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For twenty years, the Irish primary 

curriculum has attempted to foster all 

pupils’ lasting musical competence and 

confidence (NCCA 1999).  However, my 

experiences as a student teacher and 

international research suggests children’s 

declining engagement in school music as 

they approach their senior primary years 

(De Vries 2010; Evans 2016), which is 

likely exacerbated by their varying extra-

curricular music attendance (Lamont 

2002).  Using qualitative methodology, 

this research explores the perspectives of 

five practicing primary teachers regarding 

the impact of senior pupils’ extra-

curricular musical experiences on their 

engagement in school music and their 

approaches to promoting all children’s 

musical engagement regardless of the 

same.  

While the proportion of pupils attending extra-curricular music tuition 

varied between schools, the teachers agreed that those with significant 

musical exposure demonstrated higher musical self-efficacy and 

engagement than their less experienced peers. However, participants’ 

perspectives as to whether a lack of extra-curricular experience influenced 

pupils’ in-school musical engagement varied; some participants noted a 

potential for negative peer comparison to deter musically inexperienced 

pupils, while others asserted that a lack of extra-curricular music experience 

did not influence pupils’ engagement in classroom music.  In some 

instances, this appeared to be informed by the nature of extra-curricular 

music attendance in the school, with musically inexperienced children 

seemingly being less affected in terms of their engagement in contexts 

where few students took part in extra-curricular music tuition.  The teachers’ 

strategies for encouraging all pupils’ musical engagement regardless of their 

extra-curricular music experience included: active participation and 

performance; accommodating children’s ‘musical baggage’ or prior musical 

experiences and multiple genres in their teaching; a risk-free and structured 

environment; opportunities for experimentation and social music-making; 

and whole-school music initiatives.  

The teachers’ perspectives on senior pupils’ musical 

engagement were generally influenced by their teaching 

contexts and values, with observations regarding the 

potential for musically inexperienced pupils’ engagement 

to be negatively affected in schools with significant extra-

curricular attendance supporting Lamont’s observation of 

the same (2002). The teachers’ approaches to promoting 

musical engagement were also coherent with the 

literature, including findings regarding the benefits of 

incorporating children’s ‘musical baggage’ into teaching 

(Burnard et al 2008; Kenny et al 2016), accessible 

instrumental tuition to facilitate social music-making 

(Moore 2019), a risk-free learning environment (Deane et 

al 2015) and participation in meaningful musical activity 

(Flynn 2016).  These strategies appeared to be informed 

by their own musical and teaching experiences and their 

understanding of the importance of positive musical 

encounters for children’s continued musical engagement.  

As educational research is focused on the 

perspectives of individuals, in this case the 

participants’ experiences of primary music education, 

every effort was made to interpret and present their 

viewpoints as objectively as possible.  Purposive 

sampling informed the selection of all participants as 

it was necessary that they had previously taught in a 

senior primary class and were themselves musically 

confident.  A combination of volunteer and 

convenience sampling was also used, resulting in a 

range of demographics and school types being 

represented, including DEIS, non-DEIS, single-sex 

and co-educational schools.  Data collection 

comprised of five semi-structured interviews 

(Silverman 2014) using a qualitative paradigm due to 

the expectation of rich data (Cohen et al 2007) and 

the potential to explore participants’ perspectives in 

detail.  Validity and reliability were achieved by 

conducting a pilot interview before collecting data, 

member checking and peer review.  Finally, the 

principles of principles of beneficence, non-

maleficence, autonomy, confidentiality, and fidelity 

were adhered to in order to ensure the study’s ethical 

basis (BERA 2018).

Having explored the participants’ experiences of teaching 

music in senior primary classes, it is clear that effective

work is being undertaken in schools to promote all pupils’ 

musical engagement, regardless of their encounters with 

extra-curricular music.  It is essential that this issue is 

addressed in future policy, research and teacher education 

and practice so that all children might access enjoyable and 

formative musical experiences, both in the classroom and 

beyond it.  As one participant so aptly put it: 

“You never know what you’re fostering in anyone…but we 

might be planting a seed of a hobby for the future”.

Music is unparalleled in its capacity to provide 

children with personally and socially enriching 

experiences, with consistent participation contributing 

to skills and attitudes which promote lifelong musical 

engagement. However, music is a unique subject in 

the Irish primary school curriculum that although all 

children receive a basic education in it, the musical 

skills of a small minority are significantly enriched by 

their engagement in extra-curricular activities 

(Deloughry 2014).  It is my experience that this 

hidden curriculum and the resulting discrepancies 

between children’s extra-curricular and school music 

experiences tend to have negative implications for 

senior primary students’ musical self-efficacy and 

motivation.  As little research has been conducted into 

the implications of Irish primary children’s varying 

extra-curricular music experiences for their 

engagement in classroom music, or on teachers’ 

response to the same, this study attempts to explore 

the perspectives of five musically experienced 

primary teachers on the same.

Cohen, L., Manion, L. and Morrison, K. (2007) Research Methods in 

Education, 6th ed., London: Routledge.

Flynn, P. (2016) Possible Selves in Music: Summary of a Research 

Partnership between Music Generation and St. Patrick’s College 

Drumcondra, Dublin: Music Generation.

Lamont, A. (2002) ‘Musical Identities and the School Environment’, in 

Hargreaves, D. J., MacDonald, R. A. R. and Miell, D., eds., Musical 

Identities, New York: Oxford University Press.

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (1999) Primary 

School Curriculum: Music, Dublin: The Stationery Office.

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (1999) Primary 

School Curriculum: Music Teacher Guidelines, Dublin: The Stationery 

Office.


