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Executive Summary
This is an evaluation of the first year of
a musical intervention and enrichment
programme provided and funded by the
Liverpool Branch of the Catholic Association
for Racial Justice in two Roman Catholic
Primary Schools in an inner city ward in
Liverpool with a large number of recent and
established immigrant communities. The
intervention used the medium of Gospel
Choral singing. The project started in
September 2014.
During the year over 70 children aged 7-11
were involved from the 2 schools. Meetings
took place after school for an hour per week
over 36 weeks. Attendance was very high and
there was a waiting list for new participants
from the start.
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In addition to the weekly practices, the Circle
of Hope Gospel Choir gave a number of
concerts within the schools and also at high
prestige events in landmark venues in the city
in front of school, family, friends, celebrity and
other audiences. The major events included
Christmas Concerts in the two Liverpool
Cathedrals (Roman Catholic and Church of
England) and the Parish Church of Liverpool
for the Chief Constable of Merseyside and
various national charities.
The evaluation, carried out by CARJ Liverpool
members, was largely qualitative and involved
interviews and focus groups with the Head
teachers, class teachers, participating pupils,
family and carers, the CARJ Project Officer and
the Gospel Choir Mistress.

Findings were overwhelmingly positive and as
a result the schools have agreed to part-fund
the choir for the 2015-6 school year. From the
perspective of the children and their families
the major outcome was one of overwhelming
pride in taking part in a high quality programme.
This lead to a massive increase in self esteem
and pride and in turn to raised expectations and
aspirations.
From the perspective of the school similar
outcomes were identified. Pupil achievement,
attitudes and behaviour improved. Engagement
with the local diverse communities and with
their families (including those more difficult to
engage with) was enhanced and enriched.
The recognition of the importance of the
diverse cultures and traditions through
their musical traditions and the embracing
of them through recognition by important
city institutions and officers had a massive
impact on communities which otherwise felt
marginalised and of low worth. The variety
of faiths of the British, Irish, Asian, AfroCaribbean and Central European communities
were equally respected and valued. As one
parent stated:

‘It is not good enough to simply bring people together and ‘body mix’ to break
down prejudices. Communities need to work together on common projects
over a sustained period of time to really get to know each other and to learn
from each other, to develop genuine mutual respect.’
The success of the project is attributable to the accessibility of Gospel singing
to people with little previous musical experience; the low cost of establishing
such a project; the commitment of the two schools; the musical expertise and
faith commitment of the Choir Mistress and the networking experience of the
former Community Police Officer who was the CARJ worker.
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CATHOLIC ASSOCIATION FOR RACIAL JUSTICE (CARJ)

Circle of Voices Gospel Choir

EVALUATION
1. Introduction
The aim of this evaluation is to describe and evaluate the first
year (2014-5) of the CARJ Circle of Voices Gospel Choir.
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CARJ is an independent charity and an Agency of the Catholic
Bishops Conference of England and Wales and was established
in 1984. It works to support people from diverse backgrounds
and to support and empower black and minority ethnic Catholics
to give them an effective voice in the Church and in the wider
society. It aims to support them in the struggle for a more just
and cohesive society. It works with Catholic Dioceses and
parishes to raise awareness of, and education for, racial justice, to
promote their spiritual growth and development and advocate
for the rights and wellbeing of minority ethnic groups.

I’m good at
something!

Being in the
choir has taught
me how to make
people happy.

Whilst CARJ headquarters is based in London, a Liverpool
Branch was formed in 2013 and the Voices of Hope Gospel choir
is one of its main activities.
This evaluation was carried out by a team of CARJ Liverpool
Board Members not directly involved with the Choir. The
team comprised Brendan Schmack who focussed on the
Headteachers and teachers; Bill Chambers who focussed on the
socio, economic and educational context of the school as well
as interviewing the parents and Angela Wylie who focussed on
the pupils. Brendan is a former Headteacher and Advisor who is
currently an OFSTED Inspector. Angela Wylie is an experienced
Adult Educator and Bill Chambers is a former University teacher
trainer and Pro Vice-chancellor with responsibility for External
Relations and Widening Participation.
The Schools’ Context
When CARJ Liverpool was established its Board included
Frank Cogley who had just retired from his post as Director of
Catholic Education for the Archdiocese of Liverpool. He was
asked to suggest primary and secondary schools in Liverpool
which might help CARJ achieve its objectives and benefit from

Dale Bradshaw

Mel Birkett

working with CARJ. Amongst the schools he identified were St Clare’s, Wavertree,
Headteacher, Kerry O’Sullivan, and St Hugh’s, Earle Road, Liverpool, Headteacher
Andrea Connearn. These are the partner schools participating in the Circles of
Hope Gospel Choir project.
In 2013 the Catholic Association for Racial Justice provided funding to enable the
establishment of a gospel choir in two Roman Catholic Primary Schools in inner
city Liverpool - St Clare’s Catholic Primary and St Hugh’s Catholic Primary School.
In each of the schools the proportion of pupils known to be eligible for pupil
funding is much higher than average. Almost all of the pupils are from minority
ethnic backgrounds. The proportion of pupils who speak English as an additional
language is well above average. Many pupils start the school, or leave, outside
the usual times and many do not speak English when they first join the school.
The proportion of pupils supported by school action is above average. A similar
proportion is supported by school action plus or has a statement of special
educational needs.
Programme Rationale
The fundamental principle for projects to be financially supported by Liverpool
CARJ are as follows:
●●

to support people from diverse backgrounds.

●●

t o support and empower Black and minority ethnic Catholics and give them
an effective voice in the church and in wider society.

●●

t o support people from diverse backgrounds in the struggle for a more just
and cohesive society.

●●

t o offer value for money and not unnecessarily inhibit the work of other
worthwhile initiatives.

The evaluators who conducted this evaluation concluded that The Circle of Voices
Choir project embraces each of these objectives to varying degrees.
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Description of the Local Community
Both schools are located in the Picton Ward
of Liverpool. Both the Ward and City exhibit
many characteristic of social and economic
deprivation. Picton is one of the most deprived
wards in the City of Liverpool. Picton also houses
one of the most diverse populations in the city
proving popular to (university) students, Black
and Minority Ethnic (BME) groups and new
communities moving into Liverpool. (Picton Ward
Profile 2011).
The proportion of BME residents living in
Picton is 39.8% significantly higher than the city
average of 13.7% and second in the city. (2011
Census) (Picton Ward Profile 2015) (Census
2011). Sixty point two percent (60.2%) of the
population is White British (cf city 86.3%) and
10.5% are Asian (4.2%), 9.1% Black (2.6%), 6.5%
Mixed (2.5%) and 5.7% White (not-British or
Irish) (2.6%).
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It has a high level of deprivation with 76.4% of
the neighbourhoods in the ward falling within the
most deprived 5% of neighbourhoods nationally
(cf Liverpool 36.5%) and 5.7% of the Ward falling
in the most deprived 1% of neighbourhoods
nationally.
Over half (51.9%) of the children are classed as
living in Poverty which is more than twice the
national average.
Picton was ranked 3rd, 1st, and 7th highest
respectively for cardiovascular disease, cancer
and respiratory diseases. Thirteen percent of
4-5 year olds and 27% of 10-11 year olds are
obese, both figures being higher than the city
average.

Description of the Schools
St Hugh’s Catholic Primary School was
adjudged ‘good’ at its May 2013 OFSTED
inspection. The OFSTED Report noted the
following information about the school:
●●

 he school is smaller than average size with
T
180 pupils in the age range 4-11 years.

●●

 he proportion known to be eligible for the
T
pupil premium is much higher than average.

●●

 lmost all of the pupils are from minority
A
ethnic backgrounds and the percentage
who speak English as an additional language
is well above average.

●●

 any pupils start the school, or leave,
M
outside the usual times and many do not
speak English when they first join the
school.

●●

 he proportion of pupils supported by
T
school action is above average. A similar
proportion is supported by school
action plus or has a statement of special
educational needs.

●●

 he school has formed a federation with
T
a nearby children’s centre and a nursery
school.

●●

A breakfast club is provided by the school.

St Clare’s Catholic Primary School was
adjudged to ‘require improvement’ at its
December 2013 OFSTED Inspection.
Subsequent inspections in April 2014 and
February 2015 judged the school to continue
to require improvement. The OFSTED 2013
Report noted the following information about
the school:
●●

I t is slightly smaller than average size with
218 pupils in the age range 3-11 years.

Rehearsals at St Clare’s

Rehearsals at St Clare’s

●●

 n above average proportion of pupils are supported through school action.
A
The proportion of pupils supported at school action plus or with a statement
of special educational needs is also above average.

●●

 he proportion of pupils supported by the pupil premium has increased
T
significantly since the last inspection, and is above the national average. (The
pupil premium is additional government funding for those pupils who are known to
be eligible for free school meals, children from service families, and those children
who are looked after by the local authority).

●●

Most pupils are from minority ethnic groups and this proportion is increasing.

Both schools are subject to inspection by the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of
Liverpool. St Hugh’s was last inspected in October 2013 when it was adjudged to
be ‘a good school in providing Catholic Education’. St Clare’s was inspected in May
2014 and also adjudged to be ‘a good school in providing Catholic Education’.
In terms of religious affiliation, St Clare’s has 48% Catholics, 13% other Christian
denominations, and 21% other religions. Eighteen per cent have no religious
affiliations. At St Hugh’s 62% are baptised Catholics, 11% other Christian
denominations, 14% from other faith or religious traditions and 13% have no
religious affiliation.
At St Clare’s nine of the twelve teachers teach Religious Education, five have ‘suitable’
qualifications in Religious Education and seven are baptised Catholic. The equivalent
figures for St Hugh’s are ten of the eleven teachers teach Religious Education, nine
have a suitable qualification in Religious Education and nine are baptised Catholic.
School Performance
Both schools have fewer pupils than the National Average of 257. St Clare’s
has a mean of 242 and St Hugh’s 186 pupils on their roll for the 3 school years
commencing September 2012, 2013 and 2014. At St Clare’s 51% are in receipt
of Free School Meals (FSM) and at St Hugh’s the figure is 49%, these figures place
both schools in the highest quintile of schools with pupils in receipt of FSM. With
regards pupils in receipt of School Action Plus funding or with a Statement of
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Special Educational Needs the mean figures for the same period are St Clare’s 9.2%
and St Hugh’s 9.3%. This places both schools nationally in the 2nd highest quintile.
Attendance at each school is below the national average of 95.6% with St Clare’s
having a mean attendance over 3 years of 95.1% and St Hugh’s 92.2% (both
schools are in the lowest quintile nationally for attendance).
In terms of KS 2 (Junior School) achievement for English Grammar, Punctuation
and Spelling at or above Level 4 in the Key Stage 2 Test for the years 2013 and
2014 the mean National figure is 75% and that for St Clare’s is 59% and for
St Hugh’s is 41%. This places St Clare’s in the lowest quintile of schools when
compared nationally and the lowest when compared with schools in a ‘similar’
situation. For St Hugh’s, the figure is in the 4th lowest quartile nationally and the
lowest quartile when compared with similar schools.
For Reading the National 3 year average is 87% whilst St Clare’s has a mean of 95%
and St Hugh’s 71%. For 2014 the St Clare’s figure was 96% and the St Hugh’s was
77% placing them respectively in the highest quintile and 3rd highest quintile when
compared with similar schools. St Clare’s when compared with all schools nationally
was ranked in the 2nd highest quintile of schools whilst St Hugh’s was in the lowest
ranked quintile.
8

For Writing, the National 3 year average is 83% whilst the equivalent for St Clare’s
is 79% and for St Hugh’s is 73%. Looking at the year 2014 St Clare’s scored 92%
(representing a 25% increase since 2012) which places the school in the 2nd
highest quintile when compared with similar schools and nationally. St Hugh’s is
placed in the 2nd quintile when compared with similar schools but in the lowest
quintile when compared with all schools.
For Mathematics, the National 3 year average is 85% whilst the mean at St
Clare’s is 78% and that for St Hugh’s is 75%. For the 2014 figure this places St
Clare’s in the 3rd quintile for similar schools and 4th for all schools nationally.
The comparable positions for St Hugh’s were the 3rd quintile and the lowest
(5th) quintile.
Description of the Initiative
The project consists of a gospel choir for pupils of primary school age. The
choir draws on pupils from the two schools. Rehearsals take place each week
at St Clare’s school and the partner school (St Hugh’s) transports pupils to the
rehearsals by minibus provided by a local Children’s Centre. The initiative was the
idea of Dale Bradshaw who is a member of staff of CARJ Liverpool and a former
policeman. The choir director is Mel Birkett, employed on a sessional basis. The
choir is currently full with approximately sixty pupil singers and a waiting list.
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The project started on 10th September 2014. The group meet for one hour
after school each Wednesday at St Clare’s School. The pupils from St Hugh’s are
driven by minibus to St Clare’s. The tutor is Mel Birkett, an experienced Gospel
Choir Mistress. The link with Mel was formed by CARJ Worker Dale Bradshaw
who had met her through his work as a Community Policeman in Merseyside
Police. The experience and networks brought to the project by Mel and Dale have
been crucial to the success of the project in terms of musical expertise and faith
commitment (Mel) and connections with the voluntary sector and city institutions
(Mel and Dale). During the course of the first year the choir performed at the
following major events and prestigious locations:
●●

 rd December 2014 Action for Children Christmas Carol Concert at
3
Liverpool Anglican Cathedral

●●

 th December 2014 Merseyside Police Chief Constable’s Carol Service, at St
9
Nicholas, Liverpool Parish Church

●●

 th July 2015 Accent: Warrington and Halton Music Education Hub Feast of
7
Choirs Gospel Concert at Liverpool Anglican Cathedral

Concerts planned for this 2015-16 are at Liverpool Anglican Cathedral, the
Roman Catholic Metropolitan Cathedral of Christ’s the King and St George’s Hall.
Personnel
Mel Birkett was discovered for the Circle of Voices by CARJ worker Dale
Bradshaw. Dale, a former Community Sergeant in Merseyside Police is highly
experienced working in all areas of Liverpool including Everton and Anfield and as
such is familiar with and sympathetic to the challenges facing communities such as
Picton. He also has a wealth of contacts and networks upon which he can call for
the benefit of CARJ and the Gospel Choir. This has been particularly advantageous
in accessing funding, support and most importantly invitations to perform at
prestigious venues and events. He has also been instrumental in publicising the
choir to important members of the Merseyside Community including the Lord
Mayor of Liverpool, the Chief Constable and Everton Football Club.
Mel Birkett is the creative Director of Halo Performing Arts and a highly
experienced conductor of gospel choirs. She is also an experienced peripatetic
music instructor working in 25, mainly primary, schools in a number of local
authorities across Greater Merseyside. She has also been a community arts
co-ordinator working with excluded youngsters in socially deprived areas. In
addition she is a committed Christian and currently co-directs the adult Love and
Joy Gospel Choir based in Anfield, Liverpool. Her first experience of conducting
gospel choirs was at the age of 14 but the most formative experience was whilst
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studying jazz at the University of Memphis in
the USA for the 2nd year of her Performing Arts
degree at Middlesex University where she was
‘totally blown away by the University’s 150 strong
gospel choir’. This combination of a Christian
commitment to a working with disadvantaged
youngsters through the medium of gospel music
plus her many contacts in music education
mean that she brings a wealth of contacts and
networks and experience to her teaching of the
CARJ Circle of Voices Choir.
Mel was interested in the performing arts as a
child. It ‘set me free and took me to another place’.
She needed an outlet and found performance
an incredible release which she could do on
stage in front of an audience. She feels that
children need to express themselves and set
themselves free, but sometimes don’t know
how to do this. Gospel singing and performance
facilitates this process.
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For schools the performing arts allow them to
excel in the arts and not necessarily ‘academic’
and core STEM subjects. This sometimes leads
to the ‘discovery of the undiscovered’, raises
confidence levels and for some children especially
those on the autistic spectrum, discover talent.
Choral Music allows children to perform without
the exposure that solo singing and instrumental
playing may bring. Individuals can hide in the
choir. In addition Gospel singing is less rigid
and formal and is about more than singing,
facilitating the performance elements associated
with gesture, movement, dance, choreography
and elements of rapping, drumming and
percussion.
Mel utilises a variety of gospel music forms
including traditional with African roots as well as
contemporary pop and rock gospel. She utilises
counterpoint singing at Key Stage 2 and leaves
harmony until later.

In terms of the benefits for children in the choir
membership of gospel choirs brings confidence,
a sense of community, opportunities to perform
outside school, a sense of achievement, parental
involvement, being seen by important people,
discipline, fun, a sense of pride, an advert for the
school, team work, art & design, commitment,
and these many qualities overspill into academic
areas,
In comparison with the many other school
choirs with which she works she is of the
opinion that the Circles of CARJ choir is
characterised by its diversity, ethnicity and high
level of commitment.
Finances of the Project
The project is provided at no cost to the
participating children. The Music Teacher
costs £80 per session which is equivalent to
approximately £2,560 per annum. In the first
year of the project this was paid from the
Liverpool CARJ Account. Since this account is
finite the schools have for 2015-6 agreed to pay
half the fee (ie £40 per session) and CARJ pays
the other half. This accounts for £1,280 per
year from the Liverpool account.
For the year 2015-6 a set of speakers was
purchased for the project at a cost of £900 from
the CARJ Liverpool Account.
Evaluation Methods
A series of semi-structured interviews and
observations were the research instruments
employed to gather the data for this evaluation.
These were conducted by three members of the
Liverpool CARJ Committee. They interviewed
pupils, the head teachers of the two schools,
parents and the choir director. The evaluators
also observed a choir rehearsal and have
attended one or more public performances.
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2.	Headteacher and Teacher Perspectives
The evaluative judgements contained in this section of the report are based on the
data gathered from the interviews with the Head Teachers and a random sample
of teachers in the two schools.
The data gathered fell into several broad categories and will be presented
in these categories.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Achievement - Pupils
Community Enhancement
Equality
Faith
Home-School Liaison
Management Issues
Quotations from Pupils
Whole School Ethos

Achievement
The head teachers and teachers identified a range of positive outcomes for pupils
which they judged to be a direct result of pupils’ membership of the choir.
Almost all respondents said they had seen a discernible improvement in choir
members’ self-esteem. For some pupils the evidence of improved self-esteem
was very significant. Respondents spoke of surprise at the positive change in this
respect that they had seen in some pupils over a comparatively short time.
Class teachers reported that these pupils were also more positive and more
confident about responding in class and contributing to class discussions.
Respondents also reported that several pupils who had previously been shy and
reluctant to assert themselves had become more outgoing and sociable.
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Two respondents cited instances of where pupils
who had previously been intolerant of other
pupils and had a tendency to be confrontational
towards others had shown noticeable
improvement in their tolerance and sociability.

who had really excelled in the choir. They
said that the choir had given these pupils the
opportunity to demonstrate abilities that they
would not have been able to do had they not
had the chance to participate in the choir.

All respondents offered instances of pupils
whose general behaviour had shown significant
improvement. They attributed this to improved
self-discipline and the self-confidence that
participation in the choir had given these pupils
the opportunity to develop. Respondents also
reported that the skills of concentration and
self-control required of pupils in the context of
the choir seemed to have been applied more
generally to other areas of the pupils’ school life.

A further area of development which choir
members had demonstrated was in their
improved ability to persevere over a period
of time and to sustain commitment to a task.
Some of the sustainability skills required of
choir members were especially challenging for
some pupils but they had applied themselves
painstakingly and experienced the rewards that
such effort results in.

The majority of respondents commented on
the strong enthusiasm that the choir members
have for the choir and cited the high level of
attendance and punctuality at rehearsals as
evidence of this. They said that pupils were
proud of the fact that they were choir members
especially when they had the opportunity to
perform before others. The evaluators saw
evidence of this on the day they attended the
choir rehearsal. Pupils arrived in the hall for
the rehearsal bursting with enthusiasm and
independently got themselves into position
keen to start the rehearsal. It was encouraging
to see the warmth pupils from the two schools
showed towards each other when the mini bus
party from the visiting school arrived. Teachers
reported that the choir had enabled pupils to
forge new friendships with pupils from each
other’s schools. A by-product of this was that
some of the pupils would be able to further
these friendships when they participated in
the joint sacramental preparation programmes
which the schools shared in as part of their
joint-parishes evangelisation activities.
Several class teachers and both head teachers
spoke of their surprise at some of the pupils

Community Enhancement
Promoting and strengthening the sense of
community both within and beyond the school
was commented on by several respondents.
As rehearsals take place after school the
majority of pupils do not see the week-byweek development of the choir. As a result,
on the occasions when the choir performs at
assemblies the ‘wow factor’ is high. Pupils in
the audience are invariably impressed by the
joyfulness and excellence of the performance
and respondents reported that there is a real
sense of awe, admiration and unity within the
hall after the performance.
The fact that the choir consists of pupils from
more than one school was also frequently cited
as being valuable. It brought two local schools
closer together and as a consequence it was
believed, the initiative was contributing to
strengthening the local community.
The intakes of the two schools, although
similar in the sense that they are both
culturally diverse, are different in that pupils
in one of the schools are mainly from African
heritage while in the other school there is a
preponderance of pupils from Eastern Europe.
As pupils get to know each other stereotypical
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views of others are challenged and friendships and mutual respect across the
communities are created. One respondent when discussing this observed, ‘It
is not good enough to simply bring people together and ‘body mix’ to break down
prejudices. Communities need to work together on common projects over a sustained
period of time to really get to know each other and to learn from each other, to
develop genuine mutual respect.’
The fact that the repertoire of the choir is drawn from the black community’s
musical heritage also demonstrates to pupils, parents and the wider community
that the schools value their cultural diversity and they are keen to include it in its
rightful place as a part of the schools’ curriculum.
Equality
The schools have been keen to capitalise on the opportunities to use the project to
promote British Values. A scrutiny of the schools’ websites shows that they place
equality high on their list of the values they wish to promote. Clearly for practical
reasons, the schools need a mechanism to restrict the number of pupils who can
reasonably be accommodated. As time has progressed more and more pupils have
expressed a wish to participate. The schools have thus made particular age groups
the constituency from which membership is drawn. Pupils from those age groups
are free to apply. No auditions are held. No conditions are set with regard to prior
musical or academic ability or behaviour. If there are more applicants than places
available, which is usually the case, pupils are put on a waiting list and join the choir
when a vacancy is created.
The choir has a low dropout rate. Respondents described how the intake in one
of the schools has a high level of transiency. Families often return to their country
of origin for family occasions or to meet passport and immigration requirements.
They often return to the school several months later and are welcomed back
into the choir when a vacancy occurs. When the evaluators observed the choir in
rehearsal its non-competitive ethos was clearly evident. Pupils volunteered freely
to take on solo parts or to give up their solo roles to give others a chance. Pupils
were highly encouraging of their peers and keen to praise them for the efforts they
made. One respondent described an occasion when a quite gifted child was asked
to give another pupil the opportunity to sing the solo which had traditionally been
hers. The choir director was aware that this would be a particular challenge to
the good will of the pupil and wondered how her request would be received. She
C I RC L E OF VOI C ES GOS P EL C H OI R - E VA LUATI O N
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needn’t have been concerned, as soon as the pupil had finished
her first nerve-wracking solo performance the pupil who had
stood down told her “You were better than me.”
Another feature of the choir is the breadth of ages of the pupils
participating. It was affecting to observe how sensitive and
supportive pupils were to each other. Respondents reported
that care had been taken when scheduling the rehearsals to
ensure that the choir attracted as wide a range of pupils as
possible. As time has passed an increasing number of boys have
shown a willingness to join. However, as a result of the strength
of character of the original boy members and the enjoyment
and enthusiasm with which the choir performances receive it is
becoming ‘cool’ to be in the choir.
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Faith
All respondents were strong in their praise for the role of the
choir in promoting the schools’ Catholic ethos. They maintained
that it contributed positively to the liturgies held in school as
it increases pupil engagement. A further advantage was that it
broadened the range of religious music used in school and catered
for those pupils’ traditions other than mainstream Catholicism.
One respondent in making this point remarked “You see, there
is more than one way to relate to God.” Pupils who were from
Pentecostal Christian churches were particularly identified as
benefiting from the inclusion of gospel music in the life of the
school.
Home-School Liaison
Both schools were working strongly across their schools to
increase parent and carer involvement in their children’s school

You see, there
is more than
one way to
relate to God.

life. The head teacher respondents said that the choir had been helpful in reaching
so-called hard-to-reach parents and carers. Parents and carers who were often
lacking in confidence in coming to more formal contexts in schools were being
seen more frequently because they were coming to collect their children from
rehearsals or were attending concerts at which the choir was performing.
The schools had made considerable effort to ensure that parents and carers
attended performances which were away from the school. One school paid for the
parents’ tickets and both schools arranged transport where needed. For many of
the families the experience of visiting some architecturally wonderful sites such as
the two cathedrals was an entirely new experience. The parents and carers were
clearly very proud that their children were performing in public in such venues.
Respondents felt that having seen their children perform with such excellence it
would have a positive effect in helping parents and carers to raise their aspirations
for their children. Increasing parental-carer expectations was a prime objective
of both schools. By encouraging parents to experience choir performances it was
also felt that barriers between different racial, cultural and faith groups were being
reduced. The parallel lives that groups in communities live was seen as a weakness
in communities. The schools aimed to reduce the distance between the groups
within their communities. The events associated with the choir also provided many
opportunities for school staff to relate informally with parents. It was clear, that
the head teachers and staff who were available at the times the parents came to
collect their children after the rehearsal which the evaluators attended, exploited
the occasion to make parents and carers feel welcome and to informally discuss
with them matters related to their children’s school life. Both head teachers
stated that these opportunities provided an unanticipated positive outcome of the
establishment of the choir.
Management Issues
The respondents said that were no insurmountable issues connected with the
choir. The fact that rehearsals were held after school meant that there was
no disruption to other aspects of the school day. Having to transport pupils to
the rehearsals by one school presented some logistical challenges. They were
fortunate in being able to use minibuses from an adjacent Children’s Centre but
it required four staff to accompany the pupils on the mini buses. This had been
achieved by the good will of the staff. The arrangements for pupils, parents and
carers to attend performances presented the schools with considerable logistical
and managerial challenges. The schools have increased the financial contribution
they make to the running of the choir. However, both head teachers said that they
got considerable value for money for the comparatively small financial outlay
made. With the intention of ensuring continuity and progression the schools
had been careful to inform the high schools to which the Year 6 pupils would be
transferring that they had been members of the choir.
C I RC L E OF VOI C ES GOS P EL C H OI R - E VA LUATI O N
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3.	The Perspectives of
the Children
Discussions took place with groups of children
from each school. St. Clare’s include children
from across the whole junior range while St
Hugh’s have a smaller number taken from years
3 to 6. All rehearsals take place after school
at the St Clare’s venue. Transporting more of
the St Hugh’s children over to rehearsals is not
possible at the moment. A further limiting factor
for the St Hugh’s group is the issue of collecting
the children after their weekly rehearsals; some
families are just not able to balance this against
other family commitments.
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Five questions were asked. There was huge
enthusiasm from all the children. While the
responses were noted separately from each
year group in both schools their thoughts have
been amalgamated and summarised with no
reference made here to any one group. There
was naturally a clear overlap in answers to
the questions asked, each one being openly
answered with unanimous enthusiasm.
The first question was ‘What is special about
being in the choir?’
Many children referred to their personal
development and happiness. They talked about
making new friends (including those from other
years in their own school and the partner school)
and sharing the experience of singing together.
They spoke about the fun and enjoyment of
singing and rehearsing and that ‘this is always a
happy time’. They confirmed that ‘it helps you feel
more confident and less shy; and that it gives us a
‘chance to develop our talents’.
Compared with ‘ordinary school’ they note
that the gospel choir is ‘very different’ and that
membership of the choir ‘makes us feel special’.
They also recognised that (the teacher) ‘Mel

is a really good teacher and she is special.’ They
thought it was ‘never boring because we learn lots
of new songs and have the chance to write and
perform raps.’
They also enjoy the thrill of performance in
(prestigious) ‘different places’ such as the
famous Liverpool Anglican Cathedral and
noted that ‘we wouldn’t usually have the chance
to go to such important places and meet important
people’ (eg the Mayor of Liverpool and the Chief
Constable) They thought that ‘singing in front
of an audience is exciting as well as making us feel
proud.’
The next question was ‘What have you
enjoyed most since you joined the choir?’
Some similar responses were made to this
question as to the first question. The children
‘feel special’ and ‘enjoy being invited to
perform by important people’. They appreciate
performing and being loud (!). They find ‘it is
relaxing and we can be ourselves’ and one child
liked ‘leaving fear behind once you start singing.’
The experience enriched the children’s love of
music and they particularly enjoyed the chance
of ‘doing solos’. Interestingly Mel takes every
opportunity to spread the solo parts around
the members of the choir. They appreciated the
choice of songs which are ‘very lively’ and there’s
‘always something new happening’.
Meeting new children was another recurrent
theme although in this case the reference
was to both the partner school (‘everyone feels
pleased to share practices with another school
because they make new friends’) and other
schools (often from middle class high achieving
backgrounds) who perform at the major
showcase concerts.
One child from a Pentecostal background enjoyed
‘Glorifying God’ through the singing.
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The third question was ‘What do your friends think about you being
in the choir?’
The majority of the children were of the opinion that ‘it is a good thing to do’ and
some thought it ‘fun in the playground when everyone sings together even if they are not
actually a choir member.’
There was some initial resistance from some boys who thought it ‘too ‘girly’ and
teased the boys who joined the choir however ‘as time has gone on some boys have
changed their minds because they see what a good time everyone has in the choir.’
The fourth question asked ‘What does your family think about you
being in the choir?’
The majority responded that ‘they are really proud especially as there are so many
new chances to do special things.’ For one family the choir has been a unifying
factor. Even though the parents have separated both of them always come to the
performances ‘which makes everyone feel good.’ Several children have very musical
parents who love it that the school is providing extra music activity and several
parents have started to practise with the children because they love the songs.
Church is important to many families where singing is the main focus; here there is
approval of the choir because the songs are religious. This response came mainly
from the Nigerian, Ghanaian and Caribbean children with the addition of one Irish
child who announced that his family dances and sings all the time! Many parents
explicitly or implicitly thought that the diversity of backgrounds clearly adds extra
vibrance to the way the choir operates.
The final question addressed possible improvements which could be made
through posing the question: The choir would be even better if......................
Several children wished the choir was bigger. It was noted that lots of children
(often younger siblings) want to join but there are no spare places. Others wished
there could be a parent and children’s choir whilst others wanted more rehearsal
time. Some wished that ‘a famous person’ could sing with the choir. Others
asked for the use of other musical instruments in addition to the keyboard for
accompaniment perhaps played by one of the more musical parents. In terms of
the repertoire some asked for pop songs to be changed into gospel songs whilst
others wished songs could be chosen from the children’s countries of origin.
As well as additional instruments some children requested more dancing and
movement as part of their performance whilst some wished for shiny robes to
perform in (as seen when performing at large concerts with adult choirs). Finally
the children wished there could be more travel to new places outside Liverpool for
their more prestigious performances.
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4.	Perspectives of Parents and Carers
A total of 13 parents with 16 children were interviewed. Nine
parents (11 singers) were from St Clare’s and 4 from St Hugh’s (5
singers). Children represented were from all years between Year
2 and Year 6.
In the sample cohort the majority were of British white
nationality with one British/Portuguese and one African/Irish.
Ethnically the majority were British with one Arab/Yemen, one
African and two white/black Africans. The majority of the parents
were Christian Roman Catholic with one Muslim. Linguistically
the first language spoken at home was English with the exception
of one family which spoke English and Arabic equally.
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The reason the parents gave as to why the children came
to the Choir was overwhelmingly because they ‘love’, ‘enjoy’,
‘absolutely love’ or ‘like singing’. One child ‘likes to sing and dance’.
Another likes it because she is ‘usually one of the soloists’. Other
different reasons given were ‘to experience other than school
work’, ‘likes speaking to children from another school’, ‘likes the social
experience since she is new to the area’. Another referred to the
value of the use of new technology where the mother reported
that the child (Caitlin) ‘likes singing in the house and records all
music on the Sky Music Channel to learn all the songs we are doing.’
Another hopes to join an additional choir.
When asked ‘what does your child like most about the choir?’
The love of singing is again a major response with comments such
as ‘just loves singing, got a nice voice’, ‘happy doing it’, ‘always liked
singing’, ‘loves singing’; others refer to the opportunity provided
by the choir ‘the singing; the opportunity’ whilst one parent refers
specifically to her preference for gospel music compared with
traditional hymns a view articulated by a White/Black African
parent. The social value of singing in a large choir was also
frequently recognised with comments such as ‘getting together
with the group and putting on a performance’, ‘involvement socially
with friends’, ‘being with other children’ and rehearsing with ‘friends
and singing’. Another outcome mentioned was about personal
development ‘confidence (she was) very shy (and) really came out of
her shell’.
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Rehearsals
at St Clare’s

Another question asked about the effect of membership of the choir on
their child. Several referred to the great effect membership and participation
had had on their child. Many parents referred to the growth of self-confidence.
For one parent, their child was ‘more confident and more willing to speak to other
children she didn’t know before.’ Several others referred to the ‘increase in confidence
and happiness’. ‘Liking the friends they sing with leads to the development of a lot of
friendships which in turn lead to better school attendance’. One parent noted the
impact of having to learn new songs and the associated use of the i-pad to learn
about these songs as benefits of the choir.
A fourth question probed about the most memorable event associated with
singing in the choir. For almost all respondents the experience of singing in the
vast Liverpool Anglican Cathedral (on 2 occasions) was unforgettable. Comments
such as ‘the last performance at the cathedral’, ‘we went to cathedral, it was just
amazing; we watched the other schools; the applause of everyone else was amazing; (my
daughter) spoke about it for weeks and weeks’, ‘the cathedral, everybody was talking
about our choir like Sister Act; oh the pride of our choir, staff, children and parents,’ ‘she
was a soloist at Anglican cathedral’, ‘the performance in the cathedral – we were very
proud and told all the family.’ One parent noted the movement (dance) as well as the
singing whilst another was proud to see the choir wearing tea-shirts designed by
her child.
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Finally, the overall quality of performance was memorable to one mother ‘she did a
solo on her own and took it to a high pitch, I didn’t know that Lit (child’s name) could sing
like that.’
Asked whether the parents would encourage their younger children to join
the Gospel Choir the response was unanimously positive with comments such as
‘yes, the young one can’t wait to start, I wish it was for year ones’ commonplace.’

When asked about problems of being a member of the choir only one negative
was received, a complaint about the noise of the child rehearsing at home at 05.00
am! Otherwise the answers were typically ‘nothing, everything has been positive,’ and
‘I love her being a member.’
When finally invited to make any additional comments one parent was ‘excited that
‘Chip’ will be at next concert at the Cathedral’. Others affirmed the project making
comments such as ‘carry on the good work’, (you are) ‘doing a great job’; ‘I am ‘very
happy with everything’ and ‘it should have been done years ago.’ It was suggested
that progression to other (community or secondary school) choirs was vitally
important and a hope was expressed that ‘it keeps going.’

I like the way we
perform; the songs
we sing and the fun
we have. Pupil Voice

Singing with my
friends makes me
feel happy.
Pupil Voice
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My daughter enjoys representing the
school by performing in the choir. Parent Voice

I like it when
we all wear
the same
t-shirt. Pupil Voice

I loved the cathedral
performance. Our gospel
choir was so amazing. Parent Voice
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5. Conclusions
The Circle of Voices Gospel Choir has been an undoubted
success for the individual pupils, their families and schools and
to a lesser extent the whole community. There was unanimous
agreement that the activity had been of the greatest value.
In many ways the most obvious success has been the enhancement
of self confidence for a somewhat disadvantaged community. This
most clearly seen in the pride of participation and the recognition of
performance gained by the Choir from important and prestigious
elements of the city hierarchy. To gain the praise of the Chief
Constable and perform in the major Cathedrals and civic buildings
of the city was a once in a lifetime opportunity which brought pride
to the children, their families, the schools and their neighbourhood.
The teachers, parents and pupils talked of enhanced self-esteem,
confidence, control, discipline, perseverance, concentration
and behaviour. They recognised increased positivity, pride and
enthusiasm and the opportunity for children who would not
normally be ‘high flyers’ to achieve success.
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Parents and teachers recognised the value the choir offered for
diverse communities to work together on a joint project rather than
just be engaged in a ‘body mix’. This, they believed, enhanced mutual
respect between the different groups.
The children, almost without exception, talked of choir
membership making them happy, forming new friends, enjoying
practising and performing and having fun. It also made them
(possibly for the first time) feel special. When asked what they
would do to improve things most children and parents said
nothing! However other suggestions included making the choir
bigger, singing in other locations, singing with famous people,
using other instruments, singing a slightly different repertoire
(more popular) and wearing more exciting costumes.
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The reasons for the success
of the choir are many.
Singing in general and gospel singing in particular
are accessible skills which, initially, do not require
specialist equipment or skills.
The commitment of the Headteachers and teaching
and support staff of the schools has been crucial at a
strategic and operational level. Without this it would
not have been possible.
The CARJ worker and the Choir Mistress are of vital
importance. The CARJ worker provided contacts
(people, locations and events) whilst the Choir
Mistress is a highly committed Christian and her
Gospel singing experience is vast.
Finally, the Gospel Choir was, for the first year,
provided free of charge to the schools and to the
individual children because of the charitable support
of the Catholic Association for Racial Justice.
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