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INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this research programme was to enable selected practitioners, from four 
different regions of the world, to share their expert knowledge and reflections on what it means 
to work with music across formal and non-formal contexts with some of the world’s most 
vulnerable children and young people. 
 
The research question was: “How do we define high quality inclusive music education, in the 
context of authentic, meaningful pedagogies currently utilised by highly experienced 
practitioners working with children excluded or at risk of exclusion from mainstream society?”  
 

The projects 
 
There were four projects in all: one in the USA, one in Brazil, one in the UK, and one in Australia. 
 

1. USA – A project in Henry Rawlings school in Gainesville Florida run by Dr Don DeVito 
with a mixed group of young people combining those with intellectual challenges and 
those with behavioural issues. 

2. Brazil – A weekly after school hours musical project with children in a favela in Rio de 
Janeiro. The project as run by Rodrigo Belchior and set-up and coordinated by Professor 
Magali Kleber. 

3. United Kingdom – A weekly creative music project with primary age children in 
Birmingham set up in partnership with MAC Makes Music, Birmingham’s leading 
community music organisation, and led by Ann Jones. This was with children in a pupil 
referral unit, a form of alternative formal provision for children who cannot be in 
mainstream school for reasons that may include behaviour, school phobia etc.  

4. Australia – A project in partnership with the Mitchell Conservatorium in Bathurst, New 
South Wales. This project was coordinated and delivered by Dr Graham Sattler, the 
former chief executive of the conservatorium. Due to Covid-19 restrictions the project 
changed from being with young incarcerated Aboriginal men to a community based 
songwriting project with Aboriginal girls. 

 
Although the Covid-19 pandemic, including infections in the team, had a significant impact on all 
the projects and delayed the timing, all the projects were successfully completed. Two of the 
projects had almost full retention (those connected to the formal settings). The other two 
projects established a core group who stayed throughout. All the music leaders felt the work 
was successful, partly because of the added determination to not be defeated by Covid-19. The 
Florida project shared their work online with a school in India and the Australian group 
performed for their local community.  
 

Impact of Covid-19 
 
Each project was significantly impacted by Covid-19. In Australia, Graham Sattler had to work 
with a different cohort than intended, albeit from the same community. Don DeVito in Florida 
worked within the intended school, but his two cohorts were in separate bubbles and 
communicated by Zoom. Ann Jones in the UK did about half the project face-to-face and half on 
Zoom with the participants joining from their homes. Rodrigo Belchior did the majority of the 
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project on Zoom, again with the students joining from their homes in the Rio favela, almost 
always in conditions that were cramped and noisy.  
 

Usually I set up a neutral space. And I've been quite an advocate of setting up that neutral space 
and everyone coming out of their usual room to come to that neutral space in Covid times. This 
isn't something I'm able to do. Yes, for various reasons. So I'm having to go into people's space. 
(Ann) 
 

Rethinking pedagogy  
 
While the projects were intended to highlight the musically inclusive pedagogy used with these 
vulnerable groups, several but not all leaders questioned if their methods could be called a 
‘pedagogy’. Graham Sattler felt it was more like ‘andragogy’, although I feel this does not quite 
fit the music leader/participant relationship. All of the leaders used a highly facilitatory 
approach, working as leaders but respecting the participants’ contributions and behaving 
almost as though they were all fellow band members. In addition, the music leaders’ approach 
was much broader than the sharing/transmitting of information. They all took into account how 
they built the relationship with the community and how the programme was cognizant of, and 
responsive to, the particular contexts in which they were working. This document reflects their 
broadness around rethinking pedagogy.  
 

The reflective process 
 
There was a triangulated reflective process consisting of the following: 
 

• Reflective practice: Reflective journals were kept weekly by the individual project 
leaders and shared with me to inform interviews. These were slow to come through 
at the start but picked up after some discussion. It was quickly obvious that each of 
the music leaders had quite different understandings of reflection and that some had 
a better understanding of the purpose and practice than the others. I tried to take 
this on board and as best as possible offer some mentoring for some music leaders on 
reflective practice. I had intended to use the work of Morrow (2018)1 as an intended 
lens for joint reflection, in order to establish common areas for learning. But it proved 
unwieldy and we ended up being guided by what the leaders themselves focused on.  

• Interviews: Three semi-structured reflective interviews between the individual music 
leaders and myself were undertaken; one at the start of each project, one in the 
middle, and one at the end. These were intense and challenging occasions of learning 
that built great trust between the team and me. I made the decision to regularly 
probe into areas that were vague or uncomfortable and each person responded in 
depth to my questions. These sessions were very much about unpicking the reasons 
behind each decision made by the individual in their practice and I felt I was learning 
as much if not more than the team through these sessions.  

• Online facilitated group sessions: The project leaders all met online three times 
during the project to discuss and share learnings with each other. I facilitated these 
sessions, which were described as ‘building a family or community’. Perhaps more 

	
1	Morrow, E., (2011). Teaching critical reflection in healthcare professional education. Teaching in Higher 

Education, 16 (2), 211-223. 
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important than new learnings in these particular sessions was gaining the knowledge 
that someone on the far side of the world was also examining their own practice to 
make sure that the children they worked with were valued and had their musical 
voices appropriately respected. 

 
The feedback on the final day of the programme was that the reflective process had been 
invaluable, and that the triangulation created a depth to the learning that was welcomed. It was 
also important to share with colleagues on Zoom and to give and get affirmation. Data was 
analysed and put into themes, with those raised by more than one project discussed in this 
report.  

COMMONALITIES ACROSS THE PROJECTS 
 
Although every project and its leader’s style were very different, there were several areas of 
commonality across some if not all of the leaders’ approaches. These areas of commonality in 
thinking focused on: 
 

• The leader’s approach 
• Place and the context 
• Relationships, trust, and acceptance 
• Deepening engagement 
• Children’s creativity as the driver 
• Caring for both individuals and the group 
• Using music fundamentals as building blocks 

 
The bulk of this report focuses on those areas of commonality, but it is important to note that 
there were also interesting approaches and considerations made by just one music leader. 
These included: (1) pace and momentum, (2) having a range of alternatives, (3) freeing your 
judgment, (4) rethinking boundaries, and (5) staying fresh/avoiding complacency. These are not 
included in this report but may be part of future dissemination.  
 

The leader’s approach  
 
All the leaders had clearly thought at length about how they approached and worked with the 
young people. There was a focus on who they (the leaders) were and who they were perceived 
to be? If they were outsiders to the group’s context, how could they negotiate around this and 
build trust? In the case of Rodrigo, who grew up with the same challenges as the children, the 
issue was: how could he use and communicate that to alleviate some of their fears and to build 
confidence? 
 
Exercising vulnerability  
 
All the music leaders were explicit about the need to show their emotional vulnerability in order 
to establish trust and build a respected relationship with the young people.  
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I believe that this successful meeting of myself as pedagogue and the community that I am 
working with rests on the foundation of confident vulnerability. I have to demonstrate confidence. 
Because they are looking for guidance in the task that makes up the content, so they have to 
perceive confidence, but also the vulnerability is the only way, the only way that I can pick up on 
the cues. (Graham) 

 
For both Rodrigo and Ann, vulnerability came from music performance: for Rodrigo, in exposing 
emotions in performance; for Ann, in taking on new instruments and new ways of performing. 
 

So do you think that music is a language that is more emotional? In that way I connect us in 
another language that is not the spoken language and also to put myself in a vulnerable place. So 
because as you play, you know, you become more vulnerable. So they can also feel comfortable to 
play back as well, because the teacher also led by example, not only by words. (Rodrigo) 

 
It’s about putting yourself into an area of vulnerability where you as a musician are not so 
confident about the things you're doing, but you're doing them because the kids have requested 
that or because you're wanting to make a connection with them in the musical world, that may 
not be the one that you inhabit. 

So today I played electric guitar. This is not an area I'm comfortable doing to fail. So this was a first 
for me. I have played electric guitar messing around on it, but I learned. I learned a few things the 
kids wanted me to learn. And it's taking me out of my comfort zone, which is definitely the fiddle. 
And I'm all right in the piano. But taking myself out of that and going, okay, I'm going to try electric 
guitar. 
It was good. They heard the sound of the electric guitar and one particular kid that really wanted 
me to play the Pokémon theme tune on the guitar was just lit up. He just lit up. I was so happy and 
I've been given a little electric guitar that I can take to him in the centre when it's safe to do that 
and they can play on the guitar that I was showing them today. (Ann) 

 
Ann felt that being vulnerable as a musician made a significant difference to online 
engagement.  
 

I realised that me performing – (something I do not tend to do a lot of as I am aiming for group 
music making) has a huge impact on behaviour of kids in this particular way of communicating 
(online). When I started to play the piano, kids and adults were so focused and engaged. The first 
times through they simply listened and clapped joyfully at the end. I realised that part of the 
interest in the challenges is for the kids to see other parts of me as a musician, that maybe, in real 
time in school, I use less. (Ann) 

 
Ann also challenged the idea that showing emotion and vulnerability are ‘unprofessional’. The 
idea that teachers should present a front and not show their human selves was, to her mind, 
missing the point of musical engagement. 
 

I very often will show emotion in response to a young person's performance musically. So I 
wouldn't necessarily say the tears are an unprofessional thing. I think I've seen quite a few people 
moved to tears by young people's expression. And I don't think that's a bad thing because they're 
so overjoyed that a young person has made progress. (Ann) 

 
However, Ann noted that in certain contexts, showing your ‘everyday’ vulnerability (the impact 
perhaps of personal crises) could act as a trigger for the young people to be hurtful and attack 
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your vulnerability. She emphasised the importance of ‘checking in’ with yourself to make sure 
you were enough in control to be able to run the session well. 
 

I think vulnerable young people are very good, perhaps more heightened on picking up where you 
are emotionally as a leader. So if there's any emotional vulnerability about you, you've got to be 
incredibly good at hiding it or taking yourself back into neutral. 
So before you go into a setting, all sorts of things can be happening in life. You know, you can be in 
any sort of mood. But I find it very useful, particularly when going into somewhere that can be full 
of a lot of high emotion, to just take a minute to put aside any feelings and thoughts I've got about 
what's going on in my life and just get into a very neutral frame of mind where I'm not going to 
take things personally if they're said to me and where I can be as open and empathetic as possible, 
without taking home a lot of aggression and things. I have to go into neutral when I leave as well 
to just leave those things behind. 

It's just sitting in the car, just a few deep breaths and just getting into the right frame of mind. Just 
putting yourself into neutral body language, just making sure you're relaxed. (Ann) 

 

Place and context 
	
Challenging contexts 
 
All four projects took place in what turned out to be challenging environments. For Graham in 
Australia, there was the challenge of working as a non-Aboriginal on Aboriginal land. For Don, 
Ann, and Rodrigo, it was navigating the virtual world of Zoom to try and make it a creative 
space. For Rodrigo, it was also returning to the challenges of his childhood. 
 

When I was younger, I studied music and would listen to it, it triggered me to remember the story 
in which I listened to gunshots and then couldn't study. And then when it was time to perform in 
the lesson, I couldn't do it because I was traumatised and then the teacher would be mad at me. 

So that's why I don’t want to perpetuate the same thing, because I know what it's like to be 
traumatised with all the sounds and to have someone say, “Why didn't you do it? Why didn't you 
do it?” I don’t want to have this approach. I want to incorporate the problem and work with the 
problem. (Rodrigo) 

 
Ann found that working on Zoom and going into people’s homes not only brought challenges 
around safeguarding but also gave her an insight into how the young people’s behaviour at 
school was mirrored in their home life. 
 

Some inappropriate clothing and dancing at some points in the session. Pelvic thrusts and dancing 
from kids dressed just in pants was a challenge. I chose to ignore and focus on praising the positive 
things going on around me. The child thrusting soon stopped and resumed playing. I got the 
impression that several young people are simply not getting dressed and are in bed/under 
blankets all day, as are the rest of their family. It is unusual seeing into children’s homes but 
reveals a lot about them. For some, they are far more relaxed and able to contribute more 
comfortably than they feel able at school. For some, you can see their behaviour at school e.g., 
climbing on top of things, or hiding in small spaces, is something they also do at home. The focus 
the kids give to listening when in their home environment is far more intense; perhaps because 
there are less distractions, perhaps because they are more used to concentrating on screens than 
on people in real time. (Ann) 
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Case study in reflective practice: Zoom classes in the favela 
 

The only objective of this first session was to make the young people express themselves, 
and that in itself is a very hard and challenging job because most of them, they are ashamed 
of their houses. So just to make them open their microphone or even the camera, you know, 
to convince them to do that took a lot of convincing. Because their houses are small and the 
families are there and they feel exposed, because they're not in the classroom, it's an online 
session. 

I am reminded of one of the students who didn't want to open their camera, but then finally 
agreed to open the camera. But, oh, actually, no, she prepared a special scenario on a 
background. There was a cloth covering something. So right here, a cloth. The scenario that 
she prepared, and she was like, “Oh, this is a beautiful scenario.” 

And I asked “Why did you put the cloth there? Is it just to be pretty?” And through this 
conversation, I found out that she was ashamed that there was an inch of water and 
filtration on the wall, and the wall behind her was all destroyed. So she just wanted to hide 
that and disguise it. Because the house is small and there are too many people living in the 
house, there are no walls and there is no privacy. 

So, it's really like they're doing the class with their families. Their families are listening to 
everything they are saying and watching them playing. And most of them felt uncomfortable. 

I identify with this situation very well, because I went through the same thing when I was a 
child. I know that if I was in their shoes and this had been my childhood home, which was in 
the middle of the slums, and with my family around and play the instrument and do this 
class, you know, in my home through the computer, I wouldn't feel comfortable as well. 

So, I understand and sympathise with this situation. But there is never room for me to bring 
that up with the students because they themselves don't admit that they are ashamed. You 
know, it's something that is not spoken. It's just that I notice this, but I can't speak. I can’t say 
“Look, I've been in your situation” even though this needs to be expressed. So, yes, I do want 
to express it if it helps them, but I never wants to do it if the person doesn't open up first. 

	
Acknowledging the importance of the space they are in 
 
Each music leader responded in different ways to the spaces they found themselves working in, 
but they all realised how important understanding the implications of the space were for the 
success of their project. As an outsider, Graham found ways to honour the space he was in and 
that established him as a more trusted figure. 
 

One of the other staff members who is an indigenous staff member will come into the room, will 
just kind of shoot the breeze a little bit. The informal elders will shoot the breeze a little bit. There 
will then be a point. Once the children are all there, there'll be a point then where the informal 
elder will stand up and do an acknowledgement of country. 
I also express my respect for the elders past and present. I will then ask that I can also pay my 
respects to the owners or the custodians of the land, etc. and the language that I'll use will come 
out of what he is said. But I'll make it very clear that it's me also in brackets as an outsider wishing 
to pay my respects. (Graham) 
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Honouring space through respect for clan and traditional land ownership extended to the song 
Graham was working on with the group. 
 

When outside of my established, confident cultural place, I feel like I skate on continually thin ice 
and navigating any issues that arise, I believe, thus far, so this is why, specifically this project thus 
far, I believe that I'm navigating the sort of issues that have arisen and I have to say that so far, 
they've been successfully navigated. The issues that arise are cultural issues of which I'm either 
unaware or I don't pick up on immediately 
For instance, a child says, let's use this Wiradjuri word. I say, of course, fantastic. Now I've got to 
be aware that I'm not overblowing that, or I don't seem patronising. So that is an issue. 

When I'm using it, it's with the right pronunciation that when we're putting a word into the song 
that it is faithfully representing the intonation and the rhythm of the words. So that's an example 
of an issue. I have to say genuinely that I find it thrilling. (Graham) 

 
Ann likes to invite people to come into a space she has created, so they step outside what they 
know and create a safe space together. 
 

OK, so it's like these kids have a connection with their classroom. It is their space, is where they 
feel safe. They have a relationship, whatever that relationship is, with the group members within 
that room. So, entering that room as someone who's a visitor or an outsider can change the 
balance of the mood in that room, that safe space. So, I aim to have a neutral space, where I am, I 
set up with my equipment and I invite people to come in. They then have that choice of whether 
they come in, whether they sit at the edge or whether they sit outside and have a lesson or 
whether they stay in their classroom where they feel safe. (Ann) 

 
Project evolves in relation to context 
 
For leaders working outside the classroom, the particularities of the space became part of the 
design of the project. In a sense this also true of Don’s work in two Zoom-connected classrooms 
where the Zoom screen became an interactive stage area. Rodrigo used the soundscape of 
gunshots and police sirens as a starting point for improvisation, influenced by the ideas of 
Murray Schafer. Ann recognised that activities ‘Zoomed’ into the home could need a different 
timeframe. 
 

To keep focus, I made activities very short, and moved between them quickly, more so than usual. 
I moved room, went to different instruments, and mixed far more genres than I usually would 
have, all to keep attention and focus. In class, kids may switch off, but here, kids can really switch 
off and leave completely. The ongoing challenge is to keep kids’ attention and keep them 
interacting. Staff had struggled to keep groups online for any more than 10 minutes in some cases. 
Mainly, as I know, kids watching video content online are used to short songs, short clips. (Ann) 

 
Ann also used the home environment as a springboard for creation. 
 

Tried to include as many ways of joining in from home as possible in the moment – spoons, words, 
and song, immediate resources. 

Added activities that could be done with household objects – showing a scale on cups, and bowls – 
looking at high and low pitch, and then playing Baby Shark on teacups, as a “Name that Tune”. 
Then challenged kids to find tunes at home too. (Ann) 
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Link to broader community / Acceptance and validation by the community 
 
Seeing the projects as embedded in and drawing from their communities was important to 
some leaders. Rodrigo began his programme with a meeting with the children and their parents 
so as to make a connection and get their support and approval. Graham saw the community as 
a place of security and welcome and over the course of the programme he saw that the way the 
community interacted together in this educational space presented challenges to the somewhat 
alienated mainstream world that he was more used to.  
 

There are members of the community, members of the Aboriginal community at the centre, at the 
neighbourhood centre from which we're working. And so those human resources provide an 
environment of comfort and security and assurance. And also for me, they provide an 
environment that I am being welcomed into. So those human resources are also very important. 
The more that I'm in this in that environment I think it's actually a very warm, a very connected, a 
very loving and caring environment and professionally, I think we can be, a little, if not brusque, a 
little bit more formal, a bit more formal. (Graham) 

 
In the context of exclusion units Ann was aware that as a project worker she could be judged 
and judged negatively by the full-time staff members. 
 

If I haven't negotiated well and if I haven't explained what I'm doing sufficiently to other adults in 
the room, that can come a point where they will step in and stop things, I wouldn't want to be 
stopped. So, and that's where I think I failed as a negotiator or someone showing my practice. 
(Ann)  

 
Relationships, trust, and acceptance 
 
The music leaders saw that building trust was an essential and possibly lengthy part of their 
work. Ann recognises that the young people may have real reasons to be wary of adult 
intervention. 
 

The groups that I am working with, for many different reasons, are feeling very isolated or maybe 
even quite aggressive towards education and educators. They may have had a very poor 
experience of people in authority and poor familial relationships. So trust is the key to everything. 
Trust is so important to someone being able to engage with you, someone being able to open up 
and share their creativity with you, some of it being able to play an instrument from the heart as 
opposed to just repeating something you've asked them to repeat. And I would say what I'm 
looking for in participants is for them to open up and be able to play what they're feeling, being 
able to use music to express themselves. (Ann) 

 
Part of Ann’s process involves moving away from position power, the assumed hierarchy in an 
educational setting.  
 

I tried to relinquish power or relinquish the show of power. Because I'm aware that I will have far 
more control and ability to convey useful information and musical knowledge, high level musical 
knowledge, if young people feel like I'm there on an equal basis or an equitable basis. I guess I do 
it by being called Ann, not being by being called anything else. So, in the way I introduce myself. 
(Ann) 
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Among many things, trust is a gateway to a form of higher creativity, involvement and 
achievement. As Ann reflects: 
 

I'm gaining trust so that young people can creatively express themselves on instruments in a way 
that they feel comfortable with. And we can move towards engaging with and communicating 
with others musically on the instruments that we have to make pieces of music that are authentic 
to the young people. So that's what I'm moving towards, so for that to happen, they need to be 
relaxed, they need to be comfortable and they need to feel valued - whatever their musical 
utterances are. (Ann) 

 
Putting participants at their ease 
 
A part of trust is helping the children feel relaxed, at ease, and able to let you into their 
everyday activities. Ann contrasts this with the pressure to succeed that can sometimes be 
found in conventional music classes. 
 

What my intent is to gain their trust, is to allow them to relax, because a lot of these kids are in a 
state of hyper-vigilance. They're in a sort of flight or fight state of the brain when they meet 
someone new. So my intention is for them to relax out of that so they have a chance to sit and 
enjoy something the other children enjoy. They are so often in the state of hyper-vigilance that 
they're not able to relax enough to get immersed in something. Putting pressure on people makes 
them under-confident, or aggressive. (Ann) 

 
Ann explains that deepening trust can help with engagement and can keep the children in the 
class.  
 

One child was struggling but managed to ask for their medication rather than leave. This showed a 
huge development in their trust of me, and also their motivation to stay in class. (Ann) 

 
Being calm and relaxed creates a space for the children to get in touch with their imaginations 
and to be less defensive, more like a child.  
 

I played a very calming piece of music at the end of the morning from Grieg, Pier Gynt and for that 
bit got them to either draw or just close their eyes and imagine what came into their head. And 
one of the children who really struggles to express themselves at school because they're very, very 
cool and a kind of alpha kid just sat there and said it reminded them of rainbows and purple swirls 
and a beautiful, wonderful day. (Ann)  

 
Accepting and working with what the young people bring 
 
Children in challenging circumstances are frequently ostracised or excluded for their difference. 
In these projects it was clear that the leaders accepted all the members of the group and what 
they brought with them in terms of medical and health conditions, different ways of looking and 
being, and emotional hurt and the consequent behavioural responses.  
 

We are expressly creating an environment of acceptance, an environment of sharing. Dynamic 
Inclusion is what we are doing: Not just everybody in the same room. It is a dynamic inclusion in 
which we are expressly creating an environment of acceptance and sharing. It is leadership 
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training for those who need it. It is a dynamic form of inclusion. Not just checking off the boxes. 
(Don) 

 
Ann extended the work to beyond the classroom, in order to engage with the young people and 
seek to calm their hurt. 
 

One child from the group missed the session as they could not remain in. They were in corridor 
thumping window and ripping displays. I made an offer, with no pressure, that they were welcome 
to come and play some music with me. I played very quiet ukulele near him He calmed as he 
listened and then came and recorded a duet with me. (Ann) 

 
As Ann explains, for some leaders it is part of their challenge to engage with the young people 
to help repair the emotional damage they have suffered. 
 

V. finds it hard to express herself in front of some of the older boys. When I asked her what she 
liked about being a girl she said “nothing”. She then did an impression of a boy from her family, 
and it became evident that there is a pecking order in her home, where she is at the very bottom. 
Her singing made me cry, it was so beautiful, and I feel determined to find some ways to help her 
engage with her own self-esteem, which is very damaged. (Ann)  

	
Deepening engagement  
 
Engagement was perhaps the key word across all the projects. Knowing that the children were 
marginalised, on the edge of exclusion or beyond, it was important for the leaders to help them 
find ways back in, ways to counter their isolation.  
 
Engagement 
 
Don recognises that engagement is the key to forward motion in a project, something that is 
heightened for children at the edge of complete disengagement. He uses the body’s physicality 
and self-expression to keep young people involved. 
 

I don’t want to assume this but if they did not see it as engaging, they wouldn’t participate. They 
would say this is boring why am I doing this. 
We do a lot of dancing and movement, so we do things that everybody can do together to help 
them stay engaged. (Don) 

 
Disengagement can often lead to inappropriate behaviours followed by punishments. Don 
wants to move away from this cycle. 
 

We want to get away from sending students out of the room for behaviour but rather re-engage 
them in the curriculum through the promotion of leadership ideals. We have cool off spots that 
are not punitive (keyboards and headphones outside the room) but even then, we are too quick to 
take this measure. You can’t reflect on practice if the student is outside of the room even with a 
positive approach. (Don) 

 
Ann is quick to change what she is offering in order to increase engagement and to get students’ 
attention to divert from negative behaviour. 
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Started with call and response using found items. As not all the group were focused and there was 
some tension between a few group members, I changed it into a groove, and then praised how 
individuals had joined as they did. All joined. (Ann) 

 
Ann also recognises that the media where these children do engage is full of fast-moving objects 
of attention and so she adapts her approach and pacing to mirror this.  
 

You need a tempo that is accelerated because kids are so used to watching things on screen that 
are very quick moving, keeping focus is more challenging. 
If kids are sat down or watching a program or a film, quite often it is that they would just stop and 
they will be completely engaged in that. But when you're looking at the things they're watching, 
the amount of stimulation that's going on, it's very varied. So recreating that and making an 
engaging session online is quite a challenge. For that reason, I think you have to be very varied. 

I moved room, went to different instruments, and mixed far more genres than I usually would 
have, all to keep attention and focus. In class kids may switch off, but here, kids can really switch 
off and leave completely. Ongoing challenge to keep kids’ attention and keep them interacting. 
(Ann) 

 
In talking about engagement, it is important to note that children will be in different places at 
different times, some immersed, some disengaged completely and some on the periphery. Ann 
explains that peripheral engagement is still engagement and has a potential to be nurtured if 
handled properly. 
 

I would say playing on the periphery is still incredibly valid and there are some young people who 
will play on the periphery for weeks, if not months, before coming and joining in the circle. (Ann) 

 
Opportunities for self-expression 
 
There as a clear sense that the music leaders are redressing an imbalance by creating many 
opportunities for self-expression. These are opportunities that had previously been denied to 
many of the children in more formal classrooms, where they had either been judged and often 
found wanting or denied opportunities to express themselves. 
 

They're able to start touching instruments and experimenting and doing all those things that they 
quite possibly haven't been allowed to do since nursery, because every time they've touched an 
instrument, they haven't stopped at the right time. Every time they touch an instrument, they 
played something that might be really creative, and I might go, oh, that's a brilliant rhythm you've 
done there, even though it's not quite when you were meant to do it. (Ann) 

 
Rodrigo began his programme by playing for the children and encouraging them to just play. 
 

Usually here in Brazil, adolescents and children in communities, they are not encouraged to 
express themselves. So the reason that I played is because I wanted to let them know that during 
this course, it's an active course and it involves them exposing themselves by playing to everyone 
else. Not only like theoretical knowledge or, you know, a presentation by the end of the course. 
No, it's just constant exposure. I want to make it very informal for people to do the presentation 
of their songs, you know, not a formal environment where you go when you present your song, 
but more informal, more, you know, fluid to remove the resistance that are some nervousness to 
make the environment more comfortable for them to express themselves. (Rodrigo)  
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Ann recognises that for many people music is not learned in classes but is primarily self-taught. 
 

Beautiful moment of Kavon getting his ukulele and playing it for us, after hearing me play. He was 
excited and animated, and I want to think of things I can send to help him develop that interest at 
home – links etc. Reminder that so many of the wonderful musicians I play with are self-taught, 
and that home learning with links is even more possible now than ever, for those with internet 
access, with so many great resources on YouTube. (Ann) 

 

Children’s creativity as the driver 
 
All the projects were firmly focused on utilising the children’s creativity as the main source of 
curriculum: from improvised rhythms in Florida, to soundscapes in Brazil, to instrument 
exploration in Birmingham, to songwriting in Australia. The idea that most if not all of the 
material would come from the children themselves and that this would be acknowledged and 
celebrated was a unifying idea. All the leaders were concerned with the young people’s 
development of autonomy and empowerment and could see no room, at least in these projects, 
for a set, pre-determined curriculum. Rodrigo found that his students were new to this 
approach but felt it important for their development as young citizens. 
 

In any social projects in favelas, people always come and tell them what to do and how to do it 
and give the frame, you know, bigger or smaller. It’s there’s always a frame. So I value the 
protagonism of the child or the student, so that’s why I give this freedom and they’re not used to 
have this freedom to just do whatever they want without any frame, you know? And it’s why I, 
because I really want the person to start seeing themselves as the protagonists, to value their 
action, to value what they know. (Rodrigo) 

 
Shared ownership 
 
The leaders shared ownership with the participants, in many cases co-creating with the young 
people. This strengthened the collegial atmosphere and enabled the young people to take more 
power and control for themselves. 
 

It's a pedagogy of suggestion, not provocation, suggestion from me to the kids and absolutely 
reactive from me. I give them an essentially little more than a suggested outcome. I do not direct. I 
do not make artistic decisions at all. 

Behind the pedagogy is very definitely facilitating the creation of an agreed format, being a song. 
Content concepts, etc., entirely from them, not from me. (Graham) 

 
Don talks about changing roles, letting the students become the teacher. 
 

Dances from hip-hop are familiar to the students and should be included (school appropriate) to 
the activities. This was appreciated by the students on both sides. This lets the students become 
the teachers. This was done to the song Old Town Road. Students can state the dance and then 
teach it using the camera next time as a more communicative interaction during the lessons. (Don) 
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Case study in reflective practice: Group songwriting 
Graham Sattler’s reflections 

We started with coming up with words or sentences that were meaningful or relevant or of 
interest to the children. From that point, we determined the rhythm and the intonation of 
the words. And then we put those words or sentences into a verse, a verse structure and go 
from there.  

I prompted in terms of saying, “Well have a look at the text. Is there any sort of theme or is 
there a sense of what the words are about? So far so good?” If they say “no”, then that's 
totally irrelevant. So it's about them coming up with words, deciding how those words might 
nicely go together, observing what they've got at most points along the way. 

I would prompt them to consider, to sort of stand back and consider what appears to be 
emerging in terms of a theme or a sort of a subject matter. And I would ask them to say the 
lines and then I would observe the rhythm that appeared, that was coming from the series of 
words that they would say. I would then repeat that back to them as a rhythm, observing 
what they did say. 

“Does that sound right?” If they say “yes”, then that's how we would fit the words to the 
melody. The melody came from the intonation in the words they were doing. Their sentence. 
Obviously, there's always an intonation in a sequence of words so the melody emerged from 
that. 

“I'll give you the chorus. They had a stormy night, right?” So I notated the stormy night and I 
played it on the keyboard at the pitch that they set with their voice. And there's the hook. I'll 
explain that's a hook and what the normal function of that sort of thing is in a song. The first 
line of the song was something like, “I like to go out in the Storm” or something like that. And 
the intonation of it was “tot da da da da dum.” 

So I took the pitch and played that back to them on the keyboard and said, “This is what that 
sounds like to me, do you want to do it?” So we established that was accurate. And there we 
have the first line of text and music and the rhythm. Then we'd look to see what followed in 
terms of their next line and if we got a few crazy lines; crazy in terms of, you know, whether 
or not, like there was there was a line about spaghetti and that wouldn't necessarily seem to 
follow. 

But then one of the girls decided that the spaghetti was the rain. Rain, like, if you sometimes 
see a slowed down photo of rain, they look like long straight strips of something. So I've 
incorporated that. But each of those lines had both a rhythm, which I would repeat back to 
them. Then they would say it and it would also have a contour. So that's the way that we 
came up with both the melody, the rhythm in the words. 

The only sort of suggestion or tip that I would make to them in relation to that was to 
present it as sung rather than chanted text 

And then we got to the second line and we would do the same thing. And we do the first line 
and then the second line. And I would say, “So does that fit well? Do we need to make any 
changes to make it, you know, better or to make it feel more sort of rhythmically satisfying?” 

Sometimes they'd come up with words that had four syllables or whatever that didn't fit the 
rhythm. So I would identify that things could be changed if they wanted, but I would not 
come up with the solutions so they would determine the narrative. 
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With the very first line of text, we applied music to that so that we were developing almost 
alongside each other, the text and the music. 

Then we started to talk about how many choruses we might have, how many verses and they 
said three. I notated it only because I thought, and I would always do this frankly, to present 
the oral form, you know, to map it as notation, because at some point in time, whoever the 
cohort is, it might be relevant to some or all or few to know that that this oral form can be 
recorded, can be mapped and formally notated.  

I also did a rough garage band recording of what they had done thus far so that I could play 
that each week so they could hear that what they had created and then it also helped them 
to remember, to learn it, to continue on from there. 

	
Caring for both individuals and the group 
 
The music leaders were aware of the needs and identity of the group, including their sense of 
developing community and of difference, and the leaders also looked out for the needs of each 
individual, so they were never an ‘anonymous class’.  
 
Cultural relevance and familiarity with the music of the cohort 
 
Both Don and Graham highlighted cultural relevancy as part of their approach. They were both 
working with communities from different ethnic backgrounds to themselves. 
 

Cultural relevance is not instructing away from and accepting issues or values that they want to 
express. (Don) 
 

Don uses students’ own dance moves as a starting point for musical improvisation. 
 

Students create dances on their own (typically from their neighbourhoods) and that allows cultural 
relevancy into the classroom. These are then shared. (Don)  

 
Graham looks for opportunities to incorporate Indigenous language into the children’s 
songwriting. 
 

It can't be of pedagogical value if it is not a process of serving their inquisitiveness and their 
interest. One child mentions a Wiradjuri word for horse, actually. I believe that's because she had 
just learned it. I felt therefore we could celebrate her interest and her apparent pride in knowing 
the word and liking the word. So there was an opportunity to build that pride, that ownership, 
that interest that she and the others then had by weaving it into this expressive vehicle that 
they're creating, that I'm facilitating. (Graham) 

 
Reading the group and responding 
 
Reading what is happening in the room and responding to it in the moment to increase the 
engagement, maintain the flow, predict and avoid negative behaviour or become aware of a 
potential contribution, all lie close to the centre of the practitioners’ practice on these projects. 
Ann relates reading the room to a dynamic sense of momentum. 
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Momentum is incredibly important. I would say it comes from, I guess, reading the room and 
within PRUs2 you get very honed in reading the room and you have to move activities along at 
probably a faster pace than you may do within a mainstream setting. So you have to keep a 
certain pace going and you might keep going back to certain subjects rather than spending a long 
time focused on them. So you're doing more of a spider diagram than a linear lesson 
So it's going in trying to keep my momentum and my flow going. I tend to have maybe three or 
four areas that I'm focusing on during a session and within a mainstream session I may be more 
linear about where those sections come with an approach. Because I want to keep the flow 
momentum going, I will go in between those different topics or areas several times to keep the 
children's focus. (Ann) 

 
Don reads the room as a matter of course, partly because many of his students are non-verbal. 
He uses what he sees to reinforce positive behaviour. 
 

The first thing I do is look for positive overt behavioural responses, right? Positive overt 
behavioural responses where before those kids might have to throw the pencil at each other if 
given the opportunity or teasing each other or getting in an argument with each other to where 
they have to call the BRT, have them removed, what have you. Now I'm looking for positive over 
behaviour responses where they're looking at each other. 
They smile. One starts in, probably the other starts involving. I want that and then by having that, I 
can reinforce that verbally by saying, man, you guys work together so great, you guys. And 
normally that is the quote, special education side is looking for the positive responses because 
these students have speech and language challenges. So you want to look for the eye gaze, you 
want to look for the smiles; you want to look for movement. (Don) 

 
Aspects of personal development alongside musical development 
 
Some leaders wanted to make change happen within the individuals, to help them feel 
empowered or confident or to give them leadership skills and affect their behaviour going 
forward. As Don describes: 
 

The underlying dynamic is one of leadership. The leadership component is to help promote this 
positive trait in students in the mainstreamed class who could benefit from positive behavioural 
experiences. Students’ who are given an opportunity to be a leader before it is deserved is an 
effective way of moving them forward several steps and developing their identity of self in the 
role. 

When I see a student doing something positive, I say that is being a leader. Rather than focus on 
undesired behaviours. You are making the right decision to establish your part in this group. You 
are engaging with everyone. A fluid definition is better than a specific one. Being a leader is 
inspiring others to make good choices.  
When you keep them in a structured setting where they have the opportunity to take ownership 
and they have the opportunity to engage and you have dynamic inclusion where you're actually 
not just working to help the student with a disability, but also the, quote, average student to learn 
these kinds of communication skills, to learn these kinds of empathy skills, to learn these kinds of 
self-empowerment, like the power structure of what students, what kind of powers they have 
because of this.  

	
2	Units for children that are not able to be in mainstream school, often because of their behaviour.	
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Rhythm accuracy and musicality while becoming increasingly evident with each lesson is a 
secondary purpose. (Don) 

 

Using music fundamentals as building blocks 
	
Basic beat 
 
Using basic beat or pulse is a commonplace in working with groups. Don develops pulse work 
with his special educational needs children while the others can use this as a springboard. It 
allows both groups to make important contributions to an exciting piece of music. 
 

Bringing up the variation makes it more exciting for them because it's like, hey, I'm a part of this 
whole rhythm thing that's going on that isn't just keeping the beat and they're an active member 
in it. And it kind of enhances that sense of being an active member because they're hearing all the 
cool things they are playing with. So now they're a part of this really cool thing. 

They can hear the syncopation going on. They can hear the dynamics going on. They can hear the 
improvisation going on with them keeping a steady beat. And it helps them keep a better steady 
beat. And then we can work on dynamics because they're around other kids performing dynamics. 
The modelling is taking place and you need that modelling to take place. (Don) 

 

Basic conceptual tools coming out of improvisation 
 
While the musicians never taught the groups as a traditional class with pre-set musicianship 
objectives or a focus on technical matters, they were keen that the young people could take 
musical concepts away with them and use them in other situations. This was done essentially by 
stealth. Once the musician recognised a concept that the young person had improvised on or 
put into the music, the musician then offered the knowledge about that concept and how it 
could be used to the group. This was a successful approach, enabling the children to be 
empowered with new useable knowledge while not overly disrupting the creative flow of the 
session. 
 
Ann was quite sensitive to this stealth-like learning, and she tried to link it to other non-musical 
skills the children were learning. She also expanded the way she taught concepts in order to 
increase engagement. 
 

Learnt the terms piano and forte on the hoof, as one member of the class melting down earlier 
was now asleep. Linked well to Feliz Navidad, in language terms, as we discussed Spanish, Italian 
and makaton. 
Used a little notation film today. One child was in danger of retreating, as they associate notation 
with guitar – which they love – but this was not on guitar. Keeping child engaged when reading 
through note patterns as association of reading is also difficult, made me think on feet - adding 
dance moves, air guitar and lyrics helped - physicalising the score. Retreat averted. Stayed in 
session till end, and sang solo. (Ann) 

 
Graham helped the group with concepts because he knew they would come up in other school-
based situations and that learning them while they were engaged with him would help his 
group feel more confident when these things came up later.  
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And then during the sessions I can then show, firstly we write the words etc. on a whiteboard. 
Then I, then I formulate the words to traditional Western European notation so that they say a 
stave etc. so they can see how the musical elements that they are developing are recorded in 
standard Western European notation. The reason that we're using that is because that's sort of 
common and the sort of notation that they have come across or will come across in school 
Also, we did cover some basic terminology because also I know that it knew at some point 
somebody would say something about high or low, you know, which of course they did when we 
were looking at the range within which they would sing. (Graham) 

CONCLUSION 
 
The Reflecting Difference programme was successful in bringing together some of the most 
experienced educators across different countries to share their practice, learn from the projects 
they were involved in, and affirm each other’s purpose and ways of working. Over the course of 
the programme, all of the practitioners became more involved in and more adept at reflective 
practice, and I, as the project lead, also significantly developed my skills in reflective mentoring. 
One outcome is that Ann Jones and I are now developing a national programme of reflective 
mentoring for music educators working with children in challenging circumstances in the UK. 
Our approach will be solidly based on the learnings from this programme.  
 
Despite Covid-19, there was good engagement from the young people throughout the 
programme in each project area. The feedback received indicates that it was successful and 
engaging for many of those young people.  
 
Having worked as a community music practitioner for the last 36 years, I recognise the areas of 
inclusive musical pedagogy and approach highlighted by the team as forming the core essentials 
of this work. The sample size is too small to say that the approaches and areas outlined in this 
document are the main cornerstones of all musically inclusive education, but they provide a 
starting point for further research and debate.  
 
The message is that it is not enough to merely work with young people in their often-
challenging contexts. The leaders’ approach should be to share ownership and encourage self-
expression, leadership and a musically active citizenship from the young people involved. The 
journey and empowerment of young people is at the centre of these projects, with each 
designed with this goal in mind. 
 
Don DeVito highlights the importance of this work in creating pathways for inclusion and 
progression for his students. 
 

Students with special needs, especially in arts education, don't have the opportunity to have 
instruction beyond elementary in music education, because once you get to middle school, it's an 
audition thing or it's an ability thing where it's like, well, we can't accommodate you. And then 
when you get to high school, you have marching band. How do you have the opportunity for a 
student to have to be in a marching band with a disability if they didn't have instruction? 

Then you're not going to have the opportunity to be a member of society in the arts because 
you're always going to kind of be set aside. (Don) 
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Ann Jones talks about the emotional struggle of the students and how it can be shut down. She 
believes it is an important part of applied empathy, a way to understand and humanise the 
young people we are working with. 
 

I think sometimes within mainstream, we're seeing young people being shut down and 
discouraged from showing extremes of extreme struggles. So we don't necessarily acknowledge 
those moments where they've progressed a lot because they don't show the struggle and within 
the settings with very vulnerable people, we do see the struggle more. 
I would very much be an advocate of showing the struggle, because when you share in the 
struggle, the achievement makes it all the sweeter. (Ann)  

 
I leave the final words to Ann who highlights why these creative approaches can have a lifetime 
impact beyond instrumental learning: 
 

Music is a huge tool of expression and we can use it within society and within community 
as currency for change. To give people agency and to be able to express themselves is far 
wider than you've learned to do a song, you've learned to play an instrument. (Ann) 
 

Dissemination 
 
Now that this report has been completed, several of the music leaders will disseminate it in 
conferences in their own countries. The one exception may be Graham Sattler, who now lives 
and works in New Zealand. In addition, the team will present a blended virtual and face-to-face 
symposium on the programme at the International Society for Music Education World 
Conference in Brisbane, July 2022, which will offer an opportunity to exchange ideas with 
colleagues from around the world. 
 
 


