Notes for the Future
Submission Overview
“If education is about anything, it’s surely about introducing young people to something new, unfamiliar
and inspiring – not always an easy task.”
James Harper, Music Critic, The Courier Mail
Around 400 students participate in Ferny Grove High’s Instrumental Music program.
The program is not a hothouse for musically “gifted and talented” students alone, but is open to all. Many
instrumental music students are among the school’s highest academic achievers, but the program is also home to a
significant number of students who would feel no strong commitment to stay at school were it not for the program.
Parents, past students, community groups and arts organisations are extensively involved, and the program is one of
Queensland’s most highly regarded, an enrolment drawcard for the school, and a major influence on students’
attitudes to learning and community participation.
The Instrumental Music staff room is the hub where students, staff and parents come together to work, share
information, food or chat. Lively interaction between staff, students and parents is the key to the program’s
character and culture.

Description
Ferny Grove High’s Instrumental Music program involves around 400 students in 20 ensembles, including an
orchestra, six percussion ensembles, two guitar ensembles and a 260-voice choir, which includes a 60-voice boys’
choir.
The process that has led to the current situation began in about 2001. At that time the program was solid but
unremarkable, being based, like so many others, on concert bands, competitions, and occasional school concerts
and shopping-centre gigs.
Parent involvement was limited to fundraising and there were no substantial links with the wider community. The
repertoire was narrow, and largely restricted to works suitable for competitions, or even prescribed by competition
organisers.
Like many such programs, it was quite attractive to the academically gifted, and to highly motivated students with
an interest in classical music. It provided little opportunity for those who had not been involved in music since
primary school, and those, particularly boys, who had trouble engaging in school life.
Like most Instrumental Music teachers, the program’s staff worked in several programs in several schools until, in
2001, Ferny Grove High decided to supplement the time provided by Education Queensland and buy extra time for
two staff to become full time.
That innovation had a significant influence on what happened next.
The teachers were now able to participate more fully in school life. They were able to forge stronger relationships
with students, other staff and parents, to think more creatively, to take risks and become part of a community –
things that are quite difficult to do when you are constantly coming and going.
In order to involve the whole community in a way that hadn’t been tried at Ferny Grove before, the program
decided to attempt a series of major works that would challenge everybody, but that anyone could be involved in.
An early milestone was the performance of Canto General, by Greek composer, Mikis Theodorakis. Canto, a 30minute piece in Spanish and Greek, challenged many expectations of what a school might attempt. Students, staff
and parents were invited to participate - the only requirement was regular attendance at rehearsals.
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The project caught the attention of other organisations and, at the end of 2001, Ferny Grove was asked to be
involved in a partnership with Oxfam Community Aid Abroad and Brisbane City Council in a project called Stand
With Us, billed as “a gesture of support for young refugees”. The choir joined professional musicians, community
choirs and refugee students from Milpera High to perform Canto at Brisbane’s Powerhouse Theatre.
Stand With Us led to an invitation to perform in the 2003 Queensland Music Festival. The concert, entitled Alafiah
… Freedom, culminated a six-month project involving professional musicians, refugee students, and
instrumentalists and vocalists from Ferny Grove.
In 2003 the school also presented Melbourne composer Irine Vela’s music-theatre work, Little City. Teachers and
parents participated in the production, a work in three languages dealing in political ideas - far from a typical
school musical.
Canto, Alafiah and Little City were hugely successful, artistically and socially. They gave students the experience
of creating something together, and a taste of music’s power to express the human condition. They highlight the
three principles that have been central to the program’s evolution:
• Diversifying repertoire
• Broadening participation
• Building relationships

Diversifying Repertoire
An emphasis on non-standard repertoire aimed to extend students’ horizons beyond the limitations imposed by a
focus on competitions, and beyond the pop culture that dominates so much of their lives.

Broadening Participation
Staff decided to change the program’s emphasis, to opt out of competitions and broaden the student base, so that
every student in the school could, potentially, take part.
Instrumental music requires discipline, coordination and higher-order thinking so, traditionally, instrumental music
students tended to be high academic achievers with good parent support. But music is also very physical, requiring
a high level of energy – characteristics that can make it particularly attractive to teenaged boys.
The experience with Canto and Alafiah convinced us that a large, non-auditioned choir where everyone was
welcome would be an essential centrepiece for a truly accessible program. It would provide the best opportunity for
students of all levels of ability to become involved in music making and to experience the joy of creating
something together.
Most state secondary schools struggle to maintain choral programs. Primary schools are very active in this area but
participation tends not to carry on to high school – most boys, in particular, don’t want to be seen in a choir.
Relationship building was central to persuading students to take part and to try new things. That meant creating an
environment in which they felt secure and could take risks in expressing themselves.

Building Relationships
The shared experiences of performance, and of being part of a vibrant department, were essential in creating the
necessary level of trust and enjoyment. Central to cultivating the appropriate atmosphere was an “open-door”
staffroom policy that made students and parents welcome, helping create camaraderie and an inclusive culture.
As a result, students habitually show respect for staff, property and each other. Many students spend all their spare
time at school in the instrumental music department, playing music, dancing, eating, socialising, helping set up,
doing homework – it has become a haven for all sorts of students, some of whom are not even directly involved in
the program.
As in most cultures, sharing food is an important bonding agent - and for teenagers, especially boys, food plays an
important role in concentration. The department bought a cold water bubbler and a sandwich maker, which is kept
regularly supplied by parental donations of bread, cheese and peanut butter. A further result has been a steep
decline in the consumption of “red foods” by instrumental music students.
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The student-staff relationship is characteristically informal. The closeness of this relationship is reflected in the
characteristic energy of the department’s performances, the nonverbal interactions, and the absolute joy that the
students clearly experience (see DVD footage).

Other innovations
SLAB
The establishment of SLAB (Sound, Lighting and Backstage), the program’s technical crew, provided opportunities
in the program for students with technical rather than musical skills.

Head of Department
In 2005, the school acknowledged the rapidly growing importance of the Instrumental Music program by
introducing a workplace reform to appoint a Head of Department, Instrumental Music. Full-time leadership has
enabled the program to reach even greater levels of artistic achievement. This is the first appointment of a Head of
Instrumental Music in Education Queensland.

Connections to QSE – 2010 and/or Education and Training
Reforms for the Future
Learning to live with complexity, uncertainty and diversity
We live in a society where the character of family and community life is changing at such a rate that it is difficult
for young people to feel a sense of belonging, or that they are part of a community and have something to offer that
is valued.
Large schools like Ferny Grove can provide many opportunities, but it’s also easy to feel lost in the crowd. The
Instrumental Music program offers more than musical instruction, it provides social support for a large percentage
of the student body. Certainly, its performance opportunities enable students to experience the power of music, an
experience that both generates enthusiasm and stimulates their creative imagination.
But these outcomes are strengthened by their taking place in an environment where students have a sense of
belonging. This environment is happy and inclusive due to several mutually reinforcing strands:
• The mostly informal, collegial relationship between students and staff
• Close involvement from parents and families
• The “open door” staffroom policy
• Easy mixing of age groups in ensembles and general social interaction
Such an environment enables a level of achievement far higher than might be expected from the general skill base –
few of the students belong in the musically gifted and talented category, and only a minority have developed
extensive skills through private musical tuition.

Improving School Retention Rates
The Instrumental Music program has been a major contributor to Ferny Grove’s retention rates. While it is well
known that there is a strong correlation between academic achievement and participation in music, Instrumental
Music attracts not only academic, motivated students, but also students at risk of being marginalized, through
finding little to engage them at school.
The program gives many students who could otherwise be alienated from the school environment a reason to
engage in the life of the school.

Boys’ Education
The kind of practical learning that occurs in the Instrumental Music program is ideal for the way that many boys
learn. It encompasses aspects of all perceptual modes of learning - kinaesthetic, tactile, auditory and visual. It
allows for a degree of obsessiveness, involves movement and allows them to be expressive, in ways that are not
aggressive.
Parents are eager to see their boys involved in the program. Participation provides a positive outlet for their high
energy levels, and helps them stay out of trouble. Dancing, drumming and singing sessions are frequent and
spontaneous.
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The environment encourages students to be tolerant of each other’s eccentricities and to be generous in their mutual
support, rather than constantly stirring and running each other down in “competitive” fashion. As they find their
place in the department’s culture, students who may have tendencies towards overtly aggressive or intolerant ways
of interacting tend to shed that behaviour. Senior boys figure prominently in the program, acting as role models,
and encouraging younger boys to become involved.

Cross-cultural Awareness
Ferny Grove is a fairly mono-cultural area and students have few opportunities to mix and get to know their peers
from other cultures. Instrumental music projects like Stand with Us and Alafiah, which brought Ferny Grove
students together with peers from refugee backgrounds, enabled them to collaborate with students from many
cultures and gain some understanding of their very different situations. Innovative repertoire choices such as Little
City and Canto, also gave students an insight into other cultures, languages and points of view.

Middle-Phase Links and Transition
Ferny Grove has developed strong links with the local primary schools. Our ensembles perform an annual concert
at each of our four feeder primary schools. Gifted and talented primary students are invited to play in high school
ensembles. Instrumental music teachers from the Ferny Grove program tutor at the local primary school’s annual
music camp at no expense to the primary schools.

Community Partnerships
The program has also established successful partnerships with numerous government and community
organisations, including the Brisbane City Council, Oxfam Community Aid Abroad, Lifeline, the Queensland
Orchestra, the Brisbane Festival, the Queensland Festival, the Samford Rotary Club, Brisbane Birralee Voices, and
various state government departments. These partnerships have given students opportunities to engage with the
wider community and to perform in a variety of situations.

Outcomes
Inclusivity
The base of the program has greatly broadened, to include a large number of students who previously had no
opportunity to take part.
•
•
•
•
•

Since 2000, the number of students in the program has doubled, from around 200 to over 400, while the
total school population has increased by less than 10%.
(See Appendix 1, Figure 1)
The number of boys in the program has more than doubled. (See Appendix 1, Figure 2)
In 2000, there was no school choir. In 2007, there are three, the largest consists of over 260 students.
(See Appendix 1, Figure 3)
The number of ensembles in the program grew from seven, in 2000, to 20 in 2007.
(See Appendix 1, Figure 4)
In 2000, the number of students in the program who had not been involved in music at primary school was
zero. In 2006, more than 150 were able to take part, despite having had no musical opportunities before
high school. (See Appendix 1, Figure 5)

Mobilising Family and Community Support
Parents are frequent visitors to the music staffroom and interact with teachers and students every day. They are
encouraged not only to attend concerts but also to get involved in organizing them through our key partnership, the
Music Support Committee. The high level of joint involvement by parents and students gives them a stake in the
program’s success and strengthens the whole school community. Currently the group consists of 30 members and
last year fundraised over $17,000 towards the program.
Parent satisfaction with the program and its effects on their children is extremely high. (See Appendix 2 for a
selection of parents’ comments.) In 2006, parents continued the tradition established in Canto and Little City by
forming their own choir.
Their first performance, a surprise item at a major school concert, was greeted with rapt enthusiasm and a standing
ovation by students, demonstrating that the regular parent involvement in the program has created rapport between
the collective student and parent bodies.
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Another outcome of the program’s relationship building with students is the connections that persist long after they
have left the school. Several past students are now involved in conducting and tutoring school ensembles as well as
arranging and composing for the program. In 2006, more than 30 past students returned to school to rehearse and
perform at the school’s annual Gala Concert.
In 2007, former students will join with the parent choir to perform at a school concert. Later in the year past
students and parents will join the student body in a massed choir for a special performance.
Since 2001, the program has commissioned four new works for the senior percussion ensemble, by former student
John Parker, now an emerging professional composer. Those pieces have been mainstays of the group’s repertoire,
and have now been published and made available to other schools.

Academic Success
Despite all the changes and innovations, the program still caters to high academic performers. In 2006, 35 of 45
students, including 31 of 33 girls, who received five As or more in one semester, were instrumental music students.
For some academically gifted students, involvement in instrumental music is an important exposure to other ways
of learning. Students who struggle academically may have very strong physical or aural skills. Sometimes they
learn, memorize and perform difficult music far more quickly and in more musical depth than academic students.
Realising this promotes respect among students for other people’s abilities and can build confidence in less
academically successful students. Each year, several students have gone on to tertiary studies who would have had
little or no chance of achieving a university education had they not been involved in music.

Artistic Success and Community Partnerships
Audiences of all kinds, including professional musicians and festival organisers, have responded to the enthusiasm,
energy and expressiveness that characterise Ferny Grove ensemble performances. Whereas once performances
were restricted to school concerts and competitions, students now perform for local, interstate and national
audiences. Ferny Grove groups have appeared at the Brisbane Powerhouse, Brisbane Convention Centre, and the
Queensland Performing Arts Centre, to name only a few.
In 2005-06 the school had a successful partnership with the community-based Birralee Voices young people’s
choir. The school’s senior percussion ensemble featured at Birralee’s tenth anniversary concert, and was invited,
along with Birralee, to perform at the Melbourne Commonwealth Games Cultural Festival in March 2006.
The percussion group frequently performs at community and corporate events, and has appeared at the Premier’s
Smart Awards, the Brisbane Festival and the Queensland Music Festival. Our percussion program is one of the
strongest in Australia.
The instrumental program has other strong local connections, with groups such as the Chamber Strings and Big
Band featuring at Samford Rotary’s annual Music by the Lake festival, performing at local primary schools and
hosting the annual primary school music camp.
The program has also developed strong connections with the wider arts community. Professional musicians, some
of them past students, often appear as guest artists at the school’s major concerts.

Conclusion
Ferny Grove is a large school that offers a wide variety of experience, yet the first choice of around a quarter of the
students is a low-tech, communal activity requiring both a degree of discipline and inconvenience – early mornings,
long hours – and requiring overt emotional expression in often unfamiliar idioms. It offers a distinct alternative to
the technological, media-focused, rather insular world of the iPod-wearing, text-messaging modern teenager.
The key to the program’s success has been its ability to nurture a close relationship between teachers, students,
parents and community. It is the trust that comes from that relationship and the resultant sense of belonging that
enable students to be prepared to tackle unfamiliar material, to connect with fellow students – many of whom they
would not otherwise mix with - and explore artistic experiences unlike those they are used to getting from the
popular culture that absorbs so much of their attention.
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Since 2000, the number of students in the program has doubled, from around 200 to over 400, while the total
school population has increased by less than 10%.
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The number of boys in the program has more than doubled.

Figure 3
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In 2000, there was no school choir. In 2007, there are three, the largest consists of over 260 students.

6

Figure 4
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The number of ensembles in the program grew from seven, in 2000, to 20 in 2007.
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In 2000, the number of students in the program who had not been involved in music at primary school was zero. In
2006, more than 150 were able to take part, despite having had no musical opportunities before high school.
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Appendix 2
Comments by parents and students
In the past five years that I have been involved in the Music Support Group, the music program has grown. Every
child who wants to participate in the programme, is given the opportunity to do so which means that we now have
six percussion ensembles, 260+ students in choir and so on.
The music department gives students a sense of belonging and connectivity especially those who feel excluded
from the rest of the school and its activities. Not many schools (especially state schools) can boast of ex-students,
some of whom are now professional musicians, voluntarily coming back to play with current students purely for the
fun and enjoyment of it all. The music staffroom is the hub – it is a meeting place for parents, students and teachers
and often resembles a railway station with people coming and going.
A fantastic rapport exists between the teachers and students and there is an air of excitement which is reflected in
the music making. Every year the teachers seem to extract higher and higher standards from all the students. It is a
joy to watch the students perform – they dance and smile and it is obvious that they truly enjoy performing. The
parent choir last year was a chance for parents to share the students’ excitement and experiences.
Khui Ward, parent
I think all the teachers that my children have been taught by have been extremely good. Being involved in the
music programme gives them a sense of belonging and ‘community’ – I heard a boy remark the other day: “I would
not know what I would do if I did not have the music program – I probably would have dropped out in Year 10!”
Parent (2006 School Parent Survey)
Ms McCaw has made the greatest impression on both my oldest child, who has since left the school, and my
youngest child, still at the school. Her enthusiasm for music and treatment of the young musicians is amazing.
Crowds follow her around wherever she goes. The music performance program at the school is proof.
Parent (2006 School Parent Survey)
Many congratulations on the spectacular evening last night. I was totally blown away by the talent of your
students. It is obvious the rapport that you have with your students and the high regard they extend to you. I would
like to offer you an open invitation to perform at our school – Benowa State Primary – any time that you are
visiting the Gold Coast. Our children would be amazed!!!!
Lyndal Solomon, Music Teacher, Benowa Primary School
After attending Wednesday night’s presentation of the school’s Gala Concert as a visitor, I felt compelled to send
this message to express my appreciation for a very enjoyable evening. Other than a love of music, I have no
academic qualifications to provide a professional critique of the performance, but in my opinion I experienced a
truly professional event. In addition to the music and singing, the infectious spirit displayed by the conductor and
the students was a sheer pleasure. I left the auditorium on a high note (no pun intended). This has been my first
experience of musical presentations by the school and I hope it won’t be my last.”
David Munday, audience member
My son was in SLAB and realised that was his passion. He now is studying Backstage Management at QUT.
Parent, past student
My daughter joined the choir this year. All of her friends were in instrumental music and she doesn’t play an
instrument. The choir is a great way for her to be involved. She really enjoys it and I loved watching the concert
when they did Bohemian Rhapsody.
Parent, Year 9 student
The instrumental music program is not just about music, but having fun and making friends. SLAB is one of the
best parts. It is very enjoyable and rewarding. In the SLAB team I have learnt many new and useful skills, from
simple lead rolling to mixing and recording a complete orchestral downmix. These new skills will help me greatly
in later life.
Tom, Year 11
I like being an instrumental music person because I always have so much fun. I have also made heaps of friends
and music takes my mind off school work. It also puts really good songs in your head. I have learnt so much …
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and I have improved a lot. I have learnt that music is a really important part of my life and I don’t know what I’d
be doing without it.
Eleina, Year 11
Music makes school bearable.
Ray, Year 12
What can I say? The Ferny Grove High School Instrumental Music Department is one of a kind. Some of my
fondest memories of the school revolve around the music myself and fellow students have made in rehearsals and
concerts. This program has not only been a place for me to hone my skills as a young musician in a supportive and
educational environment, but it has also given me opportunities to develop friendships with students and teachers
that otherwise would not exist. I will graduate high school at the end of this year with a bounty of songs that will
stay with me forever and warm memories towards the relationships and friendships I’ve forged.
Jessica, Year 12
The Ferny Grove State High School music program has offered Toby and Emily an exceptional opportunity to
enrich their lives through music. The integrity and dedication of the staff has enabled and encouraged a diversity
and depth of skills in these and other students, which has lead to performance opportunities outside the normal
scope of school responsibilities. Our family feels proud and privileged to be a part of a program such as this, and
are confident that skills learnt under the guidance of the team at Ferny Grove will offer enhanced opportunities for
our children; we are immensely grateful.
David and Cathy Thompson, parents
Involvement with the Instrumental Music Program from a parent’s perspective has been an enjoyable and
somewhat inspirational ride. The Music Support Committee (MSC) of which I am a member consists mainly of
interested parents and also representatives from both staff and students.
I decided to join the MSC as a show of support after witnessing the untiring effort that the staff and support staff
had demonstrated in the first year that my son James joined the program. The hours that these guys work is truly
phenomenal!
Not long into last year’s extensive season of camps, concerts etc., a fellow parent suggested that a parent choir be
formed with the intent of performing at one of the concerts scheduled later in the year. At the same time it was
decided to keep the organization of the choir and its premiere performance a secret from the students. This led to
many raucous and quite amusing evenings labeled covertly as extraordinary MSC meetings! Secrecy, as you could
imagine, turned out to be a lot tougher than expected.
ASIO would have been proud of us, the secret was kept right up until the moment the choir walked on stage and,
might I add, also to the total amusement, embarrassment and shock of the students. Our performance was such a hit
we were invited back for another “gig” at a concert later in the year.
On a serious note, we performed a medley that included two-part singing of which quite a few of the parents didn’t
have any experience. The choir performed unaided by music or words, and what I did observe was the steady
development of the parents in not only their vocal ability but their overall confidence as the rehearsals progressed.
As a result of the enjoyment by all concerned we are looking forward to more opportunities to perform in the
coming year.
Lance Hutchinson, parent
What a privilege it has been for the students at Ferny Grove High to be involved in the music program. All students
are encouraged to be part of the program, whether in instrumental, choir, technical or backstage. The Gala Concert
every year gets bigger and better, I sit in awe of the performers for what they have achieved through the year of
rehearsals. This, however, highlights the dedication of the staff. The program allows the students to be a part of a
group and not lose their individuality. Each is encouraged to their fullest potential, and this is evident at the
concerts when you see them encourage each other and, most of all, enjoy entertaining the audience.
Shelly Torrisi, parent
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Appendix 3
Stand with us

Commonwealth Games
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Alafiah – Freedom Concert, with Milpera and Yeronga State High Schools

Little City – Courier Mail
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Commonwealth Games
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Brisbane Festival
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