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1. Introduction
‘Music for Change’ is a multi-year programme which aims to enhance children’s early
development and improve rates of school readiness among pre-school children in northwest
Westminster, an area of multiple deprivation. Devised to meet specific needs identified by the
local authority’s Early Years Advisory Team, the project has a particular focus on supporting
above average numbers of children with speech and language delay.
A key strand of the project is a collaboration with NHS speech and language therapists (SLTs)
from Central London Community Healthcare (CLCH), which started with a pilot project in the
summer of 2015, and which has since then seen three distinct collaborative interventions in
two nursery settings.
This report brings together findings from our own observations of the project, feedback from
Early Years Professionals (EYPs), extracts from reports provided by the SLTs and music leaders
who co-delivered the work, and a process evaluation by Professor Graham Welch (UCL
Institute of Education) and Alice Bowmer.

2. Background research
As with many Creative Futures programmes, Music for Change is strongly rooted in relevant
research. In this case, we have devised a project rooted in the notion that certain music
activities enhance multiple areas of early childhood development, especially speech and
language skills.
There is a growing body of evidence that early engagement in active music-making has a
beneficial impact on young children’s development. Benefits are evidenced in aural perception
and language skills (Anvari et al, 2002; Dege & Schwarzer 2011; Patel 2011; Moreno et al. 2009;
Moreno et al. 2011; Putkinen, Tervaniemi, & Huotilainnen, 2013; Williams, Barrett, Welch,
Abad, & Broughton, 2015) and specifically children with language impairment (Cumming et al.
2015; Corriaveua & Goswami 2008; Habib et al. 2016). There is also evidence that active music1

making positively impacts on reading (Bhide et al. 2013; Goswami et al. 2013; Schon 2014;
Long, 2014; Gordon, Fehd, McCandliss, 2015; Welch et al 2012); verbal memory (Roden, Grube,
Bongard, & Kreutz, 2014); spatial reasoning (Hetland, 2000); self-regulation (Winsler, Ducenne,
& Koury, 2011 ); pro-social skills and identity (Kirschner & Tomasello 2009 & 2011; Welch et al.
2014; Williams et al., 2015); and general school attainment (Gillespie & Glider, 2010; Wetter,
Koerner, & Schwaninger, 2009).
In addition, arts-enriched preschool environments that include music (particularly singing) are
likely to improve children’s school readiness and receptive vocabulary (Brown, Benedett &
Armistead, 2010), literacy (Phillips, Gorton, Pinciotti & Sachdev, 2010; Hannon et al. 2016),
cognitive reasoning (Portowitz, Lichtenstein, Egorova & Brand, 2009; Henriksson-Macaulay &
Welch, 2015) and emotional regulation skills. Such impact is evidenced in children at risk in
low-income families (Brown & Sax, 2013; Trehub et al. 2015; Corbeil et al. 2016). See also
Barrett, 2016; Hallam, 2015; Henriksson-Macaulay & Welch, 2016; Welch, 2006 for reviews of
related literature.

3. Project structure and aims
Our collaboration involved one SLT and one musician co-leading a series of weekly workshops.
Following a positive 5-week pilot at Katharine Bruce Nursery in the summer of 2015, CLCH and
Creative Futures agreed to further exploratory collaboration in the form of two 5-week
interventions at Katharine Bruce Nursery then a 10-week intervention at Queen’s Park
Community Nursery (both London Early Years Foundation nurseries).
Our aim was to impact positively on speech and language development of children with
language delay, and in particular to work with EYPs to give them a wider range of music-based
tools with which to support and nurture children’s language development.
Four detailed planning and development sessions took place, each involving the lead SLT,
musician and project manager. Each workshop on the nursery floor lasted approximately 50
minutes and was flanked on-site by an hour for collaborative planning and then up to an hour
for reflection involving both leaders and nursery staff. We found this structure to be an
invaluable way of reflecting on what had occurred in the session, cementing learning from
each other, and agreeing activities which could further support the children’s learning prior to
the next session.
Overall, this process formed a weekly action research cycle (i.e., plan/act/review) that drew on
and sought to combine in some way each of their areas of specialist expertise. Their weekly
planning and evaluation sessions, set either side of actual classroom-based activities with
children and nursery staff, were designed to allow them, both collectively and individually, to
respond to their perceptions of the requirements, priorities, successes and developmental needs
of children and nursery staff as the shared programme rolled out. (Welch & Bowmer, 2016)
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4. Workshop content
The overarching content focus across each term interweaved musical and related language
activities. A major thread was voice and movement activity that was centred on a selected
children’s book. There were also opportunities within each weekly session for children to
explore and lead activities themselves. The programme design allowed for the insertion of
musician-led activity into children’s already-established free play activities. The use of
percussion instruments also featured, as well as singing and other activities that related to the
musical and linguistic exploration of physical objects from a specially designed resource
collection. As part of her planning, the musician brought in a bag of such resources, including
soft toys and simple sound-making objects.
These resources were subsequently supplemented and extended in discussion with the SLT
partner, drawing on their extensive craft knowledge of working with young children in similar
contexts. Additionally, the resources became increasingly enriched by the inclusion of found
items in the classroom, which ensured that the session content embraced materials with which
the children were already familiar.

The SLT led the design of a ‘visual timetable’ of prioritised ingredients for each particular week.
These visual prompts allowed the children to interact with a physical symbol of a scheduled
activity as it happened. This approach supported the development of aspects of children’s
executive function, including memory, understanding and temporal-structural awareness, with
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specific foci included each week that related to their growing language competences and
needs.
The programme’s weekly sessions typically involved many common elements and included:
 Warm-up activities, such as songs and games;
 Free-play: with instruments and other items being placed around the room that linked
both to the chosen term’s key storybook and also to the rest of that session’s activities;
 Movement and action, such as dancing and using scarves, accompanied by music from
a CD or played by the musician;
 Circle time that often used a large, elasticated cloth ‘scrunchy’ for the children to hold
in order to bring the group into a circle; this was also an opportunity to share collective
sound making, such as vocal pitch glides to match the movements of the circle as it
expanded and contracted, and allowing for different tempi and vocal timbres to be
explored;
 A ‘Hello’ song, in which each child was named;
 The shared use of a ‘visual timetable’ so that children could see, discuss and revisit the
key elements and activities that had been designed into that week’s session;
 Listening activities, including story time readings from the focus storybook, often with
percussion accompaniment at key moments to reinforce underlying rhythmic patterns
to support children’s phonological development; the vocal sounds and movement used
by each practitioner were also encouraged imitatively from the children to help bring
the narrative actively to life for them;
 Selected song materials (such as ‘Down in the forest’ song, ‘What’s in the bag? and
‘Chop, chop, cooking pot’);
 Focused vocabulary and phonological activity, such as syllable clapping, with ‘What’s in
the bag’ involving vocabulary that was based on the focus storybook’s contents;
 Systematic hand gestures (drawing on Makaton) which focused the young children’s
attention on specific language, including instructions;
 A composing and listening game, in which each child composed a short song based on
the creature or sound object that they had taken from ‘What’s in the bag?’; this song
was then repeated and modelled by the adults and then the other children; and
 Turn-taking, such as with ‘What’s in the bag?’ and a goodbye song/game, sometimes
accompanied by the rolling of a ball across the group to ensure that every named
individual was included.

5. Impacts on children’s language development
In terms of impact, a comparison of the data in our research observation notes between the
first and final sessions each term revealed evidence of children demonstrating significant
musical learning, as well as language development and increased communication skills.
(Welch & Bowmer, 2016)
4

Children were observed collectively and (almost always) individually to be on-task and
purposefully and positively involved in the offered programme activities. This high level of
collective engagement provided a positive foundation for the development of an observed
sense of belonging and the promotion of social inclusion within the group.
The children’s sense of ownership of the Music for Change programme was observed in their
behaviours, including their comments during the session, such as:
 In week 9, children began to predict and request elements of the session, as exampled
by Child 1: “I want to do circle time now”; Child 2: “And the rain time is finished”; Child
3: “Now we could do the Gruffalo song”; Child 4: “And the window song, and then the
choppy chop”; and Child 3: “We forgot about the bag!”… “Shall we do the ball song to
say goodbye?”
Other examples of impact were noted at an individual child level. For example:
 Child 5: No speech or engagement was evidenced in session 1. However, by session 5,
the child prepared herself, unassisted, for an upcoming activity by sitting on the floor
and getting ready to receive a football when rolled by another child. She participated
now in most group activity, moving and making sound, showing particular enjoyment
during the dance activity.
 Child 6: Little engagement in session 1, but by session 5 was participating in the whole
session, practising repeating spoken phrases to himself, showing great enthusiasm for
dance and engaging regularly with other children.
 In relation to the activity ‘circle time’, children began to explore sound themselves,
without prompting. Week 5 observations noted a child-led exploration of sound: Child
1: “bu, bu, bu, bu” to the pulsed moving of the ‘scrunchy’. Child 2 copied the sound
with a different rhythm five times. Child 3 then joined Child 2 and went on to change
the sound to “pa, pa, pa”. This lead to “chopperty chop”. Keeping the rhythm, Child 3
makes up his own words to the group learnt song ‘Chop, chop, cooking pot’. All sounds
were rhythmic and kept with a pulse made by the children’s up/down movement of the
‘scrunchy’. This is an example of children developing musical skills, knowledge and
understanding, as well as an increasing mastery of focused language skills and
vocabulary development.
“The collaboration with SLTs really worked: it has helped children with pronunciation, helped
listening skills for distinguishing sounds and rhythm, and supported children with speech and
language delay through sounds and rhymes. Two children have been signed off from Speech
and Language Therapy as a result of the improvement made.” (Nursery manager)

5

Early Years teachers and assistants involved in the project reported to us that:
 “Children’s ability to remain attentive for the entirety of the session increased
markedly;
 Children are listening and attending for longer periods during whole class activities;
 Some of the quieter children gradually became more confident in engaging in the music
sessions, and this confidence transferred over to other small and whole group activities;
 During the week children were observed acting out the music sessions, with one child
taking on the role of the ‘teacher’ and leading a music session. This occurred during
spontaneous play and was child led.”
(Swain & Blyth, 2016)

6. Impact on EYPs
“[Music is] more embedded across the nursery. Staff have embraced it, and taken on board
how music supports children’s learning. Children look forward to the sessions and carry on
when the musicians are not there.” (Nursery manager)
Demonstrable musical and linguistic pedagogical knowledge and skills were evident in the final
session from participant nursery school staff in both settings. During this final session, nursery
staff members were observed to be able to lead activities, based on their participant
observation of mentored expertise in the preceding weeks. They were observed, with various
degrees of confidence, to use their own voices musically and positively to promote children's
communication and musical skills, knowledge and understanding. There was an impressive
range of musical repertoire evidenced by the staff.

In addition, the debriefing discussion after the final music session with nursery assistants
demonstrated their growing professional awareness, such as in the ways that they had shared
in the organisation and leading of the musical activities in that final week. The assistants stated
that:
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Parents were commenting positively on their children singing the focus music
repertoire at home;
All the children and staff had really enjoyed the selected songs and focused musical
activities;
Staff felt that their shared turn-taking in leading the music/language activities was a
positive aspect; and
The assistants were able to recount successes and how individual children had
benefitted through the activities, such as the report of a parent phoning the nursery to
tell staff how improved their child’s communication was at home recently. Another
example reported by a nursery staff member was: “Through this project I have
observed a child with limited communication initiating his own song, exploring rhyme
and understanding the use of syllables”.

There was also a positive sense of staff supporting each other and recognising their own
development. This was seen as an important feature in the successful management of the
activities. For example, one nursery practitioner said about another, “I noticed that she used
her singing voice to regain the children’s attention during this week. I have not heard her do
this before”. In another example, two members of nursery staff were filmed running an
unaided, 35-minute music and language session during intervention week 10.
Overall, there was a range of positive evidence of the impact of the mentoring on nursery staff:
 Their comments demonstrated a strong awareness of language development
opportunities;
 When prompted by the SLT, they had suggestions for extensions, such as the children
creating their own songs in play;
 Staff liked the action related activities, including the linked story narratives;
 Overall, they reported that they had really appreciated the whole experience of the
programme in terms of their own personal and professional development.
EYPs also completed questionnaires at the start and end of each 5/10-week intervention
relating to their use of music as a tool for language development.
 “Practitioners reported feeling more confident in supporting young children’s
communication and concentration skills through music activities and were more
confident in leading such activities.
 Both practitioners stated that they felt empowered to share information and
knowledge gained with their colleagues.”
(Blyth, 2016)
“I will be more confident in leading music sessions and supporting my colleagues in planning
and leading music sessions to support language. I will model this for colleagues to
demonstrate how we structure sessions.” (EYP3)
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Figure 1: Changes in confidence on named activities for the four EYPs in their nursery setting, with preand post-project self-assessments

Figure 1 illustrates the positive shift in levels of perceived confidence for participant EYPs as a
result of their experiences in the Music for Change project. Each EYP was asked to rate their
level of confidence on a specific target behaviour at the beginning and end of the project, using
a ten-point Likert-type self-reporting scale.

7. What we learned & how it is shaping our practice
At a mid-project planning session, the music leader suggested that the shared, action-researchbased experience in previous term had impacted positively on her reflective approach. In
particular, she felt that there was a need for her and her SLT partner to allow more opportunity
for children to contribute within and across weekly sessions – in her words, for her to become
‘less of a performer and more of an expert facilitator’. She also drew on her experience of
working with the Spring Term’s SLT and the use of principles contained in the ‘National
Strategies: Inclusion Development Programme’ (DCSF, 2008b), which could be used as a basic
‘script’ for defining programme priorities, including language development and auditory
memory.
Professional and appropriately critical self-reflection was encouraged by each specialist. For
example, the musician set herself specific targets based on her growing awareness of the
programme context related to the SLT’s explicit concerns. Targets that emerged included: to
focus on speaking clearly, using repetitive language, choosing songs with appropriate
vocabulary and finding ways of listening and exploring nouns.
In each successive school, the musician and SLT developed a successful and collaborative

music/language programme, drawing on their respective disciplinary strengths and their
reflective observations with the children and staff. They also took regular opportunities to
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gather useful feedback pre-and post-sessions with the nursery teams on the professional
development component.
There was observable evidence of a strong and positive partnership in the planning and
execution of the programme that also included the nursery staff who had been empowered to
gain sufficiently in confidence that they were willing to lead musical activities that would foster
children’s social communication and language skills along the lines of their mentored
experience. The core professional team also reported that they were enriched and empowered
by their experiences.
Reflections by the musician involved in the project:
 Working alongside a SLT has been invaluable in deepening understanding as a music
practitioner of the link between musical elements and language skills, and of the
different areas of early language and communication development.
 The level and desire to engage in activities, plus the space and time that was musically
created, was particularly beneficial in allowing more shy children to find their voice in a
safe and creative environment.
 The free-play sections of the sessions led to the formation of spontaneous songs. These
were generated using fragments of known songs, or composed by the children. This
shifted the focus away from adult-led group activities into a creative sharing session
owned by the children.
 The benefits of the SLT model of involving nursery staff in running the groups has been
key to the activities continuing between sessions.
 The use of a visual timetable introduces a consistent and repetitive structure to the
sessions, which is beneficial.
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Reflections by the SLTs involved in the project:
 Following the children’s lead and repeating back their spontaneous attempts at singing
led to increased confidence and helped develop shared attention.
 Having structured activities grow out of an initial musical free-play period led to
increased group attention for the duration of the session and a sense of ownership of
the session by the children.
 Strategies normally employed in Early Year’s SLT language groups were easily
incorporated into the music group’s structure, for example, activities relating to
vocabulary development and attention and listening skills. It is felt that these activities
became further enhanced, and the children more engaged, due to them being
embedded in a music group format.
 Using improvised songs to narrate children’s play and support their vocabulary
development correlates with the adult-child interaction strategy of ‘commenting on
what children are doing’.
 Music education can support language and communication development in pre-school
children.
“We have noticed that singing to children through transitions in the nursery has really
supported children with speech and language delays and the children coming up from the baby
room.” (Nursery manager)

8. Conclusion and next steps
Music for Change strengthens Creative Futures’ reputation as a leader in the field of
specialised Early Years provision, using carefully crafted, high quality arts programmes to give
children (often their first) experiences of participating in an arts activity, as well as enhancing
their learning and development. Our programmes, often delivered in areas of multiple
deprivation, can have profound and long-term positive outcomes for the children taking part.
This collaboration with Speech and Language Therapists has given us a fascinating insight into
another profession, and opened the eyes of professionals from both arts and health disciplines
to the similarities in their approach, and how the common ground provides a solid platform on
which to build knowledge and extend practice across our work to the benefit of children with
language delay and the practitioners who support them. As Music for Change moves into its
second full year from September 2016, further collaborations are planned and are likely to take
the form of 8-week co-led interventions which will continue to involve staff in a close working
model, as well as examining the impacts of the workshops on individual children’s speech and
language development. Through these interventions we will finalise our approach in the form
of a core programme which could be replicated in Early Years settings more widely.
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We look forward to continuing our collaboration with SLTs from CLCH and are grateful for their
time and commitment to this programme.

9. Partners and Funders
With thanks to those that have supported this project since 2015: Central London Community
Healthcare (CLCH), Trusthouse Charitable Foundation, Westminster ward budgets for
Westbourne and Harrow Road wards, & with particular thanks to our major funders and
investors:
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