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Introduction 
 
In 2014, Redbridge Music Service (RMS) commissioned Sound Connections to manage the 
Redbridge Special Schools Creative Music Project, funded by the Redbridge Innovation 
Fund.  
 
Sound Connections Associate Artist Graham Dowdall was the project leader, shadowed by 
Seth Newman, a percussion tutor with Redbridge Music Service. Vocal expert and Sound 
Connections Associate Artist Roshi Nasehi also led a number of sessions during the project. 
Sound Connections Programme Coordinator, Helen Evans, managed the project; liaising 
with partners, observing sessions and compiling feedback. 
 
Weekly music workshops took place in four schools over three terms. The project focused 
on creative music making using instruments, the voice, and a range of accessible music 
technologies. Using Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons everyone had the opportunity to explore the 
seasons, take sound walks, compose new music, and explore a wide range of sounds and 
ideas.  
 
The project culminated in a showcase at Redbridge Drama Centre on 8th July 2015.  This 
included the RMS Wind Quartet performing music based on the four seasons which blended 
with the creative music presented by the children from the participating schools. 
 
The four schools that took part were: Hatton School; Newbridge School (Gresham Drive 
Campus); Little Heath School; Newbridge School (Barley Lane Campus). These four schools 
had a very different range of pupils - different ages, needs and abilities. 
 

Responding to Need 
 
RMS undertook a needs analysis and identified special schools’ music provision as an area 
for development. The Advanced Skills Teacher (AST) in primary music who is Head of Special 
Educational Needs (SEN) at RMS, visited and spoke to the schools involved in the project in 
order to identify common needs in music education. They used their findings alongside the 
following research undertaken by national organisations: 
 
In 2011, Drake Music carried out a nationwide consultation into ‘disabling barriers to formal 
music education’. Consultation findings from SEN/Disabled (D) young people and musicians 
included: 

 They want music teachers to demonstrate better awareness of the barriers they face 
in accessing music and of disability issues in general. 

 Teachers need an improved range of skills in terms of making music accessible for 
SEN/D pupils. It should also be easier to find suitably skilled music teachers. 

 They find it hard to access not only buildings and musical instruments but also the 
vital business of joining social networks and feeling part of a wider ‘musical crowd’ 
that attends gigs and perform for fun. 

 
 
 



 

Consultation findings from teachers and music educators included: 

 Many people in education have low expectations of what SEN/D pupils can achieve 
in music education. 

 They need more support in terms of training in general, using equipment in 
particular, and information on accessible music courses and resources. 

 
The National Plan for Music Education (2011) addresses ‘the call for more specialism and 
expertise amongst music educators, regardless of where in the music education field they 
work’. 
 
From their consultation it was clear that RMS lacked staff with the specialist skills needed to 
lead creative music projects with children and young people in special schools.  
 
A creative music project in each school culminating in a showcase at Redbridge Drama 
Centre was unanimously agreed as an excellent opportunity for the schools to work 
together in partnership with RMS, Sound Connections and Redbridge Drama Centre. The 
needs of the schools and Sound Connections input helped to shape the project. 
 
Seth Newman, an experienced percussion tutor for RMS was chosen to shadow Graham 
Dowdall throughout the project in order to extend his skills in leading workshops with 
children in SEN settings and learn more about using composition and music technology in 
his teaching. 
 

Planning Process 
 
In early September 2014, Graham met with all the schools to learn about the contexts of the 
young people and discuss the schools’ expectations of the project.  
 
Graham used the same repertoire, Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons, and approaches across all 
four schools, adapted for the young people in each context, as he was aware that they 
would be coming together at the end of the project for a final performance.  
 
A timetable was established with 10 workshops taking place each term on Wednesdays – 
each school’s session lasted an hour, giving the artists time to travel between settings. 
 

 



 

Objectives 

 
The project had a number of clear objectives it wanted to achieve: 
 
1. To enable 32 SEN/D children and young people to take part in a year-long creative 

music project.  

63 young people took part in 120 sessions in four schools over one academic year.  
 
2. To increase the use of instruments and Assistive Music Technology by children and 

young people who face disabling barriers to music.  

A wide range of instruments and technologies were used during sessions alongside 
additional musical resources, trumpet, and drums: 

 percussion instruments (triangles, shakers, chime bars, boomwhackers) 

 keyboards 

 particular instruments for individuals (for example a small trumpet) 

 iPads, (ThumbJam app) 

 Big Mac communication switches, and microphones 

All participants were given access to cutting edge technologies (iPad apps, loop pedals, 
samplers, triggers, etc.) Not only did these technologies make certain kinds of music making 
more accessible, they also gave the participants new sonic possibilities:  

“The students had not previously had access to the microphone equipment that 
Graham brought in. They loved using it and had fun using the ‘echo’ and other effects. 
Very motivating. Also we used a new program app on iPads – ThumbJam.” 
 
“Good use of PC with music software, with composed background music with repetitive 
patterns. Nice lyrics.”  

Teacher comments 

 
Teachers agreed that the project had promoted the imaginative and creative use of 
classroom technology and instruments for music making in schools:  
 

“The instrument that Graham brought in that was new for us was a piece of 
microphone equipment that could create different sound effects when the students 
vocalised through it.”  

Teacher comment 
 

“Children with Profound Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD) were able to express 
themselves in a way that would have otherwise been unattainable. I personally had 
lovely experiences with children who weren’t very verbal opening up vocally after 
introducing them to a microphone put through an effects unit and looper. Graham set 
up triggers connected to samplers and an array of iPad apps, which made different 
instrumental textures possible.” 

Roshi 

 



 

3. To develop participants’ musical skills and create opportunities for public performance 

by SEN/D children and young people.  

The advantage of a year-long project allowed Graham, Seth and Roshi to build relationships 
with the participants, which helped them to have the confidence to take part in musical 
activities.  
 
Teachers shared a range of achievements and progress made by their students, covering 
musical skills, developmental progress and new social skills, including self-confidence: 
 

”Improved rhythmic playing and sense of pulse; ensemble playing; greater confidence 

in singing and other vocalisation; turn taking and group interaction; increased 

confidence; improved mood, concentration and communication” 

 

”I have lots of positive feedback from the students. They are very excited every week 

looking forward to seeing Graham (also Seth and Roshi).” 

 

 
 

”Reaching out, holding instruments, sharing instruments, playing instruments in the 

correct time.”  

 

 ”[One pupil] can be shy about singing in front of others and projecting his voice. In one 

session he took the microphone and spontaneously made up a song about his friends 

and sang to all of us.”   

 

”By the end of the project [he] was able to play his part on keyboard with a greater 

awareness of others – became very focussed, came in on time and stopped on time too 

in our performance – a real achievement.”  

 

”Pupils looked forward to the musicians’ visits each week and will have lasting 

memories of the project.” 

 

”Visible improvement in their numerical skills and confidence” 

 



 

These developments were observed by the artists too: 

 

“As I visited the project every term, I definitely saw development over time in terms of 

listening, vocalising, instrumental playing and familiarity with apps and other 

technologies. Group playing was more in time, singing more confident and 

improvisation felt much more heard and understood.” 

Roshi 

During the weekly workshops all the schools had been working on the same musical 
material, adapted in different ways to suit their abilities. Before the performance the young 
people hadn’t met each other or worked together, and due to logistics a rehearsal was not 
possible to arrange. It was an ambitious challenge, but in order to realise the performance 
effectively Graham visited the venue to discuss equipment, such as using radio mics on 
iPads. RMS liaised with the schools about transport and logistics, and Graham arranged with 
the schools individually for all the children to take part. 
 

 
 
Graham planned the structure of the performance, considering instrumental swaps, key 
changes and other aspects. A limited pallet of instruments was available to participants for 
musical as well as practical reasons. 
 

”I had fantastic support throughout the project from Seth and Roshi and they were 
both invaluable at the performance.” 

Graham 
 
All the schools arrived in good time and staff were able to make the young people feel 
relaxed as the venue was set up. It was clear that the participants were interested in each 
other. In particular some of the Hatton young people recognised some of the Little Heath 
group and were excited to see them. As usual a couple of the Little Heath group went round 
and shook lots of hands! 
 
Graham ran the performance like a workshop with the same ‘Hello’ and ending song so that 
a familiar routine further relaxed the pupils: 
 

”As soon as we started the ‘Hello’ song it was wonderful to see this huge group all 
joining in eagerly and bonding through music. The concentration, focus and application 
of all the young people was incredible – no-one had to be taken out, no-one appeared 



 

distressed and everyone joined in. It was moving and incredibly rewarding to see and 
hear the fruits of their hard work.”  
 

The inclusion of performances by staff from RMS at the sharing event provided a rare 
opportunity for the children to also be an audience to live music, enriching the event. The 
RMS Wind Quartet blended their playing with the music created by the children. 
 

 
 

 
”The performance was a great ending and in some ways a culmination but on a project 
like this the process of weekly sessions was the most important element, sharing that 
at the end, a way of evidencing and ending that process as well as showcasing the 
young people’s achievements.” 

Graham 

”Anyone watching the performance would have witnessed the sheer joy from the 
participants in the way that they approached the singing and instrumental playing.”  

Roshi 

4. To provide 51 teachers and support staff with Continuing Professional Development 

(CPD), including 15 from RMS although all RMS teaching staff (80) will benefit by 

attending staff training days. 

There were a core number of 18 staff members (teachers and Learning Support Assistants 
[LSAs]) who took part in the project across the four schools. There were changes in staff in 
some schools over the course of the project, with different LSAs supporting the workshops. 
 
By linking the RMS Wind Quartet to this project it has reinforced the desire for different 
elements of the music service to collaborate and share.  

Teachers reported a range of increased skills and confidence from working on the project. 
This included feeling more confident supporting music making with groups of young people, 
particularly in incorporating the use of iPads in music composition and developing their own 
individual skills in accessible music making: 

”Engaging more with students, because pupils were enjoying it, so were the staff.” 

 

”It has given myself and class LSAs (the chance) to take a step back and better observe 

the students’ interactions with each other and the musicians. Excellent opportunity for 

us to video and make assessments of students ability and progress over time too.” 



 

“‘[I feel more confident] in differentiating the different parts of composing and 
performing with iPads, keyboards and other instruments for the students’ different 
abilities. Also in using children’s ideas more effectively in creating an original song, as 
we did for the summer song and others.” 

 

Vocal leader Roshi reported that the project reinforced her belief in music making 
opportunities having the potential to have a transformative, developmental impact on 
young people with SEN. She noted that children who hardly spoke were more verbal as a 
result of the activities and resources available in the sessions, and that specific emotional 
and behavioural changes also seemed to occur as a result of the activities. She saw first-
hand how Graham persuaded a boy who apparently had had a difficult day, opting out of 
school activities, to get up off the floor (where he had been crying, distressed and kicking) 
and quickly go on to participate joyfully in drumming and music. Graham’s approach was 
gentle, person-centred and interactive, and achieved by sitting on the floor drumming near 
the boy, offering him a drum too but making it really clear that if he wanted to play it he had 
to sit up. Within minutes the boy was not only sitting up but back in a chair in the circle 
participating with the group. Roshi already uses technology in her practice, but through this 
project Graham introduced her to some additional iPad applications (for instance a virtual 
sampler and looper), and new approaches, and ideas from teachers, such as using scratchy 
materials that worked well on a sensorial level, as well as sonically for the group.  

 

Successes  
 
Over the 2014-15 academic year (3 terms) there have been 10 sessions in each of the 4 
schools. There have been 120 one-hour sessions in total. There has also been a final 
performance which lasted approximately one hour, with some preparation and travel time. 
 
The year-long programme provided the space to establish trust and build relationships with 
the artists and participants to gain confidence. It allowed new experiences to be included, 
something which is further reinforced by the child-centred approach. Allowing the 
participants children to explore at their own rate was crucial. 
 

“There was a particularly notable rapport from the young people and staff with lead artist 
Graham Dowdall who was able to nurture relationships.” 

Roshi 

 
“We tried to find ways to enable all the very diverse young people to respond, perform and 
compose as appropriate to their abilities, needs and aspirations. To do this we used a wide 
variety of instrumental and vocal approaches and resources and tried to ensure that 
musicking was child centred and led by them as much as possible.” 

Graham 

 



 

 
 
Alongside the musical exploration was the opportunity for children to voice their own 
opinions. Graham wanted to reinforce the ownership of what was created and allow a real 
sense of self-expression:  

 
”The songs we sang were co-written between the young people and myself.” 

 

It is clear from the feedback from schools and artists that the project also impacted on a 
wide range of development areas including numeracy, literacy, understanding the world, 
working with others, empathy, communication, pride and self-esteem, mood and behaviour 
and self-expression. 
 

“Children who hardly spoke were more verbal as a result of the activities and resources 
available in the sessions.” 

Teacher comment 

 
Beyond the professional development of the school staff, the project artists also noted their 
own practice developing. Graham identified the challenge of meeting needs of such a 
diverse group of young people at the same time, and to find creative ways into ‘musicking’ 
for them as individuals and group members. This involved making assessments of the young 
people as they respond and play and finding bespoke solutions for them. Also, finding ways 
to adapt and work with given repertoire and to use it in an appropriate way for these 
groups. This meant finding small motifs and riffs that could be played and used as a basis for 
improvisation, and also taking the keys onto ThumbJam on the iPad to allow 
extemporisation. Graham realised he needed to balance time dedicated to developing the 
pieces over a period of time with the need to keep sessions fresh and exciting. This also 
included balancing the need for repetition and the familiar, which is essential for these 
young people, and introducing new elements which enabled their musical and personal 
development. 
 

 



 

Graham noticed that Seth, who shadowed him throughout the project, had already in the 
first term developed his practice significantly:  
 

”It has been great to have Seth to support the sessions - he has clearly gained from the 
experience and interacts with the young people now in a different way from the start of 
term. His practice is developing from a more pedagogical approach to one that also 
incorporates more close, creative and therapeutic styles.” 

 
It has been clear that for the children involved this project has been huge fun and provided 
a regular session that they looked forward to with excitement. This joy ensured that pupils 
are engaged and willing to participate. 
 

 “Sheer enjoyment and fun of being involved in this project for pupils and staff”  
 
“Anyone watching the performance would have witnessed the sheer joy from the 
participants in the way that they approached the singing and instrumental playing.” 
 
“Pupils looked forward to the musicians’ visits each week and will have lasting memories 
of the project. Visible improvement in their numerical skills and confidence” 

Teacher comments 

 
”Wonderful levels of engagement and participation from the young people.”  

 
“All participants came together for a performance, which gave them an opportunity to 
highlight and share their individual and collective achievements and provided an exciting 
sense of occasion.” 

Roshi 

 

Challenges 
 
Working with schools can bring a range of challenges, and this project worked with four 
schools each with a very different range of pupils – different ages, needs and abilities. 
Developing a programme that met the objectives and considered these differences required 
a lot of thought and planning. The more the relationship built with the school and lead artist 
the easier this became. 
 
In one school there was some turnover of support staff which meant that on occasions not 
all the young people arrived on time. Graham observed that different staff took very 
differing approaches to taking part themselves and attitudes to discipline were very varied. 
No serious problems were thrown up by this but it did lead to some minor frustrations as 
well as the fact that the groups tended to change sometimes as staff decided, for good 
reasons, to give different children a chance to take part. Additional support from school 
senior management with the class staff, targeted at this challenge, could ensure this was 
avoided in the future. 
 
This support from school leaders and those who would be participating in the activity was 
crucial to the potential success of this project. An initial meeting with all the schools could 
have established expectations from the outset. The project planning meeting showed that 



 

all schools were committed to the project though it was also apparent that artists had not 
met with the all staff who would be directly working on the project. Nonetheless, as the 
project progressed staff got actively on board with the work. 
 
Expectations about what could be achieved musically needed to be revisited once the artists 
had met the young people. The intention was to bring the four schools together for a final 
performance without any joint rehearsal, so it was agreed that the team would try to use 
the same repertoire and approaches across all four sites, adapted for the young people in 
each context. 
 
Travelling between the schools was only possible because Graham drove. On the occasions 
that Roshi led, she had to use a taxi to get from one school to another. Timings for the day 
meant that artists had to make sure that they could walk into a session and start without 
any preparation time. Future multi-site projects might need to consider how artists move 
between settings and provide adequate time for this. 
 

“Though this [travel] was a challenge the benefit of being able to work across four sites 
and share the opportunity way outweighed the trickiness of travel logistics.” 

Graham 

 
It could be distracting to have visitors coming along to observe the workshops. On a couple 
of occasions Graham asked for visitors not to attend and if possible rearrange visits, 
especially in the run up to the final performance.  
 

 
 

 
 
 



 

Legacy  
 
As a result of the project, the schools are keen to continue running creative music 
workshops, and aim to introduce weekly sessions as an integral part of their students’ 
learning. School leaders are discussing with artists about how to deliver this.  
 
Graham Dowdall’s experiences and learning garnered from the project are being shared 
with the wider workforce through the following workshops: 

 As part of Sound Connections Challenging Circumstances Conference: ‘Taking Off’ on 
Tuesday 17th November 2015. 

 A masterclass focusing on ‘Creative Music Making in SEN Settings’ on Wednesday 3rd 
February 2016. 

 
Sound Connections will continue to work in partnership with RMS to explore ways to share 
the results of this project and support continued activity for young people to enjoy and 
participate in music making activities in the borough 
 
 
 
  

http://www.sound-connections.org.uk/events/taking-off-sound-connections-challenging-circumstances-music-network-conference-2015
http://www.sound-connections.org.uk/events/creative-music-making-in-sen-settings


 

Appendix One 
Partners  
 
Hatton School and Special Needs Centre provides for children aged 3-11 with autism, social 
communication difficulties, speech and language needs and complex learning difficulties 
with associated behaviours. 
 
Little Heath School provides for children aged 11-19 who have a wide range of needs 
including moderate and severe learning difficulties as well as Autism Spectrum Disorder. 
 
Newbridge School and Special Needs Services provides for pupils aged 2-19 who have a 
complex learning difficulty, often associated by additional special educational needs which 
may include physical disabilities, sensory impairments, Autism Spectrum Disorder, 
challenging behaviour or medical needs. Newbridge School and Special Needs Services 
includes the Special Educational Resources Centre (SERC), Outreach, Pre-School Home 
Visiting Service and Early Years Assessments Service. 
 
Redbridge Drama Centre provides high-quality performance opportunities and facilities for 
children and young people throughout the London Borough of Redbridge. Staff are 
experienced in working with pupils at all key stages including those with special educational 
needs. The Borough’s investment in the Drama Centre also makes it an ideal venue for 
working with children and young people with special needs. 
Redbridge Music Service (RMS) provides high-quality weekly instrumental and vocal tuition 
to children and young people throughout the London Borough of Redbridge. RMS is the lead 
partner in the North East London Music Education Hub (NELMEH). 
 
Sound Connections develops, enables and empowers young Londoners through high-quality 
music making opportunities. It delivers ground-breaking participatory music projects, 
provides professional development to music organisations and practitioners, and 
undertakes high-quality action research and advocacy to promote best practice in music 
education. It brings together organisations and practitioners working across three key 
specialisms: Challenging Circumstances, Early Years and Youth Voice. 
 
 
  



 

Appendix Two 
Hatton School Case Study  
By Graham Dowdall 
 
“We led weekly workshops with two groups of  eight young people for a short half-hour session 
each. The young people were around  nine years old and had a variety of special needs. Nearly all 
were verbal (in fact some were highly verbal, articulate and absolutely full of ideas) – most seemed 
to be on the autistic spectrum. The young people came from four different classes – usually two 
from each accompanied by a teaching assistant (TA) or teacher. The short sessions helped give more 
children a chance to take part but did mean that once everyone had arrived and settled, time was 
very short for creative work. 
The young people were incredibly creative, joining in quickly and establishing a culture of musicality. 
We started each session with the same ‘Hello’ song and after a while children would spontaneously 
start the song as they felt confident. 
 
We started to develop two pieces of repertoire for each season – one relating to Vivaldi and another 
song relating to how the children saw and understood the different seasons. In autumn it was falling 
leaves, winter was cold, dark and windy, spring about flowers growing and birds singing, and 
summer about holidays and days out. Most of the ideas came from the group through discussion 
and I then formed them into simple and memorable songs with accessible melodies. With this level 
of ownership the young people took really quickly to singing where they could and joining in with 
appropriate sounds as well.  
 
The young people grew in confidence, showed better communication as well as musical 
development.  
One very quiet boy who is almost non-verbal showed remarkable abilities in being able to pick up 
tunes on the iPad or keyboard and be able to play and even extemporise from these. After a few 
weeks as he came in he was so visibly excited that he was almost shaking as he entered the room 
with a huge smile. 
 
The behaviour of others became calmer and over time every one of the young people became fully 
engaged in the project. Some of the more pedantic qualities of young people on the autistic 
spectrum were shown when we, for instance, played music relating to cold weather on a warm day, 
for example: ”it isn’t winter it’s sunny” would be a typical interjection.   
 
A great inclusive and friendly culture developed over time with the young people showing real 
ownership of the sessions – making choices and interacting with each other. 
 
We used a variety of instruments, such as shakers for autumn, triangles for winter etc. 
Boomwhackers became a central and accessible way of creating grooves and parts for the Vivaldi 
related pieces, and watching the group start to work together as a team with them showed another 
benefit. We also took advantage of iPads to allow in-key improvisations. Young people found 
themselves different roles within the group.  
 
During autumn we went out of the class to do some field recordings – listening and capturing a 
variety of seasonal sounds which really got the children listening in a focused way. I would like to 
have done this for each season but the logistics precluded this.” 

 
  



 

Appendix Three 
Newbridge School Case Study 
By Graham Dowdall 
 
“The young people in the Gresham Drive group were all defined as having Profound and Multiple 
Learning Difficulties. Apart from one pupil, they were all wheelchair users and some had very limited 
physical dexterity as well as cognitive challenges.  
 
I developed a flowing, atmospheric, interactive session that would touch on therapeutic benefits of 
making music. Along with Seth and the staff support, we would engage closely with each of the 
young people, encouraging them where possible to touch, stroke, play an instrument whilst backing 
tracks for the Vivaldi pieces played in the background. Using backing tracks, especially in this 
context, allowed us to focus on the intensive interactions that were needed to give the young people 
the best and most active experience.  
 
The teacher and regular TAs actively participated - especially with singing – which was essential, and 
this was really helped by having Roshi’s specialist input to give them confidence in singing. 
 
The pleasure on the young people’s faces as they performed and listened was obvious. They smiled, 
swayed and their eyes sparkled as the sessions started and throughout. We made a lot of use of 
iPads in these sessions, with the teacher downloading the most used app, Thumbjam, which proved 
itself a fantastic tool with this group. This app has great quality sounds and by being able to set 
specific keys to relate to the Vivaldi pieces several of the group were able to play along and 
improvise over the backing tracks. It was clear that, though their physical and cognitive challenges 
are huge, some genuine expressive and intentional music making was going on. One boy in particular 
could keep himself actively involved for considerable periods on the iPad. For others the physical act 
of moving a hand through a bell tree was a physically motivating and rewarding way of joining in. 
 
Later on in the project we were joined by another boy, who was able to verbalise and take a more 
active role than the others. He joined in with the songs, learned words and made verbal choices 
about what instrument to play. He found a trumpet which he loved to play and we were able to get 
him to play it in specific ways, including playing four times on beat. 
 
The success of these sessions really relied on Seth and I getting very close to the children physically, 
often in ways that wouldn’t normally be the way with more able groups. We needed to be able to 
hold the young people’s hands to help them shake, to use eye contact, and in other ways work quite 
intimately with them. I know Seth found this quite a learning experience as it is so different from 
normal practice but really the only way to fully engage with this lovely group.” 

 
  



 

Appendix Four 
Little Heath Case Study 
By Graham Dowdall 
 
“The young people at Little Heath were in Year 10 and 11 and were all very physically able and, 
mostly, relatively verbal with high cognitive skills. A range of learning difficulties were exhibited by 
the group ranging from quite profound autism to Down’s syndrome but they were already bonded 
as an incredibly friendly, supportive and lively group. This made collective music making quite 
straightforward from the start, though they had obviously not had much experience of instrumental 
playing. Again we used the same repertoire and were able to get lots of ideas from the group to put 
into songs, drawing on their perceptions of the different seasons. 
 
We did lots of rhythm based warm-ups with this group to encourage taking turns, and listening as 
well as rhythmic co-ordination. These would sometimes be name-based with people clapping their 
own names and the group clapping back, then sometimes based on what they’d had for lunch. This 
became very popular and was an effective way of encouraging verbalising as well as remembering 
and processing what their lunch had been. The group were incredibly friendly and welcoming – some 
weeks everyone would come up and shake our hands at the start and end of sessions. Amusingly 
Seth and I almost become one entity as we were referred to as “GrahamSeth“! 
 
There was great enthusiasm by all the young people for both playing and singing. Most though, had 
very quiet voices and found singing out quite challenging. This was compensated for by one boy who 
not only sang lustily but always encouraged the others through physical gestures. As with many 
groups I have worked with, the most effective way of getting reticent young people to vocalise is by 
using a delay on a microphone. I think hearing their own voice coming back to them is empowering 
and gives them confidence. We incorporated this into our summer song with all groups, encouraging 
them to share a summer word between voices. This produced some very interesting results and 
clearly showed some of their favourite activities. One pupil always said ‘horse riding’ and when his 
mum heard this at the performance she was surprised by how keen he must be on this activity. 
Others added quite specific references to places and people they wanted to go there with. 
 
There were one or two very quiet young people in this group. One pupil in particular was very gently 
spoken but on one occasion felt empowered to improvise a song on the mic about all his friends in 
the group naming them all. 
 
Another boy didn’t speak at all but had an amazing ability to recall and repeat a musical pattern on 
the keyboard. This could be quite complicated but he would play it faultlessly, though stopping could 
be a challenge for him. 
 
Occasionally one of the girls would arrive in a very grumpy and disengaged mood but nearly always 
after a few minutes she would forget her mood and join in with the others.  
 
We used Boomwhackers with this group and also iPads. The group was wonderfully supported by 
teachers and assistants who joined in and got very skilled at resetting scales and sounds on iPads.” 

 
  



 

Appendix Five 
Newbridge Case Study 
By Graham Dowdall 
 
“At Barley Lane there was a very diverse group with a very wide range of needs. Some were verbal 
but very autistic and two young people had no language and very limited mobility and co-ordination. 
This made the planning and delivery of the sessions pretty tricky and demanding but with the 
incredible support of the teacher and her team we had some creative and productive sessions. The 
sessions in all the schools combined running big creative group work alongside more intimate one-
to-one interactions, but here this duality was even more pronounced than elsewhere. We used the 
same basic material format here but had to adapt it more than elsewhere to find ways for all of the 
young people to be able to take part meaningfully. For some pupils, one in particular, the only thing 
they were interested in was drumming so we had very regular drumming jams which got everyone 
who could playing along and taking solos. One boy with severe challenges got very distressed from 
time to time, however his eyes lit up and he became animated and engaged when presented with a 
hand drum and encouraged to play. He didn’t always sustain his playing but the pleasure he got was 
palpable, and it seemed to be the only time he was very aware of the others in the group. One day 
when we came in he was rolling on the floor screaming and kicking. The expert staff know to leave 
him to come out of this in his own time but I thought I’d approach him with a drum playing gently. 
The effect was astonishing – in seconds he’d stopped screaming, became calm and within a minute 
had got himself up onto a chair and started to drum! 
 
Other young people needed different solutions. Two wheelchair users also used big mac 
communication switches where you can record sound onto a button that they can hit. The teacher 
had the idea that we might be able to use these so we started to record short soundbites onto them. 
This proved a brilliantly accessible way of getting them involved.  
 
The joy they got from this was obvious and one student lit up when it was his turn, clearly revelling 
in the power of expression that this gave him. Another wheelchair user was defined as deaf and 
apparently never made eye contact but during some sessions he was clearly swaying in time and 
making vocal sounds in time. When I played with him very closely he looked up and sustained eye 
contact for a good minute or more. 
 
The key with this group was allowing solo play sections as these were the moments when the young 
people were most aware and in control of their input. Staff were wonderful in supporting the 
individuals and also joining in with singing.” 

 
 
 


