
Having taught in a primary school 
in Sutton Coldfield from 1997-2011, 
I had had many years’ experience 
organising and leading musical 
activities. However, there was 
always one recurring problem: with 
the increasing pressures that went 
with a teaching job, I always felt that 
musical activities were somewhat 
rushed. There was always a struggle 
to fit it in and do it well. Coupled with 
this, by 2011 I’d become increas-
ingly disillusioned with the education 
system! So, I decided to take a leap 
of faith and become freelance. I was 
free to be the musician and conduc-
tor I always had been, but with the 
freedom to expand my knowledge 
and experience and a passion to 
start up new projects. 
It’s now been over six years since 
making that break and I haven’t 
looked back. abcd’s very own Amy 
Bebbington encouraged me to put 
pen to paper and share my journey. 
After all, there may be others who 
are thinking about making that leap 
and need some encouragement!
Whilst I was still a full-time teacher, 
I completed the abcd Intermediate 
Conducting Course with Amy and  
Sue Hollingworth in Derby back in 
2009. I absolutely loved the experi-

ence. In fact, it was this that really 
sowed the seed to start focusing 
more on music. I eventually took that 
leap two years later, but it still took 
courage to hand in my notice in May 
2011. I loved my job as a primary 
teacher, but deep down I knew that 
music was my real love – more 
especially, conducting choirs. I’d 
organised a school choir for some 
time, and in 2005 founded the then 
Four Oaks Cluster Choir which drew 
in membership from several schools. 
From this grew other choirs, for 
young children, teenagers and 
adults too. My decision to become 
freelance meant that I was able to 
spend a lot more time focusing on 
and developing these choirs, with 
other colleagues too. What started 
as a choir of just 20 children in 2005 
has now grown to a Charitable 
Incorporated Organisation (CIO) 
of five choirs called Singing Com-
munity of Choirs, with 200 members 
aged 4-90. As the original founder 
and driving force, our trustees for-
mally appointed me Artistic Director 
in April 2016 and I work in a team of 
conductors across all choirs, sup-
ported by our board and manage-
ment team. 
The children and youth choirs that 

are part of SC Choirs have done 
very well competitively. In 2013, 
2014 and 2015 the Four Oaks Clus-
ter Choir came third at the Interna-
tional Eisteddfod (Llangollen) and 
won the Manchester Amateur Choral 
Competition in 2015. Our youth choir 
has also performed at the Eisteddfod 
twice, and in November 2014 won a 
competition to perform with Andrea 
Bocelli on tour in Birmingham. You 
never forget moments like these – 
and neither do those performing!
But SC Choirs alone wasn’t enough 
to support me financially and when 
I made the leap I knew that I would 
have to get involved in, or set up, 
other initiatives too. Initially this was 
quite daunting! In January 2012, 
together with colleague Helen Wil-
liams, I started a new choir called 
the ‘Social Singers’ (SS), with a view 
to encouraging singing during the 
daytime. We aimed this at retired 
folk or parents whose children were 
at school. We welcomed everyone 
who wanted to sing – especially if 
they thought they couldn’t! 
Our first rehearsal was a Thursday 
morning with twenty people turning 
up. That was thrilling! Even more 
exciting was the fact that it grew so 
quickly; we set up another group 
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on a Wednesday in April that year, 
which also grew in time. Helen and 
I also moved beyond Sutton Cold-
field and set up a third SS group in 
Solihull in April 2014, with another in 
Lichfield by September 2017. Now, 
across all four groups, we have 
more than 150 weekly singers. They 
perform for charity, and in November 
2016 performed as one unit, raising 
£1,500 for Marie Curie Cancer care.
Other initiatives include a choir 
called B Natural, which draws 
experienced adult singers who read 
music. This is an auditioned choir 
of twenty members, providing many 
challenges – stretching me as a 
conductor, as well as its members. 
We perform mainly a capella choral 
pieces, but occasionally use piano 
or other instruments as accompani-
ment, and always strive for the high-
est of standards.
On top of my choral work, I still do 
a small amount of work in schools: 
I work two afternoons in a primary 
school teaching music, and have 

also taught in a boys’ grammar 
school where all the Year 7s sing 
as part of their creative curriculum. 
I believe very firmly that music in 
schools is crucial for so many rea-
sons, and being a visiting specialist 
enables me to really raise the profile 
of music through singing. I’m also 
Chair of the Royal Sutton Coldfield 
Orchestra and have developed a 
youth orchestra associated with this. 
Although I’m busy throughout the 
week with a whole host of choirs 
(approximately ten at the time of 
writing), I realised that being free-
lance meant I needed to build in 
gaps too. This means I also have 
the flexibility to lead one-off work-
shops or training sessions as and 
when the opportunity arises. This 
includes SingOut Derbyshire, where 
three times a year I lead a set of four 
rehearsals and a concert for people 
who have had varying degrees of 
choral experience. 
A new initiative I’m working on at 
the moment is Lads and Dads – a 

concept supported by national fig-
ures such as Suzi Digby OBE, Ralph 
Allwood, David Lawrence and Craig 
Yates. This is an exciting journey 
which is looking to use sporting 
events as a means to encourage 
more men and boys to get singing. 
We’re hoping that this will ultimately 
be a nationally recognised organisa-
tion. Watch this space!  
Having my hobby as a job was a 
dream I never thought could happen 
to me. I’m able to inspire people to 
enjoy singing on all levels, across all 
ages, and in a variety of settings. It 
was a risky choice at the time, but I 
would never turn back the clock now 
– even if I could. If there are any 
teachers out there (or even if you’re 
not a teacher), who have thought 
about taking a leap of faith, why not 
give it a go – you won’t regret it. 
Find out more about Richard by 
visiting his websites:
www.scchoirs.org.uk  
www.musicbyarrangement.org.uk 
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Advanced Course
6 & 7 October, 17 November,  
12 January 2019, 9 February,  
9 & 10 March
St Botolph-without-Aldgate / St John’s 
Waterloo, both London
For those operating at a high level 
of choral conducting. Applicants 
should have a number of years of 
practical experience and demon-
strate command of a variety of mu-
sical styles, awareness of mistakes 
within the choir and correcting 
them, an ability to create a rapport 
with their choir and showing an 
understanding of how voices work. 
The course can lead to the Licenti-
ate of the Royal Schools of Music 
exam for those who wish to take it. 
Price: Participants £885 members, £985 non-
members. Observers £35 members,  
£45 non-members.

Initial Course
21 October, 25 November, 
13 January 2019 & 17 February 
The Hall School, London NW3
Designed for those who are either 
new to choral conducting, or have 
conducted for a while and want to 
back up their experience with train-

ing. No previous choral conduct-
ing experience is required, but 
some choral singing experience is 
preferred and ideally instrumental 
experience also.
Price: £300 members, £330 non-members.

Basic Conducting Skills
7 October | Leeds College of Music
If you’re new to conducting choirs 
and want some help or been 
conducting for a while and want to 
refresh your skills, join Martin Cook 
for an informal day of practical skills 
development. You’ll have the op-
portunity to see how to shape the 
sound using gesture, deepen your 
understanding of vocal skills and 
learn how to communicate effec-
tively in rehearsal with your choir.
Price £60 members, £70 non-members 
Online booking available

Young Conductor Day
21 October | RAM, London
In association with the London Interna-
tional Choral Conducting Competition.
A day for anyone aged 18–25 
interested in leading choirs, or 
who already has some conducting 
experience and would like to learn 
more. Sarah Tenant-Flowers leads 

a stimulating day of active par-
ticipation, observation and ideas. 
Participants will have the chance to 
try out what they have learned with 
chamber choirs Coro, Chantage, or 
Finnish choir FREIA.
Price: £20. Online booking available

The Twelve – Messiah
27 October | Huddersfield
With Julian Wilkins and  
Thomas Leech
The third in our masterclass series 
focusses on Handel’s Messiah. The 
series provides conductors work-
ing at a high level the opportunity 
to work on major choral works with 
a high level choral society-sized 
choir. Up to ten active conductor 
places are available and observer 
places are also available.
Price: £100 members, £110 non-members 
Observers: £35 members, £45 non-members

See the separate 
events leaflet 
enclosed or  

www.abcd.org.uk  
for more details 

of these & all our 
regional events


