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INTRODUCING A MUSIC LISTENING SKILLS 
PROJECT IN THE SCHOOL LIBRARY 
 
This paper looks at experiments in 
the provision of media formats. It 
considers the conduct of a pilot 
scheme for the use of MP3 players 
in the school library and the 
concurrent introduction of formal 
listening skills training for Music 
students. It begins with a summary 
of the background to these 
schemes, which was a review and 
evaluation of the library services at 
the school. 

Review of the Service Offered 
by the School Library 
St Columb’s College is equipped 
with a library service that is the 
envy of many schools in Northern 
Ireland. It is split into two 
sites. The Junior Library caters for 
the curriculum and information 
needs of pupils from Key Stage 3 
to GCSE; the Senior Library caters 
for the ‘AS’ & ‘A2’ Level studies of 
the Sixth Form. The Senior Library acts 
as a study, and the school’s 
programme of independent 
learning is backed up by two larger 
study centres where students are 
timetabled between lessons. 
 
Two years ago, the Library / 
Studies Department engaged in a 
review of its services and 
effectiveness within the school. 
This benchmarking process 
determined strengths and 
weaknesses that were endogenous 
to the library as well as learning 
elements of best practice from 
comparable libraries in the locality. 
 
The review process was customer-
focused, looking at the profiles and 

needs of our users – pupils, 
teaching staff and non-teaching 
staff. The consultation phase of the 
exercise attempted to determine 
changing priorities in order to 
anticipate curricula demands for 
collection development purposes. 
We also listened carefully to what 
our users told us, both in 
questionnaires and focus groups. 
We introduced a suggestion 
scheme to take account of pupils’ 
comments on our services and 
gaps in provision. 

Pilot Programme for 
Listening Devices 
One of the issues raised by pupils 
was the use of headphones. 
Headphones – the use of personal 
CD/MP3 players and other listening 
devices – are prohibited in the 
library. However, some pupils 
complained that they worked best 
when listening to music; that they 
studied with music in the 
background at home and felt 
disadvantaged by not being 
allowed to listen to music when in 
the Senior Library. 
 
As we committed ourselves to 
listening to the views of all users 
through the review process, we 
initiated a pilot scheme to study the 
effects of music devices in the 
library. This pilot took place during 
the following school year, of 2004-
05. The use of listening devices 
within the school is forbidden, so 
embarking on this pilot was a 
significant trial of trust for sixth 
formers. 
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It was intended that those 
individuals who, for whatever 
reason, feel unable to concentrate 
on their studies without background 
music, were given the opportunity 
to listen quietly to low-level music. 
However, we were unequivocal that 
such listening devices were not to 
become an intrusive distraction to 
others - that the use of listening 
devices was a privilege and should 
be kept to a level that did not 
disrupt their neighbours. 
 
This pilot included the Christmas 
period. When pupils returned in 
January to begin the new school 
term, library and study staff were 
surprised by the sheer numbers 
who had received iPods and other 
MP3 players for Christmas! From 
that first week in January, the 
consideration of allowing 
background noise to pupils became 
unwieldy, as many of the pupils 
attending library / study periods 
listened to music on a personal 
device. 
 
The wearing of headphones by so 
many pupils became a problem in 
other ways, too. They were unable 
to hear announcements made by 
staff, or sometimes claimed not to 
have heard an instruction! Also, the 
noise level within the library and 
studies increased as pupils talked 
louder in order to make themselves 
heard over music in their own and 
their neighbours’ ears. 
 
This pilot, allowing pupils to listen 
to music on portable music 
devices, was discontinued. The 
decision was made collectively by 
library staff and their line manager, 
that the use of listening devices 
had become problematic for the 
management of behaviour in the 
Library/Studies Department. 

Introducing a Listening 
Skills Programme to 
Support Music Teaching 
Whilst this decision was being 
reached, meetings began towards 
the end of the Summer Term 2004 
to introduce a ‘listening skills’ 
project for Music students. This 
project was initiated by Margaret 
Burns, one of the members of the 
Music Department. A series of 
meetings involved Margaret as the 
lead person from the Music 
Department, my Head of 
Department, Finbar Madden, and 
myself, as Librarian of the 
Senior Library. 
 
The Music Department recognised 
that, whilst pupils who opted to 
study ‘A’ Level Music had a keen 
interest in music per se, they were 
not necessarily focused on listening 
to pieces required by the 
curriculum. This had a detrimental 
effect on pupils’ final marks. To 
address the knowledge gap that 
was emerging from pupils’ listening 
habits, the Library / Studies 
Department supported the 
objectives of the listening skills 
project by providing on-site 
facilities for students timetabled for 
study sessions. 
 
After careful consideration and co-
operation with the Music 
Department, and a great deal of 
hard work by Margaret, we arrived 
at a protocol that would facilitate 
provision of listening materials to 
Music pupils. 
 
The modular system at ‘A’ Level 
has produced two separate lists of 
core listening works, for the ‘AS’ 
Level and the ‘A2’ Level 
qualifications. As well as these 
records of core listening works, for 
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adequate surveillance of the use of 
the facilities, the Library 
Department required lists of pupils’ 
names for both ‘AS and ‘A2’ 
materials. 
 
The cross-referencing of these lists 
allows the Library Department to 
establish who is entitled to use the 
listening facilities and to ensure 
that only the set pieces are used on 
the listening facilities. 
 
A pro forma was created for each 
pupil to indicate which piece had 
been listened to, and when. This 
affords the Library Department 
a surveillance tool to make sure the 
facilities are not being abused, and 
the Music Department is able to 
check at a glance which pupils are 
using the facilities – and following 
the set pieces throughout the 
course – and those that are falling 
behind. So the protocol 
incorporates both a monitoring 
function and a propaedeutic 
function. 
 
The school invested in a set of 
personal CD / MP3 players; the 
Music Department ordered CDs 
and relevant scores. Each time a 
Music student wishes to use 
listening facilities, they sign out 
three items for use in the library1: a 
CD player, a CD from the list of set 
works and an accompanying score. 
The pupil also initials the 
appropriate box on the aforementioned 
pro forma. At first, this process was 
quite time-consuming and I was 
concerned that the signing-out 
process occurred at the expense of 
listening time. However, signing out 
each item for library use, combined 
                                                 
1 Introducing a system that is ‘library use only’ 
also ensures that there is no copyright 
infringement. 
 

with the pro forma, creates an audit 
trail of the use of players and 
materials. 

Problems and Opportunities 
Considering that we started off 
without listening facilities, the 
Library / Studies Department has 
moved a long way towards 
accommodating the requirements 
of the Music Department. A screen 
has been erected to form a 
listening booth, ensuring that 
someone listening to music does 
not distract others from their own 
studies. Changes have been 
formalised into updated guidelines 
that are handed out to pupils during 
induction sessions and into the new 
updated library policy document. 
 
The priority was to introduce a 
system that was operational for the 
beginning of the school year in 
September; this objective was 
realised without using sources 
that require a 
longer lead-in time 
(e.g. Tilke 2003). Now that a 
system has been initiated, it will be 
under constant review and will 
develop over time. It will change as 
curricula change. Established 
guidelines from the School Library 
Association  (SLA)  and  CILIP  will 
enhance the system. 
 
This system is still of course in its 
infancy and has run against 
problems (such as obtaining 
compatible power supplies for the 
CD / MP3 players). Even in its early 
stages, however, we can see that 
this is a popular initiative that helps 
to meet the objectives of the 
School Development Plan and 
supports subject (Music) provision 
via the library. 
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Most of the pupils who study Music 
are taking four ‘A’ Levels, which 
means they only have a limited 
number of study periods when they 
can  use  the  facilities.  Hence  the 
listening skills programme cannot 
replace a determination on the part 
of each pupil to listen and follow 
each core work in their own time. 
The listening skills programme 
can however benefit pupils by 
giving them the practical 
experience of following core works, 
with instructional guidance of the 
Music Department; and also by 
supplementing their use of the local 
public libraries, from where core 
works are also available. 
 
Thus far the listening skills 
programme has supported the core 
module on ‘The Concerto’. It has 

proved so popular that it is being 
expanded to incorporate jazz. 
 
Other departments, notably Modern 
Languages, have been monitoring 
the progress of the listening skills 
programme and are keen to link 
into the facilities. We therefore 
must be doing something right! 
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