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Double reeds are in decline... or are they?
Research at the Guildhall School of Music and
Drama has thrown up some interesting findings,
with implications for developing oboe and
bassoon playing in your school or music service.
Geoff Coates tells us more

T'S A familiar story in youth orchestras
across the country: ‘We've got eleven
brilliant flutes but no one to play the
bassoon. And we want to do The Rite
of Spring’ Double reed instruments have
long struggled in the drive to recruit young
players, and the knock-on effect is clear.

In the summer of 2008, a group of
interested parties, led by the Guildhall
School of Music and Drama (GSMD), decided
to take action. From the outset, we believed
that a collaboration between music services,
teachers, manufacturers, conservatoires and
professional players could do a lot more than
the sum of the parts. Encouraged by National
Music Participation Director Dick Hallam,
GSMD conducted research to establish best
practices in double reed recruitment and
teaching throughout the country, and how
widespread they were.

Since we couldn’t speak to everyone
teaching the instruments in every situation,
and since the most successful were more
likely to reply, we decided to survey a ‘top-
slice’ of activity, with a view to sharing best
practices more widely. A survey was sent to
all music services via the Federation of Music
Services (of whom 74 responded), and also
to specialist music schools, independent
schools offering music scholarships and
conservatoire junior departments, as
these were seen as the other main areas of
activity. The findings were presented at the
International Double Reed Society (IDRS)
conference in 2009, where delegates took
part in focus groups to discuss how to address
some of the challenges that emerged.

Even allowing for the skewed sample, there
was a great variation in the number of learners.
The highest number recorded in a music
service was 191, while the lowest was a rather
sorry zero; the average was 37. Specific findings
and solutions fall into four broad, inter-
related areas: equipment; financial incentives;
teaching practices; and engagement activity.

EQUIPMENT

It's not headline news to say that owning
instruments correlates strongly with having
more pupils. But it is significant that however
many instruments a service owns, they all
tend to get used — they're not sitting in a
cupboard.

Obtaining and maintaining reeds can
become an obstacle to double reed learning,
and this creates a disparity with other
instruments. But some teachers and music
services reported that they supply reeds
to new recruits, and even if the pupil pays
for them, this goes some way to levelling
the playing field. There is a big difference
between being given three workable reeds by
a teacher and selecting three from a box of 20
in a shop — what a responsibility to place on
an uninitiated parent!

For all kinds of reasons, children are
taking up instrumental learning at a younger
age than might have been the case in the
past, and the majority of music services
report that they start double reed learners
before secondary age (see Figure 1, below).

In the past, the weight and hand-stretch
of double reed instruments have been
barriers to young learners. But the rise of the

mini-bassoon, tenoroon and junior oboe has
made it possible for smaller children to begin
playing double reed instruments as early

as they would begin on other woodwinds,
and there are many success stories to tell
involving these instruments [see p12 of

this issue].

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES

At a time when additional funding is unlikely
to be forthcoming, it is reassuring to find
that the more successful initiatives were not
necessarily the most expensive. Of the ten
music services with the most double reed
pupils, only one offers free tuition, while of
the ten with fewest double reed learners,
three do. It has been suggested that pupils
need to feel they have an investment in their
learning. More thrifty practices sought to
establish parity with other, usually cheaper,
instruments, for instance by providing
instruments on free loan, supplying reeds

in the initial stages and offering free trial
lessons before parents commit to the expense
of buying a double reed instrument.

TEACHING PRACTICES

While there is great and innovative double
reed work in some schools and music
services, this is not universal. Many teachers
felt they were operating in isolation,
sometimes without managerial support, and
that they were unable to make progress alone.
We see a need to share skills and collaborate,
sometimes across administrative boundaries,
and we also found successful practitioners
very willing to share their expertise.

Three areas emerged for special considera-
tion: younger learners; Wider Opportunities
teaching; and non-specialist teachers.

We have already seen how the norm is for
children to begin learning before secondary
age. All the teachers who presented with
us at IDRS 2009 conference said they had
revised teaching styles to accommodate
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Figure 1: AGE AT WHICH STUDENTS IN MUSIC SERVICES START LEARNING OBOE/BASSOON
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Double reeds at Junior Guildhall: but will there be a next generation of bassoonists and oboists?

younger learners; children were often
engaged by approaches which led with aural
skills and playing by ear, with note-reading
introduced once they were able to produce
a few notes. For beginners, learning in
small groups offers the advantage of moral
support, and a reduction in embarrassment
and demoralisation at the more grotesque
sounds that first attempts may produce.
Peer learning was seen to take place, and
the camaraderie of the group defeated

the stereotype of the ‘lonely oboist’ The
opportunity to play with others from the
very first stages, in ensembles and group
lessons, also brings musical and motivational
benefits, and there is a need for more
inspiring ensemble repertoire that young
learners at the early stages can relate to.
Arrangers and composers take note!

Double reeds are underrepresented in
the Wider Opportunities scheme, which
offers primary school children in England
the opportunity to learn an instrument, and
the sheer number of young players involved
in this scheme makes the better integration
of double reed instruments a priority.

The large-group teaching approach which
Wider Opps entails is a significant change
for most instrumental teachers, and many
are understandably wary of jumping in at
the deep end, but a number of teachers and
music services have achieved great success
with this and we found them very willing to
share expertise and training approaches.

Non-specialist teachers, who may teach a
range of woodwind instruments, for instance,
require particular support. Non-specialist
teaching is a widespread practice; in some
areas of activity, such as the Wider Opps
scheme, it may be the only option, and it’sa
practice we cannot ignore. Specialists bring
certain advantages but a recurring theme was
that teaching needs above all to be inspiring
and engaging, whoever delivers it. Non-
specialists can only enthuse pupils about
double reed instruments if they themselves
feel confident teaching them; many are
deterred by the perceived complications
of reeds and technique and avoid teaching

double reeds altogether, when in fact
practical support and advice from specialist
colleagues (which can be arranged through
formal training or informally) can enable
them to teach — and enjoy teaching — double
reeds effectively.

ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Many respondents commented that the
oboe and bassoon are not seen as ‘cool’
instruments, and there is something of a
PR job to be done in increasing awareness
of the instruments. Demonstrations of the
instruments in schools and music centres
raise awareness, and if they include current
young learners they can counteract peer
pressure against doing something ‘uncool’.
Professional players can also fill the need
identified for role models. One respondent
wanted to see a ‘David Beckham of the oboe'.
Give or take the tattoos and the sarong, this
role is within the grasp of any passionate
professional who is able to relate naturally to
young people.

It's a great shame that 70% of respondents
said their organisation doesn’t arrange
regular double reed activities, be they reed-
making sessions, masterclasses or whole-day
events. Our involvement with the South
West Double Reed Day at Wells Cathedral
School this February suggested that these
can be a great opportunity to boost interest
in the instruments amongst young learners.
The GSMD students who attended fulfilled
adual role, increasing their own teaching
skills and serving as role models a little closer
in age to the pupils. These events can be
tailored to provide things like a performance
platform, classes, teachers’ sessions, CPD
and demonstrations of the instruments for
potential new pupils, according to the needs
of the parties involved.
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double reed teachers to promote
the exciting work that we'd
encountered. Jennie Dale, a
music teacher from Guildford
County School had launched
Reediscovery —a programme to
promote oboe and bassoon in
her school, which in its first year
had enjoyed a demonstration
and class from Nicholas Daniel,

a new piece for double reed
ensemble and an outing on local
radio. Catherine Millar of Berkshire Maestros
showed us an astonishingly gifted quartet
of young bassoonists who had started on
tenoroons and were now, in their early teens,
playing at diploma standard and fundraising
successfully for a trip to Beijing. Paul Harris,
who heads up Havering Music School, spoke
of the new ways of engaging younger learners
—including video conferencing between
pupils and players from the LSO — and Bronia
Parry, of Croydon Music and Arts, echoed
the importance of innovative teaching in
their Centre for Endangered Species [see
p15]. The message they all shared was that
with determination and even quite limited
resources, it's possible to get more young
people playing oboe and bassoon.

We called the initiative Oboe Bassoon

Buzz, and in its first year it has already
supported a range of activities:

= South West Double Reed Day, Wells
Cathedral School, February 2010

= Consultancy for music services seeking to
increase or enhance double reed learning

= A presentation at the International
Double Reed Society (IDRS) Conference
in Oklahoma, June 2010

= Workshop/demonstration at the
International Society for Music Education
(ISME) World Conference in Beijing,
August 2010

= A newly registered Facebook group

= Gathering and archiving resources for
double reed teaching

= ABIig Double Reed Day at GSMD
scheduled for 10 October 2010

Music funding faces a tough time, but with
determination and collaboration we can
continue to make a noise about instruments
that deserve to be heard.

SPREADING THE WORD

The research was only the beginning of our
work. After the conference, GSMD joined
forces with the London Symphony Orchestra,
instrument maker Howarth of London

and some of the country’s most successful

C ; There is a brief overview of Oboe Bassoon
Buzz at www.gsmd.ac.uk/school/about_us/

research/the_science_art_of_artistry.html
To find out more about what Oboe Bassoon
Buzz is doing and obtain a full copy of the initial
research presentation, email
doublereeds@gsmd.ac.uk
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