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How to Use This Booklet 

Each unit lists the Tier 2 (academic) and Tier 3 (subject-specific) vocabulary your son will meet in Year 8 Music. 
Words marked “E” are expected of every pupil. Words marked “A” are aspirational stretch words. Use the 
metacognitive strategies inside to learn them well. 
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A Note for Parents and Carers 

Welcome to your son’s Year 8 Music vocabulary booklet. This document is one of the most important tools we 
will give him this year, and we are asking for your help to use it well. 

Why vocabulary matters 

Research is unambiguous: a pupil’s vocabulary at age 11 is one of the strongest predictors of academic success at 
GCSE and beyond. The more confidently a young person can use precise, technical language, the better he can 
read demanding texts, write extended answers and think carefully about complex ideas. Music is a particularly 
word-rich subject. To explain how syncopation works, what timbre means, or why a pentatonic scale sounds the 
way it does, your son needs the right words at his fingertips. 

How this booklet is organised 

For each of the three Year 8 units, we have set out two tiers of vocabulary: 

— Tier 2 vocabulary is the academic language used across many subjects (e.g. “interpret”, “structure”, 
“analyse”). These words are how academic writing sounds. 

— Tier 3 vocabulary is the specific language of a musician (e.g. “timbre”, “syncopation”, “ostinato”). These 
words have precise technical meanings that pupils need to use accurately. 

Within each tier, words are marked as either: 

— Expected — every pupil is expected to know, spell and use these by the end of the unit. 

— Aspirational — stretch words for pupils aiming for top grades. We expect High Prior Attainers to deploy these 
in extended writing. 

How vocabulary will be tested 

1. Weekly knowledge tests at the start of lessons (10 questions, scored out of 10). 

2. Vocabulary as homework (Work Outside the Classroom). Much of this year’s homework will be learning 
these words. 

3. Embedded into performance, composition and listening assessments — pupils gain marks for accurate, 
precise terminology. 

How you can help at home 

You do not need to be a musician to help. The metacognitive strategies on the next page give pupils — and 
parents — concrete tools for learning words to long-term memory. Spending fifteen minutes, three times a week, 
working through these words with your son will make a measurable difference. Quizzing him in the car, at the 
dinner table, or before bed costs nothing and works. 
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How to Learn Vocabulary by Heart 

“Learning by heart” doesn’t mean memorising blindly. It means committing words to long-term memory so they 
can be retrieved fluently when you need them — in writing, in answering a question, in understanding a piece of 
music. Below are five strategies, used in this order, that will get you there. 

1. Look, Cover, Write, Check 

The classic for a reason. Look at the word and its definition. Cover them up. Write the word and definition from 
memory. Uncover and check. If you got it wrong, do it again. The act of effortful retrieval is what builds memory 
— copying does not work. 

2. The Leitner System (Spaced Practice with Flashcards) 

This is the single most effective study strategy for vocabulary. Make flashcards (paper or digital — Quizlet works) 
with the word on one side and the definition on the other. Sort them into three boxes: 

— Box 1 — review every day. Words you don’t yet know. 

— Box 2 — review every three days. Words you got right once. 

— Box 3 — review once a week. Words you got right twice in a row. 

When you get a Box 2 or Box 3 word wrong, it goes back to Box 1. This system makes you spend the most time on 
the words you struggle with most, and refreshes the words you know on a schedule. Two weeks of this will 
surprise you. 

3. Dual Coding — A Word, A Picture, A Sentence 

For every Tier 3 word, draw a small sketch and write a sentence that uses it correctly in a musical context. The 
example column in this booklet gives you a starting point. The brain remembers images and stories better than 
abstract definitions. A doodled quaver next to the word “quaver” is worth ten readings of the definition. 

4. Self-Quizzing Out Loud 

Close the booklet. Try to say the definition aloud, in your own words, without looking. Then check. If you can say 
it correctly, in full sentences, without notes, you know it. Speaking out loud forces you to retrieve, not recognise 
— and retrieval is what builds memory. 

5. Use the Word in Writing 

A word you have used in a sentence is a word you own. After learning a set of words, write a short paragraph (50–
100 words) using as many as you can in correct musical context. Bring your paragraph to your teacher — they will 
gladly read it. The aspirational words in this booklet are unlocked through this strategy. 

A Weekly Routine That Works 

Try this every week (about 45 minutes total): 

— Monday — 15 mins. Look–Cover–Write–Check on this week’s ten new words. 

— Wednesday — 15 mins. Leitner-system review of all current flashcards. 

— Friday — 15 mins. Self-quiz out loud, then write one paragraph using five of the words. 
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Tier Markers — Expected and Aspirational 

Throughout this booklet, every word is marked with one of two letters in the right-hand column: 

E — Expected 
Every Year 8 pupil should know, spell and use these words 
by the end of the unit. 

A — Aspirational 
Stretch words for High Prior Attainers and pupils aiming 
for top grades. Try to use these in extended writing. 

Why these tiers? 

All pupils — every single Year 8 boy — are expected to learn the Expected words. There is no opt-out. Vocabulary 
is the foundation of everything we do in music, and Expected words are the minimum entitlement. 

Aspirational words are how High Prior Attainers, ambitious pupils and those aiming for top GCSE grades 
distinguish themselves. They are not “extra credit” — they are the language of confident musicians. Using them in 
extended writing and spoken analysis reliably moves a piece of work up a grade. 

How vocabulary connects to assessment 

Every PATHS assessment in music credits accurate use of subject vocabulary. Pupils who use Tier 3 words 
precisely score higher. Pupils who use Aspirational words appropriately score higher still. The link between 
vocabulary and grade is direct and well-evidenced. 
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Unit 1 — Pachelbel’s Canon & the Baroque 

Term 1 
The vocabulary of the Baroque period and of digital composition. These words describe how Pachelbel’s music is 
built — and how you rebuild it in a DAW. 

Tier 2 — Pachelbel’s Canon & the Baroque — Academic Vocabulary 
Academic vocabulary — words used across many subjects 

Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

introduce verb To bring in or present something for the 
first time. 

This unit introduces the Baroque 
period. E 

context noun The background or circumstances that 
surround something. 

Baroque music is best understood 
in its historical context. E 

structure noun The way a piece of music is built or 
organised. 

A canon has a clear repeating 
structure. E 

combine verb To join two or more things together. Combine the chords, bassline and 
melody in your ensemble. E 

sequence noun A set of things arranged in a particular 
order. 

Learn the eight-chord sequence in 
the correct order. E 

accurate adjective Correct in every detail; without 
mistakes. 

Play the chords with accurate 
timing. E 

develop verb To build on an idea and make it fuller. Develop your track by adding new 
layers. A 

refine verb To improve something by making small 
changes. 

Refine the mix by balancing the 
levels. A 

Tier 3 — Pachelbel’s Canon & the Baroque — Subject-Specific Vocabulary 
Subject-specific vocabulary — the language of a musician 

Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

Baroque noun / adj. The ornate musical period of about 
1600–1750. 

Pachelbel’s Canon is a famous piece 
of Baroque music. E 

canon noun 
A piece where the same melody is 
played by different parts starting at 
different times. 

In a canon, each part enters one 
after another. E 

chord noun Two or more notes played at the same 
time. 

Play the eight-chord sequence with 
your right hand. E 

bassline noun The lowest part in the music, often 
played by the left hand. 

The bassline supports the chords 
above it. E 

ensemble noun A group of musicians performing 
together. 

Perform the Canon as a three-part 
ensemble. E 

harpsichord noun A Baroque keyboard instrument that 
plucks its strings. 

The harpsichord was used before 
the piano was invented. E 

DAW noun A Digital Audio Workstation — software 
for making music, such as Soundtrap. 

Build your track in a DAW such as 
Soundtrap. E 

loop noun A short section of music that repeats. Add a drum loop to create a beat. E 

sample noun A short recorded sound imported into a 
track. 

Import a sample of the ‘I Have a 
Dream’ speech. E 
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Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

ground bass noun A bass pattern that repeats while the 
music above it changes. 

Pachelbel’s Canon is built over a 
repeating ground bass. A 

polyphonic adjective Describing music with two or more 
independent lines at once. 

A canon creates a polyphonic 
texture. A 

trill noun A rapid alternation between two 
neighbouring notes. 

Baroque players decorated 
melodies with a trill. A 

MIDI noun Data that tells software which notes to 
play, rather than recorded sound. 

Draw the chords in as MIDI using 
the piano roll. A 

automation noun Programming a change (such as volume) 
to happen over time. 

Use automation to fade the volume 
at the end. A 
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Unit 2 — Classical to Blues 

Term 2 
The vocabulary of the Classical period and of the Blues — taking you from the concert hall of Mozart to the twelve-
bar blues. 

Tier 2 — Classical to Blues — Academic Vocabulary 
Academic vocabulary — words used across many subjects 

Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

origin noun The point or place where something 
begins. 

The Blues has its origin in the 
American South. E 

compare verb To identify what is similar and different. Compare Classical music with 
Baroque music. E 

interpret verb To perform music in a way that shows its 
meaning and feeling. 

Interpret Für Elise with careful 
dynamics. E 

express verb To convey a feeling or idea. Blues musicians express emotion 
through their playing. E 

technique noun The particular way in which a skill is 
carried out. 

Good keyboard technique helps you 
play Für Elise smoothly. E 

contrast noun A clear difference between two things. There is a strong contrast between 
legato and staccato. A 

evolve verb To change and develop gradually over 
time. 

The piano evolved from earlier 
keyboard instruments. A 

evaluate verb To judge how successful something is. Evaluate your group’s blues 
performance. A 

Tier 3 — Classical to Blues — Subject-Specific Vocabulary 
Subject-specific vocabulary — the language of a musician 

Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

Classical noun / adj. The musical period of about 1750–1820, 
known for balance and clarity. 

Mozart is a famous composer of 
the Classical period. E 

legato adverb Playing notes smoothly and connected. Play the melody of Für Elise legato. E 

staccato adverb Playing notes short and detached. The staccato notes sound crisp and 
separated. E 

forte dynamic A musical instruction meaning loud. Play the final chords forte. E 

blues noun A style of music from African-American 
communities, often expressing sadness. 

The blues uses a twelve-bar 
structure. E 

jazz noun A style, grown from the blues, featuring 
improvisation and swing. 

Jazz musicians improvise over chord 
progressions. E 

12-bar blues noun A twelve-bar chord pattern (I–IV–V) at 
the heart of the blues. 

Play the 12-bar blues using chords 
in C. E 

walking bass noun A moving bassline that plays a steady 
note on each beat. 

The walking bass keeps the blues 
moving forward. E 

chord 
progression noun A series of chords played in a set order. The 12-bar blues is a famous chord 

progression. E 

improvisation noun Making up music spontaneously as you 
perform. 

Use the blues scale for your 
improvisation. E 
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Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

sonata noun A piece for a solo instrument, usually in 
several movements. 

Beethoven wrote many piano 
sonatas. A 

rubato noun Flexibly speeding up and slowing down 
for expression. 

Pianists use rubato to shape an 
expressive melody. A 

blues scale noun A scale with ‘blue notes’ used to 
improvise in the blues. 

Improvise a melody using the blues 
scale. A 

swing noun A rhythmic feel where pairs of notes are 
played long–short. 

Add a swing feel to your blues 
performance. A 
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Unit 3 — Video Game Music & EDM 

Term 3 
The vocabulary of music for games and of electronic dance music — how modern composers and producers build 
atmosphere and energy. 

Tier 2 — Video Game Music & EDM — Academic Vocabulary 
Academic vocabulary — words used across many subjects 

Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

compose verb To create a piece of music. Compose a theme for a calm game 
level. E 

create verb To make something new. Create contrasting music for two 
game levels. E 

produce verb To create and shape a recorded track 
using technology. 

Produce a full house track in the 
DAW. E 

contrast noun A clear difference between two things. There is a contrast between the 
calm and action levels. E 

atmosphere noun The mood or feeling that music creates. Ambient sounds create a calm 
atmosphere. E 

enhance verb To improve or intensify something. Reverb can enhance the sense of 
space in a track. A 

intention noun What you are aiming or planning to 
achieve. 

Explain the intention behind your 
track’s structure. A 

refine verb To improve something by making small 
changes. 

Refine your mix before you export 
the track. A 

Tier 3 — Video Game Music & EDM — Subject-Specific Vocabulary 
Subject-specific vocabulary — the language of a musician 

Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

theme noun The main, recognisable music of a game 
or film. 

Learn to play the Super Mario 
theme. E 

motif noun A short, memorable musical idea that is 
repeated. 

A two-note motif can represent 
danger. E 

soundtrack noun All the music that accompanies a game 
or film. 

The soundtrack changes as the 
level gets harder. E 

texture noun The layers of sound and how they 
combine. 

A calm level uses a thin, gentle 
texture. E 

tension noun A feeling of suspense or excitement 
created in music. 

Fast rhythms build tension in an 
action level. E 

EDM noun Electronic Dance Music — music made 
for dancing using technology. House is a popular style of EDM. E 

house noun A genre of EDM with a steady four-on-
the-floor beat. 

House music usually sits around 
120–130 BPM. E 

drop noun The high-energy moment when the full 
beat returns after a build-up. The crowd waits for the drop. E 

build-up noun A section that increases energy and 
tension before the drop. 

The build-up gets louder and busier 
before the drop. E 
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Word Type Definition Example in Music Tier 

reverb noun An effect that adds echo and a sense of 
space. 

Add reverb to make the synth 
sound wider. E 

synth noun 
A synthesiser — an electronic 
instrument that creates and shapes 
sounds. 

The lead melody is played on a 
synth. E 

filter noun An effect that removes or emphasises 
certain frequencies. 

Sweep the filter to build energy 
before the drop. A 

BPM noun Beats Per Minute — the tempo, or 
speed, of the music. Set the house track to 126 BPM. A 

automation noun Programming a change (such as a filter 
or volume) over time. 

Use automation to open the filter 
gradually. A 

 


