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Music-making can help children’s development in many ways, as well as being fun, inspiring and 
enjoyable in its own right. The ground swell of new initiatives and policy developments that are 
affecting creative education at the moment are creating interesting opportunities and challenges for 
teachers, and many are looking for support and partnership from outside of the school. What many 
teachers may not realise is that there are community music organisations and community musicians 
who can support their work, and provide a fresh and often innovative approach to music-making.    
 
What is community music? 
 
The term ‘community musician’ embraces animateurs, composers, workshop facilitators, and other 
musicians who create equal opportunities for groups of people to enjoy active and creative 
participation in music.  This can involve working in any musical discipline - from bhangra to nursery 
rhymes; rock to classical music - with groups of people in every imaginable setting, from SEN 
schools to community centres; residential homes to youth clubs; music studios to concert halls. 
 
There’s no predetermined ‘method’ of community music making, because each group of 
participants has different needs and each project has different aims. The music-making might be 
used as a tool to develop a range of outcomes, from developing social and interactive skills to 
encouraging creativity, but the important point is that it takes account of the context, and the 
participants, rather than imposing an activity.  Community musicians involve everyone in the group 
in learning and working together, and in exploring their own creativity. So it’s about participation, 
rather than performance; all-round development rather than, say, instrumental skills.  It isn’t music 
therapy - although it is sometimes confused with music therapy - but there can sometimes be a 
therapeutic outcome. 
 
How can a community musician help in my school? 
 
The activities that community musicians provide for young people take place both in and out of 
school, and may come about in many different ways. Some community musicians or community 
music organisations will approach a school with ideas for a workshop or series of workshops, and 
may or may not already have secured funding for them; others will be contacted by a school or 
other organisation to provide a music element for a wider project arising from, for example, an out 
of school hours initiative. Some have experience in working with children with specific needs (see 
Drake Music Project, below); others specialise in other areas - the important thing is to find a 
community musician or musicians which match your needs.   
 
Working in partnership with a community musician can have a range of benefits. It can enable a 
wider range of pupils to get involved in music, as well as broadening the experience of those who 
are already taking part. Pupils often respond differently to a new approach involving people from 
outside the school, and discover new abilities which can lead to an improved self-image and 
changed ideas about what they, and others, are capable of. Staff also benefit from additional 
support for their work, as well as new ideas and sometimes new skills. There can be wider benefits 
too, including creating cross-curricular links and strengthening the schools relationship with the local 
community. 
 
Drake Music Project and Claremont Special School, Bristol 
 
Drake Music Project (DMP), is an example of one of the larger community music organisations, and 
it specialises in working with children and adults with disabilities through specialist, adapted and 
award winning technology. Through regional centres around England and sister organisations in 
Scotland, Northern Ireland and Eire, trained Drake tutors work within special education schools, 
community centres, colleges of FE, with arts organisations and alongside national and regional 



disability charities to ensure that people with disabilities have the same opportunities for composing 
and performing music as non-disabled people.  
 
Drake also provide training in equipment, music technology, general musicianship, workshop skills 
and disability awareness to teachers, community workers and musicians and artists involved in 
facilitating music making through accredited courses and Drake’s BTEC Advanced Award in Tutor 
Training. 
 
The organisation’s South West team began working with Claremont Special School in September 
2000, initially as a one year project which was to form part of the curricular music provision at the 
school. The workshops have been so popular that Drake now manage all of the music provision for 
the school, and their work at the school has expanded into out of school hours activities on Friday 
afternoons and Saturday mornings, allowing even more pupils to benefit. Funding is provided from 
the national lottery through the regional arts board, South West Arts. 
 
Between 50-70 pupils aged between two and 11 take part in weekly workshops provided by two 
tutors, who spend on average two and a half days each week at the school. Teachers and classroom 
assistants are encouraged to attend training sessions and participate in the workshops, so that they 
can continue the work outside of workshop sessions, and there are plans afoot to involve siblings in 
out of school hours activities also.  Doug Bott, Senior Tutor for Drake in the South West describes the 
workshops: 
 
“One of the most important aspects of working with children who have sensory impairments is to 
make the cause and effect of sounds and instruments very obvious. Children who can see 
instruments are able to make the connection between the instrument they see and their touch of that 
instrument with the sound that it makes. Conventional instruments can also be quite complex visually 
and for a child with a visual impairment.”  
 
“When we meet for the first time we offer each individual as many different sounds as possible so 
that they can choose their own sounds; the time is not too structured and we play with sounds to 
allow both us and the young person to find out what he or she likes. It is important that they are 
able to distinguish the sounds by listening, but also by touch. When using technology and switches, 
for example, we ensure that each sound is associated with a different switch - so the large dome 
shaped switch is always playing keyboard sounds or the foam covered palm switch is always a bass 
drum. We also introduce some acoustic instruments, such as a guitar. A guitar is very tactile and can 
be held close to the body enabling the pupil to feel the vibrations of the sounds produced by 
plucking the strings.” 
 
Vibration is an important aspect of the experience of sound and music, and helping a child to 
experience low frequency sounds through vibrations from a sub-woofer speaker felt through a hand, 
or from under the child’s wheelchair, creates a very soothing introduction to pulse and rhythm that 
helps children to gain an understanding of playing in time and with a group. Another variation of 
this is for a child to sit or lie on a large plastic ball that is leaning against a sub-woofer speaker.  
 
Drake Music Project are often associated with working with Soundbeam, but initially, tutors from the 
project use different approaches, says Doug: “Because it’s important to ensure that the children can 
associate their action of pressing a switch or plucking a string with a sound, we tend not to use ultra-
sonic sound waves (such as with a Soundbeam) at first, as this invisible and non-tactile form of 
making music can be very confusing. But we do find that children love lying on sound-boxes - these 
boxes sit on the ground and are large enough in surface area for a child to lie or sit on on. When 
switched on, the box sends gentle, regular waves of sound and across the surface causing rippling 
vibrations, like waves that are felt throughout the child’s body, This is a very soothing, yet rhythmic 
experience and when synchronised with music is always a favourite in music classes.” 
 
Drake Music Project Central Services, 79 East Road, London N1 6AH Tel: 020 7253 9111 Fax: 020 7253 
9110 Email: centralservices@drakemusicproject.com Web: www.drakemusicproject.com    
Sound Sense, the UK development agency for community music, 7, Tavern Street, Stowmarket, IP14 1PJ tel: 
01449 673990 fax: 01449 673994 email: info@soundsense.org web: www.soundsense.org   
       


	COMMUNITY MUSIC AND SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS

