
5. Listening
Q: What’s the difference between hearing and listening? 
A: Hearing is passive, while listening is active.

Listening is a hugely rewarding experience. Listening to music enables us to learn its 
fundamental elements or ingredients, such as form (the structure or the overall plan for 
the music), melody (the tune) and rhythm (combination of long and short sounds)

It provides a path along which you can come to understand and appreciate many 
types of music. It can also be an opportunity for reflection, motivation, to calm down, 
for enthusing, fine tuning and focusing a group. Most importantly listening skills are an 
important part of effective communication and a key developmental building block for 
children.

Ways to start
It is very easy to set up a regular listening activity be that weekly or as part of your daily 
lesson. A good place to start is to ask yourself, what your favourite piece of music is and 
why? Ask your class about what music they like and why? Does it remind them of being 
somewhere or of someone special, or does that piece make them want to dance? Does 
that piece of music make them feel calm or perhaps safe?  

 
Activity Make a playlist

Make a playlist of your classes favourite music and ask your students to choose a piece 
of music, style or a genre that is their class song for that week or month. When the 
children come to class in the morning that piece of music can be playing. Ask everyone 
to come in quietly and listen to the music or start their activity whilst the music is playing.

Have a special listening corner that can be a place for pupils to relax, calm down or 
reward themselves with a chance to listen to their favourite music. This can be far more 
productive than the Time Out corner!

Activity Questions to stimulate active listening...
Where possible, encourage the children to use the correct terminology or language 
when talking about music. If used regularly, the children will be talking like musicians in 
no time!
1. What did you hear?
2. Can you describe what you heard?
3. What instruments or sounds could you recognise?
4. Did the sounds or music change in Volume? Do you know the musical term that describes Volume? (dynamics)
5. Can you describe what happened to the dynamics? e.g. the sound got louder – we call this a Crescendo
6. Do you like or dislike the music?
7. If this sound or music was a picture or a character, what would the picture or character be like?



The musical terms for different volumes / dynamics...

Soft = Piano (p)
Very soft/quiet = Pianissimo (pp)

Loud = Forte (f)
Very loud = Fortissimo (ff)

Gradually getting louder = Crescendo
Gradually getting softer = Diminuendo

Resources for Listening
Minute of Listening minuteoflistening.org
This is a great resource, which does require a subscription, but it’s a fantastic providing 
a vast range of musical genres, sounds and listening excerpts, all one minute long. There 
is an easy interactive white board page with questions and observations about the piece 
you’ve listened to.
 
Classical 100 – ABRSM (Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music)
login.classical100.org/login
This is a FREE to subscribe to. You will require a log-in but it is a fabulous resource for 
listening to classical music throughout the ages. All 100 pieces are signposted either 
through Instruments, Age, Composers or Musical themes and there is lots of 
additional information about each piece. 

British Library Sound Archive sounds.bl.uk
Not all sound has to be within a traditional musical piece. Perhaps you could create a 
sound collage of an area or local environment? The British sound library has a wealth of 
recorded sounds, which could liven up any topic or theme.

Activity Create a Listening Quiz

A listening quiz is also a great way to develop team work and listening skills - try creating 
a quiz and ask students to name that sound or draw a picture of where or what they 
think the sound is! Compile your audio clips on any number of applications like you 
would do a playlist.

minuteoflistening.org
login.classical100.org/login
sounds.bl.uk


Activity Sound Explorers!

A listening and composing activity for your class to explore the sounds that surround 
them. 

Take your class out and about on a Sound Exploration of the school, playground or local 
environment. You will need clipboards, pencils and a hand held recording device (eg a 
tablet with voice recorder, an old fashioned tape recorder/Dictaphone which you can 
play back or a digital recorder).  
 
FREE software like Audacity is easy to navigate and can be used to splice your 
recordings together: www.audacityteam.org

In pairs ask the children to explore the chosen environment for sounds. They are 
on an expedition to explore and collect as many sounds as they can hear. Ask the 
children to pause and close their eyes every now and then for extra concentrated 
listening – does it help to hear when their eyes are closed?

Can they list, draw and describe what they think has made the sound that they 
have heard? 

Using portable recording devices and see if the children can record any of the 
sounds on their list. All of the available devices have a simple recording app. 

Can the children imitate or reproduce the sound heard using their voices?

Back in the classroom, listen to the recordings and compare them to the lists of 
sounds (did anyone find a sound no-one else heard?) and listen back to the vocal 
sounds the class created.

In small groups, ask the children to explore other ways to replicate their favourite 
sounds using their voices, percussion instruments and other objects that can be used 
to make a sound (crunchy leaves, plastic bags, pebbles, bottles etc)

Choose your favourite sounds. Select a few of these sounds and make a drawing or 
sign for each of the chosen sounds. This could be the children’s drawing of a bird 
for the sound of the birds outside, a smiley face for the sound of laughter etc.

Once you’ve chosen your top sounds, scan or photocopy the drawings that 
represent each sound and make them into flash cards.

Using these cards, introduce the concept of graphic scores (a musical score using 
pictures instead of notes) by creating a sequence of the symbols in a row on the 
floor or using your smart board.

Ask the children to sing and/or play the sounds that relate to each symbol. Each 
symbol can reappear within the sequence as many times as you like. The result will 
be a performance of your ‘found soundscapes’.

Create a title for your new composition!
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Listening & sound passing games 

Activity 1 Pass the sound

Sitting or standing in a circle, make a sound and ask the child next to you to copy 
the sound exactly and then pass it on to the next person until the sound eventually 
gets back to you. This could be a single clap, a ‘Sshh’ sound or spoken word, a 
childs name…anything you want! The task for each child is to copy and pass on the 
sound.
 
You could change the direction of the sound or anyone in the circle could change 
the direction of the sound. Send two different sounds around the circle at the same 
time but in different directions so that they will at some point cross over – the trick 
is to make sure the group are able to keep the correct sound going in the original 
direction!

You could also ask the group to close their eyes and use just their ears to trace the 
sound around the circle. Exactly as before, send one sound around the circle but 
instead of using their eyes they have to use their ears to listen for when the sound 
arrives to them and to know when to then pass it on. 

Activity 2 A Musical Extension ‘Hey Dumba’

Use the South American song Hey Dumba, a simple vocal melody about the sound of 
water in the south american Rainforests.

First, create the sound of the rain falling in the forest using tapping fingers on the 
palm of your hand. You should start slowly and quietly at first, using just one finger 
to tap but gradually increase the speed and volume of the tapping, eventually 
moving through all 4 fingers and then using the whole palm clap to make the sound 
of a heavy rainstorm and thunder.

Hum a pitched note or the first note of the song and one by one around the circle 
ask the children to hum the same note. Then start the song ‘Hey Dumba’ and once 
again, one by one around the circle, the children join in with the song.

...‘Hey dumba di ay dumba 
di ay da ba dum! 

Hey da ba dum!’...

The piece fades away gradually one by one around the circle, so stop the singing one at 
a time as they come to the end of the song, then gradually one by one stop the tapping 
of the fingers (the rain).

A graphic score is, in it’s simplest form, a series of symbols or pictures arranged 
in a sequence. Each symbol represents a specific sound, pattern or note. It can 
be a really fun way of arranging and structuring sounds together. 



There is an abundance of recordings of Hey Dumba to be found online (go to 
YouTube). Many of these do though have a second part or harmony line. Don’t 
worry about teaching the harmony to this song with this particular age group - 
just stick to the main tune which is simple, short and repetitive.

You don’t necessarily need a recording to accompany the song (it’s actually best sung 
unaccompanied) but you can certainly listen and learn it from any of the recordings.  
It will take you 5 mins I promise!

 
To access a variety of interesting, relevant music– try out Charanga’s ‘Listening 
Calendar’ in ‘Freestyle’ > ‘Listening Centre’. Charanga has put playlists of music 
by month. Each piece of music has supporting information with guided listening 

activities that can be used in a variety of situations.
 
Each piece includes fast facts, historical information and general fun activities that are all 
linked to the curriculum. You could dip in and out of the calendar, use it in whole school 
situations or simply as part of your music lesson.

Sing Up also have a recording and listening tracks of it 
(type it into the search engine) 


