Post-wider opportunities Music Camps

In September this year, Nottingham City Music Service completed their first series of music camps for post-wider-opportunities pupils.

Wider Opportunities has had a major impact on Nottingham City, with almost every primary school having a wider opportunities programme, and this has fuelled an increase of 1200% (twelve hundred percent) in numbers of children learning in the city since 2002. 

In common with all music services, we very much want to encourage children to carry on learning after wider opportunities, largely for it’s own sake, but also in order to meet the DCSF target for a minimum of 50% follow-on. Having analysed some of the barriers to achieving this target, we became concerned about:

· the degree to which children struggle to make the transition from the whole-class, aural-based wider opportunities programme to learning in smaller groups in a more independent way

· how children find it difficult to cope with reading and playing an independent part in a band

· the difference between the large numbers of children who are on fire about music at the end of their wider opportunities year and the smaller number who actually continue the following September

After some thinking we decided that one way of tackling these issues was to devise a series of music camps to take place at the start of September (although we piloted the programme in July). We therefore invited each family of schools in Nottingham to send groups of children who had been on the wider opportunities programme in 08-09, and who had made a commitment to carry on learning and to join an area band. (The area bands work with the families of schools and are specifically designed for post-wider opportunities children). We made an early decision to cover the costs ourselves, as we very much wanted to attract children who would most benefit from the camps, not just the ones who could afford it. Although this meant a considerable expense, we minimised this by deciding to design the camps with only one night away from home.

The aims of the camps were to:

· build on the musical (and specifically aural) skills developed in the wider opportunities year

· develop instrument techniques and note ranges

· develop music-reading skills

· prepare children to be able to take part in an ensemble

· build friendships with other musicians from the local area

· act as an incentive to keep learning!

We have just spent six days in mid-September at a youth hostel in the Peak District, with 300 year 5 children, coming in batches of 100 (from specific families of schools) for two days/one night at a time. Each camp had a mixture of violins, violas, cellos, trumpets, cornets, baritones, French horns, trombones, flutes, recorders, clarinets and guitars.

The camps were staffed by a mixture of music service teachers and staff from the 32 schools who took part. The entire music service came off timetable for the week, which is relatively easy for us as a small service: it simply meant delaying the start of the wider opportunities programme for a week.

Some years ago, as part of our preliminary research as a pilot for the Paul Hamlyn-funded Musical Futures project, we came across research that suggested that children were more likely to stay involved with music if this was linked to other activities. As a result, all of our music residentials over the years have included a strong element of outdoor education as well as music - the music service has close links with the local authority outdoor education team.

Over the two days, of the camp the children learned to play two pieces (Pirates of the Caribbean and Twist and Shout) and to be able to find their way around these from written notation. These were arrangements that we had made specifically to build on musical knowledge and skills that children had developed on the wider opportunities programme. Virtually every activity on the camp (including the outdoor activities) was designed to help prepare children to be able to play (and read) these pieces as part of a ‘monster band’ at the end of the camp. 

What happens on the camps?

Day 1

Coaches arrive at about 1100. The camp starts with a singing session (which successfully bridges the slightly different arrival times of the three coaches) based around Sing Up resources and standard songs such as Hey Mr Miller, Wimoweh and Banaha. After a briefing and lunch, the children go to instrument groups for the first time: a half-hour confidence building session playing by ear, largely based around the main riff to She’s So Lovely (Scouting for Girls). 

1330, Day 1. The first session on reading music, focusing on rhythm notation. This aims to be as physical as possible by using running, walk, stride and sleep movements to match quavers, crotchets, minims and semibreves. Very quickly the children are having a physical work out, moving in time to a 4/4 beat in response to flashcards. Some of the rhythms from Pirates of the Caribbean are then seeded by getting the children to learn to move in a Walk Walk Walk Running (Shh Shh)  ¾ pattern, with Shh meaning a crotchet rest (see example below). Having shown a flashcard of how this movement looks in standard notation, the children find it easy to match the rhythm of similar tunes played by members of staff with relevant flashcards.
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1400, Day 1. Out on to the field next and, for the first time the children are split into cross-school teams of about 11-12: Treble 1,2,3, Alto 1,2,3 and Bass 1,2,3.  The aim over the camp: to get the most points for your team and be crowned Music Camp Top Team! (Competition becomes very intense over the camp, not least among the staff attached to each team).

The first challenge for the teams: to look at a 4-bar flashcard (all rhythms from Pirates of the Caribbean using only crotchets, quavers and crotchet rests) and then perform it in time with a beat using ‘walk’, ‘running’ and ‘shh’ as accurately and energetically as possible. Points are up for grabs here, and also for the other teams if they can identify which flashcard is being performed (which they almost all do each time). The children stamp with so much force that worms start issuing from the ground at one point. The sheer physicality of this approach works amazingly well at helping children to get the concept of rhythm notation inside them quickly.
1430, Day 1. Back to instrument groups to learn some of the patterns to Twist and Shout from rhythm notation, using the skills just learned, and expanding the range of symbols (especially rests). The pitches for these patterns are still learned aurally at this stage.

1515, Day 1. Up to bedrooms to settle in and have a short break, followed by more work in instrument groups to consolidate learning of the Twist and Shout riffs and the ability to equate these with notated rhythms. 

1630, Day 1. Outside for team games. These are standard outdoor education/team building activities such as ‘crossing the crocodile-infested swamp’, ‘the human knot’ and so on. This is the one activity not directly related to music, but essential for team building and to establish the healthy competition between teams necessary for later activities. After an update on the team scores and some training in making beds (probably the hardest task for some) the children then go for tea and bed making, on rotation. Some children are more excited by the novelty of making beds than by tea!

1900, Day 1. Back to work on instruments, but in slightly different groupings this time, to make sure that instruments sharing the same clef are together. This is the formal bit looking at pitch notation and probably the ‘driest’ part of the camp, although still involving lots of playing as children start to put together places on the stave with rhythms and riffs they have learned earlier. As with everything on the camp, it turns into a game, as this quickly morphs into preparation for a call and response competition. The children have to learn three sets of calls and responses, from musical notation, so that they can (a) play the right call in response to seeing each flashcard (b) play the right response when they hear each call. 

2015, Day 1. Outside the youth hostel in two big groups: cellos, trombones, flutes, recorders and clarinets on one side of the youth hostel, and trumpets, baritones, horns, violins, violas and guitars out of sight on the other. The game works like this:

1. Group A has to play a call. They can do one of four things. They can, when a music tutor shows the relevant flashcard, play one of the three special calls that they learned in the previous session – they need to be able to read the notation so that the other team can’t overhear what they are plotting.  Alternatively they can play any other rhythm, on the notes D or E (concert pitch) – in this case the tutor indicates the rhythm with hand gestures

2. Group B then has to make the correct response. After 4 calls from group A, roles are reversed, and so on.

3. After this has run in a fairly straightforward manner for a bit, the teams can start to get sneaky. They prove extremely adept at coming up with ways to try and catch the other team out, such as playing Don’t play it back but with an extra note on the end so that the correct response is to copy back what was played rather than doing nothing.

The children do extremely well at this game, with excellent concentration and listening skills, even when the local church starts bell-ringing practice in the middle!

2100, Day 1. The Night Walk. We have run night walks on all of our residentials, partly because it is really special to be out at night, and for children to see stars in a way that they will rarely see them through the Nottingham glow, and partly to ensure that they go straight to sleep at bedtime (which sort of works…most of the time). The children go out in batches, two teams at a time (about 20 children) on a 40-minute walk around the extensive youth hostel woods and fields.

For these music camps, we decided to add an extra factor – the Phantom Trumpet (aka the Magic Trumpet or the Mystery Trumpet). This is both the most memorable part of the camp, but also the hardest to get right. The children are told a story about how mysterious trumpet sounds are occasionally heard in the village (the story is varied from camp to camp –see below). They probably won’t hear them, but if they do, they are very lucky, because many people living here have never heard them at all. If they do hear the trumpet, they should try and remember the tune it is playing, because, when they get back to the hostel, there will be team points for each person who correctly identifies the tune in music notation (from a choice of three – it’s tune B, by the way).
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	The first time that we ran this, on the pilot camps, it was truly magical. The children were thrilled when they heard the trumpet, they worked really hard at listening and memorising and, when they returned, most were able to identify the correct notation (and very few of these had come across musical notation 12 hours earlier).

The problem was that a few children were a little scared, although they cheered up quickly when they were let in on the secret. However, this bothered us enough to ask the children and school staff from the pilot camp if they thought we should do it again on future camps. Apart from three or four, all the children thought that we should do, some thinking we should keep it exactly the same and some thinking that something like a magic trumpet might be better. The school staff were unanimous, and much tougher than expected – they felt it was good for the children to experience something that would grab their imagination and even to be a little scared within a safe environment. 

In all the future camps we consulted the school staff beforehand and gave alternative ways that we could tell the story – apart from one camp, all voted unanimously for the most scary option! We worked hard at getting the balance right and I think we did – in the other camps, although a few were a little scared in the dark, they were all fine by the end of the walk, and many had a great time trying to work out which staff member had been playing the trumpet.




2215-30, Day 1. Hot Chocolate. Children go to bed. Staff ensure all have gone to sleep and then collapse in heap.

Day 2

0745, Day 2. Breakfast, clear rooms, mass singing session and an update on the team scores following the phantom trumpet exercise.

0910, Day 2. Instrument groups and, for the first time, with the complete notated parts for Twist and Shout and Pirates of the Caribbean. In addition to playing, these sessions focus on helping children to find their way around the parts, coping with repeats, multi-rests and rehearsal marks, and relating music they learned yesterday to the appropriate section on the score.

1030, Day 2. Musical Orienteering. The children, in their teams, have to find their way around the 18 posts on the youth hostel’s junior orienteering course. In addition, at each post, they have to complete a musical challenge that could score their team points. These challenges have been devised to reinforce most of the key concepts that the children have encountered on the camp and to support them in their final performance later. Some of the challenges consist of answering straightforward questions such as Which is the highest note? How many beats in this bar? What does this sign mean? Which of these clefs does your instrument use? and so on. The more interesting challenges have a member of the music service at checkpoints out in the grounds, and include:

· Play the longest note possible on this trumpet, cello or flute (that just happens to be lying out in the woods)

· Work out how to notate a tune (Pirates of the Caribbean again) played by a staff member

· Work out what a member of staff is doing wrong in playing one of the tunes from Twist and Shout
· Listen to a staff member playing a 16-bar tune from Pirates of the Caribbean and work out what order to put four flashcards in to match this

· Work out if a tune is in 3 or 4 time, and then, while it is being played, count 16 bars rest and shout Hey at the start of bar 17

· Identify two tunes purely from notation (with instruments available to try bits out). We used Jaws and We will rock you
· Work out which of three flashcards is being played, memorise that tune and remember it on the journey to the next checkpoint, where the team has to try and both play and notate the memorised tune

1315, Day 2. Lunch and run around, visit to shop to buy gifts and snacks for the journey home

1415, Day 2. Final rehearsal in instrument groups, with points awarded for outstanding effort or achievement over the camp, followed by a break and run around while music staff reset the hall for the monster band.

1540, Day 2. Rehearsal with all the instruments together for the first time, with an added staff rhythm section, leading to an informal performance for youth hostel staff and anyone else who is around. This is a truly joyous occasion, with real excitement as it all comes together. Afterwards, a reminder that the children will meet each other again at area band rehearsals and that the music they have learned at camp will be part of the repertoire for those bands. What’s more, the bands will be performing at the city’s massive Christmas concerts, where their parents and friends will be able to come and hear them.

1700, Day 2. Thanks and final team scores: award of Music Camp Top Team award. Clear and tidy youth hostel, assemble outside.

1800, Day 2. Coaches depart with children and school staff. Music staff collapse in heap, again…and then realise there is a lot of tidying and sorting to be done because, in Groundhog Day style, it’s shortly going to be….

Day 1

Coaches arrive at about 1100….

Impact

We won’t be able to judge the long-term impact for some time yet, but the short-term effect of the camps was immediately obvious. The children made enormous progress over the two days, a fact commented on by almost every member of the accompanying school staff – it was aurally obvious how much they had come on. The children went away fired up about music and playing in bands, and able to find their way around a notated part with reasonable ease. They also had lots of fun!

We felt that a large factor in the rapid progress made by the children was due to the fact that they were in an isolated situation for two days with time to work through any musical difficulties and come through on the other side – in regular teaching, hitting difficulties can often lead to responses such as “it’s too hard, I’m not going to go next week…”

The impact on the accompanying school staff was great too. Most of them played instruments alongside the children, usually because they had been working with them on wider opportunities over the year, but sometimes learning a new instrument from scratch – with help from the children. Many of the school staff commented on how much they had learned. As CPD this was incredibly valuable, and it also meant that school staff could see, over a miniature time span, where the whole process leads too – they were genuinely thrilled and moved when the whole band came together at the end of the camp. 

It’s also worth saying that the involvement of the school-based staff was absolutely essential to the success of the camp. They were the link with the children, they knew them well and were able to offer just the right amount of support and encouragement to help them through. I am quite convinced that, without this knowledge, pre-existing relationships and role modelling as ‘co-learners’, the camps would have had far less impact.
So what went wrong on the camps? Remarkably little really. The children were very well behaved, despite several of them being ‘high profile’ – school staff felt that the quick-fire pace of the camp and the variety of activities didn’t give much opportunity for misbehaviour. A few of the children were a little homesick – for many this was their first night away from home on their own. It took us a little time to get the pacing of the camp right – in the first camp we had even more activities, and some things took longer than expected (eg the orienteering) leading to some tension as to whether we would manage to get to a good final performance before the coaches arrived. We also had some teething problems in finding efficient mechanisms for feeding, watering and toilet breaks for large numbers without taking inordinate amounts of time. Most of the problems came up during the set-up for the camps, and one member of the music service spent many weeks trying to co-ordinate the official paperwork for off-sites visits across so many schools.  We are very lucky in having excellent music service and school staff prepared to get stuck in over long periods of time.

The most common question I was asked by school staff was “are you going to run these every year?” The progress made by the children was so great that we have considered, semi-seriously, whether we should do less ‘normal’ instrumental teaching and run more camps. The answer is definitely yes: music camp is already planned in for next year!
NB There are lots of photos from camp available for use on www.nottinghammusicschool.org.uk/pages/gallery/gallery_frontpage.html

Ian Burton

Music Development Manager, Nottingham Children’s Services

ian.burton@collegest.org.uk

We split the instruments up into: 


Violins, violas, cellos


Guitars


Flute (recorder)


Clarinets


Brass (sometimes split depending on combination of instruments)





The three calls and responses were the main tune from Pirates of the Caribbean (this was the most complicated one) a rhythm called Feel the rhythm, feel the beat requiring a loud count of 1 to 8 in response, and the Don’t play it back rhythm, for which the response is to make no sound.





Some challenges are based at the youth hostel so that they can be completed by some teams before they set off and others when they return. 








