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Top tips for new practitioners 
 

 Consider the contribution you would like to make in the field of music in challenging 
circumstances and how this might align with your current skills. 

 Research the field and get in contact with as many people as possible. 

 Embrace any opportunities that come your way, it might seem like a crazy amount of work at first 
but it will become more manageable. 

 
Overview 
 
Facilitating musical experiences in challenging circumstances is some of the most rewarding work 
imaginable. The benefits are mutual. For the participants you are able to create invaluable experiences 
that contribute to learning, self-esteem, and wellbeing, and as a practitioner the rewards are much the 
same; the flexible and responsive nature of this work makes it highly satisfying. 
 
The difficulties are real, however. Challenges and frustrations within the working environment are to be 
expected, but finding ways to overcome them can be stimulating. What is more complicated is attempting 
to navigate your way towards a professional practice. Establishing your own voice within this field is not 
straightforward. 
 
It’s hardly surprising when you are working with marginalised groups that provision, recognition, and 
support can feel marginal. But fear not! There are many people engaged in this kind of work leading 
everything from choirs for the disabled to songwriting workshops for young carers. There is a seemingly 
infinite array of organisations and individuals working with determined passion to reduce inequality 
through music, not to mention the arts more generally.  
 
The support offered by work in challenging circumstances is shared by everyone. That means practitioners 
are always trying to help one another and strong networks are formed; it is one of the great strengths of 
the sector. As someone who is still at a very early stage of their career, my encounters with these networks 
have been invaluable to me. Reflecting on what I have seen and learnt in this time, I was eager to see if 
there was anything I could share that might be of use to others in a similar stage of their careers. 
 
First Steps 
 
Perhaps a little background information might be of use. I have been actively engaged in community music 
practice for about a year now. Up until then I had been studying at music college and enjoying my studies. 
When I began to reflect on what I wanted to do subsequently, asking myself questions about how I wanted 
to try and contribute to society, I concluded that using my musical skills to help other people experience 
the beauties of music needed to play a significant part in this. From this point I began to explore how I 
might go about realising this aim. 
  
For anyone else at this stage it’s useful to try answering two questions: what form would I like my work 
to take, and what kinds of work are people doing already? These are questions that you will never stop 
asking and finding new answers to.  
 
Think about your own interests, skills, and ambitions. What aspects of challenging circumstances work do 
you find engaging? What skills do you possess that might be of use to others? What would you like to 
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achieve through working in this field? There are no definitive answers of course but it’s important to 
remember why you are doing this. 
 
Next it’s a matter of finding people to help you. I would wager that just about every musician knows 
someone who works in this general area. They may volunteer with a charity, they make work in an 
outreach department, this work might form one part of a broader portfolio career, but they will be able 
to help. Ask them how they got involved in the field, any advice they might be able to offer, and any other 
people whom it might be worth talking to. Newsletters are also a great way of finding out about training 
and opportunities. Sound Sense and, of course, Sound Connections both offer newsletters that I’ve found 
very helpful. 
 
When you are starting out the prospect of applying for a job might seem a touch daunting but there is a 
huge amount of high quality training available. Musical Futures and Sound Connections both offer an 
incredible range of training opportunities, and keep an eye on newsletters or have a look at the Youth 
Music Network for any one-off events. Even once you’ve started to form some positive links within the 
sector, be sure to keep using these opportunities for continuing professional development (CPD). Learning 
from each other, both formally and informally, is central to this kind of work. 
 
As you start to become more familiar with this extraordinary world it can be useful to develop 
relationships with organisations. Working with others is essential and there are many organisations that 
will present you with opportunities to gain experience, learn, and continue to encounter exciting new 
work. You may have to start with some volunteering, but if you have the right attitude this will always be 
a first step rather than a dead end. Suffice to say it is all about developing experience in the sector and 
allowing things, with some gentle encouragement, to develop from there. 
 
Case Studies 
 
Rather than speak in generalities I thought it might be useful if I mentioned some specific examples. How 
have I gone about forging positive professional networks and learning from them?  
 
Case Study 1 – Community Music 
 
Relatively early on, whilst I was still attempting to get a sense of what challenging circumstances work 
consisted of, I came across a training day run by the East London-based organisation Community Music. 
CM was founded in 1983 by the late, and legendary, John Stevens, whose practice as a workshop leader 
is documented in his hugely influential book Search And Reflect1.  
 
The training day was entitled Introduction to working in the Community Sector, which is fairly self-
explanatory, and alongside practical exercises and discussion they made mention of a more thorough 
course that was offered by CM. This course was called Music Leader Training and, as it seemed just the 
sort of thing I would be interested in and led to a formal qualification from City and Guilds, I didn’t take 
long to sign up. It was a fantastic decision. 
 
The course covered fundamental aspects of educational work more generally but with a particular focus 
on music; all of the other participants were involved in the industry in some respect. This was where I 

                                                      
1 John Stevens, Julia Doyle, and Ollie Crook. Search And Reflect. [London]: Community Music, 1985. 

http://www.soundsense.org/metadot/index.pl?id=0
http://www.sound-connections.org.uk/get-involved
https://www.musicalfutures.org/training
http://www.sound-connections.org.uk/events
http://network.youthmusic.org.uk/events
http://network.youthmusic.org.uk/events
http://www.cmsounds.com/
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gained my first serious grounding in educational practice, which musical facilitation in challenging 
circumstances is undoubtedly a form of.  
 
Upon completion of the course we were offered the opportunity to become teaching apprentices with 
CM. This would involve observing the wide range of learning opportunities that CM provide. I was lucky 
enough to be offered one of these apprenticeships and am now nearing its completion. All of this came 
from attending one training day and gleefully accepting every opportunity that emerged from it. 
 
Case Study 2 – Fairbeats! 
 
Fairbeats! is a charity that offers musical opportunities to young people from refugee backgrounds. I came 
across them by chance, possibly even through the Sound Connections newsletter, and after responding 
to an advertisement I ended up volunteering at their Saturday centre in Lewisham. 
 
I mention Fairbeats! as an example because I feel it represents how much can emerge from a positive 
relationship with a committed organisation. Initially I was simply a new face trying to find a way of making 
myself useful. Now I feel like a part of an exciting and ambitious group of practitioners. Alongside the 
direct experience I have gained, working in very challenging circumstances, other opportunities have 
emerged from this association. I have recently begun a practical music education course at Trinity Laban 
Conservatoire of Music and Dance, which was pointed out to me by one of the founders of Fairbeats!. 
Next term I will be even more involved, having been asked to lead the Early Years sessions. 
 
Final thoughts 
 
The above are just two examples of what can happen if you adopt an engaged and positive approach to 
your practice. Exciting opportunities can emerge from inauspicious beginnings and the whole field of 
challenging circumstances work is riddled with such instances. 
 
People will want to help you in this world. But you will need to make the first tentative steps. If you 
manage to find people who share your values, if you commit to learning from these people, and if you 
continue to reflect upon your own practice, there is an extraordinary amount you can achieve through 
this work. 
 

http://www.fairbeats.co.uk/
http://www.trinitylaban.ac.uk/study/music/teaching-musician-postgraduate-certificatediploma
http://www.trinitylaban.ac.uk/study/music/teaching-musician-postgraduate-certificatediploma

