
Edexcel GCE MUSIC Composing: A practical guide for parents 
 
Students will practise composing techniques throughout year 12, in preparation for their set brief 
compositions in year 13. 
 
Here’s an example of one of 2019’s set briefs: 
 
Instrumental Music 
Compose an original Theme and a set of Variations for string Quintet, Wind Quintet or Brass 
Quintet that would be suitable for use during a school awards ceremony 
 
When students begin their A level course, they look first at the fundamental nature of 
organising sound, by studying various pieces, even pieces such as John Cage’s 4’33” which at 
first glance appears to be almost 5 minutes of silence. 
Once students are absolutely certain what music is, and how composers through the ages have 
organised the sounds available to them, how they did it, and why, by whom they were 
influenced, and how they can influence and stimulate the listener’s mind and emotion, they 
begin to ‘speed compose’. 
 
‘Speed-composing’ 
 
The concept of speed-composing is: 

● The student has a defined amount of time to complete the short composition (e.g. 2 
minutes). The rule is that they MUST complete the task. This forces the student to 
make decisions and not to self-filter/edit. 

● The composition has to have set boundaries, which can be defined by someone else 
(e.g. the teacher) or self-imposed. 

● The boundaries should have clear restrictions plus an element of freedom. An example 
might be 
“Compose 2 bars of melody for flute, in D major, in 3/4 time, using at least one triplet 
rhythm and containing the following intervals: 1x major 6th, 1 x min/maj 3rd” 
 
The resulting idea is achieved quickly and is stored in a notebook/on a computer, under 
the general heading ‘Melodic Sketches’. The idea can then be played, edited, tweaked, 
developed or stored for future contemplation. 
 This form of composing creates over time a wealth of ideas and trains the student to 
make composing a routine which can be controlled and developed, rather than 
something which relies on fickle inspiration. 
 
This method of creating defined ideas can of course lead to the development of e/g/ a 
melody by then harmonising it with chords, transforming it through e.g. melodic 
sequence, inversion, augmentation of rhythm, etc. 


