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BLACKPOOL MUSIC SCHOOL � EVALUATION REPORT

Blackpool Music School was founded in 2006 by John Shaw after the dissolution 

of the Electronic Keyboard leisure learning course he attended at Blackpool and 

the Fylde College. John, who had taken early retirement due to ill health after 

running several successful businesses in Blackpool, had begun the keyboard 
classes as a way of socialising, keeping his mind active and his hands busy.

Many of the students who had attended the course with John were also retired or 

suffered with health problems, but were keen, like John, to continue their 

keyboard lessons elsewhere. Unfortunately they were unable to find an 
affordable group course to attend.

John voluntarily took the initiative to set up informal keyboard tuition at the 
Springfield Rd. Methodist Centre, Bispham, Blackpool with the assistance of 

tutors Jim Lomas (who had taught the course at the college), Stephen Austin and 

the Council for Voluntary Service (CVS). The aim was to provide affordable 

leisure learning group keyboard tuition for the retired and disabled community of 

Blackpool. The first courses began in January 2006 with funding allocated 

through the CVS for instruments and tuition fees and were a great success. 

Blackpool Music School was then formed as a not for profit Community Interest 

Company (CIC) in February 2007 and transformed into a registered charity in 

September 2007 on the advice of professionals. 

Over the past three years Blackpool Music School has expanded to include both 

leisure learning and educational courses in keyboard, piano, guitar, drums, 

singing and saxophone. A need for affordable one to one tuition for all ages was 
recognised and also provided for. The school now has over 100 students from 

the Blackpool and Fylde area learning an array of different instruments. Many of 

these students are from low income households, are retired or on state benefits. 

Blackpool Music School provides a sliding scale of tuition fees that are 
appropriate for people of different financial status.  Blackpool Music School has 

also provided second hand quality instruments at reasonable prices for those 



who cannot afford to buy their own instruments and instruments for hire at very 

affordable long term rates. 

The School continues to run as a not for profit organisation and is still operated

voluntarily by John Shaw and trustees, who dedicate their time to the 

administration of the school. The school is still based at the Springfield Rd. 

Methodist Centre, Bispham, Blackpool but attracts students from all over the 

Fylde coast. The school has now become such a success that it has outgrown 
the facilities provided for by the Methodist Centre and is need of a new venue in 

order to continue providing the high standard of affordable tuition it is renowned

for.



OUR AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The original aims and objectives for Blackpool Music School were to provide 
affordable leisure learning for the retired or disabled community of Blackpool and 

the Fylde coast, and as an exercise in social inclusion and group music 

education for the well being of mind and body. Since the beginning of the school

those aims and objectives have expanded to include leisure and educational 

learning for people from all backgrounds and abilities in the Fylde, including 

adults who are socially isolated due to age or mental or physical health 
conditions, and to children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

OUR ORIGINAL OUTCOMES BASED AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

To improve the general 
well-being and 

socialisation of the 
retired, disable and 

disadvantaged 
community of Blackpool

through music.

To increase 
socialisation 

through group 
taught music

To improve 
the levels of 

well being and 
confidence of 
the service 

users

To improve 
music skills 

To provide 
group  keyboard 

tuition for the 
over 50s and 

disabled

Provide an 
accessible 
venue and 

instruments to 
learn on

Provide 
affordable music 

education for 
the retired and 

disabled 
community

To offer 
empathic 
teaching 

designed with 
the individual�s 
goals in mind

STRATEGIC AIMS 

SPECIFIC AIMS

ACTIVITIES



SPECIFIC AIM OUTCOMES

To improve the levels of well being and 

confidence of service users

A greater sense of self confidence

Greater perceived sense of both physical and 

mental well being

To increase socialisation through group taught 

music

Improved social life

Improved interactions with others

Improved ability for self expression in social 

situations

To improve music skills

An ability to perform music

Improved qualifications through examinations

Greater understanding an appreciation of 

music

Outcome Indicator Evidence

A greater sense of self 
confidence

Levels of confidence reported 

by service users

Focus group feedback

Questionnaire feedback

Informal discussion

Tutor feedback

Greater perceived sense of 
both physical and mental 
well being

Levels of well being reported 
by service users

Focus group feedback 
questionnaire feedback

Informal discussion

Improved social life
Increased socialisation of the 

service user

Focus group feedback

Informal discussion

Improved interaction with 
others

Friendships formed

Ensemble performance

Interactions with other service 

users outside group lessons

Tutor feedback

Improved ability for self 
expression in social 
situations

Performance ability

Class input from service user

Tutor feedback

Exam results

Performance in class

Tutor feedback

Focus group feedback



An ability to perform music
Performance of music Tutor feedback

Exam results

Improved qualifications 
through examinations

Music qualifications gained Exam results

Greater understanding and 
appreciation of music

Level of understanding of 

music theory, composition, 

form and music history and 

diversity

Student feedback

Tutor feedback

Exam results

Student compositions and 
performance



BLACKPOOL

Blackpool is renowned for its entertainment and showbiz heritage. People have 

always flocked here for the bright lights, music hall productions and pier end 

shows. Consequently, Blackpool is full of music lovers and the Fylde coast a 
veritable Mecca for the retired music hall fan. Over the years, Blackpool has 

become one of the most densely populated areas outside the major cities, with 

all of the good and bad social changes associated with living en masse. 

Blackpool has a high population density and is the 12th most deprived district in 
the UK and the most deprived district in Lancashire. Not only is it one of the most 

deprived areas it is also one of the least prosperous areas, coming 403rd out of

408 districts in the UK according to 2008 prosperity statistics. A staggering 39% 
of Blackpool�s inhabitants are in receipt of key benefits, with over 50,000 

claimants in the district, this figure is the highest in the county. The average 

household income for inhabitants of Blackpool is almost �8000 per annum less

than the national average. It also has a high level of working age unemployment

(in particular youth unemployment), and above average levels of people with long 

term mental and physical health issues.

Qualifications and skill levels of the inhabitants of Blackpool are very low by 

national standards, and although the number of students receiving 5 GCSE�s at 

C or above is consistent with the national average, the number of people with 

higher qualifications and levels of skill is well below the national average. 
Blackpool citizens have one of the lowest life expectancies in England and Wales

and health deprivation is a major concern with over 13% of the population in 

receipt of incapacity benefit compared with a national average of 9%. 



Although Blackpool is densely populated, the average number of people living in 

each household is much lower than the UK average, demonstrating that many 
people within the district live alone. This fact, in conjunction with the increased 

average age of UK inhabitants, means that there are many older and physically 

or mentally unwell people in the district living in isolation.

These statistics only highlight the need for increased socialisation and education 

to improve not only Blackpool�s socioeconomic status but the physical and

mental well-being and the future prospects of its inhabitants. Music tuition is often 
thought of as an unaffordable luxury for people on low incomes, yet the benefits 

of a music education, especially in a group setting, include increased confidence, 

better reading and arithmetic skills, increased socialisation, greater self esteem 

and a sense of mental well being. Blackpool Music School addresses the needs 
of Blackpool�s inhabitants by providing affordable, social education. The 

continuing improvement of an individual�s well-being is paramount to the ethos of 

the school.



OTHER MUSIC EDUCATION PROVIDERS IN THE AREA
When John initially set up the school in 2006, he did so because of the 
unavailability of group tuition in the Blackpool area. Although since the formation 

of the school other music education providers have set up schools and classes in 

the area, Blackpool Music School has continued to offer competitive prices and a 

high standard of tuition with the focus being on providing for those who cannot for 

any reason use these other services. Many of the other service providers in the 

area focus on education for children and young adults and predominantly offer 
one to one tuition. Many school run instrument loan and tuition schemes that 

were funded by local authorities have been abandoned and many schools have 

had to bring in a charge for what was once a free activity. Much of the in school 

tuition is geared towards examinations, particularly the Associated Board of the 
Royal School of Music syllabus, which as an academic approach, encourages 

teachers and pupils to focus on results. Blackpool Music School is dedicated to 

offering examinations to those who would like to take them but puts an emphasis 
on learning for pleasure and personal fulfilment. Blackpool Music School offers

opportunities for children who do not do well in school schemes or cannot afford 

private tuition to flourish and succeed in group and one to one sessions with our 

dedicated team of experienced tutors.



THE TEAM
Presently there are eight tutors and one assistant tutor working on a self 

employed basis for Blackpool Music School. All of our tutors are working

musicians and incorporate performance skills as part of their teaching ethos. A 

holistic approach is taken towards the student by our tutors, even in group 

sessions the individual�s needs and goals are paramount. Our tutors are not only 

there to teach what�s written on the page (and how to read it!) but to encourage 

self expression, improvisation and confidence. Because all of our tutors come 
from different musical backgrounds and disciplines and are aged between 22 and 

75, we feel that we�ve got most of our bases covered. Students at Blackpool 

Music Academy can learn anything from Bach to The Beatles, from Gershwin to 

Ga Ga.

John Shaw (trustee and chairman)

Stephen Austin (Cert Mus) 

Stephen has been with Blackpool Music 
School since the beginning. He is a 
renowned organist and esteemed piano, 
organ, electronic keyboard and music theory 
teacher and an ICMA examiner. Stephen 
teaches our Intermediate and Advanced over 
60s classes and also tutors one to ones. 
Stephen�s classes focus on theory, 
musicianship, performance and 
improvisation. Most of his students have 
been attending from the very beginning of 
the school and are very dedicated to him 
proving he is an essential part of the team.

John is the founder of Blackppol Music 
School and the charity�s main fundraiser and 
administratot. John has worked tirelessly and 
voluntarily for the organisation for the past 4 
years. Jphn�s background as a small 
business owner has helped the school run 
effectively, his passion, enthusiasm and 
optimism knows no bounds and he continues 
to work day and night to ensure the smooth 
running of the school.



Jim Lomas (trustee)

Phil Roberts (top right) with some of his students

Alex James

Jim was the original tutor from the class the sparked the 
idea in John�s head for starting the school. Jim has been 
teaching and performing in Blackpool for over 50 years 
and is still a regular on the club circuit and an aficionado 
of the electronic keyboard. Jim teaches one of our over 
60s classes and is well loved by them for his alternative 
approaches to classic tunes. Jim encourages his students 
to explore their instruments and to use their imaginations 
when performing. 

Phil has been teaching the guitar for 15 
years and is a working musician with a 
band. He teaches classical, acoustic and 
electric guitar and has entered students 
for Rockschool examinations and a 
100% pass rate for the School. Phil 
teaches groups and one to one sessions, 
both adult and children and can often be 
found playing Muse tracks to a bunch 
eager teenagers! Phil is also a trustee of 
the school.

Alex is a highly qualified teacher and has 
been with the school since 2007 where 
he teaches piano and keyboard. Alex is 
one of our Saturday tutors and teaches 
children and small groups of adults. A 
professional keyboard player in his own 
right, Alex brings enthusiasm for the 
modern classics to his lessons, yet his 
classical piano background ensures that 
his students learn all the necessary skills 
for reading music. Alex is also a director 
of the CIC and volunteers his time to the 
admin of the school.



Chris Holland (Assistant Tutor)

Ray Jones

Veronica Fleet

The youngest member of the team, Chris 
is a sensitive and passionate guitarist 
who assists Phil in group tuition. Chris 
has a great ability to relate to the 
younger students and knows exactly 
what�s up to date on the rock guitar 
scene. Chris is currently studying music 
at University and his enthusiasm for the 
subject is infectious.

Ray Jones is our new clarinet and 
saxophone teacher. He began his 
musical career in the RAF, travelling the 
world with his instrument. Another 
working musician, Ray plays all over the 
country in a Jazz Swing trio. Ray mainly 
teaches on a one to one basis and his 
dulcet tones are often heard haunting the 
hallways of the school on Tuesday 
afternoons. 

Veronica Fleet is a multi talented teacher 
who teaches piano, flute, organ, clarinet, 
guitar and singing. Veronica worked as a 
youth worker for several years before 
retraining as a teacher. Her past work 
has enabled her to be an empathic 
member of the team who has the ability 
to work with difficult to reach children.
She also plays in a Ceilidh band!



Lynne Fox

Michael McDonald

Amy Stretch-Parker (me!)

Lynne is a very experienced vocal coach 
but also teaches piano and keyboard. 
Lynne taught at Blackpool and the Fylde 
College before teaching privately and in 
schools. She is a talented, sought after 
cabaret artist who has performed and is 
still performing all over the world. Her 
teaching style encourages self-
confidence, individual style and 
performance flair. 

Mick is our newest tutor at Blackpool 
Music Academy. With over 25 years of 
drumming experience and 5 years of 
private tutoring experience we think that 
Mick will become another valued 
member of the team. He is an incredibly 
versatile and patient guy and extremely 
dedicated to his students. So far so 
good!

Amy joined the school in December 2009 as a 
piano, theory and keyboard tutor. Amy is a vivacious 
and enthusiastic teacher, who brings her love of 
music to life in her lessons. Amy has over 10 years 
teaching experience with children and adults with 
learning difficulties, behavioural problems and 
disabilities and a musical history that includes 
performance, song writing, recording, community 
music projects and film score writing. She is also a 
director of the CIC and volunteers her time to the 
administration of the school. 



All of our tutors are CRB checked and briefed on the protocol necessary when 
dealing with children (under the child protection act) and vulnerable adults 

(protection of vulnerable adults Policy). 

It is important for the school and for the service users that we continually assess 

our tutors� needs and concerns. John keeps in close contact with all the tutors at 

the school and makes sure their needs are met. We are currently looking at 
training opportunities and how we can assist the tutors in gaining more 

qualifications and experience. Tutors also hold regular informal discussions with

pupils or their parents about the students� progress and any concerns that either 

the student, the student�s parent or the tutor may have. At Blackpool Music 
Academy we see the importance of setting goals and encouraging practise 

routines, in the case of children these are discussed with parents and practical 

advice is given. New pupils are asked what their expectations are, what they 
desire from their tuition and what their goals are so that the tutor and student can 

work together on developing the skills necessary to achieve those goals. 



FOCUS GROUPS
Feedback plays a vital role in the continuing improvement of Blackpool Music 

School. The school continually monitors the success of the students and the 

service we provide by the use of questionnaires, focus groups, informal 

discussions and exam results. Analyses of these results show that the original 

outcomes we set out are being met and often surpassed.

Blackpool Music School set up a focus group earlier this year to identify the 

needs of the students and tutors and to monitor progress and success. The focus 

group consists of tutors, volunteers, trustees and students who engage in group, 
one to one and two to one music tuition at the school and have an age range of 8 

� 80. Issues covered in the focus group meeting tie into the overall aims and 

objectives of the school such as, affordability, accessibility, location, and the 
positive effects of attending the classes. 

Our findings are as follows.

� Many of the older students reported that they attended the classes 

because of the social aspect of the group tuition. Many have made friends 

at their classes and maintain these relationships by having meals out and 
attending music events throughout the area as a group. They also 

reported that this socialisation was beneficial to their mental health and 

gave them a reason to get out of the house. 

� One member reported that other than coming to his keyboard class he 

rarely went out and met new people. He looked forward to his lesson and 

has made some new friends, this has had a knock on effect and he now 

socialises more often. 

� Another member of the focus group admitted that she now uses her

keyboard playing skills to provide entertainment in old people�s homes. 

The skills she has learnt have given her the self confidence to perform and 
a sense of personal achievement. She has also gained a keyboard 

qualification through the Rock School examinations that we supplement.



� A younger guitar playing member of the focus group reported that his self 

confidence increased and now he plays in a band with other members of 

the school that he met in his group tuition. We are currently working on a

suggestion that we should set up groups of different instrumentalists who 

can learn how to play as a band because of this.

� One of the focus group members suffers from Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder after serving time with the military in their efforts in the Falklands. 

He feels that playing the keyboard gives him a greater sense of inner calm 
and confidence and he uses his skills on the keyboard as a way of 

expressing himself. He sets himself new goals and is determined to 

audition for �Britain�s Got Talent� next year.

� One of the youngest members of the focus group has reported that her 

ability in maths has improved greatly since she has learnt to read music in 

her one to one keyboard tuition. She says that reading music has enabled 
her to understand fractions and patterns. 

� Many of the focus groups older members also report that playing an 

instrument keeps their minds active and their hands busy. One member 
who suffers from arthritis in their hands reports that their manual dexterity 

is greatly increased through playing the keyboard. Another reported that 

their memory had improved through learning long pieces and 

performance.

� Another focus group member shared her experiences with the group and 

noted that after she had suffered a family tragedy the members of her 

keyboard class encouraged her to re-attend the class and offered her 

support and a much needed distraction.  

� All of the focus group attendees agree that the price of lessons is 

affordable and suggest that the sliding scale is a fair method of payment. 

� Tutor members of the focus group brought up the need for opportunities to 

improve their own qualifications and skills. 



QUESTIONNAIRES

We sent out questionnaires to all the current students that covered some of the 

issues brought to light by the focus group discussions. The feedback from these 

questionnaires, which were focused on the perceived quality of education the 

students� received, the reasons students choose to learn at Blackpool Music 

School and the outcomes of their tuition at the school is collated below. 
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100% of students who returned the questionnaires thought that the price of 

tuition was fair or inexpensive.  When asked to elaborate in any unexpected 
positive effects of attending music lessons at Blackpool Music School students 

gave the following answers. 

� It keeps me active and I am learning the keyboard for 
pleasure and I LOVE it!�

�It gives me a challenge and keeps my brain active�

�I have made so many great friends here, my confidence has increased 

and I have made so much improvement since I started�

�I really enjoy the company of the group (the banter). I also enjoy learning 

the construction of music, how the notes and chords gel together and 

making my memory, brain and fingers work together which is needful at 

my age!�

�I�m not scared to play in front of people any more�



WORK WITH OUTSIDE ORGANISATIONS
Earlier this year we were approached by the Blackpool Community Day Centre 

organisation Cornerstone, part of the Richmond Fellowship, and asked if we 

could provide music tuition for the service users who attend the day centre. The 

role of Cornerstone is to provide a safe place where individuals can access 

support networks, develop social relationships, reduce isolation and benefit from 

peer support. They provide drop-ins at different satellite sites in venues that are 
accessible in local communities, at times when support is most needed and offer 

various activities for service users. In March 2010 Blackpool Music School began 

courses at the day centre in guitar, keyboard and singing. Each instrument was 

taught for 4 weeks with a one hour session each week and proved so popular 
with the service users that Cornerstone decided to continue the classes every 

week. Service users of Cornerstone have long term mental health problems and 

the sessions are designed to encourage learning and gaining a new skill, self-
confidence, self expression and to assist in the rehabilitation of the service users.



Feb 2007
Blackpool music School becomes a CIC company

2006
John Shaw identified the need for group keyboard 
lessons and set up Blackpool Music School with 20 

students

Sept 2007
Blackpool music School becomes a Registered 

Charity

Introduction of group 
guitar tuition

Introduction of one to 
one tuition

Introduction of 
drum tuition

Introduction of home 
visits for those unable to 

attend classes

Introduction of 
vocal and 

saxophone tuition

Classes 
available at 

Cornerstones 
day centre










