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I
magine your primary school having an orchestra of 
30 children all playing a musical instrument. Being 
part of this orchestra will develop their musical skills, 

inspire their creativity and help them to work together. It 
sounds like a marvellous idea, but for many schools time 
commitments and costs are prohibitive. There is a way. With 
the ukulele, children can learn to play a cheap instrument 
that is ideally suited to them. I am talking here about the 
four-string Hawaiian folk instrument, similar to a tiny 
guitar, not the banjo ukulele that is associated with George 
Formby. From its Hawaiian roots to its current renaissance 
in many parts of the world, the ukulele has become an 
instrument that must be taken seriously.

The ukulele revolution 

               starts here!

Tim and Amanda Lewis 

discover that the ukulele is an 

ideal instrument for developing 

children’s musical creativity
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Children’s musical development
Except among children with unusual musical talent or 
exceptional opportunities, there is little further musical 
development after the school years begin. Howard Gardner 
(Gardner 1993, p.109)

As a primary school music teacher and musician, I am 
reluctant to agree with Howard Gardner’s view but, 
unfortunately, I am unable to justify disagreeing with him. 
Too often, music is give a low priority in many schools 
and so children’s musical intelligence is neglected. In the 
classroom, music teachers have to burst with enthusiasm 
and invent strategies to stimulate an enthusiasm for music 
in their pupils.

It was due to my own zeal for the ukulele that interest in 
the instrument spread throughout my school. I started a 
ukulele club, then whole-class ukulele lessons and now a 
school ukulele orchestra. More than any other instrument 
taught in my school, the ukulele has had a noticeable 
impact on children’s social, creative and learning abilities 
as well as on their musical skills. This article explains how 
our transformation into a ‘ukulele school’ came about, 
how other schools could set up a ukulele orchestra and 
what the benefits of ukulele playing have been on the 
children I teach.

Introducing the ukulele

I always say: ‘When I walk into a room with a guitar 
case and pull out my guitar, everyone groans ...when I 
walk into a room with my ukulele case and pull out my 
ukulele, everyone smiles.’ Not serious: fun. Seriously. 
Craig Robertson (Uketalk website) 

When I mention the ukulele to most adults, they 
immediately conjure up a mental image of George Formby 
playing a banjo-ukulele and singing about lamp posts. They 
find it very hard to believe that school children would be 
interested in this unfashionable instrument. They wonder 
what magic I performed to get over this huge obstacle.

The truth is that school-age children, in general, have 
no idea who George Formby is and simply do not have 
that association. When first introduced to the strange, 
small instrument, children, in my experience, smile and are 
intrigued by it. Most think that it must be a toy guitar, or a 
children’s guitar. It is, however, a serious musical instrument 
with a long history that includes virtuoso players and hand- 
crafted instruments. 

When children hear a few well-known and lively tunes 
played on a ukulele, their interest is caught and they are 

eager to learn more. Excitement builds once children get 
to hold the instrument and find that its size and weight are 
perfectly suited to their needs. Then children are shown 
how easy it is to play their first chord and they all strum 
along for a whole song – just minutes after they first held 
the instrument.

Another great way of introducing the ukulele is to watch 
a few songs performed by the Ukulele Orchestra of Great 
Britain. Children and adults are entranced by them. The 
orchestra describe their concerts as ‘a Funny, Virtuosic, 
Twanging, Singing, Awesome, Foot-Stomping Obituary of 
Rock-n-Roll and Melodious Light Entertainment featuring only 
the “bonsai guitar” and a menagerie of voices; no drums, no 
pianos, no backing tracks, and no banjos’ (UOBG website). 
The fact that they perform popular hits that the children 
recognise and can sing along with (Miss Dynamitee, for 
example) only adds to their appeal.

 Other popular uke players that have appealed to children 
in my school, include the ukulele virtuoso Jake Shimabukuro 
(influenced by Eddie Van Halen and Jimi Hendrix) and Abe 
Lagrimas Jr., a ukulele prodigy with amazing style. (For 
information on both, see Links section below.)
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The advantages of the ukulele
A huge advantage of the ukulele over other instruments 
is the speed at which effort is rewarded. Learning to play 
the guitar is hugely rewarding but children must put in a 
lot of practice before they get a good, reliable sound; the 
same can be said of many other instruments. 

With  a ukulele, however, most children (and adults) are 
able to play along with their teacher by strumming one or 
two chords of a simple song. This short time frame from 
being an observer to being a participant is encouraging 
and exciting. The effort involved in learning a few further 
chords is quickly repaid with the ability to play a number of 
songs effectively, with or without accompaniment. 

The size of the ukulele is an advantage over other 
instruments. It is perfectly suited to children’s hands and 
can be easily carried around. The soft strings and quiet 
sound of the ukulele also make it an extremely friendly 
instrument for young children to play – they can practise 
quietly at school, at home and even, as in the case of one 
boy at my school, on holiday.

 Another big advantage of the ukulele is the low cost. A 
ukulele can be bought for less than ten pounds. Owning 
your own instrument, whatever it may be, encourages you 
to learn and enjoy your instrument to its full potential. For a 
lot of young musicians, buying an instrument is a costly and 
time-consuming business. For a ukulele player, it just takes 
a couple of week’s pocket money. A class set of 30 ukuleles 
can cost less than £300 and can have a huge impact on 
the teaching of music in your school. (And they come in a 
variety of bright colours – ours match our school colours.) 
These do not languish in the back of a cupboard as do so 

many guitars, but are proudly carried around school and 
played regularly. Many children at my school have gone on 
to buy more expensive ukuleles after learning the basics 
on cheap ones.

Educational benefits of learning the ukulele
From 1967 to 1985, J. Chalmers Doane was the supervisor, 
and then director, of music education in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia. Doane saw the potential of the ukulele as a teaching 
instrument and included it in the instrumental learning 
options for all elementary schools.

… it [ the ukulele] worked as a pre-band instrument, 
helping the children to develop individual confidence 
as independent musicians, harmonic and rhythmic 
awareness, ensemble skills, reading skills, choral and 
aural skills – all before they entered the more expensive 
(salary-wise) instrumental programs.
J. Chalmers Doane (Ukulele Yes! website)

At the height of ukulele fervour, it was estimated that there 
were over 50,000 children playing the ukulele in Canada. An 
organisation called ‘Ukulele Yes!’ was created as a support 
network for teachers of the ukulele. They held workshops in 
Canada, the USA and Hawaii for teachers to improve their 
skills and pick up tips and advice from other teachers.

 I have to be honest and say that I didn’t know about 
Doane’s work when I began teaching ukulele. It was not 
the knowledge of his success that brought about my own 
decision to introduce the ukulele at my school, although 
I was excited by reading of his work and its effects on the 
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musical education of students. J. Chalmers Doane was 
convinced of the educational merits of the ukulele long 
before I began teaching it but the overall effects that can 
be achieved are unchanged.

There is a boy in my school who is typical of many 
children – contented in most lessons and happy to do what 
has to be done. He works well, he is friendly, polite and is 
never outspoken. When this boy and the ukulele came 
together, a different boy emerged. He is still friendly and 
polite, but he is now driven, enthusiastic, excited and as 
passionate about his ukulele as I am about mine. In his first 
ever ukulele lesson it was clear that he had a special talent 
for the instrument. He was able quickly to play chords and 
whole songs and to strum interesting rhythms. He soon 
bought his own ukulele, which he very proudly carried 
around school and showed off to his teachers and friends. 
He practises the ukulele at every opportunity, playing 
on his own, with friends, at home and at school, and he 
regularly requests extra ukulele lessons. He has even spent 
his lunchtimes teaching a year 5 teacher to play.

At the height of ukulele fervour, it was 

estimated that there were over 50,000 

children playing the ukulele in Canada

 There has been a clear improvement in his speaking and 
listening skills as a result of learning the uke. He focuses 
intently on descriptions of techniques and listens carefully 
to the playing of others. He is able to describe exactly what 
he hopes to achieve next and then, once shown how, he 
practises until he has achieved his goal. 

The improvements in his speaking and listening continue 
in other areas of learning and his self-confidence has grown 
immensely since learning to play the ukulele. He believes in 
himself and his abilities to such a degree that he was able 
to play solo ukulele in front the whole school during a class 
assembly – something not even he would have believed 
he could do just a few months previously. His ability with 
the ukulele has built his confidence in all areas of his school 
life and has therefore widened his opportunities for future 
learning.

Not all children have a special talent for the ukulele but 
the majority are just as excited by it and have developed 
some of the same skills. Although most people are far from 
being musical prodigies, Howard Gardner (1993 p.107) 
suggests that everyone has musical intelligence and that 
most people, on hearing a piece of music connect it with 
other pieces with similar melodies or rhythms. They can 
even suggest appropriate endings. This basic musical 

intelligence needs to be exercised in order to grow, and 
the inexpensive ukulele is perfect for this. 

I aim to develop children’s musical creativity in my ukulele 
lessons by having them improvise rhythms simultaneously 
and listen for phrases with similar rhythms. This often 
creates a continuous ‘wall’ of sound as all strum away 
merrily on their ukuleles. Yet interspersed with this are 
moments of clarity where everyone is working to the same 
rhythm. The children are playing individually at their own 
comfortable pace and then are amazed to be working as a 
group. They begin to feel like real musicians – ‘developing 
individual confidence as independent musicians’ as J. 
Chalmers Doane wrote. Without the inexpensive ukulele, 
I would be hard-pushed to find a class-set of instruments 
that could achieve the same outcome.

Learning the ukulele can also aid reading skills by way of 
learning song lyrics and reading instructions for playing. A 
number of children from my school made their own ukulele 
songbooks, using the internet to search for lyrics they 
wanted to learn. They made the songbooks independently 
and in their own time because they were inspired by the 
possibilities of playing together and celebrating their 
achievements.

Starting a ukulele orchestra
The Government’s Wider Opportunities Initiative for Music 
is a great way of getting the ukulele into your school. The 
scheme aims to ‘highlight the importance of all pupils having 
the opportunity to learn to play a musical instrument.’ (QCA 
Teachers Handbook for Music). The funding about to be 



30

musical creativity   www.teachthinking.com

Teaching Thinking&Creativity  Spring 2006

released directly to schools for the Wider Opportunities 
scheme could be used to purchase ukuleles. (As mentioned, 
a class set of 30 can cost as little as £300.)

Teachers who are confident with the guitar would be 
able to teach the ukulele with ease. Another advantage 
of introducing the ukulele to school is that adults are just 
as excited by it as children are – and adult players can be 
recruited to help teach the ukulele to children. Several 
members of staff in my school have started playing the 
ukulele and our staff uke-band will make its debut at our 
next school concert!

I have created a school pack for teaching the ukulele with 
all the material needed to support the children’s learning. 
It includes teachers’ notes with lesson plans linked to the 
National Curriculum, children’s record books, a progress 
chart, certificate and MP3 audio files of songs and strums. 
I can supply this free to anyone who may find it useful. 
Contact me at: ukulelelewis-pack@yahoo.co.uk

The resource is not solely for teachers. Ukulele clubs or 
players, parents and even grandparents – anyone who is 
interested in bringing the joys of the ukulele to children 
could use the resource pack. I am also currently working 
on a version to support the Wider Opportunities Initiative, 
with a unit of work for teachers to use.

The ukulele is an inexpensive and practical teaching 
instrument for the musical education of children. Various 
schools around Somerset are showing interest in starting 
ukulele orchestras and I have also had requests for copies 

of my starting pack from Newcastle and Suffolk. It’s time 
for a revolution. A ukulele revolution.

Tim Lewis is a teacher at Holway Park Primary School, 
Taunton, Somerset. He can be contacted by email: 
ukulelelewis-pack@yahoo.co.uk

  What children say
Comments by members of Holway Park Primary 
School Ukulele Orchestra.

l ‘It helped me to understand vibrations in science 
    lessons and learning to play chords helped me play 
    the piano.’ Hannah
l ‘It’s easy; you can play at home and for shows. It 
    gets you started for the guitar and it builds your 
    confidence for a show.’ Josh
l ‘I like the colours. They are groovy.’ Ezmy
l ‘I like that no one else does this.’ Amy
l ‘I like that the colour matches our school jumper.’ 
    Kerry Anne
l ‘It will be something we can remember when we go 
    to secondary school.’ Yazzmin
l ‘The ukulele is fun because you get to learn strums 
    and chords.’ Katie
l ‘It’s just the right size for me.’ Billy
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