
 
FALKNER HOUSE MUSIC NOTES 

 

 
 
 
Music is an extremely important part of life at Falkner House.  Class music allows for all children to 
have one (Years 4 – 6) or two (Nursery – Year 3) lessons per week. The curriculum covers singing, 
percussion, composition, recorder group, aural training and preparation for shows and the carol  
concert. The individual music programme, allows children from Year 1 (exceptionally Reception) 
onwards, to learn an instrument at school.  Mrs Altenburger leads a team of visiting specialist 
musicians. Individual music lessons take place during the school day on a rotational basis. The older 
children have priority in terms of not missing key academic subjects but every effort is made to look at 
each child’s timetable individually so as to ensure that the inevitable compromises are kept to a 
minimum.  We do not recommend learning more than one instrument in school, though a second 
instrument could be started after the conclusion of the secondary school exams in Year 6.  
 

 
It takes, of course, a certain maturity for a child to cope with the discipline of 
coming in and out of lessons as well as the requirements of daily practice.  
Parents are thus asked to take advice, in advance, from their child’s form 
teacher as regards the timing of starting an instrument.  Mrs Altenburger will 
then discuss the options available in terms of which teachers have time 
available and which instrument would be best.  Your child may also have 
strong views as to which instrument she would like to learn and indeed the 
final choice has to rest with her – learning an instrument is too difficult to be 
in any way “imposed”. To help in the choice, trial lessons are always possible 
as is watching one of the ensembles.     

 
Whatever the instrument, parental involvement is key.  Not only is daily practice essential but 
intelligent support of practice is also crucial. Instruments and music also have to be in the right place at 
the right times!  Children should be practising five times a week for approximately 20 minutes each 
session. Regularity is more important than time (one hour’s practice the day before the lesson achieves 
little).  If parents wish, Mrs Altenburger can suggest a “FH recommended” music tutor to work with 
your child at home working under the guidance of the Falkner House music specialist and following 
the school programme. Parents will be in charge of payment and supervision of any such tutor. 
  



 
 

 

	
 

All the music teachers welcome communication with parents: they are encouraged to talk with the 
music staff as to their child’s progress, examinations, etc and to attend a lesson on occasion.  Mrs 
Altenburger liaises closely with the individual music teachers as well as the teaching staff.  Each child’s 
musical progress is analysed and discussed on a regular basis and written reports are sent to parents in 
December and July. The music staff are happy to discuss the appropriate size and quality of instrument 
as well as the hire or purchase options (see below).   
 
Most children learning an orchestral instrument will become invited to join one of the weekly pre-
school music ensembles: wind band, mini strings and big strings. Super singers is open to all – there is 
no selection process.  Children learning an instrument outside of Falkner House are also welcomed to 
these groups and indeed to participate in concerts etc. Punctuality is important for the pre-school 
groups and children must arrive by 8.00 am. While the pre-school ensembles are chargeable, there are 
also a growing number of chamber groups where participation is rotated and there is no charge.  
 
Many Falkner House pupils have been selected for the Royal College of Music and the National 
Children’s Orchestra and we are proud of their success.  
 
Lessons are charged on a termly basis (generally in advance) on the basis of 10 lessons per term and / 
or 30 lessons per year. Please see the details of costs in the fees section.  Every effort is made to “catch 
up” on lessons missed on account of school trips and this may well happen in a subsequent term.  This 
is not generally the case if music lessons are missed on account of pupil illness, external examinations, 
pupil absence, etc.  Teachers will also try to make up lessons missed on account of pupil illness or 
external exams but this is not guaranteed. Refunds are given in July if there is a shortfall over the 
academic year and, equally, parents will be charged pro rata if pupils receive more than the 30 lessons 
in the year. Once a child has started music lessons, a term’s notice is required before giving up or 
changing instruments, to avoid fees being charged in lieu.  If, however, there is a waiting list for the 
instrument, the notice requirement may be waived.  The music books required will be ordered by her 
music teacher with the cost being included in the subsequent term’s invoice. 
 
Once a certain level of competence is reached, a child will be invited to play in prayers and parents’ 
invited to join the school for assembly (8.45 – 9.00 am) to watch their child’s short performance 
(accompanied by piano if necessary).  This should not be seen as a “performance” requiring significant 
preparation, instead it is an opportunity to play in front of a very supportive group of friends! There 
are regular formal and informal concerts for individuals and small groups as well as open sessions to 
showcase the wind band and string groups, the children and the music department. Parents and family 
members are always most welcome at these events. Details are found on the school website Fixtures 
Calendar. 
 
Children are entered, as appropriate and if desired, for the ABRSM grade examinations (see below).   
 
 
  



 
 

 

	
 

Purchase or rental of instruments 
There are clearly a number of options but listed below are a few recommendations. Some shops will 
offset rental fees against purchase price if you buy within a certain period.  Some also run a system of 
purchase with buy back later when your child may need a larger or better quality instrument. Out-of-
London shops will usually supply instruments, etc. by post. In all rental or purchase and buy back 
arrangements, parents need to set up a contract and pay the outlet themselves.  It is clearly important 
that all instruments are insured and that everything including bows, cases, etc. are clearly labelled. 
Please consult Mrs Altenburger before any purchase of a string instrument as she may already know of 
something suitable that is available from another pupil. 
 
Violin, cello or viola: 
 
● Stringers  of London      www.stringersmusic.com   

99 Lisson Grove London NW1 6UP       020 7224 9099  
Maureen Morrison is generally very helpful 
 

● Cardiff Violins        www.cardiffviolins.co.uk  
15-23 The Balcony Castle Arcade Cardiff CF10 1BY   029 2022 7761 
Violins only and possibly better quality instruments. Cecile Limon runs the shop. 

 
Trumpet, saxophone or French horn: 
 
● Phil Parker, the Brass Musical Instrument Specialists  www.philparker.biz  

106a Crawford Street, London, W1H 2HZ    0207 486 8206   
 
● Prozone Music          www.prozonemusic.com  

20a Station Road Chesham Bucks HP5 1DH    01494 776262  
Probably the better but less convenient being out of London 
 

Piano:  
 
All children learning the piano need to have a piano at home (Yahama and Kawai are considered 
reliable options). The piano can be a keyboard so long as it is full-range (88 keys) with fully weighted 
keys. Again Yahama is a good make but there are many other possibilities. 
  
● Chappell of Bond Street       www.chappellofbondstreet.co.uk 

152-160 Wardour Street London W1F 8YA   Tel: 020 7432 4400 
 
● Jaques Samuel Pianos (Edgware Rd).    www.jspianos.com 

142 Edgware Road London W2 2DZ     Tel: 020 7723 8818 
 
  



 
 

 

	
 

Recorder, clarinet and saxophone: 
 
● Kensington Chimes Music     www.chimesmusic.com  

9 Harrington Road  London SW7 3ES    020 7589 9054  
 
● Howarth of London       www.howarth.uk.com  

31 Chiltern St. London W1U 7PN     020 7935 2407   
Excellent shop for the purchase of B flat clarinets (the standard instrument) and  a trusted place for 
repairs. Call the repair department in advance to discuss the problem and to make a booking. 

 
● Wood, Wind & Reed       www.wwr.co.uk  

106 Russell Street, Cambridge CB2 1HU    01223 500442   
Good shop for Amati C clarinets and Elkhart C clarinets, which are sometimes used in the initial 
stages by young players who cannot reach the keys of the more usual B flat clarinet. Options for 
buy back when ready to move on to the B flat clarinet. 
 

• John Packer Ltd       www.johnpacker.co.uk 
141 Staplegrove Road Taunton Somerset, TA2 6AF  01823 282386  
Useful for John Packer C clarinet and simplified C clarinet hire and purchase which can be useful 
on a temporary basis for young players with small hands. 

 
● Reeds Direct Cambridge      0800 0969 440 

Immediate 1st class delivery of reeds. 
 
  



 
 

 

	
 

Suggested concerts, workshops, courses etc.    
 
Week-end Workshops:  

● BBC SO Family Orchestra & Chorus Workshop, all ages and levels 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/orchestras/events/883 

● RCM: Royal College of Music, Sparks Festive Family Music, all ages and levels 
http://www.rcm.ac.uk/sparks/ 

 
Orchestra courses (Christmas, Easter or Summer) 

● String Wise: age 6 to 14, any level (from starters) http://www.stringwise.com 
● NCO: National Children's Orchestra of Great Britain, age 7-10, Grades 3  to6  

http://www.nco.org.uk/ 
● NCWO: National Children's Wind Orchestra, age 10 to 19, Grade 5 and above 

http://www.ncwo.org.uk 
● DYO: Dulwich Youth Orchestra, aged 7 - 18. http://www.dyodulwich.com 
● NPSO: National Preparatory School Orchestra, Grade 2 to 5 and above 

http://www.npso.co.uk/ 
● Gloucester Academy of Music: International Holiday Music Courses 2012 

http://www.gamweb.co.uk 
 
Choir Workshop (Easter) 

● The Junior Choral Course, choir, all ages  http://thejuniorchoralcourse.co.uk 
 
Family Concerts:  Children can often try instruments before and after concerts  

• Barbican Hall: LSO Discovery Family Concerts  
http://www.barbican.org.uk/music/event-detail.asp?ID=11813  

● Royal Festival Hall: Funharmonics concerts 
http://ticketing.southbankcentre.co.uk/series/funharmonics-family-concerts  

● Wigmore Hall: family concerts  
http://www.wigmore-hall.org.uk/whats-on/productions/sing-a-story-schools-concert-29146  

• Cadogan Hall: Cadogan Hall family concerts: 
http://www.cadoganhall.com/showpage.php?pid=1489.  



 
 

 

	
 

ABRSM Examinations 
 
As noted above not all children will wish to take music examinations. For those that do, the system is 
as follows: 
 
The examination grades run from preparatory to grade 8. It is essential for a child’s long term musical 
development that she does not take too high a grade too early and parents should take advice from the 
music teacher.  From grade 1, candidates receive an overall grade of pass, merit or distinction.   

  
Distinction    over   130 
Merit       120-130 
Pass       100-120 
 
The grade is derived from 5 marks from the five sections of the exam  
 
Piece 1     Maximum  30 
Piece 2     Maximum  30 
Piece 3     Maximum  30 
Scales     Maximum 21 
Sight reading    Maximum 21 
Aural test    Maximum 18 
 
The maximum total is thus 150 but, as perfection does not exist in music, a candidate will never be 
given the maximum. 
 
The scales need to be memorized but not the three pieces; sight reading and the aural test need careful 
preparation:  
 
● Mastering sight reading, as with any skill in music, is a matter of practice and sight reading will 

form part of your child’s individual lessons. There are many sight reading books available. 
● Aural training is another skill which needs to be practiced and we hold specific classes at Falkner 

House for those taking an exam that term.  These classes follow the ABRSM aural training books 
and cover what will be asked in the examination.  

 
It is well known that the control of nerves is a huge part of success in music.  The best way to master it 
is to do it and to play in front of an audience at the earliest stage and youngest age.  Exam preparation 
at Falkner House is thorough: 
 
● Soon after the start of each term, the individual music teachers decide on who will sit which grade 

exams and parents are informed.  You will be given as much notice of the date and time as possible 
● Parents are informed as to the required aural training class. 
● There are informal and short “exam preparation concerts” each term at school.  We endeavour to 

have the same pianist who will accompany the candidate on the day of the exam. 
● There are mini rehearsals, again with the relevant pianist, during school time, before the exam.  
● Children have the opportunity to play all their pieces in prayers before the grade examinations. 
 
There is no hard and fast rule as to when to start taking grade examinations as it depends on maturity 
as much as instrumental ability.  However, it is quite common to take a preparatory test or grade 1 in 
the first year of learning an instrument. Pupils may sometimes stay two years on one grade to ensure 



 
 

 

	
 

that the repertoire is assimilated and we prefer to operate a cautious approach to grades rather than 
trying to ‘squeeze’ a child through with much resulting stress and effort.  There is no glory in rapid 
progess through the grades and keeping to the grade of your child’s year group is a good rule of thumb. 
It is unlikely also that candidates will pass every grade with “distinction”.   
 
Parents, teacher and pupil, may, of course, have, very understandably, a different objective from grades 
and it is perhaps worth noting that many professional musicians do not really rate the process. It is 
important that children play a wide variety of pieces whilst learning an instrument as it is likely to be 
extremely off putting to be practising just the three grade pieces and relevant scales for possibly a year 
or more.  
 
If parents wish to enter their child for grade 5 theory (necessary for grade 6) they will need to engage 
an external teacher; close parental involvement is also essential!  As such, it is uncommon to achieve 
grade 6 or above whilst still at Falkner House. 
 
It is worthwhile noting that even exceptional musical competence will not “get a child in” to a 
secondary school. Children are judged on their academic performance first and everything else comes 
second.  At the margin, clearly extra curricula talents can always be helpful but music should be 
enjoyed and persued  for its own sake.  
 
It is not the Falkner House philosophy, to view grades as an end in itself.  Taking grades are a means of 
setting goals, giving encouragement, helping to master nerves, confronting challenges, etc.  But, it is 
counterproductive in the long run only to work on grade pieces which only represent a small part of 
the broad repertoire needed for a full musical education.  Your child may never wish to become a 
professional musician but our aim is that he or she will have a lifelong love of music.  
 
Examination procedure 
Candidates generally take their ABRSM grade examinations at Falkner House, in the Big Room on a 
Saturday chosen by the school to fit with the various school activities.   There are examinations in the 
Autumn, Spring and Summer Terms. Falkner House submits entries for music exams approximately 
eight weeks in advance and shortly afterwards parents will be notified of the location, time and date 
and also timings for the dress rehearsal. Aural training is on offer as part of the programme. Grade 
examinations usually start at 9.30 am and continue until 5.00 pm and, on prior request, we will try to 
schedule your child at a convenient time. If the chosen Saturday is impossible, the examination can 
alternatively be taken at one of the ABRSM London venues.   
 
If arranged by Falkner House, the costs of the examination and a share of the cost of the steward and 
accompanist  (if relevant) and the £50 aural training charge will be added to the subsequent term’s 
invoice. 
 
The day of the examination:  

● Candidates should arrive 30 minutes early.  A member of the Falkner House music staff 
(the “steward” according to ABRSM) will be there to tune your child’s instrument, show 
him/ her a room for warming up and be on hand for general assistance.   

● A Falkner House pianist will be there to allow for a mini rehearsal. 
● There will be only one examiner in the assembly room.  
● The order of the examination is as follows: 

 
 



 
 

 

	
 

The candidate plays her three pieces (with sheet music and piano accompaniment). We recommend the 
following order: 

1. The candidate plays the memorized scales. 
2. The candidate plays the three pieces (in any order) 
3. The candidate is shown the sight reading piece and is given 30 seconds to look at it in 

silence before playing it once without stopping.  
4. The candidate is tested on his/her aural skills with the examiner at the piano 
5. Parents are asked to leave their child at the school and to return to collect them after the 

examination. They are not allowed in the examination room and past experience shows that 
however well intentioned, parental presence has a detrimental effect upon performance!  
With the exception of the pianist during the three pieces, the student is alone with the 
examiner for the aural training, scales and sight reading. The ABRSM allows no exceptions 
to this even for the youngest candidates. It is essential thus to have a number of prior 
public “performances” so that candidates take the grade examinations in their stride.  

 
Results are posted on line and are made available to the Falkner House music staff. Results will be 
emailed to parents as soon as possible. 


