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Anita Holford reports on a project involving elderly and disabled people in music. 
 
Music is an important part of most people’s lives, but there are many people who don’t have the opportunity to take part 
or perhaps not in the way they would like. ‘What do you think of it so far?’ was a pilot project, run by More Music in 
Morecambe, which enabled elderly people – many of whom were disabled -  to take part in music and to say how they’d 
like to be involved in music in the future. The project took place over two months and involved four two-hour activity 
sessions at three main centres: The Sands, a nursing and residential retirement home; the Rainbow Centre, a drop-in 
day centre for the over-55s, and the Galloways Centre, where the participants were a self-help group of older blind 
people.  
 
The first of the four sessions began with the two workshop leaders performing music hall and variety turns ranging from 
the ‘Ragtime Waltz’ to ventriloquism, comedy pieces, and ‘Bring Me Sunshine’ by Morecambe and Wise. Over the next 
two months the project then developed so that participants could get involved by joining in with the music, or by using 
records, sheet music and books as a basis for further discussion and research, many of which were brought from their 
own collections. 
 
Says Jackie Haley, Social Activities Organiser at The Sands: “Normally when we have entertainers in, the residents just 
sit back and enjoy the show but this was different. It got them involved, and made them feel as though they had 
something useful to contribute - and absolutely everyone was able to get involved in one way or another.” 
 
One of the characteristics of the community music approach to music making is not to assume what people can and can’t 
do, or indeed what they might want to do. Community musicians create music with people rather than for them, so 
although in this case a performance was used as a starting point, people were able to take part at whatever level was 
appropriate for them. As Kathryn McDonald, Company Manager at MMM explains: “It’s easy for people who work with 
disabled or elderly people to make assumptions about what they can and can’t do, and sometimes an activity like this 
can surprise them. We had one person who seemed very shy and appeared to have a slight speech impediment. He was 
very enthusiastic right from the start and did really well at ventriloquy which was a nice surprise. So the aim was to 
research and find out what older people could do, or wanted to do, rather than just giving them a performance. In the 
past we’ve been involved in song-writing workshops with older people, so this was a different way of approaching it.” 
  
“The workshop leaders we used are really skilled at working with people, and treating everyone as an individual, making 
people feel part of it,” she continues. “Their  enthusiasm is infectious, and so people joined in quite quickly, even the 
staff.  Most people will join in a sing-song quite happily, and some will go further.” 
  
Jackie Haley agrees: “Even the residents who have severe dementia were listening to the music. You could see that they 
were listening, and also they would tell us little things afterwards so you knew that it had triggered memories for them. 
There were some residents in wheelchairs and some who were severely physically disabled, but no-one was excluded, 
there was some way that everyone could get involved, from joining in discussions, to bringing along things from their 
past, to working with the jig dolls they brought along.” 
 
“It helped the staff too, because some of the things they were saying about their lives were amazing.” she continues. 
“When they come in they’re often quite poorly, and you don’t know what they’ve done with their lives.  So this music work 
got them talking, and then we found we could carry that on for weeks, talking about the experiences they’ve had. So it’s 
helped us to understand them a bit better, and has given me ideas of things to do with them.” 
 
“People benefited in all sorts of ways.” says Kathryn. “For one thing, it encouraged them to talk to each other about 
things other than their run of the mill daily lives. A lot of the people come along to the day care, for example, because 
they’re very isolated, so that was really important for them. And taking part in music gives people a different type of 
stimulation, it’s really uplifting, which helps when people are unmotivated.” 
 
Without exception, the participants were positive about the project, and many wanted to take the project a stage further. 
There are plans now to repeat the project, also offering the opportunity for those who want it to increase their 
involvement, creating their own music to tour to other residential homes and community centres. Another idea is to 
involve young people in working with residents to create performances. 
    
Key to the success of such a project is developing good relationships with those who work with or for the groups, which 
in this case ranged from the leader of the self-help group, herself a blind older women, to a residential home 
manager.“People’s involvement obviously varies.” says Kathryn. “At one centre the workers there took part in the 
sessions, and carried them on in between workshops, and in at least one of the centres they’re continuing to have music 
making sessions now the pilot project has ended. Good contact with key people helps you to find out about the groups 
you’re working with.” 
 
Setting up your own project 
 



There are individuals and organisations across the country who develop this type of participatory music making project. 
They may be independent community musicians, or be employed by a community music organisation; they may be 
based in an arts centre or with a performing arts organisation such as an orchestra; be part of a local authority arts 
development team; or be employed by a health or social services organisation. They usually work in partnership with 
other people - such carers and service providers in health and social welfare - to develop projects and secure funding, 
although often, as in this case, they will already have funding available for the project.   
 
There are all sorts of factors to take into consideration when setting up a project, from finding a suitable musician, to 
funding the project (if you need to raise extra funds), to working out what participants want. Most community musicians 
and community music organisations are experienced in all aspects of developing such a project, and will be happy to 
discuss what’s involved and then work with you on everything from securing funding to making the project happen. 
 
 
If you’d like to find out if there are any community music organisations or community musicians in your area, Sound 
Sense, the UK development agency for community music can help.  Sound Sense is the UK development agency for 
community music which promotes community music and supports people working in the field, and has an extensive 
database of contacts who can help you. Sound Sense also runs the National Music and Disability Information Service, 
providing free information and advice to give people with disabilities choices to enjoy, be involved with and benefit from 
music. 
 
Sound Sense, tel: 01449 673990 or email info@soundsense.org for details. 
 
MMM provides music activities for all ages from pre-school children to elderly people both from its base, the 
Hothouse, in Morecambe, as well as in schools, community centres, and a range of other settings.  More Music 
in Morecambe twl 01524 831997 email: mormusic@hothouse.u-net.com 
 
 


