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Striking a chord
One of the country’s most prestigious orchestras is going 

back to school. Marianka Swain meets some of the 
musical stars of LSO On Track

I WAS going to be a footballer, but now 
I think I’m going to be a professional 
musician,’ declared Christopher, an 
11-year-old trumpeter. He was flushed 

with success following his concert debut 
—with the London Symphony Orchestra 
(LSO), on the stage of the Barbican Hall.

He’s one of about 40,000 young musicians 
fortunate enough to be involved with LSO 
Discovery, a pioneering project begun in 
autumn 2008 with the aim of bringing 
music into east London schools, through 
summer camps, masterclasses and mixed-
ability concerts. More than 2,300 pupils are 
currently taking part in the On Track project, 
involving workshops and concerts with 80 
of the 110 members of the LSO. In addition, 
many teachers are developing their musical 
skills through the LSO Continuing Pro-
fessional Development programme.

Gerry Ruddock, LSO trumpeter and LSO 
On Track coach, says: ‘Music in schools has 
shrunk, and it’s often picked up by a busy 
English teacher rather than a full-time music 
teacher. It’s important for us to step up and 
support them, and to inspire the next gene-
ration.’ Matthew Gibson, LSO double bass 
player and fellow coach, adds: ‘Going to see 
a concert isn’t always enough. But playing C
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in an orchestra with musicians at the top 
of their game, and making a great sound, 
helps you engage with music.’

The project is part of the build-up to the 
2012 Cultural Olympiad, so is currently focused 
on schools in the 10 east London Olympic 
boroughs, but, says Kathryn McDowell, the 
LSO’s managing director, ‘this isn’t just about 
the Olympics, it’s a long-term commitment 
—we want to inspire every child to pick up an 
instrument.’ There are plans to expand beyond 
east London if the project’s success continues.

One of the most impressive aspects of 
LSO Discovery is that it’s open to all. The 
summer camps and mixed-ability concerts 
are marketed by local Music Services, and 
any school in the area can apply, with  
places allocated on a first-come-first-served 
basis. At the Barbican concert in June,  
celebrating one year of LSO On Track,  
some of the participants were Starter 
Instrumentalists, who had been playing for 
only a year. One, a 10-year-old violinist, 
confided that she had become involved in 
LSO On Track through her school’s String 
Club—‘I was the first to hand in my form’.

Mr Ruddock admits that not all of the 
participants were passionate about music to 
begin with—‘some came along hoping to get 

out of maths. But they ended up falling in 
love with it’. He’s aware that some come from 
difficult backgrounds, ‘but music creates  
a great sense of community’. Nick Wright, 
sponsor UBS’s regional head of community 
affairs, notes: ‘When you have an orchestra 
of the calibre of the LSO, it can demonstrate 
the relevance of music and make it access-
ible.’ This was certainly in evidence at the 
anniversary concert, during which both 
performers and supporting families and 
friends were enthralled throughout.

The LSO On Track repertoire features 
challenging pieces, including original com-
positions. Mr Gibson has been impressed 
by the pupils’ sense of freedom when they’re 
composing—‘they’re not afraid to have a go’.

In addition to the professionals and 
schoolchildren, LSO Discovery involves  
rising stars from the Guildhall School  
of Music and Drama. As well as enjoying  
mentoring and assistance from the LSO 
players, these students have an experience 
of working with beginners and learning 
some basic teaching skills, which, observes 
Mr Ruddock, is ‘a good fall-back in an 
uncertain industry’.

Tell that to Christopher, who now has his 
heart set on a concert career. What was the 
best bit for him? ‘All the people clapping at the 
end. I wish they’d clapped even longer.’
There are mixed-ability concerts held at 
the end of every school term, as well as 
performances at St Luke’s. To find out 
more about concerts and to apply for 
projects, visit http://lso.co.uk/lsoontrack

Too cool for school: some of the young 
participants of the LSO On Track scheme
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