessons on composition and 

improvisation with pupils aged 11-14 were used as a basis for 

discussion during in-depth interviews with participants. Two of 

the three original research questions are considered in this paper 

focusing on (a) how participants characterised creativity in their 

discourse and (b) the relationship between their perceptions and 

their backgrounds. Twenty-eight categories and subcategories 

that complemented a four-fold framework outlined from the litera-

ture review (i.e. Pupil - Environment - Process - Product) 

emerged from the analysis of the interviews. Some of the catego-

ries and their educational implications are discussed with refer-

ence to the framework and the above research questions1. 
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BACKGROUND AND AIMS 
The centralised production of National curricula during the 

last decade has made activities labelled as ‘creative’, such 

as composition and improvisation, compulsory in many 

countries. ‘Creativity’ is often referred to in two ways 

within music curricula texts: (a) the description of activities 

under the label of creativity, such as improvisation and 

composition, and (b) statements concerning the value of 

creativity as a desirable ‘thinking style’. Examples of this 

duality are evidenced in the curriculum in Catalonia, Spain 

(Generalitat de Catalunya, 1992), and the National Curricu-

lum for England and Wales (DfEE & QCA, 1999). Never-

theless, the term creativity and how creativity might be 

identified is rarely examined. Recent studies suggest that 

art teachers (Fryer & Collings, 1991; Fryer, 1996) and mu-

sic teachers (Odena, 2001a) interpret creativity and its as-

sessment in personal terms. England is an ideal setting for 

this enquiry, with a third of its Secondary school curricu-

lum for music devoted to ‘creative skills’. 

This investigation is concerned with how music teachers 

interpret the meanings of creativity. In this paper issues 

related to two research questions are considered focusing 

on (a) how participants characterized creativity in their 

discourse and (b) the relationship between their perceptions 

and their backgrounds2. 

                                                                                                           

1 For further information on this four-year research project see the articles 

listed in the References. 

2 A discussion of the differences between these teachers’ perceptions and 

the music education literature is available in Odena, Plummeridge & 

In: M. Baroni, A. R. Addessi, R. Caterina, M. Costa (2006) Proceedings 

of the 9th International Conference on Music Perception & Cognition 

(ICMPC9), Bologna/Italy, August 22-26 2006.©2006 The Society for 

Music Perception & Cognition (SMPC) and European Society for the 

Cognitive Sciences of Music (ESCOM). Copyright of the content of an 

individual paper is held by the primary (first-named) author of that pa-

per. All rights reserved. No paper from this proceedings may be repro-

duced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or me-

chanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information 

retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the paper's primary 

author. No other part of this proceedings may be reproduced or transmit-

ted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 

photocopying, recording, or by any information retrieval system, without 

permission in writing from SMPC and ESCOM. 
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METHODOLOGY 
Adopting a qualitative approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), 

videotaped extracts of lessons on composition and improvi-

sation with pupils aged 11-14 were used as a basis for dis-

cussion during in-depth interviews with six teachers. They 

were selected on the basis of their different backgrounds 

and schools. Their characteristics were thought to be suffi-

ciently diverse as to correspond with what Lincoln & Guba 

(1985) describe as a “maximum variation” approach when 

deliberately selecting participants. All teachers were inter-

viewed at the beginning and at the end of the project. Be-

tween 3 to 5 hours of participants teaching was observed 

and videotaped. Teaching units involved composition and 

improvisation activities with students aged 11-14. During 

the final interviews, each teacher watched a selection of 

extracts of his/her lessons and discussed these with the au-

thor. The extracts were the starting point and skeleton for 

the interviews or “conversations with a purpose” (Burgess, 

1988). Two-hundred and twenty pages of transcripts were 

subsequently analysed with the assistance of the computer 

programme NVivo (Gahan & Hannibal, 1998). Content 

analysis (Kvale, 1996; Weber, 1990) was undertaken with 

a process akin to the one described by Cooper & McIntyre 

(1993, p. 384) as “recursive comparative analysis”. This 

involves the categorisation of the data, which is continually 

“tested and refined” until all categories are compared 

against all the responses. 87.2% of the transcripts were 

categorized in the analysis, i.e. 236,636 characters from a 

total of 271,438 that included the interviewer’s questions 

and the teachers’ responses. Two independent researchers 

who read randomly selected parts of the categorised inter-

views validated the analysis. 

Participants were also asked to reflect on their backgrounds 

by completing a Musical Career Path questionnaire, de-

rived from methods developed by Denicolo & Pope (1990). 

Using an undulating path drawn on a single sheet, partici-

pants were asked to think back over their life experiences 

and write down specific instances that had shaped the di-

rection of their musical outlook.  

The investigation was divided into four stages: (1) exami-

nation of the meanings attached to the word ‘creativity’ and 

review of previous studies (e.g. Beetlestone, 1998; Brink-

man, 1999; Burnard, 2000; Burnard & Younker, 2002; 

Craft, 2001; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; De Souza Fleith et al, 

2000; Green, 1990, 2000, 2001; Hickey, 2002; Kennedy, 

1999) after which a four-fold framework for researching 

teachers’ perception of creativity in music education was 

put forward (Pupil-Environment-Process-Product); (2) dis-

cussion of the methodological assumptions underpinning 

                                                                                                           

Welch (2005). A detailed explanation of the teachers’ backgrounds 

(Odena & Welch, 2006), a consideration of research dissemination is-

sues, and a discussion of the use of video recordings in this type of 

methodology are also available  (Odena, 2001a, b, 2002, 2004). Other 

aspects have been analysed from a Spanish perspective (Odena, 2005a, 

b, 2007). 

the research, including issues relating to data collection 

(e.g. Cox, 1999; Eisner, 1991); (3) examination of data 

using content analysis with the assistance of the computer 

programme NVivo (Gibbs, 2002); and (4) implications. 

RESULTS 
Twenty-eight categories and subcategories that comple-

mented the four-fold framework emerged from the analysis 

of the interviews (a full list of categories is included in 

Odena, Plummeridge & Welch, 2005). The participants’ 

perceptions exemplified, although in different ways, the 

idea of creativity as a capacity of all students. They viewed 

creativity in terms of what Elliott (1971) described as the 

‘new concept’, where creativity is imagination as success-

fully displayed in any valued pursuit. Nevertheless partici-

pants did not agree on how ‘creativity’ was to be described. 

They commented not only about pupils’ creativity but 

about their own creativity as well (‘Teachers’ own creativ-

ity’). This category was left outside the four-fold frame-

work as it is focused on the teachers’ perceptions of their 

own teaching and music-making skills. Even if the teachers 

did not always have a clear understanding of the concept of 

creativity, they expressed interesting and illuminating 

views about creative pupils, the environment for creativity, 

the creative process and the creative products.  

Regarding the teachers’ backgrounds, even though there 

were recurrent patterns in all participants, the relationship 

between these and their perceptions of creativity is not im-

mediately obvious. However, analyses using NVivo reveal 

that some of the teachers’ experiences appear to have influ-

enced their views of creativity. After examining all data it 

emerges that these teachers’ experiences can be summa-

rised as falling within three main strands3: 

• The musical strand, which refers to the teachers’ past 

and present musical experiences, including their school 

and undergraduate education, and any musical activi-

ties undertaken in addition to teaching;  

• The teacher-education strand, which refers to the par-

ticipants’ comments regarding their teacher-education 

courses; 

• And the professional teaching strand that includes 

their teaching experiences in their current and previous 

schools. 

DISCUSSION 
Selected issues related to the original framework are dis-

cussed in four separate subsections, after which the signifi-

cance of the strands on the teachers’ perceptions is consid-

ered. 

                                                                 

3 While these three strands were established in the analysis, the 

experiences included in them are interconnected. 
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Creative Pupils 
Creative pupils were described by participants as ‘able to 

pick up the ideas quickly’ and ‘develop them’, able to prac-

tice hard and able ‘to adapt the task in a more individual 

way’. Cropley (1992) argues creative individuals display 

similar personal traits such as being impulsive, non-

conformist and capable of sustained hard work, coupled 

with a desire to seek change and a certain disregard for 

plans and rules. A combination of these traits can lead to 

apparently disorganized behavior. However, the ‘creative 

personality’ as described by Cropley (1992) and Kemp 

(1996) includes lists of traits that do not seem match all the 

cases reported by participants in the present study. 

Four teachers observed that pupils experience music activi-

ties with different ways of learning - ‘Adaptor’ and ‘Inno-

vator’ pupils (Brinkman, 1999). It is suggested that if 

teachers have pupils with different ways of learning in the 

same classroom, the same activity could be affecting stu-

dents in different ways. Four participants observed that the 

majority of their students were excited and engaged 

throughout the units videotaped, which had different de-

grees of ‘open’ composition activities. This finding is along 

the lines of the cases reported by Brinkman (1999) regard-

ing pupils’ preference for open composition exercises. In 

contrast, there were pupils who preferred working within a 

set of music parameters, and found it difficult to come up 

with the initial ideas when the music activity was openly 

defined. For this latter type of student, closed activities 

with a range of set instructions seemed more appropriate to 

develop their musical creativity. Borrowing Entwistle’s 

(1981; 1991) terms, some pupils preferred to work follow-

ing small steps in a ‘serialist’ style of learning, whilst oth-

ers learned in a ‘holist’ way, taking the activity as a whole. 

The former can be compared with ‘adaptor’ pupils and the 

latter with ‘innovator’ pupils. What emerges from the pu-

pils’ preference for unprompted composition is the sugges-

tion that teachers using closed activities should also pro-

vide an open door for more ‘innovator’ students. 

Creative Environment 
Comments on the most appropriate environment to enhance 

creativity were coded under two broad categories (‘Emo-

tional environment’, ‘Physical environment’). The emo-

tional environment was characterized as an emotional cli-

mate where pupils could feel confident playing their com-

positions and improvisations in front of their peers without 

fear of disapproval. Additional subcategories included in 

this theme, such as ‘Motivation’ and ‘Time requirements’, 

illustrated practical issues in accordance with suggestions 

from previous studies. Other subcategories were not found 

to be examined in the literature to the same extent. For in-

stance, ‘School culture’ included comments on the schools’ 

music activities and its aims and the status of the Music 

Department within the school. Four participants observed 

that the classroom music experiences at Key Stage 3 (age 

11-14) were crucial for the subsequent choice of subjects at 

a later stage. Participants offered several activities that 

were regarded as accessible to all students including ‘junk 

bands’, choirs, rock groups, and ‘talent shows’. They 

commented that receiving support from the school man-

agement when needed was important in keeping alive this 

positive music school culture. A case was reported by one 

of the teachers where the relations between the Music De-

partment and the school senior management were not posi-

tive. This school had a lack of space and instruments and 

severe budget restrictions - the contract of one music 

teacher was not renewed the previous year. However, this 

participant offered valuable insights on how to counterbal-

ance this situation by making use of the pupils’ instru-

ments, getting bids from outside agencies and sharing re-

sources with other schools. 

Creative Process 
The teachers’ descriptions of their pupils’ creative process 

focused mainly on the stages followed by pupils to com-

plete the requirements of the lessons. In this process im-

provisation was seen as a step prior to composition, or as 

part of the preliminary stages in the compositional process. 

Five participants observed that in some cases, the process 

of creativity appeared to operate beyond a given structure 

(‘Unstructured process’ category). These observations were 

compared with Koestler’s (1964) ‘bisociative’ thinking 

where the mind is conceived as a pyramid in which skills 

and habits at various levels and distances from one another 

can suddenly come into contact. The success in bridging 

these gaps may be conditioned by the level of skills and 

habits of the students. The role of these teachers appeared 

to be important in helping pupils to develop the habit of 

engaging in the study of different possible solutions. 

Creative Products 
These teachers were looking for a ‘sense of style’ and ‘mu-

sical awareness’ in the students’ work. Two teachers pre-

ferred to use terms like ‘originality’ and ‘style’ instead of 

creativity. It seems from the variety of views found in the 

study, that having a compulsory curriculum does not neces-

sarily unify the views of the practitioners, especially when 

the topic is a concept as multifaceted as creativity. All 

teachers nevertheless, had criteria to assess the pupils’ 

work, which were largely negotiated. Indeed, participants 

suggested that discussing the assessment with the students 

was essential to make them aware of the qualities of suc-

cessful work. 

The Significance of the Strands on the Teach-

ers’ Perceptions 
Amongst the three strands described in the previous sec-

tion, the musical strand emerges as the most influential on 

the teachers’ views. It becomes apparent that having ex-

periences with a variety of music styles and activities, in-

cluding composition, helped three of the teachers to de-
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scribe perceived features of an appropriate environment for 

creativity. They keenly put forward comments regarding 

the factors that might hinder this environment. For in-

stance, ‘anxiety’ due to exams or preparation of concerts 

and ‘lack of time’ due to the compartmentalisation of the 

school timetable within slots, would distort or even break 

the appropriate ‘emotional environment’ for creativity. 

They also commented on factors that facilitate such an en-

vironment (e.g. pupils’ motivation). They were able to ac-

knowledge all of these conditions and act upon them. In 

addition, participants with a variety of experiences with 

different music styles were more prepared to accept as 

‘creative products’ the work by pupils who did not neces-

sarily keep to the style or the structure of the activity origi-

nally given by the teacher. 

The importance of the professional teaching strand can be 

seen in the comments regarding the perceived cause-effect 

link between creative pupils and their families. One 

teacher, who was working in a deprived area in a school 

with shortage of staff and resources, remarked that the pu-

pils’ home background had a ‘large effect’ on what they 

‘come out with’. In contrast, another teacher, who was 

teaching students with similar backgrounds in a relatively 

affluent city area, concluded that a musical family back-

ground was not a condition for musically able students. 

Surprisingly for music education at postgraduate level, the 

experiences included in the teacher-education strand, al-

though acknowledged as helpful by two teachers, did not 

emerge as having a major impact on their thoughts. They 

commented on being introduced during their teacher-

education to ‘different styles of music’, but at the same 

time regretted not being ‘taught very well how to com-

pose’. 

CONCLUSIONS AND EDUCATIONAL 

IMPLICATIONS 
The three strands in the participants’ backgrounds were 

unevenly represented due to the weighting of the musical 

strand, which was the most influential. Participants with 

composing experience and practical knowledge of different 

music styles were more articulate at describing the envi-

ronment for creativity and the assessment of the pupils’ 

work. 

Taking this into account, it would appear that beginner 

teachers need opportunities to work creatively in different 

musical styles. This investigation corroborates suggestions 

by Pilsbury and Alston (1996) that point to a need for 

teachers to have appropriate composing experience if they 

are to be more able to assess musical compositions from a 

wide range of styles. This is necessary not only for the as-

sessment of the final music products but, as Berkley (2001) 

points out, for the teachers to engage with the pupils’ com-

posing processes. 

However, the purpose of this investigation was not to seek 

for generalisations, but to try to accomplish a deeper un-

derstanding of the issues under enquiry. The methodology 

helped to illustrate particular cases with “thick descrip-

tions” rather than generalised statements (Lamont, 2002). 

This study is an insight into the views of these teachers 

over a limited period of time. It would be interesting to 

study more teachers and over a longer period of time to 

explore the evolution of the participants’ views; and also, 

to explore the students’ perceptions and compare them with 

those from their teachers. These are two areas that will 

need further research. 
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