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Nicole Thomson grew up as
one of a family of four

children in Mackay, north
Queensland (she likes to think of
it as one of the cultural hubs of
the state, but her friends are not
so sure) where she learnt piano,
violin, cello and dancing during
her school years. 

`My school life was de®ned by
music rehearsals, dance classes,
writing musicals (both the music
and lyrics) and always singing. Music was the way I de®ned
myself. I was never very popular in school so I would
immerse myself in music and performing, It's no surprise to
me now that I have become someone who gives to children
through music and the joy of performing in theirlives.'

Nicole studied voice for six years at the Queensland
Conservatorium, an experience that  was full of ups and
downs. `I was always told I would never have a performing
career. A number of teachers told me that I should give up,
but I loved musicÐI loved the performing. I also loved story-
telling, so perhaps that's why I chose to be a singerÐthe
process of working with words andmusic. And I love the
process now of `giving' music to the audienceÐwatching
people's faces light up, watching them be transported. How
could I have stopped? There was nothing else I wanted to do!
Nothing!  I auditioned for everyproduction that was on at
the ConÐeverything. I'm sure that I was given a part in a

few of them just because they were
sick of seeing me at auditions.

`People often comment about how
`at home' I appear on stage. I do
feel very comfortable there ¼ But 
I have really worked for
opportunities. I was constantly told
I wasn't good enough, or wasn't the
right look, or was too versatile, or
my voice range was too large. (I
never really understood why that
was a problem.) Every door that has

opened for me has been one that I have pushed open
myselfÐI'm living proof of `persistence pays off 'Ðsomething
that I think really works in my favour as a teacher.'

Nicole moved from Brisbane to Sydney to join the Song
Company, arguably Australia's leading vocal ensemble. She
has sung nearly everywhereÐthroughout Europe, Asia,
regional Australia, and to all sorts of people. `I have sung in
halls and palaces; and outside with chopper noise overhead;
to hundreds of people, to a few; and in countless languages.
Am I still upset by things in performance? Not often!'

After eleven years in The Song Company, Nicole moved on.
`The time was right for me. I was going through a huge
upheaval in my lifeÐeverything in my personal life was
turned upside down ¼ so after a few agonising months, I left
The Song Company, my ®rst musical family, to join another
one.'

MAKINGA DIFFERENCE THROUGH MUSIC
Disadvantaged children ®nd power and magic

Rachel Scott interviews vocalist and music educator NICOLE THOMSON, who is one of the dedicated
teachers involved with The Australian ChildrenÕs Music FoundationÕs programs.
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This was to be the Australian Children's
Music Foundation (ACMF), a charity set
up by well-known Australian children's
entertainer, Don Spencer, OAM. The
ACMF takes music into schools all over
Australia with instruments and teachers,
and provides mentoring of disadvantaged
children. `I am involved with four
programs.  I teach at schools in Camden,
Campbelltown, Matraville and Hillston.

`Over the course of a week, I see about 800
childrenÐa huge number. When I stop and
think about it, like just now, I realise it's a
huge responsibility, but in the course of the
week, it's just ªwhat I doº. I ®nd it
incredibly frustrating that music is seen as a
subject that isn't important. I know I am
preaching to the converted hereÐbut I see,
on a weekly basis, children whose lives have
been changed by what I do. Why is music
not seen as a basic human right? Why is it
not as valued as literacy? 

`Most of the children I teach are seen as
ªdisadvantagedº. They include children
who are regularly beaten, or witness
domestic violence, or who are forgotten by
parents struggling with debt or overwork;
who have parents who are in jail, or who are
seriously ªdisengaged by the education
system: (not the words that are used by the
kids themselves, but I'm unsure I can repeat
what they say!).  I have children in my
classroom who deal with more in a week
than I had to in my entire primary life. And
week after week, I watch them light up as
they are handed a drum or a kazoo, or a set
of chime bars to play. Children walk in to
my classroom full of aggression and foul
language, and walk out thinking they rule
the world after playing Frere Jacqueson
chime bars with accompanying
thongaphone ostinato. 

`I can tell countless stories of success. All
very dif®cult to quantify with statistical
proof ¼but completely heart-wrenching. 

`One of my classes was preparing to
perform a huge piece on chime bars, with
other classes playing an accompanying part
on xylophonesÐthis was turning out to be
`bigger than Ben Hur'. One boy (who hasn't
really been hit with the clever stick) was
struggling enormously with what he needed
to do. After me sitting with him, quietly,
and giving him a recess-worth of private
lesson, he could now do it. What he really
needed was someone to relate to, and
someone telling him they believed in him.

He now is my helper and will do anything
for me. His self-esteem has grown
enormously. One little cog in a huge wheel
¼ but when he grins at me every Tuesday, I
know that his life is just that little bit better. 

À young girl is bottom of the class in
everything. Her reading age is years younger
than her chronological age, she ®ghts in the
playground, she really is not much good at
anythingÐthat is, apart from music. She
also, for some reason, related to me. Did I
smile at her one day when she was feeling
really down? Did I praise her one day? For
the ®rst time in her school career, she was
given a music award in assembly a few
weeks ago and I am told that her attitude
has totally changed in her usual classroom.
She's also walking just that little bit taller,
and engaging a little bit more in class. How
incredibly fabulous! All from success in
reading four bars of rhythm. Why are these
milestones not applauded in the same way
as going up a level in the State reading
program?

Ànother kid always sits close to me in an
elective choir I direct (there are about 120
children in it). He comes every week, and
sits in the same place in the room. He sings
like a bull-frog, but absolutely loves it. And
for 30 minutes every week, he is a little boy
in grade three sitting next to his favourite
teacher, doing something he really loves.
And I feel incredibly fortunate to be the
person who lights up his life.'

Nicole says there are days when she wants
to go home and cry ... or hit her head
against a brick wall. Like all music teachers,
the lack of value placed on music programs
frustrates her enormously. Every rant she
has had to friends would be echoed by
other teachers around the country. 

Some days however the children are awful.
`I can't teach themÐI crowd control. Or
someone has arranged an excursion without
telling me. I am exhausted, and the noise of
children playing instruments is unbearable,
and all I want to do is run away to a coffee
shop and sit down with a good latte and a
large piece of cake. Or someone throws up
everywhere, and the class descends into
chaos. Or there is a lockdown in the school
and all the children and staff are slightly
wired.' 

`But some days are fabulously rewarding. As
a student myself, I was lucky enough to
have a music teacher who loved music, and

The Australian
ChildrenÕs Music
Foundation

Founded by Don
Spencer, the
Foundation raises
money to implement
music programs in
schools in
disadvantaged areas.
All programs run for at
least twelve months
and the ACMF pays for
a teacher to attend the
weekly sessions and
also donate musical
equipment to the
school. Music
programs also run in
Juvenile Detention
Centres across
AustraliaÑout of the
seventeen such centres
in Australia, the ACMF
has programs in
thirteen of them. In
addition to the weekly
programs, the ACMF
runs the National
Songwriting
Competition, which is
open to every school-
age child in Australia. 
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loved engendering the same love for music in his
students. Thank you Mr Barry. I hope that one day a
student will remember me in the same way. 

`Because I have had so many knocks, I understand the
need to pick yourself up. And because when I was being
bullied, or when I was so low in life, I sang, I know
®rst-hand how powerful music can be to give you back
your self-esteem, and put the spring back into your step.

`I still perform ¼ and not just in the classroom! I return
to my old family, The Song Company, every so often,
for a series of concerts. I perform as soloist for a number
of choral societies around the country. I perform as a
chamber musician, singing with small-scale ensembles. 
I am still transported by the power and magic of music,
every time I rehearse and perform. So it is second nature
to me to pass it on to the hundreds of young souls I see
every week. Really, I wouldn't do anything else ¼ and
I'm actually paid for it! Admittedly, not as much as an
investment banker, but I'm not as dull as them ¼ nor
do I have to wear a business suit.'

E-CONTACTS
Nicole Thomson: <nony_1@yahoo.com>

Rachel Scott: <scottdot@hotmail.com>

Australian ChildrenÕs Music Foundation:

www.acmf.com.au 

Rachel Scott 
Rachel Scott studied cello with David Pereira in
Canberra and Robert Cohen in London. She has
played as a soloist and chamber musician in the United
Kingdom, Serbia, Albania (she is pretty sure sheÕs the
only cellist to have played Martin Wesley-SmithÕs
Uluru Song, live on Albanian television), Finland,
Hungary and Germany. She is now resident in Sydney
and works in duos with pianist Rachel Valler, guitarist
Raffaele Agostino, flautist Sally Walker and soprano
Nicole Thomson. Rachel is a music teacher with the
Australian ChildrenÕs Music Foundation, and has
recently returned from Dili, East Timor, where she is
helping set up the ÔHadahurÕ music school, as part of
the Mary McKillop East Timor Mission.


