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Professional support for every organist
In May 1893, 20 musicians with concerns about pay and conditions met in Manchester to form the 
Manchester Musicians’ Union. They were quick to find like-minded colleagues, and by the following 
year the newly renamed Amalgamated Musicians’ Union had more than 2,000 members in 20 
branches around the UK. 

More support for graduate members

The National Schools Singing Programme is transforming 
church music across the UK
The experience for youngsters of singing 
together was brought to an abrupt halt as 
schools and church choirs closed down for 
the pandemic. Although many enterprising 
choral directors maintained choir 
activity over the internet, they still face a 
monumental task in finding new junior 
choristers to fill the ranks as church singing 
gets under way again.

However, thanks to the generous investment 
of the Hamish Ogston Foundation, the 
National Schools Singing Programme (NSSP) 
is making schools singing a reality again for 
many thousands of disadvantaged children.

The scheme is based on the award-winning 
model in the Diocese of Leeds, created 
by Diocesan Director of Music Benjamin 
Saunders. This programme works with 
over 6,000 children weekly in schools 
across West and North Yorkshire, offering 
choral opportunities for young people in 18 
after-school choirs as well as organ, piano, 
classical accordion and melodica across the 
Diocese, with over twelve full-time positions 
for choral directors and instrumental tutors.

The NSSP is for all Catholic dioceses in 
the UK to create or enhance their own 
music programmes for children educated in 
Catholic state schools. At the time of writing 
11 dioceses have made successful bids for 
the individual grants of £75,000.  One of 
these is the Diocese of Middlesbrough, 
where Tim Harrison, Diocesan Director of 

Music based at Middlesbrough Cathedral, 
was able to appoint two full-time choral 
directors and set up the new programme 
before he retired last November, ready for 
incoming Director of Music Steven Maxson, 
who joins Middlesbrough Cathedral from 
Grimsby Minster this January.

The scheme in Middlesbrough benefits 
hugely from the groundwork by Tim 
over the eleven years of his tenure at the 
Cathedral, when he developed a schools 
programme funded by the Diocese. ‘But as 
the only member of staff, there was a limit 
to the number of schools I could support,’ 
he said. ‘I offered an hourly visit a week 
to six schools. We educated the children 
in liturgical music, and basic music theory 
and notation so they learned to read music.  
These youngsters could then feed into the 
cathedral choirs. Even after they grew up 
and went to university, they often came back 
and sang with us as when they were home, 
and we built up a good group of senior 
choristers over the eleven years.’

This all went online with the pandemic.  
However with the new appointments under 
the NSSP, Tim has been able not only to 
restore a schools singing programme, but 
extend it to around 16 primary schools in 
the first year. ‘We are offering two hours a 
week to the schools, which could involve 
class singing, a lunchtime school choir, and 
assistance to music teachers in situ.  We 
know it will help to maintain the current 

breadth of music at the Cathedral, but it’s 
also about building up other choirs in the 
area – the opportunity for children to sing is 
what this is all about!’

Details about the National Schools Singing 
Programme can be found at  
www.nssp.org.uk  

Read more about the work of Tim Harrison 
and the Diocese of Middlesbrough in 
building and maintaining their children’s 
choirs on the RCO’s blog, StopPress 
https://i.rco.org.uk/stoppress

Today’s Musicians’ Union (as it has been 
called since 1921) represents more than 
31,000 members working right across the 
music industry, standing up for employed
and self-employed musicians working
in every area of the UK music industry, 
including music education. It works to 
maximise the employment and overall 
income of musicians as well as protecting 
and improving working conditions.

Significantly, from that very first meeting in
Manchester the union welcomed amateur 
and part-time musicians – something 
other organisations had hitherto refused 
to do. This inclusivity remains the MU’s 
watchword today, equally welcoming and
supporting full-time professional musicians, 
occasional players, part-time music teachers, 
and anyone in between.

Support for all members
As RCO Chief Executive Sir Andrew
Parmley explained, this inclusivity was
very much part of the thinking behind the 
College’s new partnership with the MU. 

The working life of organists and choral 
directors takes many forms: it can be full-
time, part-time or occasional; it can be as 
cathedral organists, directors of music, 
parish organists, music teachers, recitalists, 
and so much more.

The RCO is committed to being the ‘first 
stop’ for every organist and choral director. 
By entering into this partnership we aimed 
to create an offer that would give all our 
different types of members the complete 
range of services and support that they 
might need to fulfil their professional and 
working potential, in whatever form that 
might take.

Underlining this philosophy, MU General
Secretary Horace Trubridge said:

We’re proud of the MU’s collaborative spirit, 
and its mission to support musicians right 
across the UK’s varied musical landscape. 

For over 128 years we’ve stood behind 
musicians and that’s why through this 
partnership with the RCO we’ll help 
organists and choral directors pursue their 
passions with a peace of mind that only 
MU membership gives.

Joint membership discount
A key part of the new partnership is a joint 
membership offer. By taking out a joint
membership of the MU, RCO members 
receive an ongoing 50% reduction in the 
usual subscription rate (as long as they 
remain a member of both organisations) – 
a saving of £113.50 per annum at the time 
of writing.

This reduction means that organists and 
choral directors can now hold joint RCO 
and MU membership for the same price as 
a standard MU subscription. This ‘2-for-1’
offer provides exceptional ongoing value for
our members and access to many important 
benefits, including:

• Financial support including public liability
and professional indemnity insurance, 
financial assistance and grants, tax 
investigation insurance, pension scheme 
and more.

• Legal support including contract and 
negotiation advice, unpaid fee recovery, 
employment and partnership guidance, 
and specialist legal advice.

• Career advice and training with free access 
to workshops and seminars, as well as 
individual specialist advice on specific 
aspects of your work.

• Networking and connecting members 
through a range of physical and 
online events.

As well as providing excellent member value
on important professional services, the 
College also believes that our partnership 
with the MU will provide the College with a 
more prominent and effective voice 
for advocacy.

When the Royal College of Organists was 
founded in 1864 it was for the purpose of 
elevating and advancing the professional 
status of organists,” explained Sir Andrew. 
“As all members of the College will know, 
that mission is as relevant today as it has 
ever been.

In that spirit that we are excited to be able 
to work alongside the Musicians’ Union 
and add our voice to their expertise in 
campaigning and lobbying government 
on a range of issues from the distribution 
of royalties to the rights of musicians 
working overseas.

To find out more about the College’s full
range of professional support services and 
benefits, including joint membership of the 
Musicians’ Union, visit 
rco.org.uk/professional

School singing is restored with the help of 
the Hamish Ogston Foundation (picture with 
permission from the Diocese of Leeds)

The College has introduced a new graduate 
subscription package to support members  
as they begin their working lives.

The graduate package introduces a new 
tapered subscription rate. Rather than 
moving straight from the Student to 
Full membership fee in a single year, the 

transition will now be tapered over three 
years. Graduates moving from the Student 
rate (which is 50% of the Full rate) will pay 
just 65% of the Full rate in their first year 
after graduating, 80% in their second year, 
and 100% only in their third year  
and beyond. 

Head of Marketing Marc Sanderson 
explained: 

Working closely with our partners at the 
Musicians’ Union we are committed to 
building even more support for members 
through the early years of their careers.




