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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
The article reports research concerning the potential and actual benefits Received 26 April 2020
for young children in engaging in musical activities, whether in the Accepted 29 June 2020
home or outside, such as in community nursery settings and schools.
The research literature suggests that music can support a wide range of
psychological, social and physical behaviours and development.
However, there is a paradox in that many teachers and teaching
assistants of young children are likely to have a somewhat limited
professional knowledge of how best to organise effective music
education. They may also be unaware of how to maximise music’s wider
benefits. One possible solution is to effect appropriately mentored
professional development with experienced early years music specialists.
Evidence of how such professional development can make a difference
is exampled in several recent and ongoing workplace-based case studies
from the UK and Australia.
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Introduction

One of the perennial challenges in music education in both nursery and Primary schools is the relative
mismatch between the requirements for a teacher to have ‘generalist’ subject knowledge that covers
a diverse range of subjects compared with a more ‘specialist’, in-depth knowledge that is perceived to
be a necessary requirement to teach music. This conceptual mismatch was highlighted in England
when, soon after the passing of the Education Reform Act in 1988 (HMSO, 1988) and its introduction
of an initial ‘National Curriculum’ for schools, the then Secretary of State for Education, Kenneth
Clarke, commissioned a report from three senior education figures. Robin Alexander (Professor of
Primary Education), Jim Rose (Chief Inspector, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate [HMI]) and Chris Woodhead
(Chief Executive, National Curriculum Council) were tasked with providing a contemporary expert
challenge to what was seen as the influential preoccupation from the 1960s with ‘child-centred’
approaches to learning, especially as characterised in the influential Plowden Report (CASE, 1967).
The (Conservative) Secretary of State hoped to have support for a more ‘traditional’ view of teaching
methods that would be more ‘in-tune’ with the new political focus on curriculum content, as well as
addressing the perceived national need to improve children’s literacy and numeracy. The subsequent
report by Alexander, Rose and Woodhead (DES, 1992) suggested that ‘The resistance to subjects at
the Primary stage is no longer tenable’ (p1).

Furthermore, the three authors believed that an effective Primary teacher should have three kinds
of expertise: (i) subject knowledge (having expertise in subject content), (ii) pedagogy (knowing how
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children learn) and (iii) the management of learning (knowing how to organise the learning environ-
ment, such as related to time, physical space and resources) (p50).

This triadic view of the role of the teacher persists to the present day, despite the contested nature
of how to define ‘music’, ‘development’ and ‘pedagogy’, not least because each subsequent iteration
of the National Curriculum in England since 1989 has continued to have a strong emphasis on subject
knowledge, albeit biased towards certain subjects as ‘core’, such as English, mathematics and science,
and with others, such as the arts, being somewhat more peripheral. This marginalisation has
increased over the past decade with the introduction in Secondary schools of an ‘English Baccalaure-
ate’ (EBacc) (DFE, 2010; DFE, 2019) in which arts subjects, including music, are not included (Bath,
Daubney, Mackrill, & Spruce, 2020; Welch, 2011, 2012a; Zeserson, Welch, Burn, Saunders, & Himo-
nides, 2014).

It is no surprise, therefore, that—given this curricular bias towards a ‘core curriculum’— the pre-
service and in-service preparation of nursery and Primary teachers often provides limited opportu-
nities for engagement in arts pedagogy, including music. This inadequacy in professional experience
is reported in England (cf Hennessy, 2010; Poulter & Cook, 2020; Welch & Henley, 2014), as well as
elsewhere in the world, such as Scotland (Bhachu, 2019), Australia (Barrett, Flynn, Brown, & Welch,
2019; Letts, 2015) and Singapore (Chua & Welch, 2019).

The potential wider benefits of music education

Paradoxically, notwithstanding this marginalisation of the arts in education policy, there is a growing
research literature on the benefits of artistic engagement in nurturing children’s wider progress, such
as in literacy and numeracy, as well as their physical, psychological (including emotional) and social
development. Examples of arts benefits with young children include longitudinal research data from
Finland (Linnavelli, Putkinen, Lipsanen, Huotilainen, & Tervaniemi, 2018) concerning 5-6-year-old
children attending a low-cost community-based music playschool. Over two school years, these
young children were found to have significant improvements in the development of phoneme pro-
cessing and vocabulary skills compared to peers who had not attended such a setting. This outcome
is in line with other recent neuroscience research into children’s phonological processing (Zuk et al.,
2018), and is also related to the wider cognitive benefits that are reported to arise from playing a
musical instrument, such as for 0.5 h a week or more (Loui, Raine, Chaddock-Heyman, Kramer, &
Hillman, 2019). In this latter study, the 8-9-year-old instrumental learners tended to develop statisti-
cally significant higher measurable verbal ability and better general intellectual ability than their non-
instrument learning peers.

One underlying reason for such an improvement is because structured musical experience is likely
to promote enhanced sound discrimination and encoding, and to enhance phonological processing
and reading ability (Putkinen, Huotilainen, & Tervaniemi, 2019). This finding is echoed in another
recent empirical study of 3-4-year-olds which reported ‘compelling evidence that both melodic
and timing aspects of musical processing are associated with measures of phonological awareness
and grammar’ (Politimou, Dalla Bella, Farrugia, & Franco, 2019, p. 10).

Therefore, it is plausible that musical activities involving active manipulation of rhythm and pitch
contour are likely to support the perceptual development of prosodic features in language. Such a
hypothesis has support from neuroscientific research findings related to common features in (a)
the sensory encoding of sound, (b) musical melodies and linguistic intonation contours, as well as
(c) the interactions between linguistic and musical syntactic processing (Patel, 2008). A recent set
of studies with two different age groups (5-year-olds and 8-year-olds) in Germany (Steinbrink,
Knigge, Mannhaupt, Sallat, & Werkle, 2019) investigated temporal and spectral auditory processing
abilities in children. In both studies, rhythm reproduction and pitch perception abilities were signifi-
cant predictors of phonological awareness.

Overall, there are a wealth of studies to suggest that successful engagement in musical activities
can support children’s wider development, including general intellectual functioning (Schellenberg,
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2004; 2016), spatial and verbal skills (Forgeard, Winner, Norton, & Schlaug, 2008; Rauscher & Hinton,
2011), mathematical skills (Haimson, Swain, & Winner, 2011), aspects of executive function (Bowmer,
Mason, Knight, & Welch, 2018), social inclusion (Aleman et al., 2017; Welch, Himonides, Saunders,
Papageorgi, & Sarazin, 2014) and language and literacy (Anvari, Trainor, Woodside, & Levy, 2002;
Clift, Mackenzie, & Bushell, 2007), including pre-literacy skill development in the early years
(Moreno, Friesen, & Bialystok, 2011; Williams, Barrett, Welch, Abad, & Broughton, 2015). Furthermore,
children’s general behaviour can also improve, as exampled by an innovative, school-based, three-
month orchestral programme in Italy with n=113 8-10-year-olds that was found to be particularly
beneficial in reducing hyperactivity, inattention and impulsivity, whilst enhancing inhibitory
control (Fasano et al.,, 2019). (For more recent research examples of the wider benefits of music,
see the new e-book collection edited by Biasutti, Welch, MacRitchie, McPherson, & Himonides, 2020).

These potential benefits from engaging in musical activities are in a context where the latest
school census data in England (2019) indicate that poor speech, language and communication
skills (SLC) are the largest special needs category for children in Primary schools in England,
embracing n=173,401 children or 22% of all pupils. Perhaps even more significantly, at the young-
est age for which data are available, such SLC needs are evidenced in approximately 60% of 4-
year-olds.

However, given the weaknesses concerning arts education in their professional preparation,
how to initiate appropriate musical activities is not always known by early years and Primary prac-
titioners. Similarly, it is unlikely that such professionals are fully aware of the research evidence
concerning music’s practical value in supporting children’s broader academic development (cf
Barrett et al.,, 2019).

Addressing the music education needs of non-music specialist generalist teachers
and nursery staff

Several research studies over the past three decades have commented on generalist teachers’ ‘lack of
confidence’ to teach music in Primary school settings. Such reports are evidenced from various
countries around the world, including England (Hennessy, 2000; Holden & Button, 2006; McCullough,
2006; Mills, 1989; Seddon & Biasutti, 2008; Stunell, 2010; Welch & Henley, 2014); Australia (Auh, 2004;
Ballantyne, 2006; de Vries, 2013; Jeanneret, 1997); Ireland (Stakelum, 2008); Scotland (Bhachu, 2019);
Brazil (Figueiredo, Soares, & Schambeck, 2014); and Portugal (Mota, 2015); and also in comparative
studies across several countries, including Australia/USA/Namibia/South Africa/lreland (Russell-
Bowie, 2009).

Evidence related to a ‘lack of confidence’ that is derived from a sense of personal musical inade-
quacy has also been reported by nursery teachers, such as in Norway (Kulset & Halle, 2019) and
England (Digby, 2020), as well as in pre-service students who are studying to become Primary tea-
chers (Hallam et al., 2009). A recent news item in the weekly professional magazine for teachers,
the TES on 5th October 2018, reported on a Headteachers’ (NAHT) conference at which the
Deputy Director of Ofsted (the statutory body responsible for the oversight of teaching quality in
English nurseries and schools, herself an ex-Reception class teacher of 5yo in a Primary school) com-
mented that ‘young children need singing’. She suggested that nursery teachers were too embar-
rassed to sing in front of other people, in part because they tend to compare themselves
negatively to high quality sung music performance that is easily available via new technology,
such as on their mobile phones.

This ‘lack of confidence’ is thought to stem from several persistent socio-cultural and educational
biases.

o Firstly, there is a continuing widespread misconception that musicality is defined by success in
Western Art music.
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e Using this definition, musicality is, therefore, confined to a small sub-group of the general popu-
lation (e.g. Ruddock & Leong, 2005). This is despite the wealth of neurological evidence to the con-
trary that we are all musical by design (cf Blacking, 1976; Hodges, 2019; Schlaug, 2015; Welch &
McPherson, 2018).

e Thirdly, as mentioned above, the relative marginalisation of the arts (including music) in the
English Secondary school curriculum from age 14 years is characterised by their absence from
the English Baccalaureate (2019) that was introduced in England in 2011. Analyses on examination
entry data report that less than 10% of the secondary school pupil population continue to study
music through to the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) at age 16 years, and
beyond (Welch, in press). One related outcome is that the pool of skilled, confident musicians
in the general population from which the future Primary generalist teaching force will be recruited
is small (Welch, 2012b).

o Fourthly, Initial Teacher Education (ITE) for intending Primary teachers in England usually covers
the ten subject areas of the National Curriculum, plus Religious Education. Accordingly, there is
relatively little time allocated to arts education, including music, because of the pressures for
new teachers to be demonstrably expert in the core subject areas (and associated sub-areas) of
English, mathematics and science.

e These biases in professional preparation are compounded in early childhood and care settings,
where the workforce tends to be young and female, with relatively limited experience and
formal qualifications in education (Barrett et al., 2019; Peeters, Rohrmann, & Emilsen, 2015), as
well as in music.

One consequence of these challenges to the provision of effective music education in nursery and
Primary schools has been various initiatives to improve the quality of pre- and in-service teacher (and
Teaching Assistant) preparation. The intention has been to ensure that teachers have at least a basic,
foundational knowledge concerning appropriate musical activities and pedagogical approaches in
music with young children. In England, the Government initiated a National Plan for Music (DFE,
2011) for all children and young people (and due to be published in revised form in 2020). A key
to the success of this national policy was to ensure that increasing numbers of Primary teachers
were capable of teaching music (however, the Plan did not cover children under the age of five
years, the statutory age for the commencement of children’s formal education in England).

One related outcome in 2011 was an initiative by the Training and Development Agency (TDA) for
Schools, the official UK Government quango in England at that time that was charged with the
national supply and quality of teachers. The TDA funded research into the design, teaching and evalu-
ation of pilot music modules as part of Primary Initial Teacher Education (ITE) courses (see Hennessy,
2017 for an overview). The aim was to boost the confidence and competency of new Primary teachers
in music education. Twenty-one pilot modules were funded and trialled across the higher education
sector by individual ITE providers in 2012-2013. A basic requirement in the course designs was for the
student teachers to spend some of the module (course) time in schools, to observe experienced tea-
chers of music, to enact their own suitable music curricula activities, and to have time for related
design and reflection (see Welch & Henley, 2014 for a report of one example of module design
and evaluation). Evaluations by the ITE providers suggested that these local short-term initiatives
were relatively successful and, in some cases, became integrated into the ongoing Primary ITE curri-
cula (Hennessy, 2017).

The value of workplace mentoring non-music specialist generalist teachers and
nursery staff

Nevertheless, a common challenge in seeking better long-term outcomes of such initiatives is how to
ground the professional (pre/in-service) development in music education in the realities of the
nursery and Primary school settings. One solution has been to place appropriately prepared and
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skilled musicians to work alongside and mentor the less-musically confident generalists, together
with their pupils, and supported by sufficient time for shared planning and reflection. Workplace
mentoring has been described as the relationship between an experienced individual (the mentor)
and a less experienced individual (the mentee) in the workplace that aims to assist the personal
and professional growth of the mentee (Kram, 1985). Workplace mentoring typically takes place
over extended periods of time and is multi-faceted in nature (Eraut, 2011).

A recent Australian example has reported on the positive impact that a generalist teacher-led pilot
music programme has had on early childhood school children’s singing skills and attitudes to music
(Barrett, Zhukov, & Welch, 2019; Barrett, Zhukov, Brown, & Welch, 2020). The programme aimed to
address a lack of music training during undergraduate teacher preparation, as well as a perceived
lack of confidence in music teaching and singing amongst generalist (non-music specialist) classroom
teachers. Those chosen as mentors participated in a two-day workshop that addressed mentoring
skills and the music programme content. During the workshop, mentors were tutored on the funda-
mentals of mentoring and shared simple strategies, practices and resources for engaging teachers
and their children in effective music education. A similar approach to the training of mentors had
been implemented in the USA (Berg & Conway, 2016). Subsequently, the Australian mentors
worked with generalist classroom teachers in a one-to-one mentoring relationship over an extended
period of time, being two school terms in New South Wales (20 weeks) and one school term in Vic-
toria (10 weeks).

‘The mentors visited the allocated schools and assessed local resources; invited mentees to observe mentors’
music teaching; collaborated in developing music lesson plans and activities that addressed individual teacher
goals, needs and context; co-taught music with mentees during classroom lessons; and observed and provided
feedback on the mentees’ music teaching. Music curricular content was essentially voice-based, with a literacy
focus, and included simple instrumental work that was informed by Kodaly and Orff principles.’ (Barrett et al.,
2019, p. 5)

Singing tests and class surveys were administered to students in the n=11 participant Australian
Primary schools before and after the mentoring programme. Two hundred and ninety-two children
participated in singing tests and surveys. The children were aged 4-8 years and were drawn from
early years (reception classes) and primary school years 1 and 2. The number of children in the men-
tored classes was 237, with 55 children in the control classes of matched year level. The results
showed that, as well as having a positive impact on adult participants’ music knowledge and confi-
dence, the implementation of these music activities in early education settings impacted positively

4.00
Control
3.50
Treatment
3.00 ™
2.50
1
2.00 I 1
1.50
1.00
Pre-Intervention Post-Intervention

Figure 1. Mean ratings of student singing ability according to time of assessment, as moderated by intervention group. Error bars
represent standard errors. Comparisons were performed between the pre-intervention and post-intervention time points within
each of the control and treatment intervention conditions. *** p <.001. (Barrett et al., 2020, p. 127)
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on young children’s singing skills and attitudes to music, regardless of gender, ethnicity and socio-
economic standing of the school (Barrett et al., 2020) (Figure 1).

In a similar, smaller-scale initiative in England, mentors from the VOCES8 Foundation recently
worked with generalist (non-music specialist) class teachers and their pupils in two Hackney
Primary schools in inner London. Initial, teacher-only, sessions with mentors were followed by in-
class mentoring over two school terms, totalling eight one-hour sessions over approximately six
months. Participant children were aged between 5.2 and 6.3 years. Data analyses are based on
n=63 children across the three participant schools, n=46 in the two intervention schools and n=17
in the control school. Evaluative data included evidence of significant benefits in participant chil-
dren’s singing, as well as non-musical development in children’s reading and aspects of their Execu-
tive Function (Welch, Purves, Saunders, Mason, & Bowmer, 2020). The children’s singing development
was assessed using the same rating scale (Welch, 1998) as in the earlier Australian study (Barrett et al.,
2020). Overall, there was a significant improvement in children’s singing (F(1,60) = 10.612; p<0.01),
particularly in three of the four intervention classes. Figure 2.

Observations also took place of music classes led by the class teachers when the mentors were
absent. These indicated that the participant teachers had developed music education knowledge
and skills, as well as confidence in leading singing activities with the participant 5-6-year-olds.

One particular type of music mentoring in UK has focused on supporting young children’s speech,
language and communication (SLC) development through music. In London, for example, the ‘Music
for Change’ project set out to explore the impact of a specially devised programme of weekly music
sessions on the all-round development of pre-school children in northwest Westminster, an area of
inner-city multiple deprivation (Knight et al., 2018). The project was devised by the London-based
charity ‘Creative Futures’ with the aim of improving children’s school readiness by supporting the
development of high numbers of children with SLC needs. In this part of London, almost a third of
children are registered as having some form of special educational need or disability (SEND) and
an estimated 50% of children have some form of speech and language delay. More than 60%

® Pre Mean Score (Welch, 1998)

90 Post Mean Score (Welch, 1998)
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Figure 2. Mean singing competency ratings (using the Welch, 1998 rating scale) for each of the six participant classes over time (4
intervention classes and 2 control classes) (Welch et al., 2020).
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have English as an Additional Language (EAL) and, in some schools, this proportion rises to almost
100%.

Accordingly, ‘Music for Change’ brought together a speech and language therapist (SLT), funded
by the local National Health Service (NHS), and a specialist early years musician to work collabora-
tively alongside each other in local community nursery settings, primarily for a period of ten
weeks. The two specialists led a weekly, action research cycle that enabled them to support the resi-
dent nursery practitioners in musical activities that included language and communication foci. Over
the ten weeks, the nursery staff initially observed the specialists working with their children and then,
gradually, took on more and more responsibility for leading the hour-long weekly music sessions.
Practice was based on vocal play, singing, using sound-making objects, musical games, listening
and aural discrimination, movement, and songs and stories (cf Welch & Preti, 2019). The inclusion
of free musical play activities, led by the young children, also allowed for the emergence of impro-
vised songs from the children. In addition, the narration of children’s play in song form was found
to be helpful for introducing language and for enhancing the adult—child interactions by supporting
adult reflection on what children were doing.

Across the two years (2015-2017), the ‘Music for Change’ project involved work in n=11 different
nursery settings with n=1,320 children aged 0-4 years and included n=871 workshop sessions.
Amongst the impact findings were empirically-based evidence of children’s development in music,
as well as through music - including personal, social and emotional development, such as increased
listening, attention and communication skills. In addition, there were positive impacts on the pro-
fessional development and behaviours of nursery staff, in terms of both confidence and competence
in using musical activities to support children’s speech and language development (Knight et al.,
2018). Furthermore, the pedagogical scaffolding of activities by the two visiting experts, in which
there were opportunities for children and nursery staff to lead at different moments, empowered
and enabled both children and staff to have a sense of agency and ownership within and of the pro-
gramme (Welch & Bowmer, 2018).

A key strand of the Music for Change evaluation focused on the musical development of forty-six
pre-school children over a period of 33 weeks (Knight et al., 2018). The evaluation tool was the Sounds
of Intent in the Early Years (Sol-EY) musical development framework (Voyajolu & Ockelford, 2016).

5.00
R?=0.78946
4.50
4.00
3.50
3.00
2.50
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1.50
1.00
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1234567 8 9101112131415161718192021222324252627282930313233

Figure 3. The linear trend in the development of N=46 children’s pro-active musical behaviours across 33 weeks in the Music for
Change programme (Knight et al., 2018, p. 9).
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Across two years, the children made significant progress in their musical development from being
considerably below their age-related-expectations (ARE) to much more in line with their age
group. Figure 3 illustrates the underlying musical development for these children across the
period for one aspect, their pro-active music making. This shows a strong linear trend in pro-active
Sounds of Intent levels from around 2.8-4.4 (with Level 5 being the highest possible). The children
in the study began the intervention at the age of 3 years 3 months, and were, according to the base-
line assessments that were made, very significantly behind musical ARE (Sounds of Intent level 2.8
rather than 4.1). ‘The intervention meant that their musical development accelerated considerably,
moving to a music-developmental age that was slightly (though not statistically significantly)
ahead of musical ARE (0.1 of a Sounds of Intent level)' (Knight et al., 2018, p. 9).

Furthermore, longitudinal assessments of the same children using the official national pre-school
‘Early Learning Goals' for the Early Years Foundation Stage (DFE, 2017) found that there were
improvements — over and above what would normally be expected from natural maturation — in
speaking, making relationships (and with larger changes occurring in listening and attention), and
managing feelings and behaviour.

A similar programme of pre-school professional development was undertaken in Norfolk, an area
to the east of London. The action research design of the ‘SALTMusic’ project brought together speech
and language therapists and early childhood music practitioners to develop new pedagogical
approaches in their work with families whose children (aged 24-36 months) had communication
difficulties. Children and their families attended regular sessions from between three months and
a year and reported similar benefits to those found in London, with 90% of parents stating that
their children’s language had improved, and practitioners asserting that they had grown in confi-
dence in using musical approaches for therapeutic development of speech, language and communi-
cation (Pitt & Arculus, 2018).

Following the success of the ‘Music for Change’ programme in London (2015-2018), with its focus
on pre-school children with SLC needs (see above), a follow-up ‘Sound Communities’ programme was
launched. This was designed to provide free music-focused professional development for nursery
staff in locations in South East England where there are above average proportions of children
with English as an Additional Language (EAL), or who have SLC needs. The overarching aim has
been to enable resident nursery staff to add and enrich music-based opportunities and activities
into their daily routines in school with young children. The programme was launched in 2018 and
continues to 2021.

Over the Autumn school term (September to December 2019), staff from seven nursery settings in
Hastings and St Leonards, East Sussex attended three two-hour workshops (September, November,
December) as part of the second year of the ‘Sounds Communities’ programme. The first two work-
shops took place at the end of the school day in one of the partner locations. The opening
session was designed to provide an introduction to ‘music and communication’ and was followed
in session two by a more specific focus on ‘the building blocks of music'. The third session, ‘observing
and documenting musical play’, took place in the host school after lunchtime and involved group
discussions either side of a visit to the onsite nursery. The visit provided an opportunity for course
participants to observe and talk to the young children and their staff in situ.

In each session, the participants were required to act musically, such as to manipulate sound and
to make music - including by using their hands, voices, simple instruments. They also were provided
with opportunities to use other media as sound accompaniments, such as drawing materials and
scarves. Focused listening was a common key activity, as was talk following listening. Sound
games were another key component, often generating much humour.

Throughout, the participants’ behaviours suggested that they were intellectually and emotionally
engaged in the content of the sessions and were willing to share, discuss, and make music. It was
clear from their comments, personal examples and body language that participants were positively
involved in elements of the programme. Participants took the opportunity provided by the mentor(s)
to offer illustrative craft knowledge examples of how personally they had applied the previous
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session’s content in their own nursery, gaining hands-on experience with their own children.
Examples included the use of found instruments, observing children’s own sound and music
making, and singing whilst doing other things.

Of the three ‘Sound Communities’ sessions, perhaps session two was the most challenging, as this
was focused on engagement with the building blocks of sound - the elements of music, such as
pulse, rhythm, pitch, timbre, structure, and dynamics. There was a lot of content, and it would be worth-
while in returning to these elements specifically in future sessions across the rest of the year, particu-
larly in terms of pulse and rhythm, given their close synergies with the building blocks of language. The
programme and evaluation are ongoing, although these have been partially suspended because of the
Covid-19 epidemic in which nurseries and schools in the UK are currently closed.

In terms of the mentoring and its quality, the literature on mentoring suggests that its effective-
ness results from ‘generally good faith efforts by all parties’ that foster new personal and professional
relationships (Langdon et al,, 2016, p. 159), and with positive mentoring outcomes for both mentors
and mentees (Ehrich, Hansford, & Tennent, 2004). Positive outcomes should include demonstrable
collegiality (collaboration, networking, sharing ideas and knowledge), reflection, professional devel-
opment and personal satisfaction (reward, growth) (Powell, 2019). Although the detailed evidence for
each of these attributes was not necessarily explicit over these three sessions, given that the pro-
gramme had only three two-hour sessions and continues in 2020 (although not at present when nur-
series and schools are essentially close because of Covid-19), nevertheless, the groundwork was laid
and the relationships established between mentor and mentees (and with each other) were positive.

Given the group-based, essentially off-site, nature of the programme (apart for staff of the school
hosting the session) this form of mentoring makes particular demands on the mentor unless they are
able to visit each participant and observe and share their music making at first hand. In particular, the
literature (such as by Conway & Hodgman, 2006) suggests that effective mentor qualities in music
include: (i) strong knowledge of subject matter—which was clearly evidenced in this programme;
(i) a compatible philosophy of music education—the mentors demonstrated an excellent craft
knowledge of musical behaviours, development and repertoire in early years settings which will
have resonated with the adult participants; (i) excellent music and teaching skills—again evidenced
here; as well as (iv) being a good listener, organised, personable, and professional—again these qual-
ities were observed. The capacity to nurture and affirm (Smith, 2005) has also been identified as a key
element of effective mentoring in music, and this was also evidenced, notwithstanding the group-
based design of the experience.

One way in which the programme could be strengthened - in addition to a spiral design in which
key elements recur across the year — would be to encourage individual participants to bring audio
and/or video examples of sound/music making to sessions in order to share with the mentors and
others in the group. This would provide a solid evidence base that they were really getting on the
inside of the ‘Sound Communities’ programme philosophy and content.

Summary and conclusions

Overall, the evidence from these recent initiatives in the UK and Australia suggests that it is possible
for effective mentoring to address the challenge of ensuring that early years non-music specialists are
enabled to deepen and develop their knowledge, understanding and skills in music education. Such
partnerships between specialists (who have a particular expertise in music) and generalists (who have
a deep knowledge of their young children) can enrich everyone involved. It can also ensure that such
professional development echoes key features of ‘close-to-practice’ research (Wyse, Brown, Oliver, &
Poblete, 2018) that is characterised by being grounded in real-world challenges faced by
practitioners.

Furthermore, in the example research findings from the cases provided above, there were positive
impacts on young children as a direct result of the expert mentoring received by their generalist early
years practitioners. The benefits that were evidenced were:



EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CARE . 1981

1 musical — embracing increased singing competency in two separate studies, one in Australia and
one in England (Barrett et al., 2020; Welch et al., 2020); and also in general musical behaviours and
development (Ockelford, in Knight et al., 2018), as measured by the Sounds of Intent in the Early
Years framework (Voyajolu & Ockelford, 2016); and

2 other-than-musical - positive changes being reported in children’s attitudes to and engagement
with music (Barrett et al., 2020); in improved reading competency and also aspects of executive
function - being related to response inhibition, phonological working memory and executive-
loaded working memory (Welch et al, 2020); and also social and emotional development
(Knight et al.,, 2018).

In summary, the research evidence suggests that young children are inherently musical, but that
they have unequal access to opportunities to realise their musical potential. One of the common
limitations derives from the limited pedagogical experience in music that is found in the early
years’ workforce - the people who work in pre-school and the beginning years of Primary school,
whether as Principals, teachers or teaching assistants. This system-wide pedagogical shortcoming
can be addressed, however, through the provision of effective, class-based mentoring by specialist
early years music educators. There is also a clear role for researchers to undertake close-to-practice
research in partnership with early years colleagues that can be translated into principles of
effective music pedagogy with young children (such as found in the ‘Inspire Music’ project outcomes
in England, see https://www.inspire-music.org).
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