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A Message From the President
Last year, we demonstrated our commitment 
to establishing a Sistema-inspired program 
in Grey and Bruce Counties by successfully 
completing a pilot project at Hillcrest 
Elementary School in Owen Sound.

We learned a great deal over the past year 
and have adapted accordingly.  In particular, it 
became clear that some students struggled to 
focus on learning (e.g. they chose to exclude 
themselves from learning opportunities, 
ignoring requests to join in). This behaviour, 
if allowed to continue, can become disruptive 
so efforts to engage them included hiring a 
Program Assistant (PA) and introducing a more 
diverse curriculum. The addition of the PA 
permitted the Instructors to focus on teaching 
while students who required a break were 
provided with another activity until they were 
ready to re-join the group.

This year, thanks to funding from the Ontario 
Trillium Foundation (OTF) we were, in addition 
to the after-school program, able to offer a 
weekly in-school during-school Music and 
Movement program to Senior Kindergarten, 
Grade 1 and 2 students at three Bluewater 
District School Board elementary schools in 
Owen Sound. In addition, a grant from the 
Ontario Arts Council permitted us to present 
performances and workshops with professional 
musicians. Teachers and students alike warmly 
received both the Music and Movement 
Program and the Concerts/Workshops.

The local geography presents a number 
of unique challenges to the operation of a 
Sistema-inspired program. Unlike other 
Ontario Sistema-inspired programs in cities 
such as Toronto, Ottawa, and London, the low 
population density in Grey and Bruce Counties 
means that most students are bussed. After-
school programs are therefore dependent on 

the ability of the family to pick their child up at 
the end of the day. For those who live distant 
from the school, a long drive into town to pick 
their child up and then a return trip home, after 
dark and often in snowy conditions, could be 
a barrier to participation. Solutions to address 
this challenge are under review.

We were fortunate to have our programs 
delivered by two extremely capable musicians, 
Ann-Marie MacDairmid and Matthew Hayes. 
Bringing a diverse wealth of musical talent, 
commitment, and dedication, there is no 
doubt that we could not have hoped for better 
Instructors, also known as Citizen Artists. 

In order to assess the efficacy of the program, 
we surveyed both Students and Parents about 
what they liked best and least about the 
program and what we could do to strengthen 
the program. The results (see below) 
were better than we could have hoped for, 
confirming that the program was on track and 
with limited exceptions, accomplishing what 
was intended.

As noted in last year’s report, the evidence 
continues to mount supporting the concept 
that learning music strengthens cognitive 
development, academic achievement, and 
social skills. Playing music in a group or 
orchestra is by definition a team effort and 
The Big Sound emphasizes this aspect of 
development through its approach to learning, 
activities, and discussions.
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Achievements
In 2019 The Big Sound achieved the following:

• Six first year students returned and 5 new 
students were enrolled in the after-school 
program at Hillcrest.

• A Program Assistant was hired to assist 
with students who required additional 
support to be successful.

• The during-school Music and Movement 
Program was delivered from September 
to December at Hillcrest, Alexandra, and 
East Ridge. This program provided each 
school with enough Orff instruments for 
each student, and 40 minutes of in person 
instruction per week to 120 children.

• A member of the Board of Directors, a 
retired teacher, took on the delivery of an 
expanded social development curriculum 
which not only strengthened this aspect of 
the program, it also facilitated the delivery 
of the music program to both first and 
second year students.

• 4 instruments including 3 violins and 1 
cello were donated.

• Core Program
–   101     Days of instruction
–   227     Hours of instruction
–   1297   Snacks provided
–   460     Volunteer hours were provided 

• Music and Movement Program
–    30 sessions delivered to 120  

students
–    Provided 137 Orff Instruments  

to 120 students

In addition to the support of those noted 
above, generous financial contributions from 
The Community Foundation Grey Bruce, 
The Leflar Foundation, and The McLean 
Foundation facilitated operations.

Music Programs
Two programs were offered in 2019. 

Our ‘Core’ Program at Hillcrest Elementary 
School was offered Tuesdays, Wednesdays, 
and Thursdays from 3:15 p.m. to 5:30 p.m. 
throughout the school year. As in 2018, Violin 
Instruction was provided on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays and Choral Instruction was provided 



on Wednesdays. Small group coaching in violin 
was also offered on Wednesdays to ensure that 
the students progressed at a similar rate.

Thanks to a grant from the Ontario Arts 
Council, The Big Sound was able to engage 
Community Artists who provided Concerts and 
Workshops for both the Program Participants 
as well as the general school population. 
Victoria Yeh, a classically trained violinist who 
has performed across Canada, has a unique 
style that combines classical purity with the 
edginess of prog fusion to present the violin as 
it has never been heard before. In November, 
Victoria engaged 450 Hillcrest students in a 
concert that ended in a sing-a-long to one of 
their favourite songs. She then led a workshop 
with The Big Sound students. In December, 
Bill and Lynda Henry introduced the students 
to traditional Irish fiddle tunes. Bill plays with 
Scatter the Cats, who play traditional dance 
music together at barns and town and church 
halls, folk festivals, pubs, parties, ploughing 
matches, weddings and other community 
celebrations since 1991. The Cats have enjoyed 

a long association as the house band for dances 
hosted by Owen Sound’s Fiddlefern Country 
Dancers.

Unfortunately, attrition is not uncommon 
in music programs and The Big Sound was 
no exception. Students who elected not to 
return in September 2019 were interviewed 
and the reasons they chose to leave included 
conflicts with other interests (e.g. sports), other 
scholastic pressures, and a lack of interest.  A 
total of 11 students participated in the program 
from September to December 2019.

Thanks to a grant from the Ontario Trillium 
Foundation, The Big Sound was able to offer 
a Music and Movement Program to three 
Elementary Schools, Hillcrest, Alexandra, 
and East Ridge, commencing in the fall of 
2019. The curriculum was consistent with 
the “The Ontario Arts Curriculum Grades 1-8” 
and students were engaged in “listening and 
responding, performing, interpreting, and 
creating” music.
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Children in Grades 2 and 3 were introduced 
to pitch, intonation, rhythm, and tone, and by 
working collaboratively they learned to value 
the importance of being in a team, empathy, 
and cooperation. The Big Sound provided a 
qualified instructor, lessons, and a variety of 
musical instruments (e.g. Finger Cymbals, 
Spoons, Glockenspiels, Tambourine, Claves, 
Rhythm Sticks and Shakers) for one session 
(approx. 40 minutes) per week from September 
to December. Teachers were encouraged to 
revisit the lesson in advance of the next lesson.

Social Program
In addition to studying music, the students 
also learned about social development. While 
this element of the program is interwoven 
into everything we do, time is also set aside 
to explore relevant themes. Sistema Toronto’s 
social development curriculum was adapted 
to The Big Sound and each month, one of the 
following themes was explored:
• Teamwork
• Listening
• Respect
• Problem Solving

• Responsibility
• Organization
• Communication
• Leadership

Nutrition Program
Food insecurity is a reality for many children 
and it has been well documented that children 
that come from food insecure households face 
numerous challenges including poor mental 
and physical health, greater risk of chronic 
disease, and negative consequences for their 
academic and social performance.

Through the generous support of the United 
Way Grey Bruce and a partnership with 
the Culinary Arts Program at Owen Sound 
District Secondary School, participants were 
provided with a healthy snack each and every 
day. In addition to the nutritional benefit, 
sharing a meal is and excellent way to foster 
relationships between the children and the 
music instructors. As noted above, almost 
1300 snacks were provided in 2019.

Survey of Students and Parents
As noted above, a short questionnaire was 
administered to the students and parents in 
June 2019. The results were very encouraging 
with the majority of the comments being 
positive. Indeed, the only negative comments 
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were related to the distraction posed by 
students who had lost interest and had 
disengaged from the program. Among the 
positive comments received from the students 
was their joy of singing, playing as a team, 
and learning a new instrument. Similarly, 
the parents considered the program “a 
great opportunity” and they appreciated 
“the consistency of the program.” The level 
of instruction was generally seen as being 
spot on and there was much praise for the 
nutritional component. When asked what 
could be done to improve the program, the 
students responded, “I love it,” “nothing, it’s 
just right,” and “more instruments.” Of the 
students remaining at the end of the year, 72% 
expressed their intention to return next year. 
Those that did not expect to return indicated 
reasons such as a lack of interest and potential 
conflicts with other activities (e.g. sports). 

Performances
The students performed at the Paper Violin 
Exhibit the Tom Thompson Art Gallery 
(January 19, 2019), the One World Festival 
at the Owen Sound Public Library (May 23, 
2019), and at the Hillcrest Elementary School 
Spring Assembly (May 30, 2019).

A school-year-end concert for parents and 
officials from Hillcrest Elementary School was 
held on June 19, 2019. This event featured 
several string (Ode to Joy, Frère Jacques, 
English Round, Lightly Row, and Bile ‘Em 
Cabbage Down) and choral (Donkey Riding, 
She’s Like The Swallow, Galop, Hallelujah, 
Here’s To Song) selections.
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Financial Statement



Board of Directors
Chair
David McLeish, Retired, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources

Treasurer
Catherine Thompson, CPA, CGA

Secretary
Jennifer Dault, Executive Director for the Sauble Family Health Team

Directors
• Norma Breadner, Bluewater District School Board
• Kelly Graham, Solicitor
• Scott Irvine, Principal Tuba, Canadian Opera Company
• Anne-Marie McLeish, Retired, Community Living Owen Sound and District
• Cynthia Norman, Retired Teacher


