
Introduction

This book is a personal view of what makes schools ‘musical’. It is based on 
considerable experience in many educational settings and more informal inter-
actions with music and young people. My background as a teacher, adviser,
examiner, and inspector means that I have had the privilege to work in, or with,
hundreds of primary, secondary, and special schools over a reasonably long
period of time. This has given me the opportunity to encounter musical and
unmusical activities that have shaped and changed my views considerably.

I have made very few references to research, although I have for many years
read and been interested in what it tells us. I would advise anyone requiring
specific references to consult a publication such as Music in the School.1 Those
who require more detailed references will probably already know where to
locate them. It is possible that a few people will seize upon this as an excuse
not to accept the weight of my arguments. I am comfortable with this and also
aware that some practitioners may want to reject some of what I set out
because it is challenging. However my views are received (and I accept fully
that they are sometimes tough and uncompromising) I hope they offer the
opportunity to reflect on and question current practice. In doing so I have had
one key aim in mind: to discover how we can improve the experiences all
young people have of music education, so that the majority feel positive and
engaged by it.

In November 2003 I attended the Northamptonshire Secondary Head
Teachers’ conference and started a conversation with the Head Teacher and
Deputy Head Teacher at Northampton School for Girls (NSG). We talked
about the possibility of the school applying to become a Specialist Music
College. This new specialism for secondary schools had just been announced
by the British government. At the time there was little clarity about what such
a school might look like and how it could develop. My enthusiasm for the
project led us to discuss the possibility of me being seconded to the school to
work on a part-time basis to help get things up and running. In September
2004 NSG became the first Specialist Music College in England. The school

1 J. Mills, Music in the School (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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also inducted on the first day of term 700 new students and 50 new teachers.
The reason for this was that Northampton moved from a three-tier system of
education (lower, middle, and upper schools) to a two-tier system (primary
and secondary) and NSG took in three year groups at once.

This book looks at the features of a ‘musical school’ from a theoretical
standpoint and sometimes makes specific reference to NSG, especially the
two-year period from 2004 to 2006 when I worked closely with the school. It
provides a social record of some of the things that occurred at NSG during
this time, set against the context of a changing music education landscape.
There may be things that other schools could adopt, but NSG is not offered as
a blueprint for success. There are other primary, secondary, and special
schools that can stake an equal claim to having either become a musical school
or travelled a long way on this particular journey.

The book is divided into chapters that deal with separate issues and themes.
It includes Chapter 6 on music across the curriculum contributed by Diana
Pearman, a Deputy Head Teacher at NSG. This describes the way that NSG
worked with the concept of using music as a learning tool in order to enhance
other subjects. Chapter 5 is written by Sharon Green, looking at some of the
aspects of how music can be taught in a more inclusive way in order to interest
and motivate a wide range of students. This is an area that she has worked on
with much success.

Although I hope the chapters are self-sufficient there are consistent themes
that run through all of them and these are brought together in the conclusion.
There are two particular strands which are especially prominent:

◆ the gap between school music and the musical interests of the majority of
young people in schools

◆ the ‘hidden curriculum’ that shapes powerfully the experiences of all young
people in education settings and leads to many young people feeling and in
many senses being excluded.

The term ‘hidden curriculum’ refers to the actions and intentions of adults
who work with young people in a variety of settings. In all the schools I have
visited I have yet to encounter a teacher who overtly excludes students. Most
adults talk about being inclusive. However, their actions and words often
convey (often covertly) a different message. There is nearly always a group of
‘musical’ students who the teacher works with. It is the adult who makes
this distinction. A result is that there is another group who, by default, are the
‘non-musicians’. I have encountered very few schools, FE Colleges, or Local
Authority Music Services who have thought this through or who cater effec-
tively for all of their local community, although I know that there are some
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brilliant trailblazers. It is this unspoken and often unrealized attitude that
makes change extremely difficult. We cannot change until we understand and
acknowledge the nature of the issue. I believe that this exclusive (rather than
inclusive) approach is a key barrier to creating a musical school. I know that
many people will react to this statement by concluding that I am therefore
attacking the notion of excellence. I am not. Anyone who knows me well
would agree that I have done more than my fair share of working with high-
standard instrumentalists, vocalists, and composers. I have won prizes on
numerous occasions at national and international festivals and excelled as a
performer. I have done these things because I know that there is a group of
students who are enthusiastic, have particular needs, and require nurturing. I
don’t for one moment advocate that we abandon them or ignore their needs. I
can recall a debate sparked in the UK national press about the Simon Bolivar
Youth Orchestra of Venezuela’s performance at the Proms in London in 2007.
Everyone acknowledged that this orchestra, forged out of a project to work
with under-privileged young people in Venezuelan slums, had given probably
the most inspiring performance ever heard at a Prom. It sparked off an argu-
ment here about whether or not we give our students enough classical music
to listen to. Although it prompted wide coverage in the press no one seemed to
be able to see the significance of what this told us about our own education
system and the barriers that keep us from this sort of inspiring approach,
despite the many good things that go on in the UK.

I greatly enjoyed working at NSG and I hope that I helped to move things
forward in a positive way during a period of enormous change. I know that
I challenged what was happening and that this caused stress to some staff.
My motivation was always the students. I feel that during this time music
education in England was at an interesting stage and there were a number of
good contemporary initiatives such as the Music Manifesto, Musical Futures,
Youth Music, Standards Fund Grant, Wider Opportunities, and the Key 
Stage 3 Strategy (to name but a few). All of these had positive features 
and benefits. In particular I feel that there was growing evidence of a more
inclusive and culturally diverse approach. This gives me hope. In fact I can
remember feeling slightly jaded when attending an early Music Manifesto
event, convinced that music education was never going to change and 
wondering if I should think about disengaging from it. I came away inspired.
New developments and projects funded by central government are required to
address issues of equality and diversity, but many traditional cultures and atti-
tudes remain entrenched, particularly within formal education settings such
as schools. I understand that the comments I am making will not lead to me
receiving a high popularity rating amongst the music education community.
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The message is hard and difficult to deal with. It is easier to work with a small
group of motivated students than it is to address the needs and interests of all.
By ‘all’ I mean those with difficult social backgrounds, special needs, looked-
after children, and those about to be excluded. The Simon Bolivar Youth
Orchestra gives us an insight into what is possible. Many musicians and teach-
ers in the UK perform equally miraculous feats with limited resources and
support. In reality, however, music education in the UK has got itself into a sit-
uation where we have persuaded others that there are young people called
‘musicians’ and that they should receive special treatment. It runs right
through the education system. There is nothing wrong with this except that it
creates many more students who by implication are non-musicians. The
closer one examines this the more uncomfortable it becomes. My defence in
raising the issue is that I am supporting the thousands of students every year
who leave secondary schools loving music but just not getting what school
music is about. It is one of the reasons that my definition of a musical school
does not include just those with well-known bands and orchestras.
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