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A Note for Parents and Pupils 

This booklet contains the key Tier 2 (academic) and Tier 3 (subject-specific) vocabulary for Year 10 Music. These words 
cover the six units studied across the year: Performing Skills and Foundations of Musical Analysis, Popular Music, Chamber 
and Ensemble Music, Film Music, the set work Africa by Toto with an introduction to Free Composition, and Free 
Composition coursework. Knowing these words — not just recognising them, but being able to use them accurately and 
confidently in performance, composition and listening responses — is one of the most important things a pupil can do to 
improve their GCSE Music performance. Examiners reward precise musical vocabulary. 

Words marked E (Expected) are the core vocabulary that every pupil must know. Words marked A (Aspirational) are stretch 
vocabulary for pupils aiming to reach the top of the mark scheme. All pupils are encouraged to learn the A words. 

E Expected — core vocabulary every pupil must learn. 

A Aspirational — stretch vocabulary for higher-level performance in extended writing. 

How to Learn Vocabulary: Metacognitive Strategies 

Research consistently shows that the most effective vocabulary learning does not come from re-reading a list. The strategies 
below are those with the strongest evidence base for long-term retention. We strongly recommend rotating between them 
rather than relying on a single approach. 

● Look–Cover–Write–Check: Look at the word and its definition carefully. Cover both. Write the word and definition 
from memory. Uncover and check. Repeat immediately for any word you could not recall. 

● The Leitner Flashcard System: Write the word on the front of a card, the definition and a musical example on the 
back. Sort cards into three piles: ‘know well’ (review once a week), ‘know fairly well’ (review every other day), 
‘don’t know yet’ (review every study session). 

● Dual Coding: Draw a diagram, notated example or simple symbol next to each word to create a visual memory 
anchor alongside the written definition. 

● Self-Quizzing with a Partner: Ask a parent, carer or friend to test you by reading out the word while you give the 
definition, then reverse roles. 

● Use in Writing and Performance: Once you can define a word, try to use it when discussing a piece of music, your 
own composition, or your own performance. 

● Spaced Retrieval: Do not try to learn all words in one sitting. Study the current unit's words every night for ten 
minutes, revisiting previous units' words at least twice a week. 

Suggested Weekly Routine 



Spend 10 minutes per night, five nights per week, on vocabulary for the current unit. On at least two of those nights, also 
revisit words from a previous unit. Rotate through the strategies above. By the end of each unit, aim to have covered every E 
word at least five times and every A word at least three times. 



Unit 1: Performing Skills and Foundations of Musical Analysis — Vocabulary 

Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

Melody noun T3 E A sequence of single notes that is 
musically satisfying; one of the 
ten MAD T SHIRTT elements. 

The verse melody in the 
extract moved mostly by step, 
making it easy to sing. 

Articulation noun T3 E The way individual notes are 
played or sung, such as smoothly 
connected (legato) or short and 
detached (staccato). 

Staccato articulation in the 
strings gave the passage a 
light, playful character. 

Dynamics noun T3 E The variation in volume across a 
piece of music, from very quiet 
to very loud. 

A sudden forte marked the 
entry of the brass section after 
a quiet introduction. 

Tempo noun T3 E The speed at which a piece of 
music is performed. 

A change from a slow Andante 
tempo to a fast Allegro created 
excitement in the final section. 

Structure noun T3 E The overall organisation of a 
piece of music into sections, 
such as binary, ternary or verse-
chorus form. 

The song used a clear verse-
chorus structure, making the 
chorus easy to remember. 

Harmony noun T3 E The combination of different 
notes played or sung together to 
support a melody, including 
chords and cadences. 

A perfect cadence at the end of 
the phrase gave it a strong 
sense of conclusion. 

Instrumentation noun T3 E The particular combination of 
instruments used in a piece of 
music. 

The unusual instrumentation, 
including a sitar, immediately 
signalled a non-Western 
influence. 

Rhythm noun T3 E The pattern of long and short 
sounds and silences in music. 

A syncopated rhythm gave the 
piece a lively, off-beat energy. 

Texture noun T3 E The way melodic, harmonic and 
rhythmic layers combine, e.g. 
monophonic, homophonic or 
polyphonic. 

The texture thickened from a 
single melodic line to a full 
homophonic texture by the 
chorus. 

Tonality noun T3 E The organisation of a piece of 
music around a major or minor 
key. 

The piece's minor tonality 
gave it a sombre, reflective 
mood. 

Cadence noun T3 E A short sequence of chords that 
ends a musical phrase, giving a 
sense of rest or conclusion. 

A perfect cadence (V–I) gave 
the phrase a strong, 
conclusive ending. 

Binary form noun T3 E A musical structure in two 
contrasting sections, labelled A 
and B. 

The piece's binary form meant 
Section B introduced clearly 
contrasting material to Section 
A. 

Ternary form noun T3 E A musical structure in three 
sections, where the third repeats 

The return of the opening 
theme at the end confirmed the 
piece was in ternary form. 



Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

or closely resembles the first (A 
B A). 

Monophonic noun T3 E A musical texture with a single 
melodic line and no 
accompaniment. 

The unaccompanied vocal 
opening was entirely 
monophonic. 

Homophonic noun T3 E A musical texture with a main 
melody supported by chordal 
accompaniment. 

Once the guitar chords 
entered, the texture became 
homophonic. 

Polyphonic noun T3 A A musical texture made up of 
two or more independent 
melodic lines played 
simultaneously. 

The interweaving vocal lines 
created a rich polyphonic 
texture. 



Unit 2: Popular Music — Vocabulary 

Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

Rock 'n' Roll noun T3 E A popular music genre that 
emerged in the 1950s, 
characterised by a strong 
backbeat, guitar and piano riffs, 
and artists such as Chuck Berry 
and Elvis Presley. 

The extract's driving backbeat 
and prominent piano riff were 
typical of 1950s Rock 'n' Roll. 

Riff noun T3 E A short, repeated musical phrase, 
often played by guitar or bass, 
that forms a key structural feature 
of a song. 

The song's opening guitar riff 
was repeated throughout as a 
unifying feature. 

Backbeat noun T3 E A rhythmic emphasis on the 
normally weak beats (2 and 4) of 
a bar, common in Rock 'n' Roll 
and Rock. 

The drummer's strong 
backbeat on the snare drum 
gave the track its driving 
energy. 

Shuffle 
rhythm 

noun T3 A A rhythmic feel in which the first 
of a pair of notes is held longer 
than the second, common in Rock 
'n' Roll and Blues. 

The shuffle rhythm in the piano 
part gave the track a rolling, 
swung feel. 

12-bar blues noun T3 A A common chord progression 
used across Rock 'n' Roll, Blues 
and Jazz, typically following the 
pattern I-I-I-I-IV-IV-I-I-V-IV-I-I. 

Many early Rock 'n' Roll songs 
are built on a straightforward 
12-bar blues progression. 

Power chord noun T3 E A chord consisting of the root 
and fifth only, often used in Rock 
music for a strong, open sound. 

The Rock Anthem extract used 
power chords throughout its 
main riff. 

Verse-chorus 
form 

noun T3 E A song structure that alternates 
between verses, which develop 
the story, and a repeated chorus 
containing the main hook. 

The Pop Ballad followed a 
clear verse-chorus form, with 
the chorus repeated three 
times. 

Middle eight noun T3 E A contrasting section in a song, 
typically eight bars long, that 
provides a break from the main 
verse-chorus structure. 

The middle eight introduced a 
new chord pattern before 
returning to the final chorus. 

Amplification noun T3 E The use of electronic equipment 
to make an instrument or voice 
louder, essential to the 
development of Popular Music. 

The amplification of the 
electric guitar allowed it to 
become a lead instrument in 
Rock music. 

Synthesiser noun T3 E An electronic instrument that 
creates and shapes sound using 
oscillators and filters. 

A synthesiser was used to 
create the shimmering pad 
sound behind the Pop Ballad's 
vocal. 

Hook noun T3 E A short, memorable musical or 
lyrical phrase designed to catch a 
listener's attention. 

The chorus hook was repeated 
at the end of every section to 
make it instantly memorable. 



Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

Ballad noun T3 E A song that tells a story or 
expresses emotion, often slow in 
tempo. 

The Pop Ballad's slow tempo 
and expressive melody 
emphasised the emotional 
lyrics. 



Unit 3: Chamber and Ensemble Music — Vocabulary 

Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

Chamber 
music 

noun T3 E Music written for a small 
ensemble, typically one player 
per part, designed for intimate 
performance spaces. 

The string quartet extract was 
a good example of chamber 
music, with each of the four 
parts clearly audible. 

Orchestra noun T3 E A large ensemble of 
instrumentalists, typically 
including strings, woodwind, 
brass and percussion. 

The full orchestra created a 
rich, powerful sound at the 
climax of the piece. 

Instrument 
family 

noun T3 E A group of instruments that 
produce sound in a similar way, 
such as strings, woodwind, brass 
or percussion. 

The brass family entered 
dramatically to announce the 
main theme. 

Counterpoint noun T3 A The combination of two or more 
independent melodic lines 
according to the rules of 
harmony. 

The counterpoint between the 
violin and cello parts created a 
complex, interwoven texture. 

Syncopation noun T3 E A rhythmic device that places 
emphasis on off-beats or weak 
beats rather than the expected 
strong beats. 

Syncopation in the piano part 
is a defining feature of Jazz 
style. 

Swung rhythm noun T3 A A rhythmic feel, common in Jazz, 
where the first of a pair of notes 
is held longer than the second. 

The drummer's swung rhythm 
on the ride cymbal gave the 
piece its relaxed Jazz feel. 

Improvisation noun T3 E Creating music spontaneously, 
without prior planning, common 
in Jazz and Blues performance. 

The saxophonist's 
improvisation over the chord 
changes was different in every 
performance. 

Ensemble noun T2 E A group of musicians performing 
together. 

The jazz ensemble consisted of 
piano, double bass, drums and 
saxophone. 

Musical 
Theatre 

noun T3 E A form of theatrical performance 
that combines songs, spoken 
dialogue, acting and dance to tell 
a story. 

The Musical Theatre extract 
used melody and orchestration 
to support the character's 
emotional journey. 

Overture noun T3 A An orchestral piece that 
introduces a larger work, such as 
an opera or musical, often 
previewing its main themes. 

The overture introduced 
several melodies that would 
return later in the musical. 



Unit 4: Film Music — Vocabulary 

Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

Leitmotif noun T3 E A recurring musical phrase 
associated with a particular 
character, place or idea, 
especially in film music. 

John Williams gives each main 
character their own leitmotif, 
so the audience recognises 
them through music alone. 

Underscore noun T3 E Background music in a film that 
supports the on-screen action or 
dialogue without drawing 
attention to itself. 

Subtle underscoring during the 
dialogue scene added 
emotional depth without 
overpowering the actors. 

Diegetic music noun T3 E Music that exists within the world 
of the film, which characters on 
screen can hear (e.g. a radio 
playing). 

The music playing from the car 
radio in the scene was diegetic, 
as the driver could hear it too. 

Non-diegetic 
music 

noun T3 E Music added to a film that only 
the audience can hear, not the 
characters within the story. 

The dramatic orchestral score 
during the chase scene was 
non-diegetic music. 

Soundtrack noun T3 E The complete body of music 
composed or compiled for a film. 

The film's soundtrack 
combined an original 
orchestral score with several 
licensed pop songs. 

Dissonance noun T3 E A combination of notes that 
sounds harsh, unstable or 
clashing, often used to create 
tension. 

Dissonant strings created an 
unsettling atmosphere just 
before the film's dramatic 
reveal. 

Ostinato noun T3 E A short musical pattern that is 
repeated persistently throughout a 
section or piece. 

A repeated two-note ostinato in 
the low strings built tension 
throughout the scene. 

Orchestration noun T3 A The way a composer assigns 
musical material to specific 
instruments within an ensemble. 

The composer's orchestration 
used solo woodwind for 
tenderness and full brass for 
triumph. 

Sound effect noun T2 E A sound, other than music or 
dialogue, added to a film to 
enhance realism or atmosphere. 

The distant thunder sound 
effect added to the storm's 
sense of danger. 

Score noun T2 E The written musical notation for a 
piece, or the complete original 
music composed for a film. 

The composer wrote the film's 
score in just six weeks. 



Unit 5: Set Work (Africa by Toto) and Introduction to Free Composition — 
Vocabulary 

Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

Set work noun T2 E A specific piece of music named 
in the exam specification that 
must be studied in detail. 

Africa by Toto is the set work 
studied in depth for the 
Popular Music Area of Study. 

Stimulus noun T2 E An idea, image, word or piece of 
music used as a starting point for 
a composition. 

Pupils were given a picture as 
a stimulus for their Free 
Composition. 

Brief noun T3 E A set of requirements or 
constraints given for a 
composition task. 

The Free Composition brief 
asked for a piece lasting 
between one and three minutes. 

Chord 
progression 

noun T3 E A series of chords played in a 
specific order, forming the 
harmonic foundation of a piece. 

Africa by Toto uses a repeating 
chord progression throughout 
much of the song. 

Vocal melody noun T3 E The main sung line of a song, 
usually the most memorable 
musical element. 

The vocal melody of Africa 
uses a narrow range, making it 
easy for a wide audience to 
sing along. 

Layered 
texture 

noun T3 E A texture built by combining 
several distinct musical parts on 
top of one another. 

The introduction to Africa 
builds a layered texture, 
adding percussion, keyboard 
and vocals one by one. 

Sequence noun T3 A The repetition of a melodic or 
harmonic idea at a different pitch 
level. 

Pupils used a rising sequence 
to develop their opening motif 
in their Free Composition. 

Free 
composition 

noun T3 E A composition written without a 
set brief, allowing the composer 
to choose their own style, 
structure and instrumentation. 

For their Free Composition, 
one pupil chose to write an 
ambient piece exploring 
layered synth textures. 

Score 
annotation 

noun T2 E Notes written directly onto a 
musical score to highlight or 
explain specific features. 

Score annotation of the 
introduction helped pupils 
identify the entry of each 
instrumental layer. 



Unit 6: Free Composition Coursework — Vocabulary 

Word Type Tier E/A Definition Musical Example 

Motif noun T3 E A short, recurring musical idea, 
often a fragment of a melody. 

The pupil's four-note motif 
returned in a higher register in 
the final section of the 
composition. 

Countermelody noun T3 A A secondary melody played 
simultaneously with the main 
melody. 

Adding a countermelody in the 
cello part gave the 
composition a richer, more 
independent texture. 

Augmentation noun T3 A A compositional device in which 
a melodic idea is repeated using 
longer note values. 

The composer used 
augmentation to slow down 
and dramatically restate the 
opening motif. 

Diminution noun T3 A A compositional device in which 
a melodic idea is repeated using 
shorter note values. 

Diminution of the main theme 
gave the final section a faster, 
more urgent character. 

Modulation noun T3 A A change from one key to 
another within a piece of music. 

A modulation to the dominant 
key marked the start of the 
composition's development 
section. 

Automation noun T3 A A production technique that 
programmes changes to volume, 
panning or effects automatically 
over time. 

Automation was used to 
gradually increase the reverb 
on the vocal towards the end of 
the track. 

EQ 
(equalisation) 

noun T3 E A production tool used to boost 
or reduce specific frequency 
ranges within a sound. 

EQ was used to reduce the 
boominess of the bass guitar in 
the final mix. 

Compression noun T3 A A production technique that 
reduces the difference between 
the loudest and quietest parts of a 
sound. 

Compression on the vocal 
track kept its volume more 
consistent throughout the song. 

Panning noun T3 E Distributing a sound signal to 
different points in the stereo field 
(left/right). 

Panning the two guitar parts 
left and right created a wider 
stereo image. 

Mixing noun T3 E The process of balancing and 
blending all the individual parts 
of a recording into a finished 
piece of audio. 

During mixing, the vocal was 
brought forward so it could be 
heard clearly above the 
instrumental. 

Composition 
log 

noun T2 E A written record kept during the 
composing process, documenting 
decisions, techniques used and 
reasons for choices. 

The composition log explained 
why the pupil chose to 
modulate to the relative minor 
in the bridge. 

Development noun T2 E The process of extending and 
transforming musical ideas, for 
example through repetition, 
variation or contrast. 

The development of the 
opening motif using sequence 
and rhythmic variation kept 
the piece engaging. 



End of Year 10 Vocabulary Booklet 
This booklet should be kept at home and used as the basis for regular vocabulary homework throughout the year. A digital 
copy is available on Google Classroom. Please support pupils in using this booklet little and often, in line with the strategies 
above. 


