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How Musical Futures began
The Paul Hamlyn Foundation initiated and funded Musical Futures in the UK in 2003 as
an action research programme to find new and imaginative ways of engaging young
people in meaningful and sustainable music activities. An invitation was issued to
organisations across the UK to develop pathfinder projects to explore this issue and 3 of
these were funded and implemented in Hertfordshire, Leeds and Nottingham.

Musical Futures has a strong grounding in academic research. Emerita Professor Lucy
Green’s (University of London Institute of Education) extensive research into How
Popular Musicians Learn was the foundation for the Hertfordshire pathfinder model.
Hertfordshire Music Service worked directly with Professor Green to scope and develop
the pilot project which ran in 4 schools for the first year. The success of this initial work
later became the foundation of the Musical Futures Informal Learning model with
Professor Green leading on the action research in schools in the UK.



The Guildhall School of Music and Drama, London’s work into transforming music
leadership led to the development of the Classroom Workshopping model (non-formal
teaching, bringing the practices of community musicians into the more formal music
classroom).

Since then, teachers and educators have used Musical Futures in schools and
universities across the world.

The development of Musical Futures International Inc.
All materials from the pathfinder years were open source and made freely available, and
it was teachers and practitioners who shaped the approaches by becoming early
adopters, voluntarily trying and adapting the teaching and learning strategies in their
classrooms and other learning settings. Musical Futures rapidly scaled from 60 schools
in the UK to become a global music education initiative with Musical Futures now being
used in nearly 100 different countries and recently being named as one of the top global
innovations in education by HundrED.

The transferability and relevance of Musical Futures has been shown by the success of
Musical Futures Australia which has largely been responsible for most of the
international development of Musical Futures.

In 2010, with the generous support of The Paul Hamlyn Foundation, the original funding
body for Musical Futures, a new Musical Futures organisation was formed in Australia.

Since then, Musical Futures has been adopted in the state of Victoria to help increase
access to music education in over 1,600 schools with Musical Futures Australia working
with the Victorian Government and the Department of Education and Training to roll out
Musical Futures across Victoria with 97% of participants agreeing that Musical Futures
approaches remove barriers to learning. You can read and download an independent
evaluation of this program here.

The formal adoption of Musical Futures approach by an education system is unique and
goes to show how leadership can take an active role in innovating education. In fact,
Musical Futures was included in the local government's election promise. More
information about our work in Australia can be found here.

As well as securing government funding to roll out Musical Futures across the state of
Victoria and offering workshops to teachers across Australia, Musical Futures Australia
and Musical Futures UK co-developed the popular Just Play program in 2015. Since

https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/musical-futures-australia/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/musical-futures-australia/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/just-play/


then, Musical Futures Australia has independently developed approaches, resources
and training programs for songwriting and a new instrument by instrument approach to
building instrumental skills called Everyone Can Play and a brand new interactive online
resource, Play Now, designed to support students to move from whole class
approaches with Just Play to learning the skills and knowledge needed to be successful
with informal learning as independent learners.

In 2016, Musical Futures Australia expanded to become Musical Futures International.
Supported by The NAMM Foundation, we started to roll out our comprehensive
workshop and consultancy program to international schools, government education
institutions, private and studio instrumental practices, music schools, higher education
institutions and academia in Australia, New Zealand, China, Asia, The Middle East and
Europe.

Whilst our fantastic resource development team continue to produce resources and
materials, we retain our emphasis on offering professional development for music
educators interested in exploring our core pedagogical approaches of informal learning
and non formal teaching.

These have been developed through extensive research, are internationally recognised
for innovation and positive outcomes, and have the support of thousands of teachers
across the world and millions of teaching hours behind them.

Most importantly, Musical Futures International supports teachers to transition from
teacher-led approaches to embrace learner-centred, personalised learning in music -
with the aim of helping all learners to find and develop their own musical identity and
voice through appropriately supported pathways.

In 2019, we have developed new workshop content that encourages creative
approaches to instrumental learning which we have been rolling out with instrumental
teachers in China supported by CMIA.

In 2022, Musical Futures International began a series of powerful professional learning
events known as the Big Gig, after the successful launch of the event concept in
Melbourne some years earlier. To date, Musical Futures International has worked with
Music Teachers In International Schools to host events in Malaysia, Japan, India and
Thailand.

In 2024, Musical Futures International Inc. moved its headquarters from Melbourne,
Victoria to Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia and began operating purely as a
Not-For-Profit organisation (INC2400727) operating with an Australian Business

https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/everyone-can-play/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/play-now/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/shop/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/shop/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/training-program/
https://www.cmia.com.cn/en.html
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/training-program/
http://mtiis.co
http://mtiis.co/tbghome/
http://mtiis.co/tbghome/


Number of 43368493847.

It also completed major upgrades to its online learning resources for teachers and
launched a brand new website. It continues to work closely with teachers around the
world

Since 2018, Musical Futures International has worked completely Working from Musical
Futures UK. Musical Futures International offers teacher professional development
workshops, consultancy, resources and nurtures and supports communities of practice
for music educators across the world.

We work predominantly outside the UK, where Musical Futures UK continues to offer
workshops and off-the-shelf audio/visual resources for purchase, tailored specifically to
the UK music education system, examinations and structures.

Understanding the origins of Musical Futures: The Informal
Learning approach

https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/subscription/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/training-program/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/training-program/?preview=true#tve-jump-1920d911825
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/buy/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/mufuaustraliachat


The best place to start when exploring the origins of Musical Futures and subsequent
development of the Musical Futures approach to classroom music learning and teaching
is with this video. Here, Professor Lucy Green formerly of The Institute of Education in
the UK, explains how her research into how popular musicians learn underpinned a
classroom pilot which looked at how informal approaches to music learning (real-world
learning) might translate into the more formal setting of music education being delivered
in school.

You can also learn more on our research page.

Background and context
Originally a small-scale pilot in 4 schools in the UK, the resulting recommendations for a
different approach to classroom music and a new way for the teacher to operate in
these classes scaled up rapidly, first across the UK supported by The Paul Hamlyn
Foundation and subsequently in Australia, Canada and further afield.

One of the keys to the success of Musical Futures was that all materials and training for
teachers were made available for free. This meant that Musical Futures could be picked
up by anyone, anywhere and personalised to work in a wide range of contexts.

Informal Learning is an approach to Music learning and teaching. One of the core
principles of Musical Futures is to allow students to make choices about what and how
they learn (and with whom). It has never been driven by content (other than that which
is chosen by the participants themselves) nor is it dependent on resources.

That means it isn't a downloadable resource or a scheme of work and so the best way
to understand how to use it is to attend a workshop and experience it from the
perspective of a learner, then unpick the pedagogy behind the approach and the
practicalities of implementing it.

Informal Learning and the core pedagogy on which Musical Futures is built is a key part
of all our Musical Futures International workshops.

Of course schools and teachers have a responsibility to deliver a depth and breadth of
musical learning often defined by curriculum requirements, therefore allowing students
to choose the music all the time may not be the best way to deliver this. However
teachers can apply the core Musical Futures principles to any content and hence it
becomes transferrable across different age groups, content and context.

https://youtu.be/4r8zoHT4ExY
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/research/


The informal learning approach

The Musical Futures 'informal learning' approach starts when students go 'in at the deep
end'. Students are asked to work in friendship groups and choose the music,
instruments and to select their own chosen pathway to the end point-to play a song as a
band.

Learning is holistic in that materials aren't adapted or differentiated for students, this
may happen as part of the process but usually when recognised as a need to progress
by the group themselves. Throughout the process, students can be observed
performing, listening, improvising and even composing as they work their way through
each lesson and students learn to play by listening and copying, notation isn't the first or
only way to learn.

These core principles grew from observing how the students in the pilot project worked
through this and subsequent tasks. In addition, it became apparent that in Musical
Futures lessons, the value of the learning journey and not just the outcome becomes an
important part of the assessment and supporting process.

The role of the teacher

In her book, Lucy suggests the following guidance for teachers:
● Set the task going
● Stand back
● Observe
● Diagnose
● Guide
● Suggest
● Model
● Take on Students' perspectives
● Help students achieve the objectives they set for themselves

Of course, these aren't to be taken literally. It can take a bit of practice to get the
balance right. If friendship groups aren't working out, get involved and support students
to make different choices. It's how you help that matters. The key is in diagnosing what's
needed for students to make progress, yet offering help in a way that allows them to
demonstrate what they are capable of whether that's musical or in terms of the
contribution they make. It's not easy, but when it works the improvement in relationships



within the group and the resulting engagement and enthusiasm for music is instantly
apparent. In fact this has been backed up in plenty of research and evaluations of
Musical Futures which can be found here.

Keeping it musical, modelling, playing along, guiding are all good strategies. However,
ultimately the teacher is responsible for the learning that takes place in their classroom
and normal classroom management strategies, relationships and flexibility that
underpins good teaching is just as relevant in Musical Futures lessons.

The 2nd edition teacher pack, compiled and edited by Abigail D'Amore has a
comprehensive chapter about informal learning. You can download the full resource on
this page for free and read more about how to get started.

https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/research/
https://musicalfuturesinternational.org/research/

