Getting more bang for your music buck, and some ideas for incorporating ICT into your teaching; even with a limited budget.
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As I sit here, glancing around my department, I remember back to the first day I arrived and how the department was lacking in so many vital resources needed for the demands of a performance based NCEA course. One year on, and through the bonus of having had a quick cash boost, and the kindness of local donations, and some crafty purchasing, I can now see that the department is in line with similar small schools with the same decile rating.

I think one of the struggles concerning budgets can be due to being a small school with a relatively high decile rating. Due to the size of the school the additional revenue that can be gathered through school fees and fundraising is limited due to the population of the school and community. This can be very challenging in terms of the available budget to run the department.

There are some advantages of course to the smaller school, being that the class sizes are usually smaller, the community support is very high, and the students are fantastic; it is great knowing all of them by name, and getting to teach every single one of them as they progress through the school.

I know at the end of the day, Music Teaching is a demanding occupation no matter what financial support your department receives, and regardless of how good your facilities are. So here are a few things that I have done in the last two schools I have been in to try and manage resources and get more “bang for my buck”. Both of my last schools have had a total budget the size of most other music departments photocopying budget alone, which is supposed to cover everything, including repairs and replacement. The following bullet points are in no particular order; they are just as they come to me, while glancing around my department. These are mostly suggestions for departments on a really low budget. Remember it is good to keep relationships with local businesses, and New Zealand owned companies if you can afford it, but if your budget just will not go that far and you really need to cut corners, then these are some ideas for you.

KBB Music – I am not sure if this is still available, but KBB Music was doing funding applications on behalf of Music Departments a few years back. They will do all of the paper work and applications for you; you just need to let them know what equipment you would like and why you need it. Obviously in return for them doing all of the work, the goods would be sourced through KBB themselves.

Trade Me – Before you start flicking through all of those fancy music catalogues that are posted out to your school, pop on to trade me, or some other auction websites, and see if you can get a better deal. Most of my department’s equipment is from Trade Me. Particularly cheap are the camera minidv tapes and any electrical leads, headphones and computer peripherals.

Instruments owned by the department – Do a stock take of your instruments. When was the last time you used it? Maybe you have changed the focus in your school and you have unused instruments that could be generating you important income.

Get quotes for absolutely everything – Shop around, make a list of what you want, and then give it to at least four different suppliers and see what sort of deal you can get.

JW Pepper and other overseas suppliers. Let Google do the work for you. Go direct to the supplier, cut out the middleman, or become a supplier of certain equipment yourself. It’s nice to support New Zealand industry, but some budgets make this difficult, and resourcing your department to the best of your ability at the end of the day is a priority, so have a look at some quotes from overseas companies such as JW Pepper, and then see if a New Zealand supplier can match it. Printed sheet music and textbooks can be cheaper if bought in bulk from overseas.

Try before you buy. Make sure it is a resource that you absolutely have to have. If you are not sure, try it on appro first, or see if you can borrow the item from someone to try it out.

Share Music Scores. Make a link with a couple of other schools that run similar groups to you and do a trade every year, you could trade a certain number of scores with strict guidelines about maintaining and looking after your originals. Any lost or damaged scores are to be replaced by the borrower. 

Adding ICT to your department with no money outlay, or minimal expenditure if necessary. At the start of 2007 the department had no computers. We now have ten functional ones, and four more are in the process of being rebuilt. Four of these computers were donated from the community, and the others were all discarded ones from around the school. All that was needed was some more memory (RAM), some computer mice, and a sound card. The memory for most computers can be sourced from Trade Me or local computer places. All up the total cost of the ten working computers to the department was $420.00. If you’re not good at rebuilding computers, see if you can buddy up with a local computer shop and see if they will do you a deal on their trade ins. See if they will do a quick rebuild for you, in return for you paying a small amount for each computer. You are doing them a favour by taking the computers of their hands, as they would otherwise have to pay a fee to dispose of the computers. Just a word to the wise - be careful about processor speed of the machines, anything slower than 500mhz really is not worth it. I do have a couple of Apple Macs running Garage Band on 400mhz but the play back is a little problematic. I have found that the Apple Macs are the easiest to get hold of, and the fact that they already come with music and movie making software you can use is a bonus.

Music Department Fees. This is the first year we have charged a repair and maintenance fee for Itinerant Music Lessons; this covers broken strings, piano tuning, guitar leads and maintenance of gear that students use in their itinerant music lessons.

Music Department Concerts. We run a concert every term for the NCEA students’ assessments. This means that you are able to raise the profile of the department with the parents and community, as well as making students take more pride in their performances, and make money for the department. The first time I charged a gold coin donation, and found that the audience was a little on the rowdy side, so now I charge $5 a head and I find that the audience is still the same in terms of numbers, but the quality of the audience is better. Over a year I add about $2,000 to my department budget just through concerts.

Swapping gear with other departments. So you don’t have an oboe player this year - Have you thought about hiring out your instrument and making a bit of income? Obviously you need to have strict regulations about the care and maintenance of the equipment, but it is definitely something worth looking at. I know that currently we have quite a few saxophones and trumpets not in use, as well as an oboe and some clarinets. If you don’t want to hire them out, maybe you could swap an instrument with another school, and get something that you need in return.

Recycling. Ask the other schools in your district if they are throwing out any instruments or selling anything to put you on their notification list. Sometimes what one department will consider not worth the time to repair, another school might have someone that can fix the equipment for them at no cost. Place an ad in your local papers asking for any second hand computing equipment and instruments. Make sure you specify that it needs to be in working order and be specific about what you are asking for.

Linking with the community. What does your school have that can make money for your department or provide you with important links with the community. We recently leased out our school hall for a weekend in return for some free sound engineering workshops, and free time in the recording studio, which is owned by the person that used the hall.

Running workshops. Make some links with people in the community. There are plenty of people out there, that are more than happy to spend a few hours with your students, helping them with aspects of music education. Get a group of students together for a weekend workshop and charge a fee to cover the hourly rate of the expert. This is a good way to add essential hours of music education to your programme, when the ITM Scheme runs out of hours. One year I managed to barter a whole lot of services against each other i.e. radio companies, accommodation, hall hire etc and ended up with a 2-day workshop with Rodger Fox for my Big Band for only $10 a head. 

Ask and sometimes you get what you seek I often put a notice up on the staff noticeboard when I am looking for something, and you will be surprised how generous people are and how many people have things in their cupboards. It is surprising how many closet musicians you can find on your staff.
Bulk Purchasing. So you managed to get a bit of extra cash; but it is all for capital items. Make up a list of everything you need and where possible bulk it together so you can get over that $500 threshold for capital items. i.e. you can purchase a class set of music stands for $500. Give the list to a few different shops and provide them with a top figure of what you are prepared to pay (and go in under what it really costs) and then see who can come the closest to your request, then buy everything from the same place. Be organised and do all of your purchasing in one hit so that you can get the best discount. Remember to leave a small bit of your budget for those Music Store sales that seem to come up at the end of the year though.

Publicity. Get your local papers onside; give them free concert tickets for free advertising. You should never have to pay for advertising. One way to get it for free is to make your advertisement into an editorial.

Repairs or replacement

Keep a close eye on all of your gear, and where possible put in place anti theft measures. Try and get students to understand that there is no money for new gear if you are always paying for repairs and replacement of broken or stolen gear. At the end of the day, when you run out of budget, or run out of equipment, get students to start bringing their own guitar leads etc. I am about to trial a CCTV security system in my department; I will let you all know if it works.

Links with other departments in your school

So you cant afford the fancy gig case for your mixing desk? Go and see your Hard Materials teacher, and see what they can build for you, or see if they can make it a design project for a student… maybe a student can get credits for helping you out. Get the Food Technology class to cater for your concerts. There are lots of potential links here. Also, when you get that request to do some dubbing for someone (which you always do!) and it is a time consuming process, see what they can do for you while you are doing their editing. Maybe you have some photocopying that needs doing.

Use of technology in your department – save on photocopying. The best addition to my department this year was the Data Show; it has cut down on copying, and the paper trail. Add to that a scanner, and graphics tablet, and you almost have the capabilities of a smart board in your room. You Tube is a fantastic resource for showing those old examples of music videos that you just can’t buy now. Don’t panic, if your not networked; you can convert the You Tube videos by using an online converter like www.zamzar.com
Course booklets, performance booklets and Laminated masters. Where possible try and reduce your workload for future years, by creating updateable workbooks. Keep your master in a ring binder in clear pockets, and when you get tired of one of the units just replace it with a new one. Photocopy your class set of bound booklets about a week before you require it so you are only copying the latest version. Annotate your master with improvements and new ideas as you teach. Laminate master sets of music games etc, so that they last a few years. Where possible make classroom sheet music resources a permanent resource in the classroom. Only photocopy a few of each piece of music as take home copies and give them to students that ask for them, as the majority of your core classroom students won’t have an instrument at home to practice on anyway.

Security. This is a biggie in the Music Department, as theft and damage can have a big impact on your budget. Name everything with a security marker; use cable ties on all of your electrical cables where possible (I tie my computer mice to the keyboards as it is harder to stuff a keyboard in your pocket!) Don’t allow bags in the practice rooms. If possible get your Hard Materials teacher or caretaker to make you a big lockable bag storage box and get kids to put their bags in there as soon as they enter, and only open it at the end of the lesson when you are sure all of your gear is accounted for. I also number everything, so it is easy to see which one is missing. Start an asset register today. Start with your new purchases at the very least.

Organisation of equipment and daily resources. Organise job monitors in your classes. Write their names on a laminated job list, and display it in the classroom. Make sure they understand what they are required to do. Get the kids helping out as much as possible. Make sure you leave enough time for packing up and checking all of the rooms, before your class is released. If you are worried about graffiti, damage, or misuse of equipment, get students to hand over an item of value e.g. cell phone, before they use the equipment, and when they return the gear in the same condition they can have their item back. Allocate the same computer, same desk, instrument etc to a student each lesson. Give all of your students a number to write on their course books so that anytime you allocate numbered equipment, they know what number they are.

That’s most of what I do in my department to keep myself sane! Come and visit some time, and spend a day on Paradise Island, also known as Waiheke. I hope at least one piece of this information will be new to you and of some use. If you get one thing from this article then it is my pleasure to help in any way I can.

Remember: we are all in this together; don’t be afraid to ask for help.
