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Ensuring musical progress – the DaCapo approach 
 
Jane Cutler, Principal of the DaCapo Foundation, outlines the philosophy behind the 
DaCapo approach 
 
Background 
DaCapo was set up eighteen years ago, dedicated to creating a music teaching 
environment where children would be constantly encouraged, would never be put off, 
would feel valued and included and would always be keen to come to learn more!   
We set out to change the responsibility for musical progression from the approach 
that if a child isn’t ambitious, doesn’t practise or makes slow progress, then they are 
not really worth teaching to one where it is entirely the teacher’s responsibility to 
engage and educate the children without expectations, pressure or judgement. 
 
Our initial challenge was to help musician / teachers to communicate more effectively 
with children and to preserve and nurture the child’s natural ability. It didn’t take us 
long to realise that they also needed help with planning musical development and we 
were also very clear from the start that we wanted to structure our children’s musical 
development via the musicianship route, not one of instrumental progression.  
 
Many of us who have played our instruments, taken grade exams and gone through 
a traditional music college performance course appreciate that we have a certain 
ability (usually instrumental based) but that we are not the rounded and full 
musicians that we should be. This point was illustrated to me by a great friend who is 
a professional violinist but was unable to sight-sing a simple three-note melody from 
a children’s songbook accurately – the minor and major 3rds were incorrect!  
Perhaps the perceived routes into music should be revisited and better ways found to 
deliver a solid music education. 
 
The DaCapo programme constructed itself as we worked with a variety of games and 
activities to build ability, skill and knowledge.  We observed the children working and 
saw what worked and what didn’t.  We plotted a musical development programme 
from the youngest child through to the most able teenager.  We saw that children 
have a desire to learn, a natural feel for music, an instinctive pleasure in singing, and 
a love of exploration. They take pleasure in doing things well as a matter of routine 
and in ‘safe’ surroundings where they can trust the teacher and their peers. They 
enjoy repetition and work well in an environment where they become familiar with the 
structure of a session – but not when it’s dull repetition.  They need to feel a sense of 
progression and to know that they are achieving. They are naturally funny and have 
a great sense and appreciation of the ridiculous. Most of all they have a need to 
play. 
 
I always felt that my own natural feel for music had been taught out of me and that 
the methods of teaching that I received were all intellectual. Lots of talking, 
reasoning, questioning, testing and encouragement of ‘good ‘ behaviour such as 
sitting still in assembly whilst listening to music, can all contribute to a non-
responsive/intellectual musician.  When I came across the Kodaly and Dalcroze 
methods they drew out the natural and instinctive musician in me. They also led to a 
much deeper understanding and ability and helped me to become a better-rounded 
musician. They gave me solutions to problems that I had failed to resolve. To use a 
phrase I dislike, I was empowered. 
 
Over the years there has been a big swing away from the academic and verbal 
approach to music teaching (especially in schools) to a more practical approach.  
However there is still a real lack of strategy in taking children through a music 
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curriculum in the way that is expected in other subjects. This may be because we 
confuse musical experience and development (musical plays, singing and 
performance) with music education. By the time children reach secondary school, 
the range of their musical knowledge is so diverse that you may find a child who has 
barely sung in a school assembly in the same class as one who plays regularly in a 
structured musical setting led by skilled adults. We should be looking at the music 
that is taught in the early years. If we started at nursery level and worked 
progressively and methodically, they could reach secondary school as able in music 
as they may be in literacy, numeracy or science. We could be giving the youngest 
children the skills beyond those that are often attained in KS3. 
 
There have been changes in the post-14 examination requirements so that GCSE 
better matches the needs and interests of the pupils coming through the system, 
However even with these changes we are still not looking at specific areas of 
understanding such as pulse, pitch, rhythm, literacy, coordination, form, expression, 
improvisation and composition with a sense of progression. There are eight levels of 
attainment, which are devoid of specific language so you cannot assess where a 
child who can sing the full pentatonic and notate or identify rhythms aurally may have 
reached. 
 
It is so easy to set up instinctive and natural responses in the early years and these 
are far deeper than those learned at the age of eight. The current lack of a strong 
foundation in primary schools means that it is still mostly those who have paid for the 
privilege of a private music education who will succeed.  We talk about ‘talent’ but 
what we mean is those who have had access and whose families have made a real 
effort and/or financial commitment themselves, or those who are lucky enough to 
have an exceptional school music teacher or department.  We don’t yet expect class 
loads of children to succeed in music – we are still looking for talent. 
 
The DaCapo route 
In the early days we were instrumental teachers helping musicians to communicate 
with children and to change their expectations from the ‘traditional’ to the ‘DaCapo’ 
so that enjoyment and progression were inevitable and musicianship was the central 
theme. Our Saturday Music Centre provided the perfect research base and in this 
environment we were able to develop the preparatory sessions, which have now 
become our ‘Early Years’ programme and the basis of the ‘First DaCapo ToolBox’.  
 
In 2000 a funded project enabled us to translate the early years training and 
resources for musicians into a ‘ToolBox’ for classroom teachers. This proved to be a 
very important step – we found that using the expertise and skills of the classroom 
teacher in collaboration with a DaCapo teacher-musician enabled us to produce 
more secure and far-reaching results than we could do alone. At the same time, we 
were also developing our Integrated Music Programme at the Saturday Centre and 
this showed us that working with ‘musical’ aims and objectives, instead of the more 
traditional ‘instrumental-led’ aims and objectives, gave the teachers and the children 
more satisfaction and more relevant transferable skills. 
 
The development of musical skill and understanding  
We have based our work on the Kodály method, which has a distinct, clearly ordered 
sense of progression for learning rhythm, pitch and structure in music through the 
very cheap and effective tool of singing.  We have used the method to develop a 
programme that is supported by carefully chosen repertoire, set out in a resource 
called the ToolBox, which our teachers are trained to use.  We started with one 
ToolBox but now have several for different activities of music making:  toddlers, early 
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years, junior, instrumental and also classroom-teacher toolboxes for the schools who 
work in partnership with our musicians.   
 
We believe that all music-teaching activities should serve a purpose and that if the 
purpose cannot be justified then perhaps the activity is just a time-filler. An example 
is the game of ‘switch’. Many teachers are happy to use ‘switch’ in their class; it is an 
activity which the children enjoy and is one step on from copying activities. However, 
it is not an end in itself and its usefulness in developing canonic understanding and 
two or even three part material is often not evident in the context in which it is used.   
 
DaCapo also work with educational principles that are common in other subjects but 
not always used in music teaching: 
• start with what you can do and work from that 
• always have a small element of challenge whilst ensuring that all children are 

catered for 
• use descriptive praise and descriptive criticism (say exactly what is good and 

what is not) 
• praise and reward every child for the effort they make, not for ‘getting it right’ 
• keep the programme varied and full 
• you should feel that you are spinning plates 
 
The approach – spelling out the DaCapo ethos: 
• We want to create a pressure-free environment where every child’s contribution 

is respected equally and where every child has a voice.  
• We do not select in or out either by overt means or the more covert methods 

where children are undermined and finally give up because they are bored or 
made to feel second rate.  

• We ensure that all behaviour is managed within the classroom and that the whole 
group learns many lessons beyond the musical ones  

• We prepare for performance without hierarchy in order that the children learn that 
everyone can ‘do it’ and that there is a shared responsibility.  They can feel good 
about showing their skills in a public arena. 

 
 
Planning 
A successful DaCapo teacher needs to plan and prepare in order to meet every 
child’s needs.  They are supported by many hours of training and resources, 
including carefully planned aims and objectives for every age group and skill level. 
They receive mentoring and there are open channels to ask questions and also to 
bring their own ideas into play. 
 
All classes are carefully structured and laid out with a sense of progression driving 
the planning. Our aims and objectives are divided into seven areas; like building a 
wall with Roman tiles, it is very hard to see it grow but gradually the layers build and 
the child’s simple activity of singing and keeping a steady pulse turns into the ability 
to be an informed ensemble member, able to read notation, hear intervals and sing / 
play in tune, to hand sign and identify rhythm patterns with confidence, and so much 
more.  All year 6 children in an average primary school class should be able to 
independently undertake quite sophisticated music making, hold a part, sing a bass 
line and be able to identify it, understand a wide range of rhythmic patterns in simple 
and compound time and read simple notation as a matter of course. Instead we have 
secondary school teachers whose reply (in desperation) to my question “what would 
you expect a year 6 child to be able to do before coming to secondary school?” is “to 
have been habituated into singing” which strikes me as being depressingly un-
ambitious. 
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For us the important things that ensure musical development are to create an 
unpressured environment, based on play, which leads to equality of participation and 
every child wanting to contribute and move forward. Set clear boundaries and give 
clear instructions. Encourage children to make choices and give suggestions (tempo, 
dynamics and use of instrument etc). Do not choose ‘the best’ but work inclusively.  
Write individual parts for children for ensemble music so that an able flautist may be 
given a challenging part but the other flautists all have their moments and are given 
windows of opportunity – no first and second parts which give such a clear and 
negative message.  
 
Using the Kodály method, with its logical sequencing of musical information, carried 
out in a practical session with materials which support the activities, leads to children 
who can firstly do and later understand.  Activities are planned to ensure an equal 
mix of learning styles with the teacher as the model. We use auditory, visual and 
kinaesthetic activities with eurhythmics as an important tool. Finally, we insist on 
quality materials both in terms of musical examples and the resources/tools that we 
use.  We are very picky about our materials and invariably source from places other 
than the popular books in music shops.  Folksong and music composed by 
composers (and not teachers aiming for a particular instrumental skill) is our 
preference. Regardless of whether it is classroom music or an instrumental setting, 
we look very carefully at all aspects of the repertoire. The children are always 
involved in the process when we commission new songs.  Percussion instruments 
need to be of top quality and are selected for very distinct purposes, and we teach 
the children to use them correctly, building the expectation that the sound produced 
will be of top quality.  How many times have you seen quality rosewood claves being 
used in a way that means that they sound like broom handles? It doesn’t need to 
happen.  
 
As a team, we constantly assess ourselves and learn from our mistakes. We all 
(including senior staff) observe and share our own teaching (monitoring every 
teacher and giving advice and more training if required). We observe the children 
(but do not test them) and adjust our teaching if there is a problem – for example 
when they can’t remember the words of a song or seem reluctant to sing, we explore 
many avenues such as adjusting the tempo, starting on a different pitch, looking at 
the language, or making it more interesting by adding an ostinato or less difficult by 
adding a simple second part, or maybe abandoning it and rethinking! 
 
Working in schools 
The latest Ofsted report (Ofsted 2009) was very welcome and those of us working in 
schools know how true its findings are.  However, in the general context of school life 
and the environment where the testing of ‘core’ subjects and the status of league 
tables is such a worry, we probably could have predicted them. 
 
We see that the ‘testing’ priorities often push music out of the classroom. There are 
many head teachers who are happy to ignore music until they have the ‘real’ 
priorities dealt with and if there is a lot of singing in a school they feel that they have 
that particular box ticked.  Many class teachers at primary level are uncomfortable 
teaching music due to the lack of preparation that they have been given in their 
training. There is also a movement which suggests that if music is incorporated into 
other subjects, it is covered. DaCapo have always maintained that we need to teach 
music because music is worthwhile in itself, and that music teaching should be so 
much more than singing.  
 
When DaCapo work with schools to deliver music, head teachers are keen to be 
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reassured that we are covering the National Curriculum for music. I find it very 
difficult to have this discussion, as the National Curriculum is in many respects 
content free and therefore difficult to follow or indeed to measure progress against. 
The DaCapo programme is not guided by the National Curriculum but constructed 
via the Kodály method to teach skills. The specific repertoire and carefully chosen 
and progressive nature of the  activities used to deliver it, enable children to excel 
beyond the normal expected levels. Many of the DaCapo criteria such as ‘to be able 
to internalise, to be able to identify’ are not a part of the National Curriculum.  
 
A teacher using the DaCapo ToolBox reported  

 
 
We do not set the bar so low for instrumental tuition – 
the syllabus for instrumental exams (QCA approved) 
is very rigorous and demanding – are we making an 
exception for the children who can / can’t afford to 
pay for lessons?  Is this an admission that although 
music is ‘for all’, we only expect the ‘talented or 
wealthy’ to be able to achieve? 
 
In my view the National Curriculum does not give us 
any real sense of progression but instead dictates the 
approach to teaching. 

 
‘Teaching should ensure that listening, and applying knowledge and 
understanding, are developed through the interrelated skills of performing, 
composing and appraising.’ 
 
In my experience, we need to start in a very different place, by giving the children the 
knowledge to apply in the first place.  Listening is an activity that requires a huge 
amount of knowledge of ‘how to listen’.  What are they expected to listen to?  Mostly 
this is interpreted by teachers as listening to recorded music but when I play music to 
children the average listening span is 40 seconds before they become restless.  It is 
possible to devise questions to accompany all listening experiences, but these 
questions need to relate to both the children’s experience and the music to which 
they are listening. Do we really learn all of these things through performing, 
composing and appraising with no progressive development of skills? The best 
listeners are those who already participate in music themselves and so the starting 
point should be that they are listening to their own music-making and that of their 
peers, and developing the ability to correct their own work through the listening. 
Kodaly helps tremendously, as they can identify where there may be discrepancies 
and listen more closely a second time round. Listening to recorded music is an 
activity that develops a purpose once children are engaged in music themselves.  
 
The absence of models or examples for the children to use as a starting point can 
lead to the situation where one school performance plus a singing assembly can 
constitute a music education for many children. When we ask children to write stories 
or perform school plays, we are at the same time giving them the tools to do the job –
the individual letters, the meaning and spelling of individual words, sentence 
structure, the use of punctuation, how to form those things with their own hand and to 
write and speak them in the traditional format so that others can read them and 
understand them too.  It seems to me that the musical equivalent is to teach the 
notes, their relative relationships, how they work in different contexts, how to order 
them into phrases and then how to vary such things to enable children to write and 
eventually develop a way of expressing themselves in music via the inner ear. 

When I started 
teaching year 3 
music following on 
from the DaCapo 
Early Years 
programme, I 
realised two 
things. First, the 
children already 
had the knowledge 
and understanding 
of the elements of 
music that were 
meant to be taught 
in Y3; and second 
their confidence 
and abilities in 
voice, pitch, 
rhythm and 
performance 
exceeded the 
expectations set 
by the QCA units. 

 
Andrew Phoenix, 

class teacher, Millfield 
School, North Walsham, 
Norfolk  
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Currently musical compositions are usually done as a time-limited exploration of a 
(usually inadequate) instrument that they have been given for the task – in a group. 
 
Children are constantly being given practice in the use of language through 
conscious development in literacy lessons; they are exposed to adults 
communicating all of the time. There is very little modelling of music in a school, very 
few examples of performers, very few adults around them composing, performing or 
using music in what they do. However, we are happy to ask children to compose at a 
very young age. With no examples and no role models they have no tools for self-
evaluation and no way of understanding what an adult may be asking for. 
 
To conclude 
Musical progression from the DaCapo perspective is one of a logical development of 
musicianship, instrumental and ensemble skills that lead to a clear understanding of 
all areas of making music.  This is achieved through experience and exploration, 
without shying away from a formal vocabulary or serious repertoire. Children are able 
to take on the traditional or weighty from a ‘classical’ repertoire if the teachers are 
passionate about the materials themselves. 
 
The DaCapo programmes have evolved over a number of years, working with 
children in different settings, inspired by their keenness to learn and their enthusiasm 
to do more, know more and succeed.  The end result is children with a portfolio of 
musical knowledge and skills that they can apply as they wish and happy memories 
of their time learning. 
 
To quote a pupil 
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It’s been a lot of 
fun and rewarding. 
I can’t believe I’ve 
learned so much 
music, especially 
as I was always 
just convinced you 
just do fun stuff. 


