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“  The structured musical pathway that ABRSM provides is as strong 
now as it was 30 years ago when I took my Grade 8s. Children enjoy 
a great sense of achievement and pride in collecting their special 
certificates in assemblies, with the graded music exams lighting the 
path to a lifelong love of music making.”

 Mrs  Hellen Dodsworth
 Headmistress Warwick Preparatory School

As the world’s leading music exam board, we 
give children the chance to shine and gain 
recognition, in and out of school, by setting the 
gold standard in music assessments.

ABRSM provides over 1,000 different 
assessments for a wide range of instruments. 
From our teacher-led Music Medals, to our 
globally renowned graded music exams and 
our pioneering new Performance Grades, we 
have a pathway for every student. 

We work across the world of music education 
to support music making, teaching and 
learning. We have provided everything from 
classroom resources like our Classical 100 
collection of music to strategic support to 
develop the new Model Music Curriculum.

We know that helping students achieve their 
best means working together with others. 
It’s why we support hubs and schools across 
the UK and why we hope we can work with 
you to inspire the musical achievement of 
your pupils. 

Like you, ABRSM works to inspire the achievement and 
progression of young people.

Supporting the teaching and learning of music in partnership with four Royal Schools of Music
Royal Academy of Music | Royal College of Music
Royal Northern College of Music | Royal Conservatoire of Scotland
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HEADTEACHERS’ GUIDE TO MUSIC EDUCATION
4 The power of music 

Deputy head Anna Wilby details the benefits that music can bring 
to your school 

6 Leading with diversity 
Practical steps you can take to ensure your musical opportunities 
are open to all 

8 Digital landscape 
Get up to speed with the tech in your music department 

11 Music and the home 
Nurturing the unique triangle of school, home and student 

13 Looking to industry 
Strengthen your school with a partner in the music business

Welcome to The Headteachers' Guide to Music Education, in 
which we try to give to you as headteachers a fair sense of 
the opportunities that a well-supported music department 

can offer to you.  
We hope to be able to give you a sense of how music can be used as 

a tool in your management of a happy and progressive school. Everyone 
respects music, and there is a power in that, one which is not always 
exploited. Music can be your barometer, to gauge the mood and health 
of your school; it can be the most innocent and powerful of all excuses 

to get people in the same room together, and what is more, to be on 
their best behaviour; and it can give a sense of ownership, purpose and 
belonging to those students who may otherwise have none.  

We also hope that you might come away with a sense of the 
dividends that nurturing your music teachers and music students will 
bring. If you invest in your music department, it will pay you back a 
hundred times over. May you thrive in these difficult times, and have a 
great soundtrack along the way.  
Thomas Lydon, interim editor, Music Teacher magazine

As well as the innate joy that music brings to 
school communities, research tells us how 
important music can be in the development 

of young minds and in the study of other subjects. 
Neuroscientists and educational psychologists 
lament the marginalisation of music in schools and 
describe how learning an instrument can increase a 
child’s intellectual growth and attention span.

In a world of rapid change, knowledge of music 
grounds and connects young people by giving them 
a common language and helping them build the 
confidence they need to thrive in the multitude of 
futures and circumstances ahead of them.

The DfE’s new Model Music Curriculum will support 
schools to realise these benefits and use music to 
make new connections – both within schools and 
beyond, with feeder primaries and community-based groups. It is 
designed as a guide for all schools regardless of their music education 
experience and we’re proud of the part we played in its development.

For more than 130 years, ABRSM has provided the gold standard 
in music assessment and support for music education. Excellence runs 
throughout our work. It drives our market-leading innovations and 
products like our new Performance Grade in which students focus 
purely on performance, without the sight-reading, scales and aural 
which are elements of traditional practical assessments. Similarly, digital 
examinations which can be taken anytime, anywhere, and fit around 
school timetables and individual commitments and preparedness.

The overwhelming popularity of these 
innovations is testament to their relevance to 
today’s learners and bears out Music Commission 
findings about the importance of placing learners’ 
needs and ambitions first and better reflecting the 
way they want to learn music.

Our support for the Music Commission is 
another example of the strategic role we play as 
the UK’s largest music education charity, but we 
recognise that the Commission’s findings are just 
the start.

The next stage is about realising its ambition 
and looking across traditional boundaries 
between home and school, instrument teacher, 
classroom teacher and parent, to find new ways of 
connecting our different communities to serve the 

interests of learners.
More personally, as the incoming chief executive of ABRSM, I’m 

incredibly excited about these opportunities and the momentum 
that I know that the new curriculum will inspire in schools. I’m also 
delighted to be given this platform to recognise the invaluable 
contribution of class teachers and peripatetic staff who teach music 
and work across entire school communities transforming young lives.

I look forward to working with you all in the coming years and, in 
the meantime, hope that this supplement can inspire and support the 
musical journey of your school community.
Chris Cobb, CEO, ABRSM

003_HGME2021_Contents TL1_HB2.indd   3003_HGME2021_Contents TL1_HB2.indd   3 16/12/2020   16:46:0816/12/2020   16:46:08



4    F  Headteachers’ Guide to Music Education www.musicteachermagazine.co.uk

WHY MUSIC IS GOOD FOR YOUR SCHOOL

Music can sometimes be seen as exclusive or 
elitist – after all there is a cost involved in the 
owning of an instrument, in providing individual 

lessons, and in clearing the time for students to allow 
them to develop. But to view music solely as such is 
counterproductive for school leaders, as it ignores the 
wonderful community benefits that music can provide. 
The most successful music programmes, in my opinion, 
are the ones that, while striving for excellence, also draw 
the community together. Back in 2010 in an interview 
for a job as director of music of the brand-new Harrow 
International School, Hong Kong I evidently (and surely 
rather earnestly) stated that I believed that music was 
the ‘heartbeat’ of a school. I had no recollection of saying 
this and so when my comments were quoted in a speech 
to the whole school by the Headmaster at the end of the 
first year, and after the embarrassment had abated, I really 
reflected on those words. I learned more in that first year 
than any other single year of my career. I clearly remember 
our first concert at the end of the first term and the same 
comment that was made to me by several members of 
staff – that it was the first time we ‘really felt like a school’. 
Of course, what they actually meant was that there was 

Why music?

something tangible about the feeling of us all coming 
together for a single purpose; staff, pupils and parents 
all witnessing and enjoying something together and the 
unifying force that emerges.

Pride in your institution
Music can easily be the vehicle that allows groups of 
people who would not normally work together to be 
involved in something as a wider group and, as such, is a 
wonderful way of building community spirit. It is, in a way, a 
great equaliser, allowing people of all ages and nationalities, 
staff and students, to perform together. There is a reason 
that music is often referred to as a universal language. 
A few years ago, at Ashville College, we performed a 
concert that featured a finale involving elements of live 
performance with both recorded sound and video. This 
was a performance of Gary Barlow’s Sing and involved 
our senior school choirs and instrumentalists, students 
from our prep school, the grounds staff, the kitchen staff, 
members of the support staff and many pupils and staff 
who were not in our regular ensembles singing around the 
College. While this was a great end to a concert it gave us 
so much more than that one-off experience. It truly did 

F Firsthand 
experience of the 
healing power of 
music: Ashville 
deputy head Anna 
Wilby
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Anna Wilby, deputy head for enrichment at Ashville College in North Yorkshire, 
advocates for the important role that the arts, and specifically music, can play in 
our schools

004-005_HGME2021_Why music is good for your school TL1_HB2.indd   4004-005_HGME2021_Why music is good for your school TL1_HB2.indd   4 16/12/2020   15:04:5516/12/2020   15:04:55



www.musicteachermagazine.co.uk Headteachers’ Guide to Music Education  F    5

WHY MUSIC IS GOOD FOR YOUR SCHOOL

create a feeling of togetherness that certainly outlasted 
the evening of the concert. So many people felt proud to 
have been part of it and that translated into pride in the 
college itself.

Aid to recovery
During lockdown many people felt deprived of that feeling 
of community and it became apparent that people were 
particularly missing their music making as the number of 
virtual performances from schools around the country 
grew and grew. Singing or playing to a track in your own 
home can never replace the feeling of performing live 
with other people. However, the feeling of watching the 
final production (following the poor music teacher’s 
hours and hours of editing) and knowing that you were 
part of something bigger than yourself, that links you 
with members of your school, is a powerful thing. We are, 
on the whole, social beings, and knowing that everyone 
involved is working towards a common goal has substantial 
benefits to the feeling of belonging. I was particularly 
struck by the number of ex-students who leapt at the 
chance to be involved in our virtual projects. While we are 
all back in schools now, there are still major restrictions to 
the music making that is possible and I am often hearing 
that ‘we miss having music around the place’. I have had 
a surprising number of students, who would not class 
themselves as musicians, saying that they are missing 
hymn practice (of all things)! We know that it is, for most 
of them, not the hymns they miss but the act of singing 
together. I am fortunate to work at a college which, as 
part of its Methodist ethos, encourages regular singing in 
assemblies. The hymn becomes the point in the day where 
the whole school does the same thing, together.

We all know that music can help people access 
emotions in different ways. Who can say that they have 
never been moved to tears by a musical performance? One 
of the many activities in our ‘Wellbeing Week’ at Ashville 
was a lunchtime singalong with a staff band in the hall for 
anyone who wanted to join in. We were all rather surprised 
at how many people took us up on the opportunity. We 
had students and staff singing their hearts out. Not well in 
all cases but it did not matter as everyone involved left the 
session with a smile on their face, and I would bet that all 
of them were more productive that afternoon.

Brain food
If music can be good for the whole community it can 
certainly be good for the individual. There has been 
significant neuroscientific research that shows the clear 
benefits to the brain of playing an instrument. Many of 
us will have seen in the news earlier this year a recent 
study in Chile led by Dr Leonie Kausel which tested the 
attention and memory of children. The study showed 

clear indications that musically trained children performed 
better at both attention and memory recall. I would also 
recommend everyone to watch Anita Collins’ excellent 
and accessible TedEd lesson ‘How playing an instrument 
benefits your brain’, especially anyone who wants a child 
to stop their instrument to focus on their core subjects. 
In December 2020, Cambridge Assessment researcher 
Tim Gill announced findings from his study of data 
from the National Pupil Database that indicated that ‘a 
comprehensive school student who typically takes nine 
GCSEs would expect to get one grade higher in one or 
two of their (other) subjects if they studied GCSE music’. 
In addition to the scientific evidence of the benefits, I can 
personally add to the anecdotal examples we surely will 
all have heard in which music has benefitted a student, 
having witnessed many times the positive effect that 
taking centre stage and performing has on students with 
low self-esteem, and having seen first hand the direct 
benefit that preparing for a performance has on a pupil’s 
organisational skills.

Music can be integral to our ability to communicate 
and understand each other. It is an enriching force and 
the reduction of it in any institution should be a cause for 
concern.

In short, music can bring us together, it can build 
community spirit, it brings us joy, helps us to learn more 
effectively and is good for our mental health. It is the 
heartbeat of a school after all. T

H All other 
images: Ashville 
College students 

perform in 
concert

ABRSM Update
The DfE’s new Model Music Curriculum (MMC) is designed to benefit schools 
of all kinds, whether they have a tradition of music teaching or not. The MMC, 
developed with support from a panel of music education experts including 
ABRSM’s former chief executive Michael Elliott, will give less experienced 
schools the support they need to go about delivering music in school.

Above all, it is designed to set out a clear progression route across Key 
Stages 1,2 and 3 and inspire schools by showing them the incredible impact 
that music can have on them and their pupils.
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-education
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DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION

Before we were all forced to deal with a global health 
crisis, a more abstract struggle dominated the 
discourse of UK society and beyond – the so-called 

culture wars, in which the impact of ideas such as white 
privilege and structural racism are relentlessly, polarisingly 
debated. This did not go away in 2020: Covid-19 often 
became simply an especially grim background to more 
urgent battles of identity.

In particular, the Black Lives Matter movement saw 
protests taking place despite the apparent health risks. 
But culture war issues have spanned feminism, ableism 
(discrimination in favour of able-bodied people) and 
politics (from Donald Trump, to Brexit, to Michael Gove’s 
loose characterisation of the educational establishment 
as ‘the blob’ after he had faced resistance to reforms that 
included the EBacc).

Diversity and inclusion
While engaging with these issues is a requirement of an 
inclusive music department, it need not be as controversial 
as it sounds. A representative survey of more than 10,000 
people by the More In Common foundation last year found 
that most of us are willing to see two sides of an argument, 
meaning that the case is there to be made.

The difference between diversity and inclusion is 
important, but so is the relationship between them. They 
are inextricably and circularly linked: if your department 
lacks diversity in whatever way, it will not feel inclusive, and 
will only get less diverse over time. But if you increase the 
diversity of what a department offers, it will become more 
inclusive, in turn encouraging a more diverse range of 
music and music makers.

Leading by example 

The role of music
Music can transform pupils and schools if given the 
chance, creating focused, motivated learners by giving 
them a positive space for self-expression, collaboration 
and achievement. But if music isn’t genuinely inclusive at 
your school, it can be hard to gather the resources and 
support to plot a new course.

‘The first principle is that you’ve got to ask who you’re 
trying to include,’ says Ben O’Sullivan, creative director 
(education) at The Music Works, a Gloucestershire 
charity that uses an approach rooted in inclusive social 
pedagogy. ‘Inclusion always starts with those you are 
trying to educate. It’s really important that that’s not done 
tokenistically but with real passion for hearing what young 
people want.’

‘It’s all about shifting your own unconscious bias and 
being really open [to the idea] that they’re going to tell 
you something you don’t expect, because that’s highly 
likely. Once you’ve done that, you need to be really honest 
with yourself and your SLT.

‘Inclusion benefits everyone, and particularly, a diverse and 
inclusive music-making culture hugely benefits everyone. So, 
for me, assuming this attitude is the second principle.’

Making change
Starting a process of change can seem daunting, and it 
may be helpful to take some time to strategise. Have a look 
at your starting point, consider where you would like to 
get to and the resources you might be able to use to get 
there, and then make a plan.

The NCVO’s Knowhow knowledge bank has a wealth 
of relevant, practical information, including a how-to on 
building a theory of change. According to this, your plan 
should be:

 Ɂ Credible – based on experience, knowledge and 
research.
 Ɂ Achievable – you have the necessary resources to 
carry out the intervention.
 Ɂ Supported – stakeholders will be involved in defining 
and agreeing your theory of change.
 Ɂ Testable – a complete but not over-complicated 
description of your work and its outcomes.
A change strategy will generally work back from its 

outcomes, but will also need to have flexibility built in, as 
feedback from stakeholders – most importantly the opinions 
of pupils, and particularly those who aren’t currently 
included – needs to be included and valued throughout.

There is a well-developed understanding of youth voice 
in music education, with specialists including the charity 
Sound Connections, which held an online week of events 
on the subject in October 2020. Many hubs and music 
services run their own youth voice forums, and many local 
cultural organisations may do so as well. Speaking to local 
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Are we teaching music with an ‘exclusive hierarchy’? A diverse and inclusive music 
department benefits everyone, and with this in mind, Alex Stevens outlines some 
practical steps teachers can take to ensure musical opportunities are open to all

G The Music 
Works in 
action
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DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION

education or cultural sector colleagues who have worked 
in this area could be useful – they may be happy to give 
you the results of their work so far or provide advice on 
setting up your own consultation processes.

Curriculum matters
Becoming more inclusive requires not only a shift in 
approach, but in content. ‘There is a passionate movement 
that recognises that the curriculum and the way music 
is sometimes taught can be very exclusive, not inclusive,’ 
says Phil Castang, director of creative learning and 
engagement at the renamed Bristol Beacon, which runs 
the Bristol music education hub (Bristol Plays Music), the 
National Centre for Inclusive Excellence, and the Inclusive 
Practitioner Certificate for Music Educators. ‘We are 
working to diversify the curriculum, to decolonise it – to 
move it away from the traditional dead German white men 
and that sense of hierarchy.

‘The music education system in schools is generally 
structured towards putting together an ensemble. That’s 
largely been a traditional western-style ensemble, and 
arguably that’s where the vast majority of funding goes. So, 
it’s important to raise awareness and the profile of the true 
story and value of other instruments.

‘For example, it’s not widely known that the drum kit has 
its roots in slavery. And playing the gamelan is not a quirky 
thing, it’s a huge spiritual and cultural way of life. Those 
interesting histories can open up and explain why things 
are how they are across a curriculum.’

In Bristol, the One Bristol Curriculum is being developed 
– with support and funding from Bristol Beacon – as a 
parallel resource for teachers that integrates the full 
history of Bristol and the UK for local communities. 
And nationally, The Black Curriculum has had national 
publicity since it launched in 2019, with a focus on Black 
history. As Castang suggests, music is very relevant to this 
decolonising agenda and well placed to provide an entry 
point to explore it more broadly: from gamelan to grime.

Alternative routes
It is not just about decolonising: many schools offer 
both GCSE and BTEC routes for music at KS4, and the 
relationship between virtuosity and creativity should also 
be examined when aiming for truly inclusive provision. 
‘The drive in the system has been towards virtuosity,’ says 
Castang, ‘driving people towards that ultimate position, 
often at the expense of creativity, composition and 
engaging with music in other creative ways.

‘Of all subjects, music can be the most inclusive, because 
everybody can engage with music at some level, and in 
quite a profound way.’

A broader curriculum may require existing teachers to 
develop their skills and knowledge, but as O’Sullivan says, 
‘It’s not what you do, it’s the way that you do it. What 
happens if you put one kind of exam in front of a cohort 
of young people? You will attract a certain demographic of 
young people to that exam. What we need to do is to ask: 
“What do you want?”

‘Take that question to your department colleagues, to 
your SLT, and massively vary your provision – whether 
that’s exams, extra-curricular activity, career support for 
a young singer-songwriter, performance opportunities 
in the community for young rappers or MCs, or making 
sure young people from diverse backgrounds know about 
bursary schemes to get involved in orchestras.’

It’s also important to ensure the department has a 
relevant workforce. ‘Young people are interested in that,’ 
says O’Sullivan, ‘and the reason they’re interested varies. 
Some young people who’ve come from really difficult 
backgrounds, who have had childhood trauma, will need to 
see a diverse workforce in order to engage.’

If not now, when?
If now might not seem the time to be pulling at this thread 
– particularly in England, where GCSE music is increasingly 
being taught from Year 9 as a response to wider demands – 
there is both the reality of Ofsted deep dives into music, and 
the fact that music has the power to genuinely animate a 
school, making it a place to which pupils want to come.

For Youth Music’s 2019 report The Sound of the Next 
Generation, Ipsos Mori surveyed 1,001 young people aged 
7–25. It found that music was young people’s favourite 
pastime, equal with gaming and ahead of sport, drama, arts 
and craft; 97% of young people had listened to music in the 
previous week; 67% of them said they ‘make music’; and 
30% played an instrument.

So, music is integral to many of our lives, but as teachers, 
we can see that the same can’t always be said of school 
music. That in itself is the challenge, without assuming the 
reasons why.

As Castang says, ‘It’s really about an acceptance that there 
are issues around the way that music can be taught that 
create an exclusive hierarchy of music that ruins inclusion, 
is anti-inclusion, and forces young people to feel they 
have to do it outside the classroom. And that’s a shame, 
because a school with a strong musical culture can be 
transformational.’ T

Useful resources
The Music Works www.themusicworks.org.uk 
NCVO Knowhow www.knowhow.ncvo.org.uk 
Sound Connections www.sound-connections.org.uk 
Bristol Beacon www.bristolbeacon.org 
The Black Curriculum www.theblackcurriculum.com 
Youth Music www.youthmusic.org.uk

ABRSM Update
A new mentoring and development scheme to 
support the careers and work of Black and ethnically 
diverse composers and other composers from 
underrepresented groups gets underway in 2021. The 
ABRSM scheme recognises that writing music for 
education demands specific composition skills and will 
launch with a small cohort of composers.

The Mentorship and Development Programme will 
focus on supporting composers on a pathway towards 
writing for music education, including those at the 
start of their careers, giving them the information and 
opportunities they need to write music for publication.
abrsm.org

Music is both far from immune from this 
decolonising agenda and well placed to provide an 
entry point to explore it more broadly
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DIGITAL VIEW

The music department in 2020 is very different to 
the one that I started teaching in 15 years ago, and 
even more different to the one that I studied in 25 

years ago. And this is partially a reflection on music making 
itself in the wider world. Commercial music making these 
days – to a greater or lesser extent – relies on computers 
for one element or another of its creation.

I have been teaching music technology as a specialist 
subject for at least 15 years, and I am currently the teacher 
in charge of music technology at Hills Road Sixth Form 
College in Cambridge. Prior to that I was the music 
technology consultant for Hertfordshire Music Service. I 
worked across all Key Stages and taught music students in 
all educational settings including EBD and SEND. It’s fair to 
say that I have seen every possible type of music teaching 
space, from specialist classrooms to halls, cupboards and, 
for a couple of years in one school, the sports pavilion (it 
was very cold).

Technology is becoming more common in music 
classrooms, but the quality of provision is patchy at best. 
Some schools have specialist software on machines in 
music classrooms, others have access to shared suites 

Headteachers’ guide 
to music technology

of computers and others have suites of tablets that are 
occasionally available. And others have nothing at all.

How it is used
Technology is used in the music classroom in a number 
of different ways. These complement most areas of the 
music curriculum and, as mentioned above, reflect the way 
technology is used in the music industry.

The first of these is a type of software called a digital 
audio workstation (or DAW). This is the software that you 
will find in recording studios to record audio, to program 
beats or for any other method of capturing musical ideas 
without using notation (although some DAWs can create 
and respond to notation too).

A version of a DAW is what most students will use in 
classrooms these days to create music using technology. 
Although some are professional level pieces of software 
there are many, such as GarageBand and Cubasis, that 
are accessible at all levels. There are even specialist basic 
DAWs that have been created for the primary market that 
only contain the core creative functions, but which still 
allow students to make very effective music.
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Teacher and music technology consultant Tim Hallas takes us through the important 
issues in this ever-changing area of provision
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E Score writing 
software Sibleius

H Beatwave is 
a simple music 

creation app

The next of the common pieces of music technology 
found in education is score writing software. This is 
designed to allow students to create professional looking 
pieces of music using traditional notation.

Score notation software tends to be found more often 
in secondary schools than in primary schools but basic 
software that teaches some of the common musical signs 
has been used in the past. The key thing to note about 
score writing software is that it’s essentially the musical 
equivalent of Microsoft Word – it’s a very useful tool, but 
not really that creative in its own right. It’s a method for 
writing down music that is likely to have been created by 
another means.

The final types of software are those that are used to 
create music without necessarily capturing the end result 
(digital music instruments would be included in this). To 
capture their output requires some other means, such as 
a DAW or a piece of score writing software, but they are 
very useful for generating musical material.

Examples of this include some of the apps created by 
Brian Eno that create endlessly evolving musical textures 
in response to input from the user, or Beatwave, which has 
a grid of buttons with each one responding a pitch. Users 
activate a square to get that note to play and create simple 
musical patterns.

Some of these interactive music tools are great for 
supporting accessibility in music and provide routes into 
creativity for students that may usually find this difficult. 
Music is a language, and some students find it hard to 
‘speak’ that language. Technology can give all students a 
musical voice.

Some of the technology in this last category is used 
very effectively in SEND settings as well as mainstream 
education classrooms. Organisations such as Drake Music 
provide lots of resources about how to use technology 
effectively to allow those with additional needs to 
participate fully in music making.

Equipment in schools
In my role as a music technology consultant, it was 
fascinating to see the quality of the equipment available in 
the schools that I visited. It was a very mixed picture but one 
trend that I did see was that music departments often ended 
up with cast-off machines from other areas of the school.

Music software is incredibly demanding of computers, 
and once you get beyond the basic functions, they require 
fast processors and a good amount of memory. I’m a 
realist and understand that budgets need to be managed, 

and that having top-spec machines isn’t always going to 
be an option. But it is worth considering what school 
departments are doing with their machines to ensure that 
the most effective equipment is in the correct place.

From experience, IT departments in schools tend not 
to like music software very much because it doesn’t 
always play well with school networks (the software often 
requires access to bits of the computers that we don’t 
want pupils to necessarily access). But if you consider 
purchasing some music software, by speaking to specialists 
from music education equipment suppliers and getting 
the IT team in early it’s possible to get a system that does 
everything your school needs and keeps the IT support 
team happy!

The other issue I often see is a lack of equipment. I 
have visited many schools (predominantly secondary in 
this case) where a music department may have three or 
four computers in a classroom. This isn’t really a resource 
that everyone can access, and with so few machines it 
means that teachers are unable to readily set students a 
technology-based task. Obviously if it’s a music-making 
task it could be differentiated to allow some students to 
use technology and others to use instruments, but it’s 

E Cubasis is a simple DAW for tablets
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better if there is enough equipment for everybody to 
choose the same route if they want to.

What will it cost me?
As above, I’m aware that schools are permanently trying 
to balance budgets, and computer equipment isn’t always 
cheap. However, most music software manufacturers offer 
very good education discounts, and the per-seat cost of 
software is often pretty reasonable. There are many music 
education equipment suppliers around and they all offer 
excellent advice and will offer you educational pricing if it 
is available.

Another possible route is ‘bring your own device’ 
(BYOD). I’m aware that there are many differing opinions 
about access to personal devices in lessons. Personally, 
I’m of the opinion that the benefits they bring as an 
educational resource far outweigh the negatives (this was 
the subject of my thesis!). As a society we access so many 
things via our phones or tablets, to limit this in schools 
seems counterintuitive. So long as it is appropriately 
managed (only used in sessions, signed in and out from 
a box on the teachers desk, etc.) they offer an excellent 
additional resource. The quality of music making apps 
is getting better and better. I can now create complete 
professional-quality releases just on my phone if I want to.

I also appreciate that BYOD suits secondary 
establishments more than primary because not every 
primary student will have a device. However, purchasing 
a suite of tablets for use around the school (including 
music) is significantly cheaper than a suite of laptops, and 
apps tend to be cheaper than equivalent PC/Mac software. 
So, although not true BYOD, it might be worth exploring 
what apps might suit music education in your school.

Necessity is the mother of invention
With schools operating in ‘bubbles’ either of a class or a 
year group, rehearsals for ensembles were quite tricky in 
2020. It’s unusual for ensembles to be entirely made up of 
students from one year group, so working out methods 
in which students from multiple years groups could 
participate was quite difficult.

One thing that my college has been exploring is 
hybrid rehearsals, and these have great potential for the 
future as a way of combining acoustic instruments with 
computer-generated music. We experimented with ways 
of performing with some students on site and others 
accessing the rehearsal remotely. We have so far been 
trialling this with our symphony orchestra, and it has been 
surprisingly effective. We have had the strings from one 
year group socially distanced in our rehearsal space, with 
a computer connected to a projector and a reasonable 
microphone to capture the acoustic sound for those 
accessing the rehearsal remotely.

The software we were using to connect to the students 
remotely was Microsoft Teams, because it works slightly 
better than Zoom and is more secure. Whichever platform 
you use, something called latency will be an issue. Latency, 
in this context, is the time it takes for audio to be sent via 

the internet to the listener, for them to respond and to send 
that back. Obviously real life has latency when musicians 
hear one another and play together, but it’s so short that it is 
essentially imperceptible. However, that is not the case when 
working over the internet. The inherent delay of working with 
people over the Internet is never going to be fully overcome.

However, we were pleasantly surprised at how useable it 
was. The delay was not unbearable and the signal coming 
back from the remote participants was pretty consistent. 
So, although we couldn’t listen to their signal alongside the 
live musicians, all of their remote signals coming back in 
were pretty much together.

Support
Teachers often feel under qualified to teach using 
technology. The world of music technology is moving so 
fast that it’s very difficult for teachers to learn, or even 
keep up. Most teachers won’t have used much technology 
when they were learning music or during the earlier 
periods in their teaching careers. However, technology is 
now such an essential part of all elements of music making, 
it can’t really be avoided. Therefore, it might be advisable 
to explore what CPD opportunities there are for expanding 
skills in using technology for effective learning.

When a department feels well supported and resourced 
by headteachers and senior staff, the quality of the 
equipment and technology-based music teaching tends to 
be a of a higher quality and more effectively used. Speaking 
as a teacher on the ground, it’s so nice when a senior 
colleague asks how I can be supported. Music teams tend 
to be small, so support is often hard to come by.

To sum up, teaching music is a broad topic and one 
that is very difficult to keep on top of. There are new 
types of music and new ways of making music emerging 
all of the time, and for teachers to support students who 
want to make that music, there needs to be access to the 
appropriate equipment. Therefore, technology in music 
education is going to become an ever more important 
resource, and one that you, as headteachers, have the 
power to support. T

Teachers often feel underqualified to teach music 
technology, so it might be advisable to explore CPD 
opportunities

ABRSM Update
Demand for an innovative new music exam which 
focuses on students’ performance, lets them choose 
what they play and is 100% assessed online via video 
recordings outstripped all expectations after almost 
15,000 students – three times the expected number - 
signed up.

ABRSM, which launched the new Performance Grade 
in the autumn of 2020, says the scale of interest comes 
despite strong demand for traditional face-to-face 
exams and points to a permanent post COVID-19 shift 
in UK music learning.

The new exam breaks with 131 years of ABRSM 
tradition by focusing on assessment of students’ 
performance of their chosen music and how they bring 
it to life, including the essential skills of communication, 
interpretation and storytelling. ABRSM has developed a 
suite of award-winning digital apps to help learners get 
the most out of their practice. These include Practice 
Partners for various instruments as well as Digital 
Trainers to support Aural, Music Theory, Scales and 
Sight Reading.
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A strong music department
Where there is a strong music department in a school 
there is likely to be a strong ethos of student engagement. 
Successful music departments not only encourage 
students to get involved, but they also tend to offer a wide 
range of opportunities for a diverse mix of students. This 
range and breadth of offering is a crucial element when it 
comes to engaging students and then linking more closely 

Music as a bridge to 
the home

with parents. So how exactly can headteachers use music 
to develop relationships with parents?

Co-curricular offer
During my time as a music teacher I have worked with a 
huge range of students from different backgrounds and 
experiences. What I aim to offer is a range of co-curricular 
activities as well as a rich and relevant curriculum. I want 

Music can play a huge part in building relationships with students’ parents, and it is 
something that all headteachers and senior leaders should consider when looking at 
the unique triangle of school, home and student. James Manwaring reports 
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as many students involved in music making as possible and 
I want this to have a positive impact on their wider life at 
school. Music is a fantastic tool for building relationships 
with parents because it is often the thing that makes 
students tick. When difficult conversations need to be had 
between school and home, music can be the very positive 
thing that is very much in the middle of it all.

It brings to mind a student who was really struggling 
around school, getting into trouble and not focussing on 
his work. And yet he played in the school orchestra and 
big band and regularly performed in public concerts. This 
was a lad that other teachers were surprised to see smiling 
when in my rehearsals. Music was his ‘thing’ and it was 
the very thing that kept him going. As a school we could 
see the positive impact of music in his case, as having 
something to look forward to helped him to engage.

Two years ago we started working with a company called 
Future DJs, which delivers DJ-ing lessons in school. Having 
an external professional DJ working in the school meant 
that students had yet another avenue of music making to 
explore. This attracted a whole new range of students to 
the department and gave the school something positive to 
write home about.

But the real power of this situation came when at 
concerts. The headteacher and other staff that were 
in attendance had the opportunity to have a positive 
conversation at the end of the event, being able to praise 
the students and congratulate the parents. When else 
do these three groups meet in such a positive setting? A 
concert is a great place to meet parents and focus on the 
positives – and I guess it is the same on the touchline of a 
football, netball or rugby match.

The positive in a student’s life
Music is also a positive in a student’s life that can be 
focussed on in any meeting or intervention that might 
need to take place. Asking a student about their music 
lessons is a great conversation to have just before 
discussing some poor behaviour. But it is not always 
about those students where the relationship with home is 
fraught. Any student involved in music deserves the praise, 
and all parents should receive such positive remarks. I 
have worked with dozens of students through the years 
who are quiet, un-assuming and just keep their head down. 
Headteachers may never come across such students, as 
they are dealing with other issues. A concert is a chance 
for them to see these students come alive and to offer the 
same praise to family members in the audience.

The role of music hubs
Music hubs can play a vital role in engaging students from 
all backgrounds, encouraging them to pick up instruments 
and start learning. Working closely with a hub can mean 
that funding, support and guidance is given to students 
who really need music as an avenue in their school day. I 
have seen the power in external teachers and practitioners 
coming in and giving students amazing opportunities. For 
example, a couple of years ago I witnessed a music hub 
giving students a transformative opportunity to perform a 
large school vocal work at the Royal Albert Hall.

No experience required
Part of the process of working closely with home is showing 
parents how students can get involved with music no matter 
what their situation or experience. Schools need to be 
providing the details for parents who may not be musical 
and therefore don’t know the process. If a parent has not 
learnt an instrument before or performed in a concert, 
then they will not know what is needed. There are a few key 
points that schools and hubs can communicate home to 
parents to help them support their musical children:
1. It is never too late to start learning an instrument.
2. Reading music is great, but it is not as issue if they 

can’t already read – they can and will learn.
3. Practice does make perfect and students need to 

be playing their instrument or singing as much as 
possible. If this isn’t possible at home, then schools 
can often provide a space. I think of the numerous 
students over the years who play the drums but 
live in a flat. Schools can provide support for this. In 
essence, how much time they play will vary with age 
and stage. But 15–30 minutes of playing a day will 
make all the difference.

4. Hubs can support with the loaning and hire of 
instruments. Working with the Hub can also help with 
funding for those students who can’t afford lessons.

5. Music will not only lead to positive experiences, but 
it can also be used for UCAS applications and other 
applications for college and future roles. It can also 
feed into the DofE award, something that is very 
popular in schools across the country.

6. Music doesn’t need to be expensive and sometimes 
selecting the right instrument is key when it comes 
to cost. Some instruments are more expensive than 
others and some are easier to pick up. The music hub 
can again support this. Over the years I have arranged 
several taster sessions so that students can try out 
instruments and find the right one for them. This is a 
great way of helping them on their journey.

7. No matter how musical or unmusical a parent is, 
they can always support their child with their music 
making. Being a small audience at home, playing 
great music and taking them to concerts will all make 
a difference. Even if you don’t play an instrument 
you can still tell if a piece sounds ‘good’ or not. 
Encouragement at home will go a long way.

The triangle
It is often said that the triangle is the loudest instrument 
in the orchestra as it stands out when struck (particularly 
when in the wrong bar of a piece of music). This triangle 
of school, home and student is equally strong and music 
can strengthen it further. Parents will often look to the 
school to provide extra support for students. As schools 
we can’t expect parents to have all the answers and so we 
must provide answers and support. And where students 
are involved in music, positive relationships can be built 
and strengthened and this will only be a positive thing for 
the school. T

To see the ABRSM’s ten tips for parents to help 
children practise at home, visit https://gb.abrsm.
org/en/inspire/support/how-to-support-your-child-
s-practice-at-home

A concert is a great place to meet parents and focus 
on the positives
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At the beginning of the academic year, the globally 
renowned Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment 
announced that, as an institution, it would moving 

from the King’s Place concert hall in central London 
to Acland Burghley School, a mixed comprehensive in 
Camden’s Tufnell Park. The assembly hall will be used for 
rehearsals, buildings will be converted for administration 
space, and the partnership will also include a recording 
studio and the orchestra’s music library.

At the same time as the orchestra had been publicly 
looking for a new home, the school’s director of 
operations had been working on ways to expand the 
school’s revenue from its resources and realised that the 
hall might be somewhere the orchestra could rehearse. 
‘It felt like a thunderbolt,’ says Crispin Woodhead, the 
orchestra’s chief executive. ‘[It] meant we wanted to find a 
way for this place to be our home, and embark on this new 
adventure to challenge and transform the way we engage 
with young adults.’

It will be a radical change for the orchestra and will 
surely transform the musical life of the school. And while 
there are not quite enough period-instrument orchestras 
for every secondary to have one, the new relationship 
indicates that there are opportunities on both sides, and 
that in cash-strapped times, the only way to get things 
done is to work together.

Think big
For an example of this partnership working, West London’s 
Tri-Borough Music Hub recently worked with the Royal 
College of Music and the Royal Albert Hall, with funding from 
the John Lyon’s Charity, to commission a large-scale new 
work from composer Charlotte Harding. The charity gives 
grants to benefit children and young people up to the age 
of 25 who live in nine boroughs in North and West London, 
demonstrating the importance of local networks in making 
highly impactful work happen. When Convo was premiered 
at the Royal Albert Hall in March 2019, nearly 1,000 young 
singers and instrumentalists performed. In total, more than 
60 schools were involved, with the composer taking part 
in workshops in some of these schools to gather pupils’ 
ideas, before creating a piece that combined acoustic and 
electronic music, solos and massed-ensemble playing.

According to Stuart Whatmore, head of the Tri-
Borough Music Hub, the project ‘was only possible due to 
the incredible hard work and support of many different 
organisations and people. This is a project that is based 
on embedded partnerships with clarity of communication 
and purpose. It is vital that local authorities partner with 
organisations such as the Royal Albert Hall and Royal 
College of Music to enhance children’s music education.’

And as Samuel West, chair of the National Campaign 
for the Arts, said after the event: ‘To be part of something 
beautiful that is bigger than yourself, to take the cheers 
and the applause, to look around at each other with a 

Branching out

wild surmise and say “How the hell did we do that?”, is a 
transformative experience that should be open to us all.’

The Modulo Programme
Orchestras for All (OFA)’s Modulo Programme, free of 
charge for 2020–21, provides support for state secondary 
teachers to form a small, flexible performing group 
– a ‘Modulo’. It is aimed at 11– to 18 –year–olds, using 
specially arranged pieces that can be performed by any 
combination of instruments and any skill level.

Modulos can join a national network of similar 
ensembles, attending regional and national Modulo meet-
ups, either in-person or online depending on Covid-19 
restrictions, and receive in-school support from artistic 
partners, including the BBC Philharmonic, City of London 
Sinfonia and City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra. 
Travel bursaries for live events are also available as part of 
the programme membership.

This year’s Modulo repertoire focuses on the theme of 
‘The Way We See It’, inviting exploration of ‘the evolving 
identity of the orchestra’. Modulos will be invited to work 
together to co-create a brand new composition expressing 
their interpretation of the orchestra, alongside performing 
Spoitoresa, a Balkan gypsy dance, and the Rondo from the 
Abdelazar Suite by Purcell (the theme for Britten’s Young 
Person’s Guide to the Orchestra).

Modulo leaders can also develop their own ensemble 
leadership skills through OFA’s professional development 
programme, Music Leadership Training, with ten online 
modules available at £25 each. The first, Preparing to 
Lead an Ensemble, is free. To find out more, head to 
www.orchestrasforall.org/modulo-programme.

Minute of Listening
Projects do not have to be high-profile, high-effort, 
extraordinary masterpieces – they can also be embedded 
into the day-to-day. Aimed at primary schools, Minute 
of Listening introduces ‘a culture of curious, engaged 
and reflective listening’ through regular one-minute 
whole-class active listening. The database is searchable 
by collection, curriculum area and mood, to support 
topic work or a class focus, and there are accompanying 
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Alex Stevens discusses the benefits that can come from engaging with the wider 
music industry

H New home: 
members of 

the Orchestra 
of the Age of 

Enlightenment 
outside their new 

home, Ackland 
Burghley School 

in Camden
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resources to encourage children to discuss what they 
heard, thought and felt. It is supported by new music 
organisation Sound and Music, and so rather than being 
specific to genre it presents a huge range of music and 
sounds, ‘from Björk to Beethoven; folk music to field 
recordings’. An open call recently went out asking for 
content from Black composers, and an Indian music 
collection is set for release in January, so the minutes to 
listen to are growing all the time.

More options
Also aimed at regular engagement is ABRSM’s Classical 100, 
a free resource for primary schools featuring 100 pieces of 
carefully selected classical music, with each piece featuring its 
own musical challenge. There is also Friday Afternoons, which 
features more than 70 songs and resources, including works 
by contemporary composers Nico Muhly and Errolyn Wallen.

Finally, linking your school to the music industry doesn’t 
necessarily mean in-school or music centre activity. It can 
be just as much about understanding how to advise young 
people about how to develop their skills or flesh out their 
ambitions. For example, Youth Music’s Opportunities 
Board always has a range of opportunities relevant to 
young people, their development and potential careers. 
The more connected your school is to the music industry, 
the better connected your students will be. T

Making it happen
Partnership working is crucial – the first port of call 
should be your local hub or music service, but you can 
also speak to local youth services, and any local arts 
organisations, large or small. Publicly funded performing 
arts groups will have an obligation, more or less formal, 
to improve access to their work and diversify their 
audiences, and they will be thrilled to hear from schools 
wanting to engage with the arts. Building a project 
may seem daunting, and it is true that a lot of planning 
usually needs to have taken place before charities, 
foundations or funding bodies will be prepared to open 
their chequebooks, but partnership works both ways, 
and getting in touch with people, building networks 
and having conversations is likely to put you in touch 
with experienced professionals who can help you. 
Think strategically about need, fairness, and your 
local landscape – if you are an independent school, 
for example, how might you establish a meaningful 
partnership with a neighbouring state school that 
would mean you could both leverage funding or the 
support of a high-quality arts organisation? And if you 
feel like you need support with the eligibility process for 
a funding organisation, send them an email with your 
questions – they will be happy to get back to you.

Meet the composer
Sarah Watts is a composer whose work often appears 
exam syllabuses and books including the Razzamajazz 
series, the Red Hot Recorder tutor books for the 
classroom, the Class Act books for whole-class tuition, 
and several musicals and choral works. She has received 
a number of commissions including a work premiered 
at the Music for Youth Schools Proms, and has written 
for ABRSM Music Medals.

AS: How much are you able to see your work 
being taught, learned and played, and how 
useful is that?
SW: It is nice to get feedback – you don’t always, so it’s 
a bit like sending a child off to university and wanting 
to know how they’re doing! I have been lucky to get a 
lot of feedback from teachers when I’ve done courses, 
workshops and INSET days, and then teachers can tell 
me what they find useful and what isn’t out there that 
would be useful. I’ve been in a really privileged situation 
to be able to take ideas to my publisher and say “there’s 
a real need for this”. I’m also a mentor for Music for 
Youth and quite often hear my stuff played there. But I 
do get a lot of feedback from teachers.

AS: How do you make sure that your writing 
is relevant for schools and young people, and 
useful for teachers?
SW: I was for 15 years artistic director of the National 
Youth Music Camps, which gave me a huge platform for 
trying things out, and I have quite a broad experience 
of grassroots music. I wrote a commission for Music 
for Youth called Jigsaw Jam, and the brief for that was 
to write a piece for any child in the country learning an 
instrument, but only using the first three notes that they 
learn. So I did a lot of research and talked to teachers, 
trying to find something where a child is going to feel 
really comfortable, and not threatened, so that it was 
a really positive experience. That’s my drive, to write 
something that starts people on their journey and gets 
them excited.

AS: How and why would you say music should 
be an important part of a school’s life?
SW: It bonds, it teaches, it gives people confidence, it 
translates across other subjects – and it gives people 
something wonderful that they wouldn’t normally have. 
You need to have somebody to make it happen, and 
then you just need to have the right materials.

ABRSM Update
ABRSM works far beyond the examination system to 
support the progression of young musicians through 
its close partnerships with the National Children’s 
Orchestra, the National Youth Orchestra of Great 
Britain, the National Youth Choir of Great Britain, 
the National Youth Jazz Orchestra, the National 
Open Youth Orchestra, London Music Fund and 
many others. Its support also means schools can get 
free membership of Music Mark, the membership 
organisation for schools, music education services and 
hubs, their teaching and support teams and others.
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