
Active Listening Video Resources  
Guidance Notes (Teachers & Parents) 
 
 
What is the resource and who is it for? 
SoundStorm commissioned Strawberry Music to develop a series of video resources to support 
Active Listening, a component of the National Curriculum which focuses on aural appreciation.  
 
Used formally or informally, in the classroom or at home, the video resources will move between 
genres and provide up to 10 minutes of focused listening with some suggested activities to take 
forward.  
 
It can be used as a reflective break to focus students, as an accompaniment to more formal 
timetabled music or as a mindful intervention to focus your class or child.  
 
Background & supporting notes  
 
Music, across all genres, reveals some of the best, most ingenious and emotionally engaging 
creations of humankind.  
 
Listening to music used to be a very different activity than what it is today. Without the visual 
element, the modern listener now finds a focus on pure sound more challenging than their 
predecessors from, say, 50 years ago. 
 
There is a significant disconnect between how music is produced and how it is consumed. 
Composers in any genre may labour for days and weeks (sometimes years) to reach a perfect 
realisation of their vision only for their product to feature as background music in a café!  
 
The purpose of these active listening videos is to encourage immersive listening, initially supported 
by visual stimuli but also to promote pure aural appreciation and imagining as children move 
forward. 

 
Many of us understand the value of slowing down and taking the time to open our minds to things 
that may stimulate deeper, more profound reactions in our thinking and being.  

 
The minds of musicians contain a catalogue of stored awareness that act as reference points for the 
wider aspects of their lives. At any time, they can draw upon these internal resources to provide 
sustenance through good times and bad. 
 
This Active Listening programme seeks, in some small way, to lay the foundations for young people 
that may not only increase their knowledge of music but will, more importantly, cause them to store 
these creative experiences and thereby further develop their emotional intelligence.  

 
The listening environment 
 
In the early days of the gramophone, listeners would cluster around to marvel at music emanating 
from a large horn. The sound levels of early acoustic recordings were difficult to control and, 
typically, it was set at a level that would demand attention!  Records were typically limited to 3 ½ 
minutes after which a disc would have to be turned over or swapped out. People owned limited 
numbers of recordings as the cost was prohibitive. In addition, discs were heavy so a long piece of 



music such as a symphony would require so many that it would be challenging just to carry them 
home!   
 
As the years passed the cost of purchasing recordings came down and the formats on which they 
were stored became more portable and quality improved. By the early 1980s commercial digital 
recordings began to emerge on a new medium called the CD.  
 
It was only a matter of time before the digital content would meet the Internet and soon music was 
downloadable and there was no need for a physical format. At the time of writing, streaming is the 
most popular and accessible form of ‘consuming’ music, but the very ease and low cost of this 
universal access has had a negative effect on the art of listening. This may be one reason why some 
people prefer vinyl record albums due to the conscious efforts required. 
 
The other major factors that have influenced listening were the growth of video and gaming. In the 
1960s most people still rented TV sets as they were expensive and often unreliable. Technology 
steadily improved and as the visual medium rapidly advanced, plain audio and the equipment 
needed to play it began to recede in importance for the average consumer. 

 
What has been lost? 
 
In the first half of the 20th century listening at home was the next best thing to attending a live 
event. Radio broadcasts were often live, and the physical act of listening was undertaken as if the 
listener was present at the performance. No talking, no interruptions!  
 
This would seem strange and artificial today when many multitask with devices even during a film or 
when listening to music! Nevertheless, most of us know how it feels when we do become fully 
engaged in watching or listening – it is just that those moments are far less frequent. 

 
Returning to a more focussed form of listening could be compared to going for a walk and taking 
the time to look at everything around you – to fully use all your senses. Active Listening requires the 
same degree of alertness, but it may, at first, appear more difficult because of the lack of visual 
stimuli. 
 
The music used in the Active Listening videos has been carefully chosen to work on many levels. All 
the music will warrant deeper exploration and there will always be links to further listening. 

 
How to watch and listen 
 
To get the most from the experience it is important to spend some time setting up the best 
environment for listening. 
 

• Somewhere quiet – no interruptions! 

• Headphones may work best unless good speakers are available in a suitable room – above all use 
the best equipment available 

• Sound levels are important. Not too loud or quiet – experiment to find the volume that creates 
maximum engagement. 

 
Most of the videos will be 10 minutes and under and they are accompanied by lots of ideas and links 
to further listening. There will usually be a link to a complete performance of the music mainly 
featured in the video. If the student evidently enjoys the music and/or the video, then repetition is 
key.  



 
If a piece is just not working, consider if all the factors detailed above were in place. After a fair trial 
move on to something else. The supporting documentation will often suggest what to listen to next 
if a piece of music has been well received.  

 
The Listening space and tools for engagement 
 
Listening in a special place to music or watching a film in a cinema usually demands respect for the 
moment and respect for others who also wish to live in that moment. We all know the effect on our 
concentration and enjoyment when someone starts talking or opening a noisy snack during a 
performance that demands silence from the audience. Immediately the moment is lost, and it can 
be difficult to regain our focus. 
 
In addition, we are also affected by where we sit in a performance space and how well that space 
has been designed to ensure maximum involvement for the intended audience. It is worth thinking 
of those times when you felt most engaged and affected by a live performance. What were the 
factors that most influenced the success and memorability of those moments?  
 
Translating such experiences into the more ordinary and familiar settings within our daily lives 
requires a little effort. You may already be aware of a room in your home or school where 
emotional engagement seems to just work. There is a decision to be made about listening to music 
through a speaker arrangement that involves a room or perhaps using headphones.  
 
There are setups that work and others that do not. It is possible to become completely involved in 
listening via a good portable radio in the right space whilst feeling completely disengaged through a 
poorly built sound system costing thousands of pounds. Headphones can provide a cheaper solution 
but not everyone prefers the locked-in feeling that these sometimes give.  
 
In exploring the Active Listening programme, it is important to find what works best in terms of 
sound quality and thereby engagement in the whole process. Whether it is a sound system of some 
kind or headphones, volume levels are important. Finding exactly the right level can make all the 
difference between feeling involved or completely uninterested! 

 
Many of these values can be found here in this excerpt from a film about the great Canadian pianist 
Glenn Gould. Gould only made recordings after the age of 32. He was a genius and an eccentric, but 
he knew a lot about listening. https://youtu.be/EcSJbb7C_xo  

 
Supporting your student or child  
 
It is suggested that first time around, the listening videos are a shared experience. There may be 
immediate enjoyment, or it may be best to look at the additional resources before coming back to 
the video again. Familiarity will usually enhance pleasure and understanding. There will be music 
that the child finds more difficult to engage with but sometimes he or she will come fresh to new 
sounds and the supporting adult may be the one finding it more challenging! 
 
Musicians often find music really touches them when the moment is right so a student may find a 
piece more appealing at one time more than another. Try it first thing in the morning or perhaps 
towards the end of a long day, with a focus on creating calm.  
 
Children may enjoy continued listening alongside a complementary activity like drawing or writing. 
They may prefer listening with company or alone – whatever works! 

https://youtu.be/EcSJbb7C_xo


 
Try not to impose your own view of the music on the child. If they are having a positive experience 
they may see and hear things very differently. Nevertheless, they may need guidance and support to 
help settle and focus on the journey and to be encouraged to explore further. 
 
Some of the videos suggest activities that can be followed but this programme is not about 
measuring or classifying the responses of the listeners. If the child derives pleasure in listening and 
wishes to continue this may be enough. Go with what works! 

 
 
 


