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2. Glossary 

Learning Disability  
 
According to the UK national charity Royal Mencap, Learning Disability is a reduced intellectual ability and 
difficulty with everyday activities – for example household tasks, socialising or managing money – which affects 
someone for their whole life. People with a learning disability tend to take longer to learn and may need support 
to develop new skills, understand complicated information and interact with other people.  
 
Developmental Disability (US equivalent of UK’s ‘Learning Disability’) 
 
Developmental Disability is the term used in the USA for Learning Disability. For the purpose of this report, I have 
chosen to use the UK term ‘Learning Disability’ because of the target audience. However, readers in the USA 
should not confuse my use of Learning Disability with the American use of this term which covers disorders that 
inhibit the ability to process and retain information, such as Dyslexia. 

 
Accessible Education 

Accessible Education means universally available to all, regardless of disability or disadvantage. 
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3. Personal Profile 

I am a classically trained musician, teacher and composer. I studied at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, 
Kings College London, Royal Academy of Music and Institute of Education. I hold a Bachelor of Music degree 
(BMus), Master of Music degree (MMus), Post Graduate Certificate of Education (PGCE) and the National 
Professional Qualification for Headteachers (NPQH).  
 
I am the founder and CEO of an award-winning music education and performance service for people with learning 
disabilities called The Music Man Project. I won the Kids Count Inspiration Best Creative Contribution Award, 
reached the final of the Music Teacher Awards for Excellence twice (Special Educational Needs category), won the 
Lions International Outstanding Contribution to the Community Award and was highly commended at the Festival 
of Learning Awards by the Learning and Work Institute. I was made a Paul Harris Fellow by Rotary International 
for furthering understanding of people with learning disabilities across the world. My teaching is the basis of a 
PhD research study into the effect of active music participation on well-being for adults with learning disabilities 
at the Royal College of Music. I have presented my students at the Royal College of Psychiatrists to celebrate 
World Mental Health Day, published a songbook and E-book, and released an amazon chart-topping charity 
single. I have raised over £200,000 for charitable causes since 2009. 
 
I campaign for people with learning disabilities to receive the best possible music education and for their equal 
right to perform at the world’s most famous theatres and concert venues. My journey began with one student 
who inspired me to teach music for its own sake rather than explore clinical and corrective music therapy. I made 
a promise that one day he would perform at the Royal Albert Hall. I set up a weekly music school for children and 
adults, devised new teaching strategies and wrote songs specifically for my growing number of students to 
perform. Many years later, I discovered that my teaching was having a life-changing impact on my students so I 
left my job as a Deputy Head Teacher in a mainstream secondary school to establish ‘The Music Man Project’ as a 
unique, full-time provision. Following a letter of encouragement from the UK Prime Minister, I now share my 
experience and expertise to help other people duplicate my service around the country and the rest of the world 
for free. 
 
I have established a global network of specialist music education and performance providers who use my delivery 
model to train the learning-disabled to become respected musicians in their communities. My teaching and 
original music has reached communities across the UK and in South Africa, India, Nepal and the Philippines. My 
UK students performed twice at the West End’s London Palladium, broke a Guinness World Record, performed to 
Royalty, appeared on a mainstream TV advert for the National Lottery and, after my 20-year campaign, played the 
Royal Albert Hall in my spectacular original concert production called ‘Music is Magic’. The performance featured 
200 of my musicians with learning disabilities from around the country, supported by symphony orchestra, choirs 
and special guests. It was watched by an audience of 3000 people and received national TV and radio coverage. 

 
Personal Profile YouTube link: The Music Man Project’s Magical Musical Journey  
 

 
 With Music Man Project UK Resident Drummer, Daniel Camacho at the London Palladium  
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4. Executive Summary  

A learning disability is a reduced intellectual ability and difficulty with everyday activities which affects someone 
for their whole life. People with a learning disability take longer to learn and may need support to develop new 
skills, understand complicated information and interact with other people.1  

 
People with learning disabilities have an increased risk of suffering from mental health illness, dementia, 
loneliness and Hate Crime. They often place a high burden of care on families, social workers and the NHS. Their 
journey from isolation in mental hospitals where they were treated as sick patients to today’s more typical care in 
the community is a comparatively recent change. Whilst this has been accompanied by progress in relation to 
physical access to buildings, education and employment rights, the next vanguard for this once-forgotten section 
of society is equal access to opportunity. What is only recently being discovered is that opportunities to enjoy 
activities like music, in which the individual can feel valued as a creative and expressive performer, have a hugely 
beneficial impact on their sense of identity, purpose and wellbeing. Music education leading to performance 
doesn’t just give them a voice to express themselves; it gives them a platform to shine. For someone with a 
learning disability such a chance to release their innermost feelings can be utterly transformative.   
  
I set out to research opportunities in music education and performance for children and adults with learning 
disabilities in New York. Having previously taught around the world, I wanted to learn something new to 
reinvigorate my own teaching, inspire my national network of tutors, inform academic research and influence 
policymakers in the UK – where there is desperate need for reform and investment, particularly in communities 
currently outside of The Music Man Project regions. I sought to understand New York’s music teaching as 
opposed to Music Therapy, their facilities, instruments and equipment, their performance opportunities and 
funding streams and organisation structures which underpin their approach. I visited special schools, community 
colleges, universities, music conservatoires, charities, museums, performance venues and even the UN to gain a 
holistic understanding of the attitudes, opportunities and services available for people with learning disabilities in 
the USA.  
 
I found a similar picture to the UK, in which everyone valued and desired more accessible music education, and 
loved the idea of providing memorable performance experiences, but there was no centrally prescribed method 
to achieve it and no umbrella organisation to sustain it. In fact, everyone I spoke to was as interested in my work 
in the UK as I was in theirs in New York. However, as is often the case in the learning-disability sector, there were 
isolated pockets of truly outstanding work, real innovation driven by individuals who have dedicated their lives for 
the benefit of this highly vulnerable, misunderstood and largely neglected group of people. I was particularly 
impressed by the teaching, partnerships and facilities. Everywhere I visited I observed something different that I 
could incorporate into my own teaching. In some cases, it surpassed anything I had seen both in the UK and the 
rest of the world. The experience also challenged my own misconceptions and opened my mind to more 
possibilities. Having hoped to find the best services in New York, I returned with the feeling that I had in fact 
discovered world-leading innovation that had to be urgently shared across the United Kingdom. 
 
I had extolled the virtues of group-based pure music education leading to public performance for 20 years before 
my Churchill Fellowship. My mantras of high expectations, innate musicality and training students to become 
respected musical performers were, until recently, largely ignored by the establishment which focused on music 
therapy, tokenistic inclusion or one-off workshops that only demonstrate what my people could not have on a 
regular basis. Imagine my joy therefore when I met like-minded education campaigners who were on the same 
journey as me thousands of miles away.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1Summarised from the Royal Mencap website 
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I was struck by remarkable musicianship shown by a group of blind singers whose vocal improvisation rivalled the 
best New York jazz clubs. I witnessed blossoming relationships between university music undergraduates and 
local learning-disabled adults. I observed industry professionals inspiring learning-disabled musicians by their skill 
and generosity of time, and learning-disabled musicians inspiring industry professionals by their freedom of 
expression and friendship. My previous thinking was challenged by the effectiveness of adapted musical 
instruments and the usefulness of communication technology in music lessons. Most memorable of all, I visited a 
stunning purpose-built facility called Daniel’s Music Foundation. It was built specifically to value, promote and 
provide the best music education and performance opportunities for everyone, regardless of their disability or 
disadvantage. It was a music conservatoire for Special Educational Needs, and it is unmatched anywhere in the 
UK.   
 
The following recommendations will raise awareness, enhance provision and increase impact across the UK: 
 
Recommendations 

1. Life-long music education should be accessible to more people with learning disabilities across the UK 
 
2. Assistive communication devices should be provided more widely across the UK and showcased at the 

world’s most prestigious performance platforms 
 

3. Adaptive instruments should be sourced, purchased and supplied to individuals, their families and music 
educators across the UK 
 

4. Formal partnerships at an organisational level should be established between the learning-disabled 
community and mainstream schools, Further and Higher Education providers 

 
5. Purpose-built Special Needs music education facilities should be established across the UK 
 
6. Diversity awareness and outreach programmes for all sections of society should be delivered across the UK 
 
7. The best musicians from around the UK should be invited to observe, volunteer, rehearse, teach and perform 

alongside musicians with learning disabilities 
 
8. Adapted music notation for musicians with learning disabilities should be produced and made available for a 

range of musical instruments 
 

9. Learning disabled creativity should be celebrated, developed and incorporated into final performance 
 
10. Portable recording studios should be provided for learning-disabled musicians 

 
11. For one day per year, one London concert venue and/or West End theatre should open its doors to 

performers with learning disabilities for free 
 

The visit to New York is the beginning of my Fellowship, not the end. This is because I forged relationships which 
mean more than a list of recommended actions. I presented my UK service everywhere I visited and delivered 7 
music sessions across the 4 weeks to adults with learning disabilities from Brooklyn to the Bronx in care homes 
run by the Salvation Army Greater New York Division. I established lasting connections with Kean University in 
New Jersey and with District 75, the USA’s largest special needs state education provider. Work has already begun 
to establish The Music Man Project in New York, to collaborate on future projects and ultimately to return with a 
large group of my learning-disabled musicians from the UK to perform a joint UK/US concert tour in 2021 called 
‘Music is Magic on Broadway’ and ultimately a presentation at the UN.  
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5. Background  

Research reveals a global dearth of innovators in music education and performance for people with learning 
disabilities. Although UK Special Schools want their children to learn music, their lack of expertise, funding cuts 
and the decreased value placed on Arts Education from government regulators causes class-based music-making 
to inevitably remain an appealing afterthought, the first item on the unattainable wish-list for children, parents 
and school leaders. Schools engage Music Therapists to work with individual children at great cost, but this is not 
music education. 
  
The situation is even worse for adults. They leave full-time funded education with a learning age far lower than 
their year group suggests. They are expected to live independently, seek work, attend day centres and learn basic 
life-skills. The lucky ones have the support of healthy and determined parents, charities and care homes to guide 
them, but many thousands fall through the net. Their relatives pass away and they endure an unreliable, 
unsuitable or exploitative care system most concerned with saving money. Life is worse still for disabled people 
around the world living in extreme poverty, in warzones or in communities where they are considered a curse. 
Whatever their circumstances, the disabled population is far more likely to experience loneliness, mental health 
problems and dementia, in addition to physical complications related to their disability.  
  
It is unsurprising there are so few organisations around the world offering group music education to people with 
disabilities. For innovators and reformers there is certainly no money to be made - only obstacles, fear and low 
expectations. 
 
Music Man Project teaching visits to South Africa, India and Nepal plus our ground-breaking performances at the 
London Palladium and Royal Albert Hall dictates that I am typically the subject of research rather than the 
researcher. My teaching is already the basis of world-leading PhD research by Music Man Project Director Natalie 
Bradford at the Royal College of Music. In her literature review, Natalie discovered that, whilst Music Therapy was 
widely explored, research supporting the use of other musical participation activities is almost non-existent, 
particularly with reference to well-being. 
 
My task in New York was to uncover practical examples of effective music education and performances 
specifically designed for children and adults with learning disabilities. I intended to return to the UK equipped 
with new musical repertoire, new teaching strategies and ideas for new instruments and equipment. Most of all I 
hoped to connect with organisations who had a similar philosophy as my Music Man Project with whom I could 
establish long-term, mutually beneficial partnerships and a legacy for my Fellowship. My network of Music Man 
Project tutors around the UK provides the perfect opportunity to translate my findings into action, touching 
thousands of people through regular music classes and hundreds of performances every year. My links with PhD 
research at the Royal College of Music enables my findings to be analysed, evaluated and included as empirical 
evidence of impact for the benefit of future generations. My links with government ministers provides access to 
policymakers, decision makers and funding streams.  
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6. Introduction 

In 2015, my original UK Music Man Project students performed my musical “From the Asylum to the Palladium”. 
They told the journey of their people, from isolation as sick patients in mental hospitals to care in the community 
and the opportunities available today. Premiered at the West End’s London Palladium, it was a stark reminder of 
the struggle faced by people with learning disabilities over decades.  
  
100 years ago, millions of people endured a terrifying journey across oceans on steam-powered ships in search of 
a better life in America. As many as 2000 immigrants squeezed into the long narrow compartments where there 
was little privacy, no toilets and the air became rank with the odour of spoiled food, seasickness and unwashed 
bodies. On arrival, the harbour was choked with 20,000 passengers waiting to disembark onto Ellis Island.  
 
It was worth it for most. Glimpsing the Statue of Liberty through the mist had signalled the end of their journey 
and a new start in the land of possibilities. As usual though, for people with a disability, the journey didn’t end, 
and the land of possibilities didn’t apply to them. All immigrants (or ‘Aliens’ as they were officially known) were 
observed for coughs, shuffles or limps as the line moved up the steep flight of stairs into the great hall of the 
Registry Room. The inspection process had begun. Children were asked their names to check if they were deaf or 
dumb. Young infants taken from the arms of their mother and made to walk. As the line moved forward, doctors 
only had a few seconds to make their judgment. The insane, mentally impaired, disabled or any Alien deemed a 
burden on society were to be denied entry by law.  
 

 
 

  
In 2017, we performed my second Palladium musical called “The Label”, based on the book by Caroline White. It 
was a moving reflection on how a child is labelled with having a disability, which then limits their potential. The 
mother dreams of her baby without a label and the baggage that goes with it. 
  
At Ellis Island in New York, medics physically labelled 2 out of 10 immigrants with codes to indicate further 
inspection was required in a process known as weeding out. ‘Feeble minds’ were marked with an X and taken for 
mental examination and questioning. Their behaviour, attitude, problem-solving and decision making were 
carefully observed. Many were detained in long narrow rooms that each slept three hundred people in triple 
tiered bunks. Aliens diagnosed with illness were sent to the Ellis Island Hospital, which included a psychopathic 

Registry Room, Ellis Island 
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ward and a morgue. One doctor described it as “at once a maternity ward and an insane asylum”. During half a 
century of operation over 3,500 immigrants died on Ellis Island, including 1,400 children.  
 

 

                
 
 
If they passed the medical inspection, immigrants were subject to a rapid-fire series of questions. The 
interrogation was over in minutes after which they were either permitted to enter the United States or detained 
for a legal hearing. Those that failed or whose ailments were incurable or disabling were sent back to their ports 
of origin, often separated from their families. Ellis Island is known as both the Isle of Hope and the Isle of Tears. 
Although only 2% of the arrivals were sent back, this translated to over 1,000 exclusions a month for half a 
century. Ironically, as my tourist ferry sped away past the dark ruins of Ellis Island hospital, I glanced up and 
noticed a familiar sign above one of the seats next to the door: ‘Priority seating for persons with disabilities or 
less able to stand’. Nothing can be said about people with learning disabilities without understanding their 
harrowing journey from isolation to opportunity across the generations. I travelled to New York to learn both the 
good and the bad, and to understand the city within its unique historical context.  
 
 

 

Chalk codes to weed out defective immigrants 

Ellis Island Hospital 
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7. Aims and Objectives 

The objectives of my Fellowship are to raise expectations and to challenge outdated negative perceptions of 
people with learning disabilities. I insist that we learn from the past so that a once-forgotten society can continue 
its journey beyond care in the community, beyond access to buildings, beyond access to education and beyond 
access to employment to a world where they enjoy equal access to opportunity, particularly in the Arts. In this 
world, exceptions will be made for people who live in exceptional circumstances, so they can tell their story as 
expressive musical artists on the biggest performance platforms available. Rather than focusing on what they 
need, I want to shine a light on what learning-disabled people can do and what they can teach the general public. 
Ultimately everyone wins. People with learning-disabilities improve their physical and mental wellbeing, saving 
social and healthcare sectors millions of pounds every year. Parental despair is replaced with hope, pride and a 
brighter future for their beloved children. Mainstream society becomes more tolerant and more diverse-aware.  
Audiences appreciate what real suffering means and they are inspired by the courage and determination that is 
revealed before them, instead of the fear of the unknown caused by their lack of education and lack of exposure 
to difference. Future generations will grow up with more understanding, tolerance and empathy because of 
exposure to positive learning-disabled role-models.  
 
Finding examples of effective provision in New York, recording impact and making recommendations for the UK 
will be a powerful tool in service of my objectives. Individuals, charities, schools and universities are changing lives 
for the better in new and interesting ways. This will empower my 20-year campaign for more investment and 
opportunities in the Arts for people with learning disabilities in the UK. Other wider aims in service of my 
objectives include: 
 

 Perform at the most famous theatres and concert venues in the world 
 Attract media coverage from mainstream national TV, radio and press outlets 
 Partner with national and international charities  
 Attract corporate sponsorship 
 Influence government and policymakers across the UK 
 Establish a national learning disability music service to oversee provision and to signpost services and 

opportunities to parents, schools, charities, care workers and clients  
 Establish Music Man Projects in every county in England, every country in the UK and every continent in the 

world 
 

I intend to complete this work in the name of my Churchill Fellowship so that the New York visit has a lasting 
purpose, relevance and impact for many years to come.  
 
 
8. Purpose 

The purpose of this report is as follows: 

1. To create consensus amongst policymakers, public and private sector funders, the welfare state and 
performance venues of the educational, artistic, health and social value of group-based music education 
leading to public performance for people with learning-disabilities.  
 

2. To provide practical guidance for teachers, schools and charities who currently offer/would like to offer music 
education to people with learning-disabilities.  
 

3. To improve the quality and range of teaching strategies, resources, repertoire and equipment at regional 
Music Man Projects across the UK. 
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9. Findings 

Improvisation and Musicality 
AHRC’s ‘Our Broadway’ 

 
 Vocal improvisation, creativity and performance 
 Working with industry professionals 
 Portable recording equipment to assist teaching, capture progress, produce albums and podcasts  
 
New York is the heart of the American music industry, a thriving centre of jazz, rock, soul, R&B, funk and disco as 
well as classical and art music. It is the home of Broadway, hip hop, boogaloo, doo wop, bebop and Salsa. It is also 
the birthplace of my childhood musical role-model: George Gershwin. 
  
I began my career playing the music of Gershwin to elderly Stroke victims. I studied his music for my master’s 
degree in musical analysis, exploring how his songs were just as complex as any classical masterpiece, albeit 
composed in a different style, place and time. I never dreamt that one day I would be a few blocks away from 
where my hero plugged songs in Tin Pan Alley and composed ‘Rhapsody in Blue’.   
  
‘Our Broadway’ is a music programme for adults with learning disabilities started 3 years ago by musicians Ian 
Miller and Dale Hensley at the Redfield Centre, Lower Manhattan. The centre is run by the AHRC, a similar 
organisation to MENCAP in the UK. Both have outdated full names, but their memorable abbreviations remain.  
 
I was greeted by 15 adults, mostly men. Two were poised at their keyboards and the others were sat around the 
edge of the room. They were all blind or partially sighted with various other additional needs. They were keen to 
show their visitor what they could do so, with a few suggestions from tutor Dale, the keyboard players began 
their rhythmic introduction. They all settled respectfully and sang…   
 

      

 

I was treated to an incredible performance of Broadway songs and new music written by the students 
themselves. They improvised the most beautiful harmonies with syncopated interjections, vocal riffs and scat 
singing. Their pride, joy and most of all innate musicality filled the room. In all my years working with people with 
learning disabilities, I had only ever witnessed such vocal freedom and agility from one student in the UK, called 
Jenny Harvey, from Music Man Project Essex. Now, I was experiencing a room full of Jenny Harveys and two of 
them were playing Jazz piano as well! I tried to keep up whilst pondering the question… how? 

With Dale Hensley, co-founder of ‘Our Broadway’ Portable studio for recordings, podcasts and playback 
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It was no coincidence that these musicians were all blind. Clearly their sense of pitch and musical ear had been 
heightened as a result. Most of them came from the same school and they had been singing together for many 
years. “I just watch the talent come in!”, says Dale. “They even recruit more singers for the group from their old 
school”. This was student-led music-making at its finest, due mainly to the keyboard player who can pick up a 
tune after just one or two hearings. Gently tickling the ivories, he asked the date of my birthday. I told him. He 
paused for 5 seconds and smiled, “That was a Monday”. Then a singer followed up with “Barry Manilow was 
number 1!” They were all naturally gifted, bordering savant in some cases. Most of all I witnessed a group of 
musicians in touch with their own musical heritage. It was so ‘New York’ - Jazz, improvisation, Broadway and 
showbiz! They sing, act and dance in musicals and revues with live accompaniment and regularly rehearse and 
perform with local Broadway stars. They record their own music, produce their own podcasts using a portable 
studio and receive additional funding from Broadway charities.  
 

 

 

 
Their last song was Gershwin’s ‘I Got Rhythm’. I had a lump in my throat. Here I was in New York, listening to my 
hero’s most famous song performed by musicians with disabilities… Who could ask for anything more? 
 

               
 
 

The UK Perspective 
 

There are plenty of blind and partially sighted musicians with learning disabilities in the UK who would love to 
make music in the same way as ‘Our Broadway’. The links with Broadway can also be emulated in London’s West 
End, bringing both renowned performers and much needed funding to the learning-disability Arts sector. This 
relies on finding the right individuals with the right connections to lead a group and discover the talent. 

 
Accessible music providers in the UK should have the use of a portable studio to record progress, release albums 
and broadcast podcasts. Arrangements have already been made to pilot a series of podcasts at the Music Man 
Project headquarters in Essex. New recordings and existing audio and video will be supplied to the Essex Audio 
Archive. The trial will be extended to other Music Man Projects around the country and then to other providers.  

 

 15 ‘Our Broadway’ performed at Jerry Orbach Theatre in an hour-long performance directed by Dale Hensley 

The Gershwin family residence and Tin Pan Alley, where Gershwin worked as a song-plugger 
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Assistive Communication Technology 
Manhattan Star Academy 

 
 Assistive Communication Technology to help non-verbal musicians communicate and perform 

 
Manhattan Star Academy supports children with global developmental delays, autism spectrum disorders, speech 
and neuro-developmental disabilities, and offers a wide range of intensive therapies and teaching strategies to 
small classes, supported by extensive use of assistive technology.  
 
Calming pastel colours, dimmable recessed lighting and textured walls carried me round their excellent facility, 
creating positive energy and a sense of space. The staff were proud to show how everything had been designed 
specifically for children with special needs. My tour continued to a music lesson where I observed a charismatic 
teacher singing and playing guitar to a small group of young children in a circle. Although they played the hand-
percussion instruments as instructed, they were far more excited by their teacher’s guitar. She encouraged each 
child to strum the strings as she changed the chords. It was simple, effective and a lovely example of a 
professional adapting her strategy in the moment. Then I looked closer. Next to every child was an Assistive 
Technology Device for communication. Behind every child was a communication therapist or teaching assistant to 
help them use their device.  

One boy was struggling to strum. He was hesitant and then eventually stopped and gave up, no doubt frustrated 
that he couldn’t master the action. I silently advised the teacher in my head, recalling years of appraising lessons 
in countless observations in my past career. I thought to myself, “time to move on to the next child.” The boy 
slowly turned to his device and carefully pressed a button…  
  
“MORE” said the device. The boy said MORE! Armed with this new information, the teacher continued and in a 
few minutes the child was strumming like Eric Clapton with a cheeky grin. I had learnt an important lesson.  
 

 
 

 
 

The UK Perspective 
 

During my visit I posted about such an effective use of assistive technology to my Music Man Project UK followers. 
I received this amazing reply from the mother of one of my students: 
 

 ‘After a long fight with the education department to get a communication aid for my Carl when he was at school, we 
won the battle eventually, but then they had no one to teach him how to use it. They were going to get the dinner 

lady 'to have a go'. This country needs funding for the technology and funding to train people to teach others!’ 
  

Children using Assistive Communication Devices during music lessons at Manhattan Star Academy 
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Thousands of people in the UK possess the intellectual capability to communicate, but they are prevented from 
doing so in the normal way because of injury, disability or disease. Suppliers of Assistive Communication 
Technology (ACT) such as Tobii Dynavox give them a voice through communication apps, speech generating 
devices, eye trackers and eye gaze-enabled devices. Specialist music providers give that voice a public platform to 
demonstrate the value of this remarkable technology to parents, schools, public and private funders, Arts, 
Education, Health and Social Care providers. This helps overcome the three barriers to greater uptake of the 
technology: lack of awareness, cost and training.  
 
Whilst this life-changing opportunity should ideally be provided to children when they are young so they can grow 
up using it, adults like Carl must not be forgotten. He communicates using pictures on a double-sided laminated 
card in a method that only his closest family can understand. The ability to communicate should be a right that is 
afforded to us all, regardless of the cost or training. We spend millions of pounds adding ramps to buildings after 
all. What is the difference? 
 
If this technology can be made more accessible in the UK, then more people will be able to access opportunities 
to learn and perform music. My visits to the private special schools in New York were arranged by Michelle Lowry, 
Regional Consultant for Tobii Dynavox. This wonderful organisation sponsored The Music Man Project’s Royal 
Albert Hall concert which featured their most famous UK user, Madison. She used her Tobii device to perform a 
solo to 3000 people. Tobii gave her a voice and The Music Man Project gave her a platform to shine. 
 

 
 
 

Music Man Project UK student, Carl 

Madi using her communication device to perform a solo at the Royal Albert Hall 
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Adaptive Musical Instruments  
International Academy of Hope 

 
 Adaptive instruments to enable musicians with complex needs play the same instruments as their peers 
 Educational opportunities to prevent negative health outcomes 

 
Established by a parent of a child with shaken-baby syndrome, The International Academy of Hope (‘iHOPE’) is a 
beautiful school with dedicated staff and delightful pupils. It represents the hope that children with acquired or 
birth brain disorders can still lead fulfilling lives. 
 

 

 
 

According to their website, iHOPE educates children “who cannot be served in their local school systems”. Parents 
pay to attend and then sue the Government for the cost of their fees, arguing that the State failed to provide a 
suitable education for their child.   
  
Most of the school’s 44 children and young adults have multiple disabilities and communicate without speech. 
The staff showed me a small selection of Adaptive Musical Instruments. I feared they would be brightly coloured 
toys, something I had refused to contemplate in the UK. “Nothing beats the sight and sound of real instruments 
played live”, I would insist. “The playing technique must be the same as the mainstream to show they can do it!”. 
I’d finish with, “Compare how you would feel if I had a £1000 full-size drum kit and you were given a baby device 
that flashes pink!” I was here on a Fellowship to learn so I kept my thoughts to myself. 
  
They weren’t pink toys at all! They were mechanisms that could be attached to standard instruments, enabling 
more people to play them. This was no different to Madi speaking through her Tobii device to perform solo at the 
Royal Albert Hall. I felt guilt for the hundreds of times my students with multiple disabilities were excluded from 
our performances because of my presumption. This technology enables them to join in by gently touching a 
switch to hit a drum, shake a tambourine or strike a triangle independently. 
 

 
 

 

Birthday celebrations at the iHope Academy 

Adapted drum and maraca  
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There are 13 Speech Therapists at iHOPE, along with several Physical Therapists, Hearing Therapists, Occupational 
Therapists and others. Their multi-sensory approach with intensive therapeutic services allows the children to 
have more “hands-on” experiences. “Compare this with 30 minutes a week or in some cases once a year support 
from therapists in Department of Education schools and you can understand why parents choose iHOPE”, said a 
member of staff. 
 
School Director, Karen Tumulty, will collect data in the New Year to judge the impact of her approach. As well as 
the usual curriculum achievements, she will include the number of stays in hospital this year compared to last, 
reliance on medication and other measures of well-being. We enthusiastically agreed on the value of Arts 
Education to prevent negative health outcomes before they happen rather than treating them afterwards. Our 
respective research (hers in school and mine at the Royal College of Music by MMP Director, Natalie Bradford) 
will provide empirical research to support our theories.  
  
On my way out I read a sign on the wall which filled me with hope. It is a brilliant example of high expectations: 
 
‘Our mission is to transform the way in which educational services are delivered to students with brain injuries. 

We strive to become the worldwide leader in offering evidence-based services to these students.’ 
 

 
 

 
 
The UK Perspective 
 
A range of adaptive instruments should be available for more Special Needs music sessions in the UK. They can 
play a significant role in improving access to music for people with more complex disabilities who are unable to 
play musical instruments in the traditional way. Adaptive musical instruments have the potential to empower 
individuals with learning disabilities, enabling them to contribute to musical ensembles by playing the same music 
on the same instruments at the same time as their peers. Through adaptation, UK students will be able to play 
authentic musical instruments by the smallest of movements and therefore achieve desired musical outcomes at 
the right time in the performance.  
 
Adaptive instruments will not suit everyone. Adults in particular may prefer to keep trying the traditional way, so 
that they do not stand out too much. It is also important that adaptive instruments do not become an easier 
option for those capable of learning the mainstream technique. For those following The Music Man Project 
programme, I would prefer to adapt real instruments rather than using pre-adapted replicates which may look 
and sound different to the standard instruments used by everyone else. The equipment will need to be sourced, 
purchased and trialled with students in the UK on an individual basis as every learner will have different needs 
and preferences. It is important that each instrument is age appropriate. 

Karen Tumulty, School Director and Megan Wenzel, Director of Speech, Language and Hearing 
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Absence of Representation at the United Nations 
 

This experience stirred me on to continue the journey of struggle for equality, rights, recognition and opportunity 
on behalf of people with learning disabilities and their families. Everyone should have a voice and a platform to 
shine, regardless of their disability or disadvantage. We must present our achievements to business, political and 
religious leaders and to the Assembly of the United Nations so that society learns from the past to enlighten the 
future.  

 
The UN headquarters in New York is an inspiring place to visit. There are lots of pictures, busts and statues of the 
great and the good, along with informative galleries showing how they are addressing the world’s most pressing 
problems. 

 
 

 
Most prominent is the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Visitors walk over them to reach the entrance, 
they are displayed on the walls and they form the central exhibit on the ground floor. The Sustainable 
Development Goals include no poverty, quality education, affordable and clean energy and climate action. There 
is a moving description of sexual violence in conflict, motivational quotes from young activists and of course lots 
of objectives on Climate Change. I carefully studied each display, concluding that the world is in safe hands here 
and I felt admiration for everything the United Nations stands for. 
 

 
 
 

Past U.N. Secretary-Generals 

17 UN Sustainable Development Goals 
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I took the escalators down to the official UN bookshop to peruse volumes on poverty and hunger, racism and 
intolerance, global conflict, women rights and gender equality. There were souvenirs, toys and even the UN 
headquarters made of Lego, but something was missing… 
 
There was no reference to people with disabilities of any kind. If my UK students visited the UN, they wouldn’t see 
a single image looking back at them that they could relate to and yet they form 15% of the population 
(approximately half a billion people). In fact, I could not find a single use of the word ‘disability’ anywhere. I 
searched for displays about people with disabilities, for books about their achievements, their role-models, 
heroes and reformers. I wanted to learn of their journey and their struggle, and the actions taken to address their 
plight across the world today. 
 
Certain I had missed something, I walked back through the exhibits. I found Sustainable Goal 10: ‘Reduce 
inequality within and among countries.’ It is concerned with income inequality rather than disability but at least it 
was accompanied by a picture of a young boy using a walking frame, albeit with his back to the camera. No adults 
with disabilities, no faces and not even the word ‘disability’ across the entire visitor area.  
 

 

 
 

I finally found the elusive word displayed in the UN’s restaurant. It said, “Plastic straws available per request for 
persons with disabilities”. I often refer to my students as the ‘once-forgotten society’. At the United Nations they 
remain forgotten unless they need a climate-damaging plastic straw. 
 
There was no awareness, no action and no campaign for inclusion, equality and education. I will soon visit a 
country in which learning-disabled children are still tied up in their family home. I have already visited two 
countries where they are considered a curse and abandoned, or even sacrificed. They have no education, no 
freedom and no hope. What is the UN doing to challenge ignorance, prejudice and injustice around the world on 
behalf of these children?  
 
It would be a grave error to only seek out the best a country has to offer. My visit to Ellis Island and the UN taught 
me that both good and bad can be found at any place and at any moment in history. We must learn from the big 
picture and, through education and reform, help shape the future towards the good.  
 
I don’t judge the past or the present but feel compelled to reveal the hidden and unexpected talents of people 
with learning disabilities. The only way I know how to do this is through the music I write for them, through my 
teaching and through the performances I produce. I do it for my love of music, for the people themselves and for 
their families, many of whom face an unimaginable lifetime of struggle. What is revealed when the music starts is 
often the very best of humanity.  
 

 

The only visual representation of disability in the UN visitor’s area 
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The UK Perspective 
 
I will bring my UK Music Man Project students to the UN in 2021 and they will show everyone who they are! 
Perhaps under a picture of these inspiring musicians the UN could write, “From the Asylum to the Palladium, to 
the Royal Albert Hall and Broadway, musicians with learning disabilities perform at the UN”. At least they will be 
seen by future visitors to this important global organisation. 
 
There will be many challenges to implementing this grand ambition. However, they are tiny compared to the 
challenges faced by families affected by learning-disability every day. They are miniscule compared to the historic 
abuse, prejudice, isolation and Hate Crimes suffered by these people. With support of the UK Government, the 
British Consulate in New York and private funding, this can be yet another ground-breaking achievement on the 
magical journey for musicians with learning disabilities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Music Man Project UK student, Ruby performing at the Royal Albert Hall, 2019 
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Training Future SEN Music Teachers 
Manhattan School of Music 

 
 Compulsory SEND module for undergraduate students at elite music conservatory  

 
A familiar twang of nerves came over me as I stood in the lobby alongside musical prodigies clutching their 
instruments at the Manhattan School of Music. “Had I practiced enough? Will I forget the music? I hope they 
don’t ask for the Rachmaninov!” To my relief, I remembered I was just here for a meeting!1  
  

 
 
 
From humble beginnings as a small local music school to an internationally renowned conservatory, Manhattan 
School of Music aims to “empower people to realise their potential through music”. I wondered whether this 
worthy mission statement had any relevance to people with learning disabilities. Many of the world’s most 
famous music conservatoires offer community enrichment programmes, which may include visits to local special 
schools. However, these are not compulsory and do not count towards qualifications. In many cases students are 
paid to attend them. Their purpose is to broaden horizons and provide more employment options beyond the 
competitive world of pure concert performance. They also help conservatoires meet their local responsibilities 
and justifies their community funding. Beyond that, I doubted how much more I would learn from here. 
  
I was wrong. Students at Manhattan School of Music learn how to teach and perform music to people with 
disabilities as a compulsory requirement of their course. Jazz Arts, Orchestral Performance and Musical Theatre 
Majors are formally assessed through observation and written papers before they can pass this semester-long 
module and progress with their qualification. As a result, 250 students per year experience special needs music 
education – not Music Therapy, but education leading to performance! In the words of Director of Community 
Partnerships, Rebecca Charnow, “We are teaching them to pay it forward”.  
 
Finding teachers in this sector is difficult. There is typically a binary choice between musicians who lack the 
confidence to teach disabled people and non-musicians who lack the confidence to teach music. Manhattan 
School of Music is addressing this problem by adding empathy, awareness, experience and community spirit to 
existing musical ability. It is the only conservatoire in the US to offer this service. Their students graduate with an 
understanding of disability, ready to educate and inspire people who will benefit the most. With international 
students forming 53% of their 900+ intake, the impact of this innovation is global.  
 
 

 

 

Manhattan School of Music 

Rebecca Charnow, Director of Community Partnerships 
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The UK Perspective 
 
Elite music conservatoires in the UK produce some of the finest musicians in the world but I have seen nothing 
like the compulsory course element that I found at Manhattan School of Music, and certainly not on this scale. UK 
schools, sixth-form colleges, universities and elite music conservatoires should provide accredited course 
elements specifically to educate and inspire the next generation of Special Needs music teachers. Aspiring 
musicians should learn the techniques and personal skills required to teach in this industry and given 
opportunities to volunteer, to perform alongside musicians with learning-disabilities and to lead an accessible 
music lesson. This is the only way the UK can meet the growing demand for music education and performance 
opportunities for both children and adults with learning disabilities. The time is right to build stronger ties 
between the musical elite and learning-disabled communities. Not just for one-off, virtue-signalling workshops to 
tick a box, but a mutually beneficial ongoing relationship for the next generation.   
 
Persuading established education providers to incorporate these new elements into their curriculum will be 
challenging, not least because for many, learning-disability music only means corrective therapy delivered by 
qualified Music Therapists. The first step will be to encourage the musical establishment to share their talents 
voluntarily with a group of learning-disabled people on a regular basis. Feedback from guest artists in the past has 
proved this to be highly meaningful, humbling and worthwhile, as shown below: 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

Top of picture: Massed community choirs (amateur) 

 

 

 

Middle: Children and adults with learning-disabilities 

 

 

 

Bottom: The Lorraine Kelly Studio Orchestra (professional)  

Amateur, professional and learning-disabled musicians together at the Royal Albert Hall  

Undergraduate students in concert with learning-disabled musicians at the Royal College of Music  

“Truly inspiring. Heartfelt thanks from 
the Royal College of Music for a joyous, 
warm and engaging workshop and 
performance on Sunday. The power of 
music to bring everyone together was 
very apparent, proven by the very 
happy atmosphere and terrific music-
making.” 

Royal College of Music 
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1 I felt inadequate as a student at the Junior Department of the Guildhall School of Music and Drama although wouldn’t have changed it for the world. I failed 
my audition to enter their senior department and failed at both the Royal Academy of Music and the Royal College of Music auditions too. 20 years later I 
delivered a seminar to students at the same Royal College of Music and performed a concert of my music in their recital hall. My teaching even forms the 
basis of PhD research at the college by Music Man Project director Natalie Bradford. Failure is just a rehearsal for success! After my many setbacks, I went on 
to study a Bachelor of Music degree and a Master’s in musical analysis at Kings College, London. Ironically my course included weekly piano lessons at the 
Royal Academy of Music (another previous failure!). I studied piano under an amazing teacher who I adored called Patsy Toh (wife of concert pianist Fou 
Ts'ong). Patsy once said to me in her best Chinese-English accent, giggling between her beaming smile, “You know David, you very tenacious”. I felt so proud! 

Rehearsals with actor Peter Egan and young volunteers 

Mezzo Soprano, Der-Shin Hwang with learning-disabled musicians at the London Palladium  

“I was both inspired and enthralled to 
be part of your great project” 

Peter Egan 

 

“Their sincerity and unreserved self-
expression at times make me feel 
ashamed” 

Der-Shin Hwang 

 

24



The Extraordinary Kean University/Community Access Unlimited Partnership 
 

 Formal partnership between disabled community and leading university 
 Adapted music notation for musicians with learning disabilities  
 Improvisation 
 Learning-disabled creativity celebrated, developed and incorporated into final performance 
 The next generation of music teachers, volunteers and carers 

 
If you ever get the chance, I urge you to watch a young volunteer supporting someone with special needs. Their 
insight, kindness and empathy defy their age, and shape their personality for the rest of their life. The individual 
they support gains a role model and friend. Sadly, the lack of formal arrangements between educational 
institutions and disability providers in the UK typically limits this opportunity to siblings and family friends. 
  
5 years ago, in New Jersey, Dr Lyn Schraer-Joiner of Kean University and Marguerite Modero of Community 
Access Unlimited (CAU) formed a partnership to bring the benefits of music to adults with disabilities in their 
community. University professors and undergraduates help individuals perform rock music and explore music 
composition and theory. The arrangement enables disabled musicians to access university studios, instruments 
and equipment. The university provides a grant and hosts annual concerts. The regular rehearsals and 
performances on campus make the CAU musicians feel like real Kean students. For Kean, the project supports 
ongoing research into the impact of rock band activities and popular music instruction on the musical growth and 
quality of life of adults with learning disabilities.   
 
Of primary importance is the advancement of music reading skills. People with disabilities usually play accessible, 
percussion-based instruments from memory. At Kean/CAU they play keyboards and guitars from music thanks to 
their specially adapted notation system. Lyrics are highlighted in different colours in accordance with chord 
changes in the music. Colour labels are placed on keys and strings for the students to play at the right time as they 
follow the words. It is the first step towards reading traditional notation and enables everyone to take part in a 
performance of the same music. The system is particularly useful for the typical pop song performance with its 
simple chord structures, repetition and symmetrical rhythmic patterns. 
 

 

   

 
 
Composer, Professor Robert Rocco lifts the constraints of traditional performance by exploring improvisation and 
free composition techniques, such as STOMP-inspired rhythms, white-key pentatonic scales, loose timelines and 
sound effects. “They have been controlled and constrained all their lives. I want to set them free through music”, 
says Professor Rocco.  
  

Top left: A guitar adapted with colour labels 
Bottom left: A Kean University student helps two keyboard players understand the notation 

Right: ‘Don’t Stop’ notated for learning-disabled musicians 
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The level of funding, duration, commitment and direct teaching from faculty staff and students distinguishes the 
Kean/CAU collaboration as a world-leading example of the transformative potential of HE/SEN partnerships at an 
organisational level. In 2016 Dr Schraer-Joiner was honoured in a joint resolution by the Senate and General 
Assembly of New Jersey for her work in this field. She also received the CAU Community Integration Award.  
  

 

The impact on the Special Needs Educators of tomorrow is arguably the most important outcome of this 
collaboration. It is a chance for young people with no connection to the world of disability to give back to society 
and to improve themselves by helping others. Third year Music Education Major student, Joseph Laurino said, “It 
brings a whole new perspective to my music and teaching. I love it!” I know how he feels. In the late 1990s I was 
introduced to a young man with Down’s syndrome through the Shared Leisure Befriending Scheme. He asked me 
to play the 12 Days of Christmas in July and the rest is history. Without him I would not have become a Churchill 
Fellow. 
 

 

 

The UK Perspective 
 
The pioneers behind this great project use the power of music to improve the lives of adults with disabilities. 
However, the fundamental business relationship between their respective organisations enables their innovation 
to be sustained. Kean University provides its studios, instruments, staff, student volunteers and a performance 
platform. In return, Community Access Unlimited provides an opportunity for ongoing community engagement, 
excellent publicity, volunteering opportunities for students and content for important academic research. 
Effective partnerships require both inspirational, driven and visionary leaders combined with practical negotiation 
between organisations.  

Dr Schraer-Joiner leading the musically integrated ensemble of learning-disabled adults and Kean University students, staff and volunteers 

Kean University student, Joseph Laurino with his fellow drummer from CAU 
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This outstanding model can be duplicated at universities across the UK. As well as starting brand new services, 
university music departments can support existing regional Music Man Projects, special schools or other delivery 
models through provision of facilities, volunteers, performances and research. Success largely relies on finding a 
university professor with expertise and interest in this field.  
 
A bespoke notation system which enables more people with learning-disabilities in the UK to read music should 
be explored. Music Man Project repertoire will be notated for keyboards and guitars using the Kean model and 
added to our range of online resources. Reading notation of any kind, no matter how accessible, will not suit 
everyone. Learning is a highly individual process, and this is no truer than for people with a diagnosed disability. 
More important is for them to understand the process of musical notation in order to acquire greater knowledge 
of music theory. As well as promoting music reading, which by its nature restricts the performance to the written 
page, it is important to explore more free forms of creativity such as improvisation, graphic scores and aleatoric 
music (in which some element of the composition is left to chance and the work's realisation is left to the 
determination of the performer). My own teaching is currently pitched somewhere between traditional notation 
and free improvisation. Both extremes should now be explored for a more well-rounded provision. For example, a 
typical learning-disabled song is ‘Hey There’ in which students learn to sing and sign the music, clap rhythms and 
play hand percussion instruments at the right time. This song could now be notated for more demanding 
instruments such as guitars and keyboards. It could also include a free vocal improvisation or a section in which 
the students create their own music.   
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The Purpose-built Music Conservatoire for Special Needs 
Daniel’s Music Foundation 

 
 Purpose-built, fully equipped teaching and rehearsal facility - “The Disneyworld of Special Needs Music”  
 State of the art recording studio to teach, write, arrange and record new music 
 Community hub café  
 Leading industry professionals teaching learning-disabled children and adults  
 Unique Diversity Awareness Programme for the local community, schools and businesses  
 Free classes for learning-disabled community (with waiting list) and fee-paying one-to-one lessons 
 High profile performances with media coverage, celebrity endorsements and corporate sponsorship 

 
I chose New York as my Fellowship destination because it was home to the Daniel’s Music Foundation in East 
Harlem. I looked forward to learning all I could from one of the world’s leading special needs music providers. I 
just hoped the centrepiece of my research lived up to my expectations.  
 
The co-founder, inspiration, ambassador and living example of everything that Daniel’s Music Foundation stands 
for is Daniel Trush. In 1997, at the age of 12, one of five aneurysms burst inside Daniel’s brain. His doctors did not 
expect him to survive, but he proved them wrong. Music in various forms played a critical role in every phase of 
his recovery. Most importantly, it was music that maintained his connection to the people around him and to the 
very essence of life. This life-altering experience was the inspiration for Daniel’s Music Foundation. 
 

 
 
 

As I entered the 8,700-square foot, custom-built music centre in East Harlem, I knew I was somewhere truly 
special. I was greeted by their Marketing & Diversity Awareness Director, Carla Sullivan. The lift opens into “Café 
Snackappella”, a meeting area where students, parents and teachers relax together, enjoy refreshments and 
peruse the range of merchandise on sale while past performances and in-house documentaries are shown on TV. 
 

 
 Café Snackappella 

One of many inspirational quotes around the building  
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Carla guided me along a double-width circular walkway designed for wheelchair users to pass each other safely. 
There are no rooms around the edge of the building. Instead, large clear windows provide panoramic views of 
New York as you complete your circuit and return to the Café. Inspiring quotes from Daniel himself adorn the 
walls, along with framed concert posters, timetables, events and activities, major achievements and a particularly 
beautiful display of framed certificates commemorating students who have passed away. 

 

 
 
 

All the studios are in the centre of the building (originally the second floor of an office block). They have windows 
so everyone can see in and out, but everywhere is completely silent. Soundproofing has been installed “so we are 
good neighbours to the East Harlem community”, Carla explained. She showed me a state-of-the-art recording 
studio where students write and record their music, a keyboard studio, guitar studio, percussion studio, large 
rehearsal room, offices, disabled toilets and storage. Every teaching space has a piano (sponsored by Yamaha), 
African drums, a sound system and chairs. Everywhere was bright, colourful, clean and welcoming. The 
atmosphere was fantastic. 

 

          
 

 
I observed a recreational singing group taught by Daniel’s Artistic Director, Gerard Powers. Gerard has travelled 
the world performing in well-known opera houses as a professional singer. He led vocal warm-ups, explained the 
inner workings of vocal cords and taught three-part harmony. He explained musical terms like unison, legato, 
staccato and tempo. He could have been teaching any aspiring vocal virtuoso at the Sydney Opera House! It was 
another outstanding example of high expectations.   
 
During my tour we were joined by Daniel himself who was delighted to be visited by someone from the UK. I told 
him he was world-famous! This was a music conservatoire for Special Needs, and I could hardly believe my eyes. 
Dizzy from how impressive it all was, I sat down with Daniel’s father, Ken in his large office. He had seen our 
website and was as keen to find out about my organisation as I was about his. So began a poignant and emotional 
meeting of minds. 
 
Ken Trush rented rooms by the hour when he started Daniel’s Music Foundation. He would unpack and pack away 
all the instruments every day but used this experience to inform the design of the new purpose-built facility. I 
noticed during my tour that everywhere was pristine and a vast array of beautiful musical instruments and 

Commemorating Daniel’s Music Foundation students who have passed away 

Soundproof teaching and rehearsal rooms 
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equipment filled the rooms. They even paint the walls twice a year to keep it looking fresh. “We wanted it to be 
the Disney World of music studios, so they feel important when they enter” said Ken. After 2 years searching for 
the right location, Ken finally settled on East Harlem, a neighbourhood which faces many challenges, so they are 
more accepting and welcoming of people with disabilities than other parts of the City.  
 
I was keen to understand Ken’s views on music education verses Music Therapy. In my experience, some people 
understand the distinction while others just think they’re the same. To my delight, Ken was forthright in telling 
me that Daniel’s Music Foundation offers music education, not therapy. “When Daniel had a brain aneurysm 13 
years ago, he had 5 therapies a day. There was no down time, no break. Everything was corrective therapy and 
goal setting. All this does is make people feel like they are broken”. True to their philosophy of acceptance and 
value, Daniel’s Music Foundation helps people feel comfortable in their own skin, secure in the knowledge that 
they are fine just the way they are. Feeling valued is as therapeutic as anything else.  
 
Performance was another aspect we had in common. Daniel and his fellow musicians have certainly put on some 
fantastic shows in their time, such as an appearance in a Broadway concert, a musical evening with Alan Menken 
and several renditions of the National Anthem in huge sports stadiums. “Without performances to aim for, 
fatigue sets in”, Ken continued. “Everyone loves the applause. It makes us feel important”. 
 

 

 

Ken was sincere, helpful and, in his own words, “an open-book”. We exchanged gifts (I gave him a Winston 
Churchill Medallion and he gave me a beautiful hardback book about his son, Daniel). The meeting was both 
enlightening and validating. I learnt so much from his delivery model to take back to the UK.  
  
The “foundation” of the foundation is free group tuition for people with learning disabilities aged 3 to adult. 
Classes run 5 days a week for 30 weeks and culminate in a performance in a free music festival, hosted twice a 
year at an outside venue. Students can study singing, percussion, composition, keyboard, guitar, DJ and band. 
There is a waiting list of up to a year for these classes.  
  
The centre also offers one-to-one private teaching for the disabled community and general public ($75 per hour), 
baby and me sessions ($60 per month) and classes for special schools, adult day centres and other organisations 
($180 per hour for up to 12 participants).  
  
Their Diversity Through Music Initiative is a volunteer program for schools and corporations using the universal 
language of music to build a bridge between individuals with disabilities and the general public. This provides the 
opportunity for people to appreciate each other while experiencing the joy of music together. It typically means 
talks and performances in the community or invitations for groups to attend an hour presentation before 
volunteering in a music class at the centre. This is also an ideal opportunity to attract funding because 
corporations attending the training witness first-hand the charity in action in a permanent home with longevity.   
  

Performances of the American National Anthem at Yankee Stadium 
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Ken and I shared the same passion and ambition for our respective projects, but my host had a very personal 
story that led him to this point. 13 years ago, he and his wife were told to say goodbye to their son after his brain 
aneurysm. Choking back his tears, Ken described how the last thing he did was smell his son’s hair. When Daniel 
surprised everyone by pulling though, Ken made a promise that his son was going to have a good life. He set up 
Daniel’s Music Foundation because Daniel loved music. It began with one class of 5 members but now serves over 
a hundred every week. I felt privileged to have met Ken and I carried his final words to me all the way back to the 
UK: 

  
“Music education is a right not a privilege” 

 

 
 
 

The UK Perspective 
 
A purpose-built music suite for the education of musicians with learning-disabilities would be truly ground-
breaking for our country. It would be the heart of a Special Needs music education revolution and the leading 
light for others to follow. It would also show UK society the value we now place on this once-forgotten people. 
Outstanding facilities in a permanent building attracts the best teachers, sponsors and philanthropists. Inviting 
business leaders to attend a diversity awareness program is also an excellent way to attract attention and raise 
funding.   
 
Whilst this ambition may appear a pipedream, corporate social responsibility (CSR) means that construction 
companies should integrate social, environmental, human rights and ethics that maximises shared value for 
stakeholders whilst minimising any adverse effects. Construction companies are required to have a positive 
impact on the communities within which their buildings are located, and they can secure an advantage over 
competitors by developing a good rapport with the community. This opportunity will need to be explored, along 
with major national funding institutions in order to make the dream of our own Daniel’s Music Foundation a 
reality in the UK. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Daniel and his father Ken 
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10. Conclusion 

High expectation is a phrase I often use in my teaching. It means more than simply expecting good results, 
overachieving or outperforming targets. It is a statement of value, a prediction of sustained success and a faith 
that musicians with disabilities can break through the limitations that others place upon them. High expectation 
means investment in the best instruments and equipment, the best musicians and teachers, the best technicians 
and the highest production values. It means performing at the world’s most prestigious concert venues in front of 
the biggest audiences. High expectation means challenge. It means teaching the same musical skills, discipline and 
artistry as the mainstream but from an earlier starting point, over a longer timeframe and with a tailor-made 
approach. It means effort, patience and dedication. It means vocation rather than occupation.  
  
As the ‘city that never sleeps’, New York is unsurprisingly a hotbed of high expectation and the epicentre of the 
American Dream. This was certainly the hope for millions of immigrants who sailed passed the Statue of Liberty 
on their way to Ellis Island. The American Dream is a national ethos of the United States, the set of ideals 
(democracy, rights, liberty, opportunity and equality) in which freedom includes the opportunity for prosperity 
and success. Tragically, like most of the world, high expectation doesn’t historically apply to people with 
disabilities, be it through innocent lack of understanding, prejudice or most likely a complex combination of the 
two.   
  
On July 26, 1990, President George H.W. Bush signed the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). The law bans 
discrimination based on disability and requires certain accommodations in public places. According to the 
Disability Pride New York website, “While the signing of the ADA placed immediate legislative demands to ensure 
equal access and equal treatment of people with disabilities, deep-rooted assumptions and stereotypical biases 
were not instantly transformed with the stroke of a pen. The promise of the ADA is yet to be fully realised.” 
Improved access to buildings, better employment rights and properly funded special education take decades to 
fully realise. Progress has historically been driven by a journey from isolation in large institutions under a medical 
model to care in the community under a social one. Tragically, this has not yet happened consistently across the 
world and the last people to be left behind are those with no means to change their own destiny. If you have a 
disability, the history, geography, culture and religious beliefs of your birthplace will still seal your fate.  
 
I visited the historic Town Hall in 43rd Street off Broadway and stood on the same stage where Winston Churchill 
himself gave a lecture in the late 1930s. The Town Hall, which gave birth to the phrase not a bad seat in the 
house, was built by the woman’s suffrage movement as a meeting space where people of every rank and station 
could be educated on the important issues of the day. It attracted gatherings of activists and hosted controversial 
speakers and campaigners for woman’s rights and racial equality. It also gained a reputation as an Arts centre, 
attracting performers such as Billie Holiday (who gave her first and last concert there) and Paul Robson (who sang 
a concert in 1927). I soaked up the incredible atmosphere and noticed the outstanding acoustics which are said to 
rival Carnegie Hall. Music and human rights have always come hand in hand. The universal language of music is 
understood and appreciated by everyone, regardless of their differences. It enables us to express ourselves, to 
speak out and to change perceptions. With help, musicians with learning-disabilities can follow in the footsteps of 
their fellow historic victims of prejudice. It is about time they made their debut at the Town Hall.   
 
In today’s New York, a minority of people with learning disabilities can access some world-leading examples of 
high expectation in music. I met extraordinary reformers, leaders, teachers, carers, volunteers and individuals 
with disabilities. My 4-week journey took me to the Salvation Army Greater New York Division, AHRC’s ‘Our 
Broadway’ group, Tobii Dynavox (manufacturer of assistive communication devices), Pathway Special School, 
Manhattan Star Academy, the International Academy of Hope, Daniel’s Music Foundation, Manhattan School of 
Music, Kean University, District 75 (Department of Education for Special Needs), the British Consulate, Carnegie 
Hall, the aforementioned Town Hall, City Centre Theatre, a Broadway producer, the United Nations and Ellis 
Island, where disabled immigrants were labelled and sent back home. I gave numerous presentations about the 
Music Man Project and delivered music workshops to care homes from Brooklyn to the Bronx. I was welcomed 
with kindness and encouragement wherever I went and was delighted to establish The Music Man Project in New 
York during my visit.  
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I would sum up my experience in three words: revelation, inspiration and affirmation. I learnt practical measures 
which can be implemented quickly into my teaching and network, from instruments and equipment to musical 
notation and improvisation. I was inspired by the passion and commitment of the people I met, particularly how 
their vision was not limited by low expectations, but instead driven at an organisational level by universities, 
music colleges, businesses, national charities and benefactors. Having spent 20 years trying to convince people of 
the merits of my approach to pure music education and public performance, I finally felt understood and valued 
without the need to campaign. It was a deeply affirmative experience.  
 
I didn’t see anything on the same scale or scope of The Music Man Project in the UK, which explains the intense 
interest in my work wherever I went. A universal music service that can be duplicated around the world, which 
regularly presents public concerts of original music, featuring hundreds of learning-disabled musicians performing 
together to thousands of people at world famous venues remains unique to The Music Man Project, at least for 
the time being. In this regard the UK does it bigger! I am comforted to know that, whilst I learnt a great deal, I also 
gave a great deal too. It is this mutual respect and positive exchange of ideas that will create a lasting legacy for 
my Fellowship. My hosts were also in agreement about the imperative nature of our work. This section of society 
has been left behind far too long because they can’t change their predicament by themselves. They also have a 
shorter life expectancy than the rest of society and their window of opportunity is limited by funding and 
unpredictable quality of care at any given time. As their families die out, they become isolated and helpless.   
 
The once-forgotten society of New York has come a long way since the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 
and even further since Ellis Island in the 1900s. As I write in 2019, there is still more to do in both our countries. 
Whilst my Churchill Fellowship and life’s work might appear insignificant compared to many disability struggles, 
music has a unique ability to shine a bright light on the darkness and crash and bang its way through the silence. I 
hope my Fellowship is another step along the journey from the Asylum to acceptance and opportunity and that, 
in some small way, I can play a part in improving lives.  
 
 

An audience member once attended a concert in New York featuring musicians with 
disabilities from Daniel’s Music Foundation. He only went as a favour for a friend and 

expected to feel nothing but pity for all the performers. After a few moments he felt like 
there was a mirror rising in front of his eyes and he quickly realised it was himself he was 

pitying. From that moment on he changed his view of people with disabilities.  
 

Without high expectation there is no concert. There is no mirror. 
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11. Recommendations 

1. Music education is a right, not a privilege (Daniel’s Music Foundation). Underpinned by teamwork, discipline 
and commitment, Special Needs music education accesses innate musicality, creativity, expression and 
memory. Studies at Keane University in the USA and the Royal College of Music in the UK demonstrate life-
changing impact on self-esteem, loneliness, dementia, mental and physical health. Life-long music education 
should be widely accessible to more people with learning disabilities across the UK. 1.5 million people could be 
healthier and more prepared for employment, saving the NHS and welfare state millions of pounds every year. 
  

2. Assistive communication devices help non-verbal musicians to communicate and perform (Manhattan Star 
Academy). Assistive communication devices must be provided more widely across the UK and showcased at 
the world’s most prestigious performance platforms. Partnerships between manufacturers (such as Tobii 
Dynavox) and SEN music providers (such as The Music Man Project UK) should lead the way in giving people a 
voice and a platform to shine.  
 

3. Adaptive instruments help musicians with the most complex needs play the same, authentic musical 
instruments as their peers (International Academy of Hope). Adaptive instruments should be sourced, 
purchased and supplied to individuals, their families and music educators across the UK. 
 

4. Collaborations between Higher Education music providers and disability organisations deliver leaders, role-
models and resources for accessible music learning. They unearth the next generation of teachers and educate 
mainstream society through research and joint rehearsals and performances (Manhattan School of Music and 
Kean University). Formal partnerships at an organisational level should be established between the disabled 
community and mainstream schools, Further and Higher Education providers.  
 

5. A purpose-built specialist music facility (‘conservatoire for Special Needs’) significantly improves the resources, 
quality, scope and value of music education for people with learning disabilities. It provides a physical 
headquarters for training, research, fundraising and community outreach. It signals longevity and permanence 
in which potential corporate and private funders can have confidence (Daniel’s Music Foundation). Purpose-
built special needs music education facilities should be established across the UK.  
 

6. Diversity awareness programmes challenge ignorance and attract corporate investment through community 
engagement. Training sessions, volunteering and performances raise the profile of special needs music 
providers and the achievements of their students, and help people overcome their fear of communicating with 
the disabled community (Daniel’s Music Foundation). There should be more diversity awareness and outreach 
programmes for all sections of society across the UK. 
 

7. Musicians with different specialisms increase learning opportunities and lead to new collaborations, 
instruments, technologies and funding streams. Students and staff are reinvigorated by different teaching 
styles, unexplored musical genres and new performance opportunities (AHRC’s ‘Our Broadway’ and Daniel’s 
Music Foundation). The best musicians from around the UK should be invited to observe, volunteer, rehearse, 
teach and perform alongside musicians with learning disabilities. As well as having fun, it is their chance to 
learn about diversity and ‘give back’ to society. 
 

8. Adapted music notation enables people with learning disabilities to play a greater variety of musical 
instruments. It begins the important process towards reading music and transforms the typical learning-
disabled ensemble beyond tuned and untuned percussion. It provides greater challenge and independence for 
more able musicians with Special Needs (Kean University). Adapted music notation for musicians with learning 
disabilities should be produced and made available for a range of musical instruments. 
 

9. Improvisation and free composition teach spontaneity and risk-taking. This makes learning-disabled musicians 
more confident and independent (Kean University). As well as performing from memory and musical notation, 
they should be given structures within which to explore their ideas without limitation. Student’s contributions 
should be celebrated, developed and incorporated into the overall creative process.  
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10. Recording equipment captures personal stories, musical achievements, rehearsals and performances (AHRC’s 
‘Our Broadway’, Daniel’s Music Foundation). It provides a permanent record of achievement for families and 
hope for future generations. Portable recording studios should be sourced, purchased and distributed to 
Special Needs music providers. Teachers will be trained to use the equipment and encouraged to produce 
albums and podcasts. They can contribute their recordings to a brand-new national online audio archive.  
 

11. Public performances give music education relevance and purpose. There is little value in any of the 
recommendations above unless musicians with learning disabilities have a platform to perform. Whether a 
school assembly, national sporting event, the iconic Royal Albert Hall or Broadway, performance is the 
indisputable evidence that investment in disabled people changes their lives in more ways than any other 
section of society (Daniel’s Music Foundation, Kean/CAU partnership and AHRC’s ‘Our Broadway’). The Music 
Man Project’s first musical in the West End was called ‘From the Asylum to the Palladium’. Isolation to 
opportunity is a universal story of a neglected people across the globe (Ellis Island). Like physical access to 
buildings, toilets, education and employment, barriers to opportunity in the Arts should now be broken down 
so musicians with disabilities can tell their story to the biggest audiences possible at the world’s most 
prestigious venues (which can cost up to £100,000 per day). For one day per year, one London concert venue 
and/or West End theatre should open their doors to performers with learning disabilities for free. This does 
not mean an accessible performance for a disabled audience. It means making the venue free and accessible 
for disabled performers. There are 38 theatres in the West End so each venue would only need to provide this 
once every 38 years. One day every 38 years to make a lifetime’s difference to a whole society… 
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12.  Legacies 

The Music Man Project New York 

The Music Man Project New York becomes the first music education and performance service in America to 
duplicate my UK service model. New York children and adults with learning disabilities have started to follow my 
education programme and have learnt to play and sing my musical repertoire. 

 

 

 
 

Music is Magic on Broadway  

‘Music is Magic on Broadway’ features Music Man Project students from the UK performing alongside musicians  
with learning-disabilities from New York. Planned for 2021, the concert tour will include performances at a 
Salvation Army Church, Cathedral, the Town Hall and Carnegie Hall. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The first group workshop with the Salvation Army Greater New York Division 

Poster advertising New York UK/US concert tour 
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The Salvation Army/Music Man Project International Model  

Partnerships with the Salvation Army present an unrivalled opportunity to support music education for adults 
with learning disabilities in the community (Salvation Army Greater New York Division). The church has a long 
musical tradition, excellent facilities and resources, and a charitable mission to meet human needs in God’s name 
without discrimination. Successful partnerships have already been established between the Music Man Project 
and the Salvation Army in the UK and the USA. Building on this relationship, The Music Man Project can now offer 
its not-for-profit music education service to the remaining 127 countries in which the Salvation Army works.  

 

 
 

 
 
The Music Man Project at the United Nations  

The world’s most influential individuals and organisations are responsible for improving the plight of learning-
disabled people across the globe, from maltreatment and neglect to community care and opportunity. They must 
exemplify understanding and awareness, and use their eminence to address the prejudice, ignorance and 
inequality still faced by the learning-disabled community today. Musicians can influence world leaders through 
performance, by presenting their story and campaigning for change at the world’s most prestigious platforms. A 
contingent of musicians with learning disabilities are ready to present their achievements to business, political 
and religious leaders, and to the Assembly of the United Nations.    
 
Transatlantic Partnerships 

The connections established between The Music Man Project UK and Daniel’s Music Foundation, Kean University, 
‘Our Broadway’, Manhattan School of Music, District 75 and independent Special Schools in the USA represent an 
outstanding opportunity to establish a lasting transatlantic legacy of accessible music education between our two 
nations, and to ensure that the impact of this Fellowship continues in the future. The Music Man Project has 
already contributed contenders for the Daniel’s Music Foundation’s ‘Danny Awards’. Music Man Project students 
have sent a video message to introduce themselves to the musicians at the Kean/Community Access Unlimited 
Partnership and an exchange of musical repertoire has already begun in order to prepare for joint performances 
and collaborations in the future. Web-based training is planned for 46 music teachers from District 75’s Special 
Schools across New York State.  
 

 

 

 

Meeting at the Greater New York Divisional Headquarters  
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13.  Implementation  

My Fellowship outcomes will be presented at the House of Commons during a Music Man Project UK reception 
hosted by Sir David Amess MP on Tuesday 31st March. The report will be available to download by the general 
public via The Music Man Project website, social media pages and The Music Man blog. It will also be the subject 
of a special episode of The Music Man Project Podcast.  
 
I will send the final report to the following organisations in the UK: 
 
 Regional Music Man Projects (Essex, Hampshire, Hertfordshire, Kent, Keynsham, Lincolnshire, Suffolk, Surrey, 

Sussex, Scotland, South Africa, India, Nepal and the Philippines) and New Music Man Projects established 
across the UK 
 

 UK Government (Education, Arts, Health and Disability) 
 

 The Royal College of Music (via PhD candidate, Natalie Bradford) 
 

 Royal Mencap (national) and local Mencap societies running regional UK Music Man Projects  
 

 The UK Salvation Army (national) and local Salvation Army corps running regional UK Music Man Projects 
 

 The BBC Proms Team 
 

 Tobii Dynavox and other commercial organisations in the disability sector 
 

 The NHS and Social Care providers 
 

 The 2020 Naidex Disability Exhibition at the NEC, Birmingham 
 

 Special Schools, Mainstream Schools, Colleges and Universities  
 

 Music Education Hubs  
 

 Sponsors and funding providers 

 

The following initial measures and activities are planned to begin the implementation of the recommendations in 
this report: 
 
1. I will write to the UK Prime Minister and the Minister of State for Disabled People, Health and Work to raise 

awareness of the connection between music education, expressive performance and health outcomes for 
people with a learning disability. I will contact national charities, music education hubs and local education 
authorities to influence education policy and funding for this sector. I will also meet Natalie Bradford, PhD 
candidate at Royal College of Music, to discuss how my Fellowship can contribute to future academic research. 

 
2. I will meet with manufacturers of assistive communication devices to research their products, explore their 

potential in musical performance and to discuss sponsorship opportunities.  
 
3. I will meet business leaders, manufacturers, funding providers and charities to help finance new recording 

equipment, adaptive instruments and assistive communication technology. 
 

4. I will visit mainstream schools, colleges and universities to inspire the next generation of music teachers and 
explore partnerships between leading mainstream music colleges and special education providers, starting 
with the Royal College of Music and Kings College, London. I will provide them with an information pack 
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containing course content and assessment ideas, music for learning-disability research, volunteer and tutor job 
descriptions, teaching resources, regional contact details and a list of where and how to volunteer, perform or 
teach in the local area. 

 
5. I will meet construction companies and planning authorities to explore the potential of a purpose-built facility 

for the musical education of people with learning disabilities, in accordance with their corporate social 
responsibility (CSR). 

 
6. I will devise a UK version of Daniel’s Foundation Diversity Awareness Programme and run a pilot for schools, 

charities, public and private sector organisations.  
 
7. I will invite music students plus amateur, professional and celebrity artists to teach, rehearse and perform 

alongside musicians with learning disabilities. 
 
8. I will devise and teach a new system of musical notation and provide free online resources, seminars, 

workshops, training and mentoring to reach thousands more across the UK, starting with the Music Man 
Project network.  

 
9. I will include greater student-led creativity in my teaching and provide workshops, training and mentoring to 

reach thousands more across the UK, starting with the Music Man Project network.  
 
10. I will launch The Music Man Project Podcast and, through the charitable work of The Music Man Project LTD, 

provide grants to Special Needs music providers for portable recording equipment that can capture 
performances and assist with teaching and learning.  

 
11. I will visit theatres and concert venues to promote access and opportunity for learning-disabled performers, 

building on existing relationships with the London Palladium and Royal Albert Hall. With the assistance of the 
British Consulate in New York and Sir David Amess MP in the UK, I will fundraise for a joint UK/US concert 
series in New York in 2021 and campaign for musicians with learning disabilities to have the right to present 
and perform at the United Nations. 
 

I will share my ongoing progress through the following outlets: 
 
 Social media posts, blogs and podcasts 

 
 Local and national press releases 

 
 TV and radio interviews  

 
 Special Needs magazine articles 

 
 Concert series ‘Music is Magic on Broadway’ (across UK in 2020 and in New York in 2021) 

 
 Presentations and performances to charities, community social clubs and business networks 

 
 Presentations and performances to mainstream schools, colleges and universities 
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14.  Appendices  

a) Feedback During the Visit (small sample) 
 
“David, I have just read your posts and feel so uplifted by the positive experiences you are sharing with the 
agencies you are visiting and finding out about. The achievements of the musicians you are engaging with is 
'music to my ears' if you will pardon the pun. The opportunities being given to our friends with disabilities are so 
great. Allowing them to shine and show the remarkable talents we always knew they had.”  

[UK follower] 

Dear David, 
It was such a joy to see the fantastic footage of your group. It is easy to see how much they mean to you. I truly 
enjoyed listening to how it all got started and how far you have come; so inspiring. It was fun to talk and share 
ideas for the future. I really would love to flash mob on Broadway- even without the triangles it would be 
something to see! Looking forward to Thursday. I can’t wait to introduce my "peeps" to you.  

   [CAU, New Jersey] 

David, 
It was a pleasure to meet you and hear about the amazing work you are doing for a community that is often 
neglected. We are looking forward to seeing you on Thursday. The access to all these files is most generous. 
With appreciation, 

 [Kean University] 
 
Hi David  
Just wanted to tell you how much we have enjoyed reading your blogs from NY. You have touched on something 
that is very close to our hearts, the use of AAC (augmentative and alternative communication). In my opinion 
communication is key to everything and I often feel so sad when I see children and adults who have no way of 
saying what they are thinking/ wanting etc. In your blog you mention that behind each student was a staff 
member supporting their communication and that’s so vital. Thank you for all the amazing work you do. 

[UK parent] 
 

I love this David. You sound humbled by what you’ve learnt, inspired by what you’ve seen, and energised to work 
towards a better future for musicians with a Learning Disability. Well done and thank you. We can’t wait to have 
you back in the UK - you’ve been missed! 

[UK parent] 
David, 
It was absolutely incredible to meet you today! Your enthusiasm for music education and dedication to providing 
programs to people with needs is inspiring. Michelle, I can't thank you enough for this connection! I ran to tell 
David and Hayley about this after meeting with David - Absolutely blown away! 

[District 75] 
 

Hi Amanda and David, 
So happy to hear that your meeting went so well today! I completely agree with you, Amanda, I am also amazed 
at David’s work, it truly is inspiring. Please let me know if there is anything I can do to help or assist in ANY way 
moving forward. As I have already mentioned to David, I would love to be even a very small part of this whole 
project :) 

[New York Consultant, [Tobii Dynavox] 
 
Dear David, 
Thank you for the gift of yourself! You gave so generously of your time, energy, and Music Man materials!  Lives 
will be enriched for years to come because of your gift to us. I am already looking forward to the concerts in 
Carnegie Hall and Centennial Memorial Temple in two years! 

[Salvation Army, Greater New York Division] 
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b) Photographs 
 

           

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The British Consulate in New York Carnegie Hall, a potential venue for a joint UK/US concert 

Town Hall, 43rd Street where Winston Churchill gave two speeches 

One of many presentations given about my work in the UK 
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c) Useful Websites

The Music Man Project Website: www.themusicmanproject.com

The Music Man Blog: www.themusicmanblog.com

The Music Man Project on Facebook: ‘The Music Man Project UK’

The Music Man Project on Twitter: @MusicManProject

The Music Man Blog featured 12 articles from New York. Over 2000 followers were reached through the 
Music Man Project UK Facebook page. Feedback from the posts is included in the ‘Feedback During the 
Visit’ section above. The Music Man Blog will continue to record the progress of my Churchill Fellowship in 
the years to come. 

Attitude is a little thing that makes a big difference
Winston Churchill 
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