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INA is in the Ark family of schools, with a sponsor 
who is committed to all pupils learning a ‘big band’ 
instrument, an enthusiasm that Greg, the newly 
appointed Head of Music, can easily share. Greg is 
supported by two other music teachers: David, a 
saxophonist, and Will, master of the rhythm section.  

The school opened in September 2012 with180 
pupils forming Year 7. Music, along with Maths, is 
designated a subject specialism and described in 
the school’s brochure as a subject complementing 
the ‘depth of the academic core’ and as part of ‘a 
well-rounded education – a curriculum emphasising 
core academic subjects, while providing the 
facilities and specialist staff to meet and stimulate a 
wide range of interests’.
 
The eight Year 7 classes each have two one-hour 
music lessons weekly, one titled ‘Big Band’, the other 
‘Music’. Big Band lessons employ all three teachers, 
music lessons one. Shortly into the first term and 
after stating their preferences, all pupils were 
assigned their Big Band instrument. Preferences 
were mostly satisfied. Pupils take instruments home 
and are expected to play for fifteen minutes three 
times a week. The table shows the distribution of 
instruments to the year group.

The department is spacious and well resourced. 
There is a large room for whole class Big Band and 
Music lessons. Another room is dedicated to digital 

The last three y�ears have seen decisive shifts in 
educational policy� in England.  Counterpointing 
a National Plan for Music Education and 
the creation of Music Hubs are changes in 
curriculum along with new measures of 
accountability� likely� to affect the place of music 
in the curriculum. At the same time has come a 
rapid growth in Academies, the introduction of 
Free Schools, Studio Schools, Co-operative Schools 
and University� Teaching Colleges, and some of 
these are designated Teaching Schools. With all 
this comes a review of educational priorities and 
fresh ideas about the organisation of music in 
the school. Here I report on the establishment 
of music in the curriculum of the Isaac Newton 
Academy� (INA), just one example of how music 
in the school is being re-imagined in order to 
recognise instrumental learning as integral to 
general music education. 

Every� pupil a Big Band musician
Although largely hidden from the busy main road, 
once in view the architectural distinction of INA 
is clear to see, and on entry the décor arrests in 
equal measure. Waiting in reception the video show 
tells me about pupil achievements as well as the 
Bridges to Learning – ‘the habits of mind or learning 
characteristics that develop a student’s character 
and learning power enabling development into 
well rounded individuals and resilient learners’(INA 
website http://www.isaacnewtonacademy.org/). 
It is the start of the day and, not without gestures 
of regret, a steady procession of pupils come to 
deposit their mobile devices at reception for safe 
keeping. 

Trumpets Trombones Saxophones Drums Guitar Piano Bass 
Guitar

32 32 60 16 16 16 8
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 music making, and there are two further break-
out spaces, a recording studio and eight practice 
rooms. 

After just a few weeks of Big Band lessons the second 
half of the school’s Winter Celebration show-cases 
progress with a performance of Oh when the 
saints featuring students selected from all classes. 
Brightly coloured trombones catch the eye as much 
as the slick accompanying combo catches the ear, 
enhancing the musical texture and demonstrative 
drive of the enthusiastic big band musicians. I 
had observed a first term Big Band lesson where 
routines were being established and first ventures 

At different stages of the warm up routine

Greg provides harmonic support to the brass section
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The Music lesson
Running alongside Big Band and their Seven nation 
army is a twelve-week Music Theatre Project. This 
second music lesson is workshop in style where 
students play, sing, improvise and compose. There 
is sometimes crossover of repertoire between 
the two lessons and, where relevant, Big Band 
instruments are used. 

Greg tells me how the class had been captivated 
by the colloratura singing in Mozart’s Queen of the 
night aria, but now the class are learning to sing At 
the end of the day from the musical Les Miserables. 
The class are the starving workers of Paris, and 
they spend time moving into role before learning 
the song dramatically modelled by their teacher. 

The school’s in depth evaluation of the curriculum 
shows pupils’ greatest satisfaction is in their 
Music and Big Band lessons, with their Music lesson 
marginally ahead of Big Band. 

Moving on
Now Year 7 has become Year 8 and Greg is 
pleased that there is so much evidence of holiday 
instrumental practice, and the new Year 7 pupils 
are eager to walk in their predecessors’ footsteps. 
There is good news too from head teacher Rachel. 

The whole class Big Band led by David

into whole class performance made. While sectional 
work plays an important part in establishing warm 
up routines and making sounds that become music, 
there is always a coming together where foundational 
musicianship skills are rehearsed as the Big Band: the 
learning of aural and visual cues and the internalising 
of structural patterns chief among these.

A Big Band lesson
I return in term 2 to observe a Big Band lesson and 
on this occasion the whole class is working together 
for the whole lesson. The material being worked is 
Seven nation army and its globally celebrated riff 
(see observation snapshot box). 

Music teacher ready with trombone and foot-
tapping, another ready with saxophone. 

Two minute set up time including warm up 
routines (1. Blowing, 2. Mouthpiece-buzzing, 3. 
Long notes, 4. Together making chords). 

Now a sustained immersive call-copy session 
playfully working with the riff.

New section likewise. 

Now building confidence to play through to the 
end of the phrase.

Instruments down and listening to a recording 
of the East London group Brassroots performing 
Seven nation army. 

There is an in-coming trumpet tune and listening 
is focused on this and how a two-part texture is 
made. 

Now whole class riffing again with trumpet tune 
played by teacher on saxophone. Key musicianship 
challenge. 

A good number distracted by the intruding 
trumpet tune! 

Next week back into three Big Band groups for 
sectional work.

Funding has been confirmed that will support whole 
class Big Band throughout Key Stage 3. 

In Year 8, Big Band lessons and Music lessons are 
working more closely together. The Senegalese 
Drumming project currently underway brings 
together Big Band instruments, voices and djembe 

working towards a performance of The spirit of 
togetherness from the musical Umoja, for example.

Bass guitarist Khalid, now in Year 8, is one of those 
who can be found lingering at the end of the lesson 
in the hope that Greg can spare time for a jam. 

But then I think of another secondary school not so 
far from INA where the recent curriculum review 
has placed music in a very different position. The 
once a week Key Stage 3 music lesson has become 
a once three-weekly lesson on a carousel with the 
other arts. 

No doubt we will continue to strive for ‘one equal 
music’.

Music Mark would like to thank the head teacher, staff and pupils 
concerned for the photographs included with this article.

Bass guitarist Khalid
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