
 1

Control of noise in the context of teachers of music – practical 
advice and guidance for schools  
 
Introduction 
Repeated and long-term exposure to excessive noise levels can lead to premature 
hearing loss and/or constant hissing or ringing in the ears known as tinnitus, which 
can be temporary or permanent.  Music teachers and key support staff such as 
technicians, can in fact be exposed to quite high ‘noise’ levels during the course of a 
typical working week from individual and classroom teaching, as well as ensemble 
events and of course their own practice and performance.  Indeed, sound levels 
produced by groups of pupil instrumentalists are likely to be higher than those 
produced by a professional group of players because of less developed technical 
abilities and their natural enthusiasm.  Teaching staff therefore have a responsibility 
to not only protect their own hearing and the hearing of colleagues from damage but 
also have a responsibility to make noise awareness part of a complete music 
education.   
 
In a typical school there are numerous factors that may collectively contribute to the 
risk of permanent hearing damage and/or loss amongst music staff in the long-term.  
However, there are three particularly important factors that need to always be borne 
in mind: 
1.  Certain categories of musical instrument, such as brass, percussion and 
electronically amplified instruments clearly stand out from the rest in that they are 
innately ‘noisy’, especially when played vigorously by very young and over 
enthusiastic pupils.   
2.  Length of time of exposure is just as important, if not more important, than actual 
noise level.  In practice, this means that staff exposure to noise takes on a much 
greater significance than pupil exposure.   
3.  The teaching location needs to be large enough and otherwise appropriate for the 
type of music and/or musical instrument being played.   
 
Exposure to sound follows, very approximately, the mathematical ‘inverse square 
law’.  This means that simply doubling your distance away from a noise source will 
effectively reduce the exposure to noise by three-quarters.  Therefore, the provision 
of a very small room, especially if this room also has poor acoustics, for a music 
teacher to deliver regular tuition on brass or percussion instruments, is clearly 
inappropriate, since this will inevitably place the teacher close to the instrument’s 
output.  The style of teaching, choice of repertoire and timetabling of music lessons, 
can also impact greatly upon the total level of exposure to noise received by 
teaching staff over any given period.  For example, teaching music by adopting the 
‘American Band Method/Scheme’, where all the pupils play their musical instruments 
together in an average-sized classroom, is likely to lead to quite high total noise 
exposure levels.  Equally, poor timetabling resulting in back-to-back lessons of very 
young pupils thrashing away at their instruments and thereby generating very high 
noise levels, is likely to lead to high overall noise exposure to staff.   
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The School’s legal responsibilities for noise control 
The primary responsibility for complying with the requirements of the Control of 
Noise at Work Regulations 2005, rests with both the Council as employer and the 
school as controller of the activities undertaken by its staff and support staff.  
Essentially, the school must: 

• assess the risks to its staff from noise at work (N.B. staff with a pre-existing 
hearing condition, those with a known family history of deafness, pregnant 
women and young children, should be given particular consideration when 
undertaking a noise risk assessment); 

• aim to ensure that the legal limits on noise exposure are never exceeded; 

• take sufficient reasonably practicable measures to reduce levels of exposure 
where the noise levels are significant; 

• provide staff with suitable hearing protection, where the noise generated 
cannot be sufficiently reduced at source (e.g. by using a practice mute on a 
trumpet or baffles/dampers on an acoustic drum set); 

• provide staff with information, instruction and training to ensure that they 
understand how these Regulations apply to them and how to implement 
appropriate control measures to reduce noise to acceptable exposure levels; 

• arrange for health surveillance to be undertaken on staff where the risk 
assessment determines that there could be a long-term risk to health, despite 
the implementation of a number of measures to reduce noise exposure.  (N.B. 
The school would need to review the need for the health surveillance of its 
music teachers and other staff regularly exposed to high noise levels, with 
relevant officers within the Local Authority). 

 
To assist in meeting the requirements of the Control of Noise at Work Regulations, 
schools should: 

• consult with their staff and Union Safety Representatives; 

• ensure that their health and safety policy makes clear the specific noise 
responsibilities of staff, from Headteacher and Head of Department 
downwards; 

• ensure that their health and safety policy specifies the arrangements for 
managing noise by undertaking risk assessments and implementing 
appropriate and reasonably practicable control measures. 

 
Staff responsibilities 
Staff have a responsibility to: 

• use any noise control measures deemed necessary, in accordance with their 
school’s reasonable instructions; 

• wear any hearing protection provided, in accordance with the school’s 
reasonable instructions; 

• report any faults, defects or difficulties encountered in using any noise control 
device or equipment; 

• make themselves available for health surveillance, if this is deemed 
necessary or advisable, as a result of the noise risk assessment. 

 
Noise risk assessment 
A noise risk assessment must be carried out if the noise exposure is likely to reach 
the Lower Exposure Action Value of 80dBA.  The aim of a noise risk assessment is 
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to help decide what measures are necessary to ensure the health and safety of staff 
regularly exposed to excessive noise levels in the workplace and amounts to more 
than simply taking a series of measurements with a sound level meter.  Indeed, in 
the case of the playing music and/or musical instruments in the workplace, it is 
considered best practice to take sound level measurements after the necessary 
noise control measures have been put in place, in order to check the adequacy or 
otherwise of these control measures.       
Furthermore, the need to take such formal and often rather complex measurements, 
can often be circumvented by a competent and responsible person carrying out a 
series of simple listening tests, whilst considering the answers to a series of 
straightforward questions.  As a rough guide, the school is likely to have to do 
something about the noise if one or more of the following questions are answered in 
the affirmative:    

• Is the noise exposure of staff concerned regular and intrusive and of a similar 
level to that experienced in a busy street – also, does the exposure take 
place for most of the working day? 

• Do staff have to raise their voices in order to carry out a normal conversation, 
when approximately 2 metres apart and, does this occur for a good part of 
the working day? 

• Are either noisy power tools or amplified musical instruments, such as electric 
guitars, regularly used for more than half an hour a day?    

 
N.B. It is advisable to assume that some noise control measures will be needed, 
where noise levels appear to be rather excessive and that a suitable form of hearing 
protection is provided for staff to use, until such time as suitable longer-term noise 
control measures can put in place to reduce noise levels to acceptable levels.   
 
Noise exposure assessment 
In order to assess the noise exposure level, or ‘noise dose’, account needs to be 
taken of both sound level and its duration.  Reliable information is therefore needed 
on: 

• the average noise level to which the member of staff is exposed; and 

• the length of time the member of staff is exposed to the noise. 
 

Actual noise exposure can then be calculated based upon a mathematical 
relationship between the average noise level and the duration of exposure.   
Typical noise levels generated by a whole variety of musical instruments are 
contained within a document which can be viewed and/or downloaded from:     
http://www.soundadviceconsultation.info/thewholestory/downloads/5riskassessment-
10April2007.pdf 
Having determined the length of time the music teacher or technician spends with  
pupil(s) playing their musical instrument(s) and, using this noise level data, daily or 
weekly exposure can then be calculated using an on-line calculator at: 
http://www.hse.gov.uk/noise/calculator.htm 
However, these measurements and calculations can be rather complex and time 
consuming.  Furthermore, arguably, such measurements and calculations are going 
to be almost impossible to take and subsequently apply in a meaningful way, in the 
constant flux of the typical school environment.  This is because for example: 

http://www.soundadviceconsultation.info/thewholestory/downloads/5riskassessment-10April2007.pdf
http://www.soundadviceconsultation.info/thewholestory/downloads/5riskassessment-10April2007.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/noise/calculator.htm
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• teaching patterns and possibly methods/styles too, are likely to vary quite 
considerably between music teachers and vary to some extent from term to 
term, depending on the staff present and the style of teaching; 

• different combinations of musical instruments are likely to be used by different 
teachers in different lessons in different locations; 

• in some schools, venues for music lessons may change from one term to 
another with each venue being of a different size and having different acoustic 
qualities.  (In addition, some music lessons are likely to be held where there 
are other extraneous background noises, e.g. from adjacent noisy classes or 
building contractors at work and/or nearby noisy equipment or vehicles, etc);   

• noise levels generated by musical instruments during rehearsals will differ 
from the levels produced during a performance; 

• noise levels generated by different pupils as performers will also differ greatly 
depending upon their ability and experience with the musical instrument; 

• etc, etc. 
 
N.B. A model noise exposure assessment undertaken in a modern school with 
excellent teaching facilities can be seen in the appendix to this guidance.  
 
The practical solution – plan to avoid or at least minimise staff exposure to 
excessive amounts of noise in the first place     
Since, as explained above, the calculation of actual noise exposure to music 
teachers is going to be rather difficult and complex to calculate precisely, schools 
need to plan to avoid over exposure in the first place, or at the very least, aim to 
reduce noise exposure to as low a level as is reasonably practicable.   
Any noise exposure over a given week is cumulative.  Therefore schools need to 
plan the working week of their music teachers so that the noisiest lessons are spread 
out as far as possible, not only across each week but across each term and, in 
addition, shared out equally between the teaching staff concerned.  Indeed, there are 
a whole host of fairly simple and cost-effective measures schools can take to 
minimise noise exposure to their staff, the vast majority of which will not impinge on 
the quality or enjoyment of the overall learning experience. 
 
Noise control measures 
There is a hierarchy of control measures which must always be applied in the 
following sequence: 
 
1.  try to eliminate the noise hazard altogether 
but where this is not possible or reasonably practicable; 
 
2.  reduce the volume of the noise 
but where this is not possible or reasonably practicable; 
 
3.  try to physically separate the people from the noise hazard 
but where this is not possible or reasonably practicable; 
 
4.  reduce the number of people exposed to the noise hazard 
but where this is not possible or reasonably practicable; 
 
5.  reduce the duration of their exposure. 
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Finally, where these measures are insufficient on their own to reduce noise exposure 
to an acceptable level, then suitable hearing protection must be provided by the 
school and worn by the staff concerned.  
 
Practical noise control measures schools can take to reduce noise exposure 
to their employed and private instrumental music teachers   
(N.B. Please note that this is not an exhaustive list of control measures and that this 
list has not been arranged in any particular order.  This is because the significance of 
each noise control measure is likely to differ greatly between schools). 
One final point is that combinations of these noise control measures will generally 
prove far more effective than the implementation of any single measure on its own. 
 
Timetabling and lesson planning 

• arrange the timetables of music teachers so that the noisiest lessons are not 
only spread out evenly across any given week and across each term but also 
shared out equally between the staff concerned.  Simply alternating noisy and 
quiet music lessons can help; 

• revise the structure of lessons so that only certain groups in the class are 
actually playing their instruments at any one time, whilst the other groups  
busy themselves planning and composing their works before taking their turn 
to play; 

• provided of course there are a sufficient number of music rooms, encourage 
music teachers to split their classes up into small groups or ensembles so that 
they practice their instruments in separate rooms, with the teacher moving 
between rooms; 

• select softer and quieter musical compositions for pupils to play on their 
instruments.  For example, during a rehearsal, it might be possible to play a 
variety of loud and quiet music in order to reduce overall exposure; 

• simply require pupils to play their instruments more softly and/or quietly; 

• consider the content of music lessons in relation to noise exposure, since 
effective music instruction does not necessarily require pupils to play musical 
instruments in each and every music lesson 

 
Style of teaching 

• avoid constant group practice and especially the ‘American band 
method/scheme’ of teaching pupils to play their instruments together and at 
the same time in one small classroom; 

• avoid playing along with students in order to reduce overall noise levels; 

• provide and use headphones for keyboards and other electronic instruments, 
provided these incorporate electronic noise limiters.  

 
Room layout and positioning whilst teaching music  

• allow at least two square metres of floor space for each performer; 

• position yourself well behind and as far away as you can, from loud directional 
musical instruments, such as trumpets; 

• especially in smaller practice rooms, consider placing suitable acoustic 
screens between yourself and the pupil practicing his/her instrument.  Simply 
providing a variety of soft furnishings in practice rooms can greatly help.  
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Construction, size and furnishing of music classrooms and practice rooms    

• ensure that the music classrooms and especially the practice rooms are 
assessed as being suitable for their purpose, especially in terms of size and 
acoustic quality.  For example, the loudest instruments should only be being 
played in the largest rooms, where the teacher is afforded an opportunity to 
distance himself/herself from the noise source.  The school has a 
responsibility to either ensure that music teachers are not given highly 
reverberant rooms or that any reported reverberation problem is adequately 
dealt with and eliminated; 

• ensure that music rooms have been suitably ‘acoustically treated’ by the fitting 
of sound-absorbing materials such as carpeting with underlay, special noise 
absorbent wall finishes or coverings, false ceilings of an appropriate type and 
the provision of soft furnishings such as drapes on blank walls and/or 
windows, sofas and soft chairs instead of standard plastic classroom chairs 
and, fabric-covered pictures/murals on walls, etc; 

• consider installing acoustic panelling and/or suitable soft and sound absorbent 
wall finishes, when refurbishing music classrooms and practice rooms, etc.  

 
Musical technique and the use of suitable adaptations for instruments 

• technique – A. Violin and viola players can apparently reduce sound levels to 
their left ear by keeping their heads more upright whilst playing, which also 
encourages good playing posture.  B. Pianists can greatly reduce noise levels 
during practice by keeping the piano tops closed/lowered.  C. Trumpet and 
trombone players can raise their bells during particularly loud passages, to 
project the sound over the top of other performers;  

• provide and use practice mutes wherever possible.  There is in fact now an 
enormous amount of information on the Internet about practice mutes for a 
whole range of musical instruments.  For example, there are various practice 
mutes available for brass instruments, rubber practice mutes for stringed 
instruments and a huge array of practice pads and discs available for 
drummers in the form of either foam pads or thin plastic discs, which when 
simply dropped onto the surface of the drum, drastically reduce the level of 
noise generated whilst practicing; 

• provide and use soft beaters for percussion e.g. ‘hot rods’ for acoustic drum 
sets;   

• provide the musical instrument in a different form where either the sound 
levels generated are reduced or, can be more easily controlled.  For example, 
in the case of acoustic drum sets, one alternative for practice purposes is to 
acquire a so-called ‘flat pack drum kit’ for learning drum rhythms.  Another 
alternative (already adopted in two of our schools), is to plan to acquire an 
electronic drum set.  Volume can then be quite easily controlled at source 
and/or headphones safely used for listening in, (provided they are 
electronically ‘noise limited’ or ‘noise cancelling’.   

 
Some other useful ideas – pupil participation in noise control as part of the 
educational process 
Q.  Why not encourage pupils, perhaps as part of a science lesson, to use typical dB 
readings produced by their musical instruments, to calculate their typical noise 
exposures and help identify the control measures needed to reduce noise level 
exposure to more acceptable levels? 
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Q.  Why not engage pupils as part of an integrated design and technology, science 
and arts project, to design and build suitable acoustic screens and/or noise 
absorbent pictures/murals for use in music classrooms and/or practice rooms?     
 
Provision of suitable information, instruction and training for music teachers 
and other staff regularly exposed to high noise levels 
Schools and the Local Authority, have a responsibility to ensure that the music 
teachers they engage understand both the health risks of excessive noise exposure 
and the control measures they need to adopt in order to protect their own and their 
colleagues’ hearing.   
N.B. Training for school staff based upon this guidance, can be arranged free of 
charge, by contacting the Children’s Services Health and Safety Team on 01225 
395115/4. 
 
Provision of suitable personal hearing protection for music teachers and other 
staff regularly exposed to high noise levels 
Schools need to consider providing music teachers and other staff regularly exposed 
to high levels of noise with appropriate personal hearing protection.  However, the 
provision of hearing protectors for staff should be considered only after all other 
means of controlling/reducing the noise have been carefully examined and 
preferably, only as a short-term noise control measure and/or perhaps as a ‘belt and 
braces’ measure in addition to the other measures already taken.   
N.B. The contact details of suppliers of a range of disposable and semi-disposable 
ear plugs designed specifically for use by musicians, can be found in the references 
and contact details section at the end of this guidance.  
 
Provision of health surveillance for music teachers and other staff regularly 
exposed to high noise levels  
Schools now need to ensure that health surveillance in the form of regular hearing 
checks, is provided for all staff who are either likely to be frequently exposed at or 
above the Upper Exposure Action Value of 85dB or, who are at risk for any other 
reason, for example if they already suffer from hearing loss or are particularly 
sensitive to hearing damage as a result of a past injury or a medical condition.  As a 
rough rule of thumb, if staff are being regularly required to wear some form of 
hearing protection during the course of their working week, then it is more than likely 
that they should be being subject to a regime of health surveillance.   
The purpose of health surveillance is to; identify when staff are showing early signs 
of hearing damage; provide an opportunity to do something to prevent the damage 
getting worse and finally, check the effectiveness of noise control measures. 
N.B. There is no requirement for pupils or other visitors to be subjected to health 
surveillance.  Furthermore, there is no requirement for the self-employed/freelancers 
to have their own health surveillance.  This being said, self-employed 
persons/freelancers should be strongly advised to arrange for health surveillance if 
they think their exposure levels regularly exceed the Upper Exposure Action Value 
or, they regularly have to wear hearing protection or have other concerns about their 
hearing.  Where required, further advice can be sought from the Children’s Services 
Health & Safety Team on 01225 395115/4.          
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Appendix 
 

An example of a detailed noise exposure assessment undertaken in a school  
The following is an example of a fairly detailed noise assessment undertaken in a 
school with purpose-built music practice and performance facilities which 
consequently have excellent acoustics.  N.B.  It is firstly important to remember that 
daily noise exposure increases with both the level and duration of the sound. 
The noise levels which teachers were found to be exposed to during individual and 
group instrumental practice sessions, are shown in the table below.  The Leq is the 
noise level measured whilst pupils were actually playing rather than the average 
level recorded over the entire lesson.  The exposure time to 80dB LEP,d is the total 
time in the day that a music teacher can listen to pupils play, at the measured sound 
level for the given instrument, before he/she reaches the maximum acceptable daily 
exposure limit (i.e. lower exposure action value) of 80dB.  It is noteworthy that in the 
case of some musical instruments, unless appropriate noise control measures are 
put in place, a music teacher could reach a hazardous daily exposure within a single 
lesson. 
 
Activity Leq dB Time to maximum 

acceptable daily 
exposure limit 
80 dB LEP,d 

Leading and playing with an 
eight member saxophone group  

93 - 95 15 – 24 minutes 

Conducting a brass, woodwind 
and percussion orchestra 

94 19 minutes 

Saxaphone lesson 95 15 minutes 
Trombone lesson 90 48 minutes 
Flute lesson 89 60 minutes 
Electric guitar lesson 88 75 minutes 
Singing lesson 85 2.5 hours 
Piano 82 5 hours 
Violin lesson tutor providing 
piano accompaniment 

82 in small practice room 
76 in large practice room 

5 hours 
Exposure limit not exceeded 

   
Suggested control measures in the light of these fairly typical noise levels        
 The following are the sorts of control measure this school could implement, in order 
to reduce the daily noise exposure of its music teachers to acceptable levels: 

1. This school could restructure its music classes so that the lessons in which 
the noisiest instruments are played are timetabled to always take place in the 
larger practice rooms. 

2. The music teacher could require pupils to play their instruments more softly 
and quietly, set softer and quieter compositions/ pieces for pupils to play 
and/or where possible, provide practice mutes for use with the noisiest 
instruments. 

3. Limit the amplification of electronic instruments and/or use headphones which 
are ‘noise limited’ or, ‘noise cancelling’. 

4. The school could provide suitable hearing protection for its music teachers 
and key support staff to use in conjunction with other noise control measures, 
where it is considered that some residual risks remain. 

N.B. These suggested control measures can be used to better effect in combination.   
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References and key contact details 
 
General information on noise control in the workplace relevant to schools 
More information on the control of noise in the workplace can be viewed and/or 
freely downloaded on the following websites: 
www.soundadviceconsultation.info/schoolsandcolleges/schoolsandcolleges-
step1.htm 
www.hse.gov.uk/noise/index.htm 
 
An excellent free short guidance booklet entitled, ‘Noise at work: Guidance for 
employers on the Control of Noise at Work Regulations 2005 INDG362’, can be 
viewed and/or freely downloaded at: 
www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg362.pdf 
 
A free leaflet on noise awareness for staff entitled, ‘Protect your hearing or lose it! 
INDG363’, can be viewed and/or freely downloaded at: 
www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg363.pdf 
 
Acoustic design and refurbishment of schools 
Regarding the design of new school music facilities or the refurbishment of existing 
ones, a key document to consult is Building Bulletin 93 – Acoustic Design of 
Schools.  The aim of Building Bulletin 93 is to provide a comprehensive guide for 
architects, building control bodies, building services engineers, clients, and others 
involved in the design of new school buildings.  The new Building Bulletin is 
downloadable from the website below.  Alternatively it is available as a publication 
from The Stationery Office. 

www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/resourcesfinanceandbuilding/schoolbuildings/e
nviron/acoustics/ 
 
Acoustic panels, partitions and screens, etc  
A simple on-line search will reveal a huge number of suppliers of acoustic panels 
and partitions suitable for music classrooms and practice rooms.  The following are a 
few examples: 
www.amadeus-acousticsolutions.co.uk/acoustic-solutions/acoustic-
refurbishment.htm 
www.amadeus-equipment.co.uk/ 
www.soundsorba.com/schools.htm 
 
Practice mutes for musical instruments 
These are rapidly gaining popularity and there is now an enormous range of practice 
mutes for a very wide range of instruments.  If you simply type in ‘Practice Mute’ in a 
search engine such as Google, you will see what I mean.  
 
Hearing protection for teaching and support staff  
There are now many suppliers of hearing protection, mainly in the form of ear 
defenders which totally cover the ears or, earplugs of one sort or another, which can 
be disposable or reusable.  The following are two well-known and highly reputable 
suppliers of earplugs:    
www.uvex.co.uk/Products/HearingProtection/tabid/72/Default.aspx 

http://www.soundadviceconsultation.info/schoolsandcolleges/schoolsandcolleges-step1.htm
http://www.soundadviceconsultation.info/schoolsandcolleges/schoolsandcolleges-step1.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/noise/index.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg362.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg363.pdf
http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/resourcesfinanceandbuilding/schoolbuildings/environ/acoustics/
http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/resourcesfinanceandbuilding/schoolbuildings/environ/acoustics/
http://www.amadeus-acousticsolutions.co.uk/acoustic-solutions/acoustic-refurbishment.htm
http://www.amadeus-acousticsolutions.co.uk/acoustic-solutions/acoustic-refurbishment.htm
http://www.amadeus-equipment.co.uk/
http://www.soundsorba.com/schools.htm
http://www.uvex.co.uk/Products/HearingProtection/tabid/72/Default.aspx
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www.aearo.eu/    This Company, Aearo Technologies, manufactures and supplies 
several disposable and reusable earplugs which would be eminently suitable for 
music teachers.   
For example: 

• the E. A. RSOFT 21 single use disposable earplugs; 

• the ULTRAFIT 20 reusable earplugs (will last a month or two); 

• the ULTRATECH HIFI reusable earplugs, specifically designed for musicians 
(and which lasts 6 – 12 months).    

   
 
 
This guidance for schools was prepared by M Durham, Education Health & Safety Adviser to 
Children’s Services, Riverside, 10/08/07, ref: ControlofNoise.doc  

http://www.aearo.eu/

