WRITE A SONG AND SING IT!
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Participants

*  Young people from the Harris Academy Bermondsey (HAB) studying GCSE
Music, many of whom have considerable potential and talent but limited
experience in songwriting and vocal training.

¢ Children and young people from the Apollo Youth Choir, Crockham Hill,
Kent, some of whom were as young as six years old. Some had attempted
songwriting before, but none had been able to write anything down.

* Five Young Music Leaders from the Purcell School’s IMPULSE Outreach
Group all of whom are singer/songwriters and aged 17. Two of these have
achieved their Gold Arts Award (the Arts equivalent of the D of E Awards).

¢ Alison Cox OBE, Head of Composition and Outreach Creative Director, The
Purcell School, Founder and Co-Director, The Commonwealth Resounds

* Graham Dinnage GTCL, LTCL, LGSM, Lecturer at Guildhall School of Music
and Drama, and Director of the Apollo Youth Choir and the forthcoming
Commonwealth Festival Choir

* Lucie Treacher — Young Music Mentor aged 19 (composer/singer/songwriter,
formerly from the Purcell School, now studying at SOAS). Lucie has travelled
to many parts of the world as an outreach volunteer, and is one of the 2014
Ten Outstanding Young People of the UK (TOYP).

* Dr Vivienne Cox, Manager of the Apollo Youth Choir and the Commonwealth
Festival Choir. Vivienne’s organisation was key to the success of this project.

* Robyn Kiiru and Sara Farina, Musical Directors from the Harris Academy
Bermondsey. These excellent, dedicated teachers, along with Viki Faithful,
who directs the HAB choir will be crucial to the development of the
Commonwealth Festival Choir, and they helped support and encourage the
Bermondsey pupils throughout the whole project.

* Martin Wess B.A. (Slade, Chelsea) Martin is an artist and sculptor who is
experienced in photographing outreach work sensitively and discreetly.



Background to the project

Pupils from HAB and the Purcell School working on lyrics for their song

Alison Cox, Graham Dinnage and Vivienne Cox have been collaborating with the
Harris Academy Bermondsey who have generously agreed to work with us to
recreate the Commonwealth Festival Choir, originally founded in Uganda for events
linked to CHOGM (the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings) in 2007.

Everyone felt that it would be wonderful to create some brand-new repertoire for
the choir by encouraging young people to write their own songs. This is easy for
Purcell School pupils who receive regular tuition in musical composition, but not so
straightforward for other pupils who do not have this specialist provision.

This is why we decided to create the project ‘Write a Song and Sing it’ so that Purcell
pupils with leadership and outreach training could have a chance to work with
musically talented younger pupils from Harris Academy Bermondsey and elsewhere.

Friday October 10"

Five Purcell School pupils, Alison Cox, Lucie Treacher and Martin Wess travelled in a
minibus from the Purcell School in Watford to Kent (the journey took 2 hours and 40
mins). The Young Music Leaders, Steph, Jess, Jack, Emily and Sophie had been
rehearing and planning carefully for the trip, and they brought with them lots of
songs, warmups and project ideas.



On Friday evening, they performed to guests at a supper party given by Jennifer
Christie, one of the kind local people who agreed to accommodate them. Everyone
loved the lively, varied musical programme organised by the Purcell School pupils.

Saturday October 11"

Emily, a 17-year-old music leader, runs enjoyable warmups with workshop participants aged 6-10

At 9 a.m. everyone arrived at Crockham Hill Village Hall for the first workshop, for
children aged 6 — 10 from Graham and Vivienne’s Apollo Youth Choir. The five
Purcell School students, with support from Alison, Graham and Lucie Treacher had
planned a series of active fun-packed vocal ‘warmups’ for the group. These helped
give the children confidence and enabled us to bring everyone together socially.

The Young Music Leaders used a range of different techniques in their introduction,
including ‘call and response’ where children copied vocal and physical examples
given by the leaders, improvising musical gestures and sounds which were then
developed by the group, learning chants, short songs and combining musical ideas
together. At first, the Purcell students were timid and a bit hesitant, but after some
encouragement from Lucie and Alison, they were soon leading with confidence.

Choosing their text ready to compose a new song together



There were some lovely poems and writings for the groups to use for inspiration
from different Commonwealth countries, chosen and prepared carefully by Vivienne.
She even composed a beautiful poem herself, called ‘Who guides the Swallow?’,
describing amongst other things how the small bird travels great distances between
Europe and Africa. Some groups used the poems just as they were, and others
adapted them.

Poems for inspiration, chosen by Vivienne from different Commonwealth countries

Although the children were very young, all were able to contribute creative ideas to
the songwriting process, even the youngest, who was just six years old. Purcell
School pupils have been trained to work closely and sensitively with children, and to
encourage them to use and develop their ideas.

One little boy aged 8 threw

himself wholeheartedly into

the new project. He did not
mind at all being the only boy

in the group of children, and

immediately struck up a

rapport with Jack, who was

the only male singer in the
group from the Purcell School.

The little boy managed to sing,

to play the cello and as well as

this, to conduct the beginning

of his group’s new

composition.

He said to Alison afterwards “/

didn’t think that it would be so
much fun!”

When the songs were performed at the end of the morning, all the children were
either singing the songs themselves, or were actively involved in other ways. There
was a delightful song using an Australian poem called ‘Mary Had a Little Shark’ sung
by Anya and Madeleine, with a lively accompaniment by Emily.



A touching little song inspired by the Irish poem ‘Michael Finnegan’ was composed
by Aimee and Amélie, both aged 7. They wrote all the words and Sophie helped
them with the tune. The words were all about their friendship!

Then we heard a beautiful piece about a swan, adapted from and Indian poem sung
by Jessica, Iris and Yasmin, who also invented a lovely expressive dance to go with it.
The final song used a funny poem from Cameroon about Ol Roger, who was buried
under an apple tree, featuring an old woman picking up apples and O’ Roger rising
up from his grave and giving her a kick! Stephanie, Jack, Alice and Matthew poured
creative ideas into this piece, using harmony, long notes, the cello and ‘body
percussion’ to give it colour and interest.
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First public performances of the new songs, performed by children and Purcell School pupils

The afternoon workshop

Lucie Treacher teaching the afternoon group a Scottish wedding song called ‘Si Morag’

The Purcell School singers were (mostly) very pleased with their morning workshop.
They said goodbye to the children and then settled down to a nice sandwich lunch.
They began to discuss with not a little apprehension the forthcoming workshop with
a much larger group of teenagers — 11 GCSE pupils from the Harris Academy
Bermondsey (HAB), and 8 pupils aged 11-14 from the Apollo Youth Choir.



A few questions asked by the Purcell pupils as they ate their lunch...

“Will they be grumpy and teenagerish and not want to do anything?”
‘What happens if they don’t listen to us and think that our ideas are rubbish?”
“What shall we do if they hate us and start to misbehave?”

Alison, Lucie and Graham tried to reassure them, as a minibus drew into the car park
outside and lots of tall, mature-looking girls started to get out. Lucie had spoken to
the Purcellians earlier and advised them to be kind, friendly and take an active
interest in the HAB and Apollo pupils as they arrived.

Shortly after arrival, all the pupils were sitting happily in a circle with the Purcellians
and Lucie, introducing themselves and speaking about their interests in a friendly,
personable manner. No-one felt in any way awkward nor excluded.

After some very well-organised
and much more confident
warmups from the Purcellians and
Lucie, they all divided into groups,
chose their texts and started to
compose music. The Purcell
students each worked with a
mixed age group of 2-4 younger
pupils.

Hardworking HAB pupils writing and planning their songs with Young Music Leader Sophie

The young people from HAB and the Apollo Youth Choir were enthusiastic,
hardworking and very rewarding to work with. The Purcellians soon relaxed and
were able to use their leadership training to full advantage as they discussed the
songs, supported the young people and encouraged them to sing.



One or two pupils from HAB who thought that they could not sing, discovered by the
end of the afternoon that they could after all. One of them, Millie, even agreed to
sing a solo in her group’s composition with Nancy and Jess. Everyone was very
impressed by her courage and determination — and by her promising voice! The HAB
teachers, Robyn and Sara managed to recruit some new singers for their school choir
(directed by Viki Faithful), and they were particularly happy about this.
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Stephanie’s group composing music for ‘Who Guides the Swallow?’

Although most participants were writing songs in groups, three particularly talented
pupils, Precious, Imogen and Poppy, decided to write their own songs
independently. Alison, Graham and Lucie gave them all individual support as they did
this.

Young composers writing their own songs

The whole place was buzzing with compositional activity. Every space was filled with
groups of songwriters, all beavering away! It was an exciting, vibrant atmosphere!



Graham Dinnage and Lucie Treacher

There were two people in particular whose outstanding contribution to the project
made a real difference, and without whom it would undoubtedly not have worked as
well as it did.

One of these was the Key Tutor, Graham Dinnage. Graham’s professional vocal and
keyboard expertise helped many groups pull their songs together, shape the
melodies and organise the harmony. He quietly and kindly enabled them to make
sense of their ideas and to run them through in a way that sounded musical and
convincing.

==l L | Graham’s detailed
¥ mentoring of the three
individual composers
was very helpful indeed.
They were able to pull
together their ideas,
and it meant a lot to
them to have such a
distinguished musician
taking a personal
interest in their work.

As the songs neared completion, Graham was also very much in demand as an
accompanist and vocal consultant as the groups rehearsed their new pieces.



In the final concert at the end of
the day, Graham’s musical skills
were employed time and time
again as the different pieces
were performed to an
enthusiastic audience of parents
and friends.

Thank you from all of us at the
Purcell School Graham, for your
quiet generous expertise in so
many different directions and
for all your hard work and
commitment to this lovely,
successful project.

The other person who made an amazingly unforgettable impact was Lucie Treacher
from Scotland. Lucie brought with her a Scandinavian Nyckelharpa (a keyed fiddle)
which she had been learning. This was a great source of interest, and was even used
by the young composers in a couple of songs!
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Lucie teaching the audience ‘Si Morag’ with her Nyckelharpa

Lucie was here, there and everywhere, helping, supporting, encouraging and
enabling young people in their songwriting. She offered a friendly ear to anyone who
needed it, and was able to give them the confidence needed to move ideas forward



Her charismatic, engaging approach drew people together and inspired the young
participants to give of their best when she was working with them. However, Lucie
was by no means all ‘sweetness and light’. She ticked off the Purcell School pupils
roundly after their first session for being disorganised and a bit wishy-washy in their
vocal warmups! As a result, they pulled themselves up a few notches and were much
more confident and focused in the afternoon when working with the older pupils.

Lucie Treacher working with individual songwriters

Thank you for all your hard work, initiative and enthusiasm, Lucie!

Running a vocal warmup called ‘Che Che Coolay’

At the end of the afternoon, everyone moved to the nearby Primary School Hall for a
performance of all 12 new songs written throughout the day. There was a small but
enthusiastically proud audience of parents, siblings and friends.

The senior group’s songs were really impressive, beautifully shaped and harmonised,
and many of them sung in three or more parts. They produced some excellent work!
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Emily, Katy, Eloise and Lisa composed an attractive part-song
based upon a poem called ‘The Canary’ by Elizabeth Turner

Stephanie, Connie, Fatoumata and Durga used Vivienne’s original
poem ‘Who Guides the Swallow?’ and wrote a hauntingly
beautiful melody and chord sequence for it.

Jess, Nancy and Millie used a spiritual poem called ‘Wayfarin’
Stranger’. This was an excellent piece, with three strong vocal
lines in it.

A very impressive solo piece was written and sung by Precious,
accompanied by Lucie. Precious used a poem from Ghana called
‘Shining on’. There were also two other excellent solo pieces
written and sung by Poppy and Imogen.

Sophie’s group (Natalie, Ibukun and Michelle) likewise also
combined two poems in a very interesting, imaginative way, one
called ‘The Rainbow’ by Christina Rossetti and ‘Waiting’ by
Nigerian poet Niyi Onsudare.

Jack’s group (Anna, Megan, Vanessa and Danqing) showed a
great deal of enterprise and combined two poems — one by Emily
Dickinson called ‘Hope is The Thing with Feathers’ and another
one called ‘Dreams’ by Afro-American poet Langston Hughes.
This was a really attractive, memorable song, accompanied by
Jack on the ukelele.

‘Dreams are made of Feathers’ — by Young Music Leader Jack’s group

The workshop ended on a high note, with lots of group photos on mobile phones,

email addresses exchanged, Facebook postings and new friendships formed.
Many of the songs will now be written up and developed.
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Sunday October 12"

No Sunday lie-ins for the hardworking team after Saturday’s workshop! The Purcell
singers, Lucie, Graham, Alison and Vivienne were all up early to sing in the local
church service, and to prepare for their final concert before returning to Watford.
They did this cheerfully in spite of a myriad of colds, coughs and sore throats!

One special highlight from this concert was the group’s joint performance of ‘Steal
Away’ from Michael Tippett’s 5 Spirituals. This was well sung, and resonated
beautifully in the church’s excellent acoustics. Other highlights included solo items
from all 5 Purcellian singers and a rousingly energetic performance of ‘Chatanooga
Choo Choo!” Again, there was a highly appreciative local audience.

After the concert, everyone went for a delicious lunch together at a nice pizza
restaurant in Edenbridge, had tea and cake with Graham and Vivienne and set off
back to the Purcell School. Goodbye everyone —and thank you for a great time!
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Feedback from parents, participants and teachers!

“Fantastic day - thank you to you both and those extremely versatile and
welcoming young music leaders from the Purcell Music School. | can't
believe 17 year olds can turn out like that!”

“Yasmin was surprised that she could be part of composing a new song! And
she really enjoyed it!”

‘I was really sad to go - it was the best outreach trip EVER! ( Steph, aged 17)

“I thought Saturday's workshop was an inspiration. What a talented group
from the Purcell School!”

“Thank you so much for Saturday's workshop - it was a fabulous and
productive experience for the choir and one they would have been very
unlikely to get anywhere else. Iris particularly appreciated (in her words) how
you can use simple everyday ideas like drawing lines to compose a piece of
quite complicated music.”

“I thought that the workshop was a great success. Madeleine really enjoyed
it, and it did wonders for her confidence. | felt very emotional watching her!”

“Katy would like you to know that she really enjoyed the workshop last
weekend. She liked both the writing and the performing!”

“I thought that teaching secondary aged pupils to sing and compose would
be a non-starter for me, but | now know that | can definitely do this, and it
would be great to do it again!’ (Jack, aged 17)

“Anna and Megan had a wonderful time and really learnt lots about
composition and how to make and appreciate music . . . I, too, enjoyed this
very much and | will be your very first helper if you ever do this again as it was
pretty inspirational.”

“It was utterly brilliant — thank you so much! | loved helping the little kids and
those Bermondsey guys!” ( Sophie, aged 17)

Amélie (age 7) said “It was much better than | had thought. | was sad that |
couldn't do the performance but | still enjoyed composing and singing. | was
impressed that the Purcell school students could play so many different
musical instruments. | really liked being in my group with Sophie and Aimee.
Overall, it was really, really fun!"

“Our students and staff at Bermondsey have spoken in glowing terms re

everyone they worked with, including your Young Music Leaders. This really
does feel like the start of an excellent partnership.”
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Next Steps

Several of the songs composed during the ‘Write a Song and Sing It workshop were
highly memorable and well-composed and deserve to be heard by a wider audience.
We are now planning how the songs can be scored, arranged and orchestrated, and
developed for performance by the Commonwealth Festival Choir, Apollo Youth Choir
and the HAB choir. The team will be working together to seek funding to create a
repertoire of finished (and published?) songs, all conceived and written by this
talented group of young composers.

Documentation by Alison Cox
Photographs by Martin Wess

21 October 2014
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