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RNIB supporting blind and partially sighted people

Effective practice guide


Teaching music to pupils with vision impairment

About this guide

This is a guide to the key considerations when teaching music to children and young people with vision impairment. It complements the information in our access guides. If you are teaching music to a child who is blind or partially sighted, before using this guide please read the following access guides which are free to download at rnib.org.uk/curriculum: 

· Understanding visual impairment in learners and young people 

· Accessible teaching and learning resources 

· Developing communication skills 

The role of support staff is to enable young people with a vision impairment to work and learn as independently as possible. We recommend "Effective working with teaching assistants in schools", the guidance produced by the National Sensory Impairment Partnership.
This guide is part of our Teaching National Curriculum Subjects series. At the end you will find details of where to find them. 
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1. Why music?
Music is a unique medium affecting the way we feel, think and act. Music forms part of our identity and shapes our interactions with others. Music combines intellect and feeling to enable personal expression, reflection and emotional development through listening. Music is part of culture, engaging listeners with both current perceptions of the past and new forms in the present. Music permeates many young people's lives at home, school and in the wider world. Creating and performing music can increase young people's confidence and self-esteem. Music can be at times intensely personal, at others, an expression of corporate solidarity and cultural identity. Music has the capacity to excite and to calm. 

Music education encourages the making of music, whilst listening ever more astutely. It fosters both independent learning, as in practice of an instrument, and constructive relationships, as in group performance. As a creative subject, music education develops inspiration and craft, working through the process of starting a project, refining ideas and rehearsing them and completing the work, to be shared with others. 
For young people with serious sight difficulties, working in music - organising the medium of sound - provides more opportunities for equality of working alongside sighted peers than any other area of the curriculum. For those sighted peers, having a blind or partially sighted pupil in the class should enhance the sensitivity of all the groups' musical activity! 

2. Developing listening skills

In evolutionary terms, sound acts as a warning system. Most of the time we notice a sound, decide that it is not a danger signal and then ignore it. We are alerted by a mobile phone ring tone, work out it is not our phone and get back to what we were doing. 

We work out where we are by looking around, fitting snapshots received by our eyes flitting about, into a picture, a context, in our brain. The flitting about also keeps sighted people alert to their surroundings. Visually, we are attracted to where there is movement, again keeping us stimulated.

Indeed, we close our eyes and shut this outside world out to concentrate on something or to rest. This is not possible with sound; we cannot deliberately or consciously close our ears.

Sound is affecting us most of the time. Whilst we shut out many sounds, vibrations still affect us. Next time you switch off the printer or the office lighting, check to see if your shoulders relax as the hum disappears. Some of us find silence, complete silence, quite disturbing in its blankness. 

The sensory world of the baby, pre-crawling, is dominated by sound and touch. Meaning and understanding are extended on a near daily basis through hearing new things (the heating spluttering as it comes on in autumn), through consequences of sounds (hearing the spoon hit the bowl before Mum brings it over, yummy, lunch), through getting reactions from caring adults from crying, gurgling or giggling. At the earliest of stages, and for some children with hearing difficulties through vibration rather than hearing, both the cognitive awareness of the world beyond the self and the emotional strength of personal relationships are acquired through sound. For a baby already described as having sight problems this education is particularly significant, with adults around needing to listen more themselves. A parent, rather than just smiling in response to a happy squeal from baby, can make a sound back. Aunty, when choosing a present, might explore the range of sound it makes not just how pretty it looks, along with the kind of dexterity required to make these sounds. 

The sound world is different from the visual world. Sighted people have control over the selection of what is looked at from what is around, but, unless under headphones (an increasingly interesting cultural development), the sound world comes uninvited to us. The visual world is a continuous stream of stimulation, only stopped when we choose to stop looking. The sound world shifts, with noise popping up when and where it will. A blind person does not know something is in the distance until it makes a sound. (John Hull writes lucidly on this topic: see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_M_Hull 
Where sounds are coming from (again something displaced in contemporary society with the world of amplification, where many well be some distance away from the original sound source) is of particular use to those with serious sight difficulties. Exploring sounds that move around, as with the shaker going around the head of the toddler in a pushchair, is more interesting than a sound that stays in one place. Going out on a windy day is more acoustically interesting than going out on a calm day: there is more sound to hear. A next step is to link the sound you are making with the sounds in the environment around you. So you are going to the station wheeling your overnight bag. The bag's wheels make a rhythm over the cracks in the pavement but there is much more. The sound of the bag changes as you walk past a parked car, and the background noise of birds in the trees disappears from your perception. You could choose to ignore all this and worry about whether you are going to catch your train or you could delight in your interaction with your environment. In more enclosed situations, however, the sound of the wheels might mask the sound of risks, such as cyclists.  [see a short film on Acoustic Shadows featuring David Hindmarch.]

Sighted people are a bit lazy describing sound. Take for example a teacher working on the difference between loud and quiet. The teacher plays a drum walking around the class, loudly and then quietly. Fine for the teacher. Fine for those in the class who can equate an apparent reduction in volume with a smaller, slower movement from the teacher's arm before hitting the drum. For those just listening, the sound is constantly altering its volume because the sound source is moving closer or further away.

Listening to your own sounds and working out how different environments amplify the sound in different ways is important too. Giving young children as many opportunities to explore safely with any sound source, from brushing finger nails along radiators to bashing dustbin lids with kitchen spoons, is important. Ambient sound needs to be at a minimum to get the best effects: that means switching off the babble of the unwatched TV or unnoticed sound system. The joy of such exploration, such control over a world where sound just suddenly invades, may also account for why a young person with sight difficulties prefers sitting on the wood sill at the window than on the thick pile carpet.

3. Getting started

Playing with, and controlling sound sources, exploring the texture, temperature, weight and balance, develops fine motor skills and tactile discrimination. The reward is mainly in hearing interesting, varying sounds. Have an instrument box on the floor and many toddlers with sight problems will have hours of fun, exploring by themselves. Meanwhile an adult can check all is well by listening to the sounds made. As mentioned above, this needs a quiet context, so that the child is sure that "I am making that sound. I'm clever. This is fun."

To introduce social elements and to extend the ways in which little instruments can be played, adults can take turns with the child, making surprise games, patterns with little changes, etc. At moments of great fun, singing and other vocal sounds will naturally emerge, which again can be altered and shared. 

For both linguistic and musical development, we all listen to sounds over and over again before we experiment with making these sounds ourselves. CD and online stories with just a sound track rather than pictures should provide a more meaningful thread to follow, rather than cartoons and TV programmes where sound is used for special effect rather than carrying the story. "What they hear is what you get" is alarmingly true, as parents know to their embarrassment. So with recorded music try not only to have high quality source material but also high quality speakers. 

When out and about try to have enough time to stop and listen to sounds all around you, including what the space itself contributes to the sound. All of us can become more detailed listeners!

Finally, a word about honesty. We all encourage youngsters' first attempts at everything. What is the musical equivalent of the first picture proudly stuck to the fridge door? Do record and store on the computer early musical creations, soundscapes, snippets of nursery rhymes sung etc. However, for a child that is not picking up the subtle facial expressions of adoring adults, it is sometimes hard to work out what is good and what is not good. It is all too easy to praise and be satisfied with second best, in a desire to be encouraging (and popular!). Education is about building skills and experience. Think: what is the next step? Often this is about making the musical expression neater, more accurate, more varied. 

4. Providing access to the curriculum

Whilst there are many concerns about what to do when classes use music notation in lessons, hopefully there are lots of musical activities before this arises. 

A surprising amount of group music making is controlled by sight, especially in schools. Seeing the teacher, who maybe anywhere in the room, seeing other children in your performing group, seeing the instrument you are playing and being aware of the reactions of those just listening are all part of music making in school. That is all before the winter sun streams in through half of the room… For those with some useful vision, finding the best position for the most important of these is important. Look out for odd body posture and tension that might be avoided by, say, sitting in the best lit part of the room or close to the teacher's workstation. Have a music stand with a hard back instead of placing worksheets flat on the floor or table behind an instrument. In group work get the players to sit close to each other and start with a game of passing a rhythm around the group so that everybody knows each other by their instruments' sound, not just by sight. Many music teachers have a rhythm signal for everybody to clap back which means "stop and listen to me". Students, but especially a student who is blind may like to adopt a similar system for when the noise gets a bit too confusing in unsupervised group work. 

The flexible layout of the room may be helpful for the teacher, but is challenging for blind students. Then there are cupboards with instruments, instrument cases left in any corner, wires from keyboards and amplifiers, pots of different types of beaters, boxes of percussion instruments some with sharp edges. All rather tricky! 

Be prepared. After a few settling-in lessons, try to find some time to go round the music room with a student who is blind checking he or she knows what the choice of instruments is. You may find that one particular make and model of keyboard matches the keyboard he or she has at home. You may find that instrument boxes are easily identifiable by a little shake: this one has bells in, this one woodblocks. Try to give each instrument its name so that the student can ask for them when required, rather than have to depend on what friends in a group bring over. 

In music rooms with computer workstations, one particular machine may need to be set up with your student's preferred assistive technology, such as screen magnification. Do look at the accessibility part of each music program used and supply the student with a list of keyboard commands for as many of the operations learnt in class as possible. Music technology software packages are notoriously cluttered and monochrome. Do consider the musical outcome required, seeing if your student can work in a less visual way to get to the same end. Where students work in pairs at a workstation, your student should be able to make lots of judgements and selections through careful listening even if alterations are made visually by the partner. 

Most musical instruments involve peculiar movement, dexterity and balance to operate them. Playing the violin is not natural! It is tempting to concentrate on just the operating part - the finger on the string - at the expense of the whole body posture and weight. It is also tempting just to listen to the sound made, rather than describing verbally the type of energy required to make a note, the preparation before the sound and the release after the sound. This is part of what makes music sound interesting. When playing a hand drum, cause and effect are clear. Playing pitched percussion instruments using beaters, or a drum kit with drum sticks requires hand-eye coordination so is more risky.

Students may prefer to play xylophones with short sticks and to use one beater rather than two, using the other hand to mark a particular note in the middle of the instrument and then judge the distance to travel to higher notes from this, as in the kind of technique used to dampen the sound on gamelan instruments. 

Music comprises sound and silence. Whilst there are usually few problems starting the sound together, perhaps with a subtle in-breath or tap on the shoulder from a neighbour, silence is very tricky to time and most ensembles rely on a physical gesture, ranging from one finger on the lips to a conductor's "cut off". It is often easier for a student who cannot see these gestures to stop early, or even not join in at all, so as not to risk being caught out making a noise in the gap. Where possible, rehearse the gap for the whole group or consider letting the blind student lead the cut off, practising a gesture that is clear.

Sometimes the sound made in class music making is actually not very attractive. Somebody just listening may sit with hands over the ears… The instinct for most sighted children is to play all the time rather than listen as part of the attraction of the activity is the physical control of an instrument or physical engagement of singing. For a blind student, joining in might not be as much fun as listening as it detracts from listening. Just listening may be a valid (and useful) activity and the student may be able to play or sing the whole piece on his or her own afterwards. You might use the reaction of a blind student as a thermometer for the quality and audible coherence of the music being made.  

4b Music notation 

So to music notation. Most of the world's music is not written down. Being a fluent performer, a confident composer and an attentive listener does not need notation. For some children who are blind or partially sighted, these activities all seem very easy and need no verbal or symbolic mediation. Learning the technical words used in analysis such as loud and soft, (piano and forte) is a starting point.  Learning the shape (structure) of pieces is particularly helpful where students are reliant on memory, as in introduction, verse, verse, chorus, verse, playout. For most sighted children beginning to explore music notations, sound input is the most important element and only gradually do the squiggles on the page become linked to sound. For some blind and partially sighted students, the music notation accessed through magnification, as Modified Stave Notation or as Braille music, is similarly likely only to be a prompt for recalling the sound of the piece at the beginning of exploring notation. It is important for teachers, especially instrumental teachers who use stave notation (the five lines with all the pretty symbols), to consider how any student learns to be fluent at writing and reading music, and then to apply this to those who are using alternative notations. 

There is a lot of literature to support the learning of music notation by blind and partially sighted people, along with information on how to obtain print music in accessible formats. 

In various strands of music making the ability to read and play at the same time is vital, as in playing in an orchestra. Most musicians with serious sight problems are unable to read and play at the same time. Sufficient time for memorising music needs to be built into the learning schedule. 

Music lessons really should be an area of equal opportunity for students with serious sight problems. If your child is not enjoying music at school, do try to find out what is getting in the way. OFSTED, for many years when criticising music lessons in which the pupils learn little has stated the main cause as being a lack of music in the sessions… 

5. Access to specific activities 

Performing is often the safest part of music making for students with serious sight problems. Once the music gets going it progresses in (hopefully!) a predictable way, whereas rehearsals stop and start, discussions ensue etc. However, rarely is there time to adjust fully to performing in usually a bigger space and a bigger acoustic than in which the rehearsals have been held. Again, a bit of extra time has to be found from somewhere to rehearse how to get on and off stage without looking conspicuous, finding, perhaps, the best lit part of the school hall and getting used to not being able to hear the basses in the choir as clearly as in the music room. 

Another aspect of performance, emphasised in the world of Britain's Got Talent and The X Factor, is how you look whilst performing. From action songs in the nursery class's end of term show for parents to the secondary school's own X Factor, how to move "naturally", how to dress appropriately, how to be expressive with facial expressions for the big screen monitors, are all areas of performance that need discussion, or even a producer or personal assistant for the person who cannot see their own or other people's image. 

Currently, there is no coursework at GCSE or A level, rather Controlled Assessment, which is independent work undertaken under the supervision of music staff. Students need to be competent in their independent use of the equipment in the school music rooms as well as any assistive technology, and reassured that it is correctly installed and functioning.

In some secondary school Schemes of Work and for GCSE and A level, there are tasks of composing or arranging music for films. Here a detailed story board is needed, matched by a vivid description from the composer of what he or she was trying to portray in the score. 

Much music making in schools happens outside the compulsory timetable slot. To attend after school activities might require reorganising Local Authority funded transport, and a special risk assessment for emergencies. Many students who are blind have 100% adult support during the school day: what is going to happen after school? 

Whilst folk, rock and pop music is often learnt and performed by ear, many of the instruments used are learnt from online courses with videos and charts. Some of these will need to be turned into verbal descriptions by somebody who understands what is being presented. 

Most students have one Science teacher and one French teacher. For those heavily involved in music making, there are often many teachers involved. Where there are special ways of doing things, such as using braille music, it is especially important that there are fluent lines of communication between the teachers. 

6. Teaching strategies

Make music lessons as full of music as possible. In one-to-one or small group instrumental lessons, encourage your student (or with young children the parent sitting in) to use a small recording device as a notebook, to jot down new terms, to record a tricky phrase that you demonstrate. Similarly, the student can record compositions to email to the teacher ready for the lesson. 

Again for instrumental lessons in particular, regularly record completed pieces. Without a print tutor book to follow, it is harder to know progress is being made. There is less of that "Ah the music in lesson one looks easy, but, ugh, lesson fourteen looks impossible" that is gained in a couple of glances with a print book. 

Draw on the range of memory your student has for music and detail. Ask him or her to give examples of concepts you are presenting, including examples from their out of school listening.  

Get the student to show you how to do something, or pretend to be a student and get him or her to correct you. Here you will find out how much detail has been picked up, or indeed you may find a new way of doing something yourself! 

7. Assessment

Music is one of the most formally examined subjects in the UK, particularly on the prepared performance side. Once just the province of classical music, there are now music exams for jazz, and jazzy pieces in classical exams, exams for rock and pop, exams for non-orchestral instruments. There are competitions for singing. There are local music festivals. There are also ensembles that audition for entry. All of these tests should be accessible to blind and partially sighted musicians, who can be judged by the same criteria as their sighted peers. Information on access to music exams is summarised on the RNIB website, including published special arrangements for parts of examinations, such as the sight reading test or orientation in an unfamiliar room, by all the major examination boards, notably ABRSM (the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music), Trinity College and Rock School. There is also information specifically on taking theory exams.

The National Curriculum for England and the National Curriculum for Wales currently have musical assessment criteria that should be easy to achieve.  

Level 1, in England.

"Pupils recognise and explore how sounds can be made and changed. They use their voices in different ways such as speaking, singing and chanting, and perform with awareness of others. They repeat short rhythmic and melodic patterns and create and choose sounds in response to given starting points. They respond to different moods in music and recognise well-defined changes in sounds, identify simple repeated patterns and take account of musical instructions."

This includes social elements as well as plenty of musicianship, setting up students for the cultural aspect of the subject. 

Level 1, in Wales. 

"Pupils sing with clear diction, performing loudly or quietly as directed. They clap or tap a steady beat in time with others. Having explored a variety of sound sources, pupils choose suitable sounds in response to a given stimulus. They recognise and respond to sounds and music, in terms of elements such as dynamics, pace, duration and timbre. 

Here, "as directed" needs consideration. Pupils who cannot see a director will not be able to respond appropriately whilst performing but could remember instructions given in advance and related to the relevant parts of the music. 

Level 8, in England, expected of more able students aged 14,  mentions "expressive potential", working in a range of styles, "making accurate use of appropriate notations", and being able to discuss cultural contexts. There is challenge with the notation point because to appreciate accuracy of say braille music somebody as well as the student needs to understand the braille music, which in mainstream schools is rare. 

Level 8, in Wales, does not require the detail of notation or the breadth of cultural context but does require from their performing "where appropriate, a degree of empathy with other performers". 

To achieve this common ground between the music and the way the student interacts and empathises with his or her fellow performers, approaches will need to be discussed, tried out and observed. Honest and constructive discussion with an objective sighted observer is necessary here as understanding your visual impact and being comfortable with the use of gestures, expressions and movement can be difficult for any blind performer, especially a possibly self-conscious teenager!

GCSE, A level and BTec Music and Music Technology courses have all been successfully taken by blind and partially sighted students, including those working purely aurally, using the special arrangements outlined by JCQ. 
Make sure your school has a copy of Well prepared! RNIB's definitive guide to modifying examination, assessment and curriculum materials for blind and partially sighted learners. It is important that school assessments and learning materials introduce the layout and modifications a blind or partially sighted child will use in the public examinations. There is more general information on access to exams and tests on the RNIB website.

8. Music resources

The RNIB online shop sells sound-making toys for babies and toddlers. Percussion instruments, which make all kinds of sounds, made from natural materials from around the world are available in all kinds of shops, not just music shops. Also make "found sound" instruments out of everyday objects around the home. 

Establish a rapport with your local music shop so you can take or send students along to try out instruments with no pressure about the time taken. 
When friends and family come around, if they are happy to sing or play instruments, do encourage this, and get your child to join in if appropriate. When out and about, if you hear live music and have a moment to spare, go and investigate. There is information on accessible products for playing music at home, music magazines and books in accessible formats on the RNIB website. Finally, if you can get to London, why not request seats at the RNIB box at the Royal Albert Hall.

Join the Music Teachers' Support Group for students who are blind or partially sighted by sending an email to mas@rnib.org.uk
9. Further guides

The full Teaching National Curriculum Subjects series guides includes: 

· Teaching art to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching design technology (resistant materials) to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching English to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching food technology to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching geography to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching history to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching information and communications technology and computer science to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching modern foreign languages to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching maths to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching physical education to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching science to pupils with vision impairment

· Teaching sex and relationship education to pupils with vision impairment

You can download them from www.rnib.org.uk/curriculum In addition, you can download the following free guides from www.rnib.org.uk/guidanceonteaching : 

· Supporting Early Years education series

· Removing barriers to learning series

· Complex needs series

· Further and Higher education series

For print, braille, large print or audio, please contact the RNIB Children, Young people and Families (CYPF) Team at cypf@rnib.org.uk or call on 0121 665 4235. 

10. Further support from RNIB

Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) has a Music Advisory Service which provides advice and support with music making for any blind or partially sighted person, and those who work with them. Visit the extensive pages on music at www.rnib.org.uk/music . 

RNIB and our associate charity Action for Blind People provide a range of services to support children with visual impairment, their families and the professionals who work with them. We offer accredited training, conferences and networks to support your work. 

RNIB Helpline can refer can help you by providing information and advice on a range of topics, such as eye health, the latest products, leisure opportunities, benefits advice and emotional support. 

Call the Helpline team on 0303 123 9999, visit our online shop or email helpline@rnib.org.uk 

For regular information and inspiration to help your work with children who have sight problems, subscribe to Insight, the leading magazine for parents and professionals supporting children and young people with visual impairment, including those with additional and complex needs. 

Information disclaimer

This guide provides general information and ideas for consideration when working with children who have a vision impairment. Ideas suggested by practitioners who have contributed is based upon their personal perspective and context and as such, RNIB will not accept liability for any loss or damage or inconvenience arising as a consequence of the use of or the inability to use any information within this guide. Readers who use this guide and rely on any information do so at their own risk. All activities should be done with the full knowledge of the medical condition of the child and with guidance from the QTVI and other professionals involved with the child. RNIB does not represent or warrant that the information accessible via the website, including this guide, is accurate, complete or up to date. 
Guide: January 2013
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